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The Silent Dialogue: Exploring Language Identity and Language Policy and Planning in the

Serbian Sign Language Community
Abstract

This dissertation examines the divide between de jure language policy and de facto accessibility for
the Serbian Deaf community under the Law on the Use of Sign Language. Utilizing a concurrent
mixed-methods triangulation design, the study bridges qualitative lifeworld accounts (N = 24)
analyzed via reflexive thematic analysis with quantitative survey metrics mapping the dominant
hearing majority (N = 100). Qualitative findings reveal the Law functions as a statutory mirage. Public
spaces remain highly inaccessible, generating institutional trauma like the clinical typist turn in
healthcare and forcing a structural dependency that externalizes communicative burdens onto family
networks. In education, a poorly managed national inclusion strategy has re-engineered specialized
schools into catch-all facilities for diverse neurodivergent profiles, diluting their linguistic capital and
forcing students to maintain academic survival through uncompensated compensatory peer labor.
This external clinical tracking and internal institutional dilution drive an existential demographic
attrition panic regarding the survival of Deaf culture. Quantitative data validates these exclusions,
exposing a widespread public literacy vacuum: 63% of the hearing public is unaware of the language’s
legal status, and 82% possesses zero to minimal sign literacy. Crucially, 88% support increased state
funding for interpreters, proving execution failures stem from a lack of state enforcement rather than

public resistance.

Keywords: Serbian Sign Language (SSL), Language Policy and Planning, Critical Sociolinguistics,

Institutional Trauma, Educational Inclusion, Existential Attrition
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Heuyjuu mujajor: UcTpaxuBame je3HYKOr MICHTUTETA M je3nYKe MOJUTHKE U IIAHUPamha 'y

3ajeHNIH KOja ce CJIY:KH 3HAKOBHHMM je3ukoM y Cpoujun
Caxkerak

Oga mucepranuja uctpaxyje jasz usmely de jure jesnuke monutuke u de facto MPUCTYNAYHOCTH 32
3ajennuny [yBux y Cpouju nmpema 3akoHy 0 yroTpeOr 3HaKOBHOT je3uka. Kopucrehn koHKypeHTHY
TPpHUjaHTyJaAIlM]y MEIIOBUTUX METONA, CTyIWja MOBe3yje KBAJIUTATHUBHE INpHuKaze x)uBoTa (N = 24),
aHaMM3upaHe pe(IeKCHBHOM TEMAaTCKOM aHAJIM30M Ca KBAHTUTATHUBHOM aHKETOM KOja Manupa uyjyhy
Behuny (N = 100). KBanuratuBHM Hasla3u OTKPUBA]jy J1a 3aKOH JIeNTyje Kao CTaTyTOpHA UiTy3uja. JaBHU
OPOCTOPH Cy HENPUCTYIA4HH, Y3pPOKYjyhH MHCTHUTyLIMOHAIHY TpayMy IIONMYT KIUHUYKOR
Odaxmunocpagckoe okpema M Hamehyhu CTpyKTypHY 3aBUCHOCT KOja TepeT mpeballyje Ha OPOIHUILY.
VY o0pa3oBamy, Jiomie Bol)eHa cTparerrja MHKIy3dje MPETBOPUIIA j€ CIICHjalTHe [IKOJIEC y YCTAaHOBE
OINMIITEr THIA 32 HEYPOAMBEPIEHTHE MpOoQuie, YAME je Pa3BOAMECH JMHIBUCTUYKH KalWTaN, a
YUYCHHUIM TIPUMOPAHU Ha HerwtaheHu KomneusamopHu epurbauku pad. OBO KIMHUYKO mpaheme u
WHCTUTYILMOHAITHO Pa3BOAMABAKE MOKpeNy e2sucmenyujairty nanuxy o0 democpagcroz ocunarsa
kyarype ImyBux. KBantuTarnBHu momamy moTBplyjy OBy MCKIJBYYEHOCT, Pa30TKpHBajyhu Bakyym
jaBHe mucMeHocTH: 63% uyjyhux He 3Ha 32 3aKOHCKH CTATYC je3HKa, a 82% uMa HyNnTy 10 MUHUMAITHY
3HaKOBHY mucMeHocT. Kibyuno je mro 88% monprkasa Behe npkaBHO (pMHAHCHpame Tymada, IITO
J0Ka3yje a HeyClecH CIpoBoherma MPOUCTHYY M3 HEAOCTaTKa AP)KaBHOT M3BPIICHA, a HE OTIOpa

JaBHOCTH.

Kibyune peum: cprncku 3HakoBHH je3uk (C3J), je3nuka MOMUTHKA W IUIAHUPAKE, KPUTHYKA

COLIMOJIMHTBUCTHKA, MHCTUTYIIMOHAIIHA TpayMa, 00pa30BHA MHKITY3H]ja, Er3UCTEHIIN]aIHO OCUTIAHE
HayuyHa 00J1aCcT: COMOJMHIBUCTHKA U IPUMEH-EHA IMHTBUCTUKA

V:xa HayuyHa 00/1aCT: je3uUKa MMOJIUTUKA U IUNIAHUPAKbE, Je3UYKU UACHTUTET, CPIICKYA 3HAKOBHU J€3UK

(C3J)
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1. INTRODUCTION

1.1. Background of the Study

The intersection of language policy, minority rights, and cultural identity within signing communities
represents one of the most complex areas of contemporary sociolinguistic inquiry (Blommaert, 2010;
Tollefson, 2013). Historically, sign languages have been marginalized by dominant hearing societies,
framed through a medical-pathological lens that views Deafness as an individual sensory deficit to
be cured rather than as a marker of linguistic minority status (Lane, 1992; Padden & Humphries,
2005). Over the past several decades, the global shift toward a sociocultural model of Deafhood has
sought to reclaim manual communication as an ontological asset and a constitutional right by birth
(Ladd, 2003). In the Republic of Serbia, this struggle for linguistic self-determination achieved a
major historical milestone with the passage of the Law on the Use of Sign Language (Official Gazette
of the Republic of Serbia No. 38/2015). This top-down legal framework was designed to grant official
legal status to Serbian Sign Language (SSL), guarantee the provision of professional interpretation
services across public sectors, and foster an accessible civic space for the Deaf and Hard-of-Hearing

population (Official Gazette of the Republic of Serbia No. 38/2015).

However, the formal text of a legislative act does not automatically guarantee real-world execution.
In critical sociolinguistics, a sharp distinction is made between de jure statutory status planning and
de facto street-level language acquisition and access (Shohamy, 2006; Spolsky, 2004). In the decade
following the passage of the Law on the Use of Sign Language in 2015, the Serbian signing
community has occupied a contradictory sociolinguistic space. While the state presents an image of
progressive human rights compliance on paper, the everyday reality for SSL users remains defined
by systemic communication barriers, institutional gatekeeping, and frontline exclusion (Gordi¢, 2025;
Sari¢, 2016). This dissertation is positioned within this policy-practice gap, exploring how signing
individuals navigate, resist, and adapt to a public infrastructure that frequently treats their primary

language as an administrative afterthought (cf. McCarty, 2011; Tollefson, 2013).

1.2. Statement of the Problem

The core problem animating this research is two-fold, encompassing a visible crisis of public sector
accessibility and a more subtle, systemic hollowing out of traditional language preservation
environments. On the first front, the street-level execution of the Law on the Use of Sign Language
has largely collapsed due to a lack of localized implementation mechanisms, dedicated state budgets,
and mandatory public sector staff training (Gordi¢, 2025; Sari¢, 2016). When entering critical civic

spaces, such as municipal registries, post offices, police departments, and judicial courts, Deaf



citizens routinely encounter frontline personnel who exhibit intense communicative anxiety or
resistance. This total lack of preparation reduces public services to “blind counters,” where
minoritized individuals are forced to abandon their natural language and rely on primitive fallback

strategies like basic pantomime or writing notes on scraps of paper (Gordi¢, 2025; Sari¢, 2016).

This administrative failure becomes highly dangerous within public healthcare spaces (Harmer, 1999;
Pollard, 1998). The complete absence of permanent, on-site professional interpreter networks
transforms standard clinical checkups into sites of profound institutional trauma and biological risk
(Harmer, 1999). This vulnerability is vividly physicalized by a widespread routine habit
conceptualized in this study as the clinical typist turn, the physical movement of a medical practitioner
who turns away from a Deaf patient to log data into a computer terminal while continuing to speak,
instantly cutting off all visual communication tracks and lip-reading frames (Pollard, 1998). This
structural disregard, which forces individuals to guess their own prescription guidelines, often results
in severe medication errors and physical harm (Harmer, 1999; Pollard, 1998). This lack of
infrastructure forces an unfair externalization of operational costs onto the Deaf individual’s family
unit, compelling adults to rely on their hearing children or aging relatives for routine transactions,
transforming basic human needs into sources of deep personal guilt and structural dependency

(Radoman, 2012; Sari¢, 2016).

On the second front, the community faces an internal crisis of purpose within its traditional language
hubs. Under the current execution of the Serbian national inclusion strategy, specialized schools for
the Deaf, such as the historic Stefan Decanski institution in Belgrade, have been structurally re-
engineered into catch-all facilities for highly diverse developmental and neurodivergent profiles
following the Strategy for Development of Education in Serbia by 2030. This macro-policy shift
severely dilutes the linguistic capital of the classroom environment. Instructors who already lack
baseline conversational and academic SSL proficiency are left entirely unequipped to balance
profound deafness with complex neurodivergent needs (Savi¢, 2015). Falling back on rigid, speech-
centric compliance tracks, these specialized environments frequently become sites of instructional
deprivation rather than linguistic sanctuaries (Radoman, 2012; Savi¢, 2015). This institutional
dilution fractures the spatial density required for natural sign language transmission among youth,
leaving the student body to cover up these structural cracks through uncompensated, horizontal

compensatory peer labor just to survive academically (Savi¢, 2015).

This dual pressure, aggressive oralist mainstreaming from the outside and systemic institutional
dilution from the inside, produces what this study introduces as the concept of existential
demographic attrition panic among users, who view the rapid decline of their visual-manual spaces

as an immediate threat to the future survival of Deaf culture in Serbia.
2



1.3. Research Hypotheses

To address this problem systematically, this dissertation evaluates three core hypotheses designed to
test the limits of legislative policy, educational structure, and identity formation within the

contemporary Serbian landscape:

o Hypothesis 1: The formal integration of native sign language within specialized educational
settings remains limited by widespread teacher fluency deficits and top-down institutional
restructuring, creating spaces of linguistic deprivation that force students to rely on horizontal

peer networks for academic survival.

o Hypothesis 2: The statutory legal recognition of a minority sign language under a centralized
legislative act does not automatically translate into real-world street-level empowerment when
the state fails to provide localized enforcement, permanent funding, and mandatory public

sector accessibility standards.

o Hypothesis 3: Language identity within the signing community is highly stratified and non-
monolithic, operating along a contested spectrum between cultural Deaf integration and
instrumental tool pragmatism, shaped significantly by household language background and

immediate peer socialization rather than basic biological categories.

1.4. Methodology and Significance of the Study

This dissertation addresses these hypotheses through a mixed-methods concurrent triangulation
design, combining deep qualitative exploration with a structured quantitative survey to build a
comprehensive, multi-layered audit trail (Creswell & Poth, 2018). The qualitative phase captures the
authentic, lived realities of twenty-four (V= 24) interviewees. These text assets were analyzed using
Braun and Clarke’s framework of reflexive thematic analysis (RTA) to map latent patterns of

structural exclusion, coping mechanisms, and identity preservation (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2019).

To complement these qualitative insights, a quantitative pilot survey instrument was concurrently
deployed, gathering data from a verified sample of one hundred hearing majority respondents (N =
100). The demographic profile of this hearing cohort represents a highly educated, urban, young-to-
middle-aged cross-section of the public: 46% of respondents belong to the 26—35 age bracket, 66%
identify as female, and 61% hold advanced academic qualifications, including undergraduate degrees
(33%) and master’s or specialist credentials (28%). Crucially, 65% of these hearing respondents state

that they do not personally know a single Deaf individual.

Integrating this quantitative dataset changes the study’s scope from a localized qualitative report into

a robust sociolinguistic critique. The survey metrics provide the hard macro-level numbers needed to

3



prove that street-level exclusions are directly linked to a widespread public literacy vacuum and
hidden communicative anxieties within the dominant hearing society. By demonstrating that public
space barriers are maintained by a lack of state execution rather than public resistance to funding
accommodations, this design provides an undeniable empirical platform for long-term policy

development.

1.5. Structural Roadmap of the Inquiry

This dissertation unfolds across seven interconnected chapters designed to systematically bridge the
gap between de jure language policy and de facto civic accessibility. Following this introductory
framework, Chapter 2 establishes the theoretical foundations of critical sociolinguistics and macro-
level language planning, which provides the conceptual lens used to evaluate the Law on the Use of
Sign Language. Chapter 3 outlines the concurrent mixed-methods triangulation design, detailing the
reflexive coding protocols for the qualitative lifeworld data alongside the administrative parameters

of the N = 100 hearing majority survey.

The empirical heart of the study is situated within Chapter 4, which presents the four macro-thematic
qualitative dimensions and introduces the baseline descriptive statistics table mapping public literacy
and communicative anxiety. These insights are synthesized in Chapter 5, which tests the three core
research hypotheses while Chapter 6 introduces a model to guide educational and public sector
infrastructure reform. Finally, Chapter 7 addresses the methodological limitations of the study,

outlines actionable pathways, and concludes with a reflexive positionality statement.



2. LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1. Sociolinguistics and Sign Languages

The sociolinguistics of sign languages is an intricate and dynamic field, delving deep into how various
sign languages are not only structured but also used and perceived in different social contexts (Padden
& Humphries, 2005; Radoman, 2012). This study area goes beyond mere linguistic features to
encompass social, cultural, and interactional aspects that mold the usage and development of these
languages (Ladd, 2003; Lane, 1992). Sign languages, much like their spoken counterparts, exhibit a
rich tapestry of diversity across different regions and communities (Blommaert, 2010; Radoman,

2012).

When we look at regional variations, for instance, we find that sign languages are as diverse as spoken
languages. American Sign Language (ASL) presents an excellent example, with its signs varying
significantly between the Eastern and Western United States (Lucas, Bayley, & Valli, 2001). Such
regional disparities are not unique to ASL. They are a common feature in other sign languages like
British Sign Language (BSL) and Australian Sign Language (Auslan). These variations can be quite
profound, encompassing differences in handshapes, movements, or even entirely different signs for
the same concept. This regional diversity is akin to the dialects found in spoken languages, offering
a rich palette of linguistic expressions shaped by geographical, social, and cultural influences (Lucas,

Bayley, & Valli, 2001).

Delving into the influence of social factors, we see that elements like age, ethnicity, gender, and class
significantly impact the variation and usage of sign languages (Blommaert, 2010; Radoman, 2012).
There is a noticeable difference in the sign language used by different generations, mirroring the
generational shifts observed in spoken languages (Ladd, 2003; Radoman, 2012). In Deaf
communities, the background of an individual, such as being born into a Deaf family (native signers)
or learning sign language later in life (late signers), also influences their fluency and complexity in
language use (Lucas, Bayley, & Valli, 2001). These variations add to the richness of sign languages,

reflecting the diverse experiences and histories of their users.

The interaction between sign languages and spoken languages introduces fascinating sociolinguistic
phenomena, such as code-switching and code-mixing (Bishop & Hicks, 2005). Bilingual individuals
often seamlessly alternate between sign language and spoken language, enriching communication
through this blend. This phenomenon is especially prevalent in environments where individuals are
exposed to both a national sign language (like ASL) and an oral language (like English). This
bilingualism in sign language communities showcases the adaptability and flexibility of language use

in different contexts (Bishop & Hicks, 2005).



For many in Deaf communities, sign language is far more than a mere communication tool; it is a
cornerstone of their identity (Henner et al., 2018; Mcllroy & Storbeck, 2011). Sign language plays a
vital role in fostering a sense of belonging and community among Deaf individuals. Henner et al.
(2018) highlight how sign language strengthens cultural heritage and supports cognitive and
educational development, underlining its importance in personal and cultural identity formation.
Similarly, Mcllroy and Storbeck (2011) illustrate how sign language is essential for expressing
cultural values and navigating the development of Deaf identity within the community. This language
is a symbol of belonging and an integral part of the Deaf culture, which comes with its own set of
values and traditions (Padden & Humphries, 2005; Bauman & Murray, 2014). The use of sign
language, therefore, is not just about communication but is also a statement about the status and
identity of Deaf people in the broader societal context. This aspect of sign language as an identity
marker is a powerful testament to the cultural and social significance of these languages in the lives

of Deaf individuals (Padden & Humphries, 2005).

As argued by Woll and Ladd (2003), Johnston (2004), and Murray (2008), the sociolinguistic aspects
of sign languages also have profound implications in the realms of language education policy and
planning and education in general. The debate around the methods of educating Deaf children, such
as the use of sign language versus oralism, has been a contentious issue. Policy decisions, like the
official recognition of BSL in the United Kingdom in 2003, carry substantial weight in determining
the status and application of sign languages in various sectors, including education, legal systems,
and media. These policy and educational choices not only affect the day-to-day lives of Deaf
individuals but also play a crucial role in the preservation and recognition of sign languages as rich,

complex languages in their own right.

In summary, the study of the sociolinguistics of sign languages is a window into a world where
language is not just heard but seen. It spans a wide array of topics from regional variations and social
influences on language use to the roles of bilingualism, identity, and policy in shaping the status and
evolution of these languages. Understanding these aspects is essential to fully appreciate the depth,

diversity, and cultural significance of sign languages in their communities.

2.1.1. Language in Multicultural and Multilingual Contexts

A central theme in traditional sociolinguistic research is the exploration of language and identity in
multicultural and multilingual settings. This research domain focuses on phenomena such as language
contact, code-switching, and the development and evolution of pidgins and creoles (Muysken, 2000;
Thomason & Kaufman, 1988; Winford, 2003). These studies offer deep insights into the linguistic

intricacies of societies characterized by cultural and linguistic diversity. They highlight the



adaptability and fluidity of language in response to complex social and cultural interactions (Labov,
2001; Fishman, 1991). This area of research is particularly relevant in today’s globalized world, where
migration and cultural exchange are common, leading to unique linguistic and social configurations
(Crystal, 2003; Spolsky, 2004). By examining these phenomena, sociolinguistics contributes
significantly to our understanding of linguistic diversity, language preservation, and the dynamics of

language change in multicultural contexts (Myers-Scotton, 2006; Siegel, 2007).

Sign languages, as part of the linguistic landscape in multicultural and multilingual contexts, present
a unique and fascinating area of study in sociolinguistics. These visual-manual languages, used
primarily by Deaf and Hard-of-Hearing communities, offer insights into how language functions and
evolves in different cultural settings (Lucas, Bayley, & Valli, 2003). Unlike spoken languages, sign
languages rely on visual and spatial modalities, which provide unique perspectives on linguistic
structure, cognitive processing, and social interaction (Sandler & Lillo-Martin, 2006). Research into
these languages reveals the complexity and richness of their grammar, phonology, and syntax,
challenging traditional notions of what constitutes a language (Emmorey, 2002). Furthermore, the
study of sign language variation and change within Deaf communities highlights how cultural and
social factors influence language evolution, adaptation and individual and collective identity

construction (Lucas, Bayley, & Valli, 2003; Padden & Humphries, 1988).

In multicultural societies, sign languages often exist alongside spoken languages, forming a complex
linguistic tapestry. This coexistence raises intriguing questions about language contact and
interaction. For instance, just as spoken languages can influence each other through contact, sign
languages can also be influenced by, and in turn influence, the surrounding spoken languages (Lucas
& Valli, 1992; Pfau, Steinbach, & Woll, 2012). This interaction can lead to the development of contact
sign languages or mixed systems, akin to pidgins and creoles in spoken language contexts (Adam,
2012). An illustrative example of such phenomenon can be noted in the development of Al-Sayyid
Bedouin Sign Language in Israel, which evolved in a small, isolated community with a high incidence
of Deafness (Meir et al., 2010). In this unique community, approximately 150 of the 4,000 members
are Deaf, leading to the natural emergence of a fully developed sign language used by both Deaf and
hearing individuals. This sign language developed independently of any national sign languages and
showcases how a new language can emerge within a few generations. Sandler et al. (2005) highlight
that Al-Sayyid Bedouin Sign Language possesses its own distinct grammar and lexicon, providing a

clear example of how linguistic communities can spontaneously generate new languages.

Moreover, the phenomenon of code-switching, commonly observed in multilingual communities, can
also be seen in sign language users. Bilingual individuals who use both a sign language and a spoken

language may switch between the two, depending on the context, audience, and purpose of
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communication (Bishop & Hicks, 2005). This switching is not merely a linguistic act. It also carries
social and cultural significance, reflecting the identity and affiliative choices of the individual
(Grosjean, 1996; Lucas & Valli, 1992). Such individuals may be described as bimodal bilinguals,

navigating communication across both spoken and signed modalities (Emmorey, 2002).

Just like oral languages, sign languages are not static. They evolve as they come into contact with
other languages and as the needs and identities of their users change. This evolution can be observed
in the development of new signs, changes in sign structure, and the emergence of regional dialects
within a sign language. The dynamic nature of sign languages is evident in how new technological
and cultural developments are integrated, leading to the creation of new signs and expressions

(Brennan & Turner, 1994; Sandler & Lillo-Martin, 2006).

Furthermore, the role of sign languages in education and social inclusion in multicultural settings is
of critical importance. In many parts of the world, Deaf individuals face barriers to education and
social participation due to the lack of recognition and support for their language (Marschark &
Spencer, 2003; Reagan, 2010). The promotion and support of sign languages in these contexts are not
only a linguistic issue but also a matter of human rights and social justice (Kusters, De Meulder, &

O’Brien, 2017).

In summary, the study of sign languages in multicultural and multilingual contexts offers valuable
perspectives on the adaptability and resilience of language (Sandler & Lillo-Martin, 2006; Lucas,
Bayley, & Valli, 2001). It highlights the need for inclusive language policies that recognize and
support the linguistic rights of all members of society, including sign language users (Reagan, 2010;
Skutnabb-Kangas, 2000). This area of research underscores the importance of understanding and
preserving linguistic diversity in our increasingly interconnected world, emphasizing the need for
greater awareness and support for the linguistic rights of Deaf communities (Bauman & Murray,

2014; Padden & Humphries, 2005).

2.1.2. Language and Identity Construction

A foundational concept in exploring these identities within Deaf Studies and sociolinguistics is the
explicit distinction between deaf and Deaf. Research on Deaf populations has long recognized that
deafness cannot be understood solely as a biomedical condition defined by auditory thresholds. In
Deaf Studies and sociolinguistics, deafness is frequently conceptualized as a phenomenon
encompassing physiological, linguistic, social, and cultural dimensions (Padden & Humphries, 1988;

Lane, Hoftmeister & Bahan, 1996; Ladd, 2003; Leigh, 2009).

The lowercase term deaf typically refers to the audiological condition of hearing loss, whereas the

capitalized term Deaf denotes identification with a cultural and linguistic minority community
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organized around the use of sign language (Padden & Humphries, 1988; Lane, 2005). Scholars have
emphasized that individuals with similar levels of hearing loss may occupy very different social and
linguistic positions depending on their educational experiences, communication practices, and

participation in Deaf social networks (Lane, Hoffmeister & Bahan, 1996; Ladd, 2003; Leigh, 2009).

Sociolinguistics, particularly through the lenses of critical sociolinguistics and discourse analysis,
offers powerful frameworks for exploring how sign languages contribute to the formation,
negotiation, and expression of both personal and social identities (Blommaert, 2005; Fairclough,
2013; Padden & Humphries, 2005). These approaches allow researchers to delve into the ways in
which language, as a social practice, is intertwined with identity at multiple levels: individual,

communal, and institutional (Ladd, 2003; Lucas, Bayley, & Valli, 2001).

Critical sociolinguistics, with its focus on the socio-political contexts of language use, examines how
identities are constructed through language in relation to power dynamics, social hierarchies, and
cultural practices (Blommaert, 2005; Filipovi¢, 2014; Filipovi¢ & Jovanovi¢, 2025). This approach is
particularly relevant when studying sign languages, as these languages are often situated within
broader contexts of marginalization and resistance. For instance, the use of sign language within the
Deaf community is not merely a communicative choice but a profound assertion of cultural and
linguistic identity in the face of historical and ongoing oppression (Ladd, 2003). The recognition and
use of sign language can thus be seen as an act of identity, where Deaf individuals and communities

assert their presence, culture, and rights within a hearing-dominated society (Bauman, 2004).

Discourse analysis complements this by focusing on the micro-level interactions where identities are
actively constructed and negotiated. Through the lens of discourse analysis, researchers can
investigate how Deaf individuals use sign language in various social interactions to perform and
negotiate their identities (Lucas, Bayley, & Valli, 2001). For example, the way sign language is
employed in different contexts, such as within the family, in educational settings, or in public spaces,
can reveal how Deaf individuals navigate their identities in relation to others, whether aligning with
or resisting dominant societal norms (Lucas, Bayley, & Valli, 2001). This analysis can uncover the
subtle ways in which identity is negotiated through everyday language practices, highlighting the
dynamic and fluid nature of identity in sociolinguistic terms (Bucholtz & Hall, 2005).

Historically, sign languages have been marginalized, reflecting broader societal marginalization of
Deaf communities (Padden & Humphries, 2005; Ladd, 2003). This marginalization is evident in
institutional settings, where sign languages are often overlooked or devalued, leading to limited
access to education, healthcare, and legal systems for Deaf individuals (Bauman, 2004; Ladd, 2003).

Critical sociolinguistic research into sign languages thus highlights the dynamics of recognition and
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legitimization, demonstrating how linguistic policies and practices can either empower or

disenfranchise Deaf communities (Bauman, 2004).

In terms of identity, critical sociolinguistics and discourse analysis provide tools for exploring how
sign languages contribute to the formation and negotiation of both personal and social identities. For
many Deaf individuals, sign language is not merely a means of communication, but a crucial
component of their cultural and social identity, integral to the concept of Deafhood (Ladd, 2003;
Senghas & Monaghan, 2002).

Furthermore, the intersection of sign language research with studies on gender, race, ethnicity, and
social class provides deeper insights into how these identities are constructed and expressed through
language (McCaskill et al., 2011). For instance, variations in sign language use across different Deaf
communities can reflect and shape racial and ethnic identities, similar to spoken languages (McCaskill
et al., 2011). These intersections reveal the complex ways in which sign languages contribute to
identity formation, providing a nuanced understanding of the sociolinguistic landscape of Deaf

communities.

Critical sociolinguistic research also has practical implications for language policy, education, and
cross-cultural communication (Filipovi¢, 2014; Filipovi¢ et al., 2007). Understanding the role of sign
language in identity formation can inform the development of educational curricula and teaching
methods that are inclusive of Deaf students and their linguistic needs (Singleton & Tittle, 2000). This
research underscores the importance of recognizing and respecting sign languages as not just

communication tools but vital elements of cultural and personal identity (Wilcox, 2000).

In summary, the study of sign languages within the frameworks of critical sociolinguistics and
discourse analysis illuminates their crucial role in identity formation, social interaction, and the
negotiation of power (Blommaert, 2005; Ladd, 2003; Lucas, Bayley, & Valli, 2001). This research
highlights the significance of sign languages in the lives of Deaf individuals and communities,
emphasizing the need to recognize and support these languages as integral components of cultural

and personal identity (Padden & Humphries, 2005; Bauman, 2004).

2.2. Language Policy and Planning Frameworks

Language Policy and Planning (LPP) is a multifaceted and interdisciplinary field that examines the
processes, principles, and practices involved in managing language use within a particular community
or nation (Kaplan & Baldauf, 1997). It encompasses both the theoretical frameworks that underpin
language management and the practical strategies employed to influence language behavior among
individuals and groups. The study of LPP is crucial in understanding how languages are maintained,

revitalized, or marginalized in different sociopolitical contexts (Spolsky, 2009). The field draws from
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various disciplines, including sociolinguistics, applied linguistics, education, political science, and
sociology, to provide comprehensive insights into the dynamics of language use and regulation

(Kaplan & Baldauf, 1997; Filipovi¢, 2015a, 2018, 2024; Filipovi¢ & Durbaba, 2014).

Historically, LPP has been dominated by top-down approaches, where governmental and institutional
bodies dictate LPP initiatives (Cooper, 1989; Fishman, 1991). These policies often reflect broader
socio-political objectives and are influenced by ideologies of nationalism, identity, and power
(Tollefson, 1991). For example, in her work, Filipovi¢ (2015a) critiques this top-down approach by
highlighting the disconnection between policymakers and practitioners, particularly in the context of
Serbia. She argues for the inclusion of foreign language teachers in the policymaking process,
advocating for a bottom-up approach that empowers educators to actively participate in shaping

language education policies.

Language education policy (LEP) is a critical component of LPP, focusing specifically on the role of
language in educational settings (Johnson, 2013). LEPs involve decisions about which languages are
taught, how they are taught, and the goals of language education (Spolsky, 2004; Filipovi¢, 2018).
The Council of Europe and the European Union have been instrumental in promoting policies that
support plurilingualism and intercultural competence, emphasizing the importance of learning
multiple languages to enhance European mobility and communication (Vez, 2008). Despite these
efforts, Filipovi¢ (2015a) points out that many national policies still fail to engage teachers in

meaningful ways, resulting in a gap between policy intentions and classroom realities.

Critical pedagogy and constructive learning are essential theoretical frameworks within LPP. These
approaches emphasize the role of education in challenging existing power structures and fostering
critical awareness among learners (Cummins, 2000). Critical pedagogy, as discussed by Darder
(1995), views education as inherently political and advocates for teaching practices that empower
students to question and transform societal norms. Constructive learning, on the other hand, focuses
on creating learner-centered environments that encourage active engagement and self-directed
learning (Shelton & Darling, 2003). Filipovi¢ (2015a) integrates these concepts into her vision of
teacher education, arguing that foreign language teachers must be equipped with the skills and

knowledge to critically engage with language policies and advocate for their students’ needs.

The complexity of LPP is further illustrated by the interplay between language ideologies and policy
decisions. Language ideologies are beliefs and attitudes about language that influence how languages
are perceived and valued within a society (Filipovi¢, 2018, 2024, 2025). Milroy (2001) discusses the
impact of standardization ideologies on language policies, noting that these beliefs often privilege

certain language varieties over others, leading to issues of linguistic inequality and discrimination. In
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Serbia, for instance, the dominance of the standard Serbian language in education has marginalized
minority languages and resulted in imbalanced bilingualism (Filipovi¢ et al., 2007). This highlights
the need for more inclusive and equitable language policies that recognize and support linguistic

diversity.

Another critical aspect of LPP is the relationship between language policies and educational
outcomes. Tollefson (2002) emphasizes that language policies are not merely neutral instruments but
are deeply embedded in contested ideologies and power relations. This perspective is essential for
understanding the impact of language policies on educational practices and student outcomes. For
example, the promotion of English as a global lingua franca has led to its prioritization in many
educational systems, often at the expense of local and indigenous languages. This has significant

implications for cultural identity and linguistic heritage.

Recent studies further highlight the dynamic nature of LPP in response to globalization and migration.
Garcia and Wei (2014) explore the concept of translanguaging as a pedagogical approach that
leverages the fluid language practices of bilingual and multilingual speakers. This approach
challenges traditional notions of language separation and promotes a more holistic understanding of
language use in educational settings. Similarly, Hornberger and Johnson (2007) emphasize the
importance of ethnographic methods in studying LPP, advocating for research that captures the lived
experiences of language users and the nuanced ways in which policies are enacted in everyday

contexts.

The role of technology in LPP is also gaining attention. Warschauer (2000) examines how digital
communication tools are reshaping language practices and policies, particularly in educational
contexts. The integration of technology in language education has the potential to support more
inclusive and flexible language learning opportunities, although it also raises questions about access

and equity.

2.2.1. Language Policy and Planning for Deaf Communities

The history of LPPs for sign languages is deeply interwoven with the history of Deaf communities, a
narrative marked by significant milestones, setbacks, and ongoing challenges. In the pre-20th century
era, sign languages were largely unrecognized, often dismissed as rudimentary or inferior. Deaf
individuals typically developed their own home signs or used local sign languages, evolving

organically within Deaf communities but receiving little formal recognition.

The situation began to change with Charles-Michel de I’Epée’s establishment of the first public school
for the Deaf in the late 18th century. De I’Epée, recognized as the Father of the Deaf, developed Old

French Sign Language, significantly contributing to the formal recognition of sign languages. His
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approach, which embraced the natural visual-manual modality of communication among the Deaf,

contrasted sharply with the prevailing views of the time (Lane, Hoffmeister, & Bahan, 1996).

However, a century later, the Milan Conference of 1880 represented a regressive turning point in Deaf
education and sign language policy. This international assembly, dominated by hearing educators,
endorsed oralism over sign language, leading to the widespread suppression of sign language in
educational settings and contributing to the stigmatization of Deaf cultures (Grosjean, 2001). The
impact of this conference was global, setting back the recognition and development of sign languages

for years.

The mid-20th century heralded a period of revival and recognition for sign languages, largely thanks
to William Stokoe’s research at Gallaudet University. Stokoe’s work in the 1960s demonstrated that
ASL possessed all the characteristics of a natural language, with its own grammar and syntax,

challenging misconceptions and shifting public and academic perceptions (Stokoe, 1960).

The Deaf President Now protest at Gallaudet University in 1988 was another landmark event,
symbolizing the Deaf community’s ability to effect change and advocate for its rights. This student-
led protest demanded the appointment of a Deaf president for the university, a successful endeavor

that signified a significant moment in the history of the Deaf community (Gannon, 1989).

In recent decades, there has been a growing movement towards legal recognition and support of
national sign languages. Countries like the United States and the UK have begun to recognize
American Sign Language and British Sign Language, respectively. This legal recognition is crucial
for ensuring the rights of Deaf individuals and facilitating their full participation in society (Brennan,

2005).

Education policies have evolved, shifting towards bilingual education that incorporates both local
sign language and the country’s written/spoken language. However, challenges remain, particularly

in ensuring access to quality bilingual education globally (Kusters, 2015).

The World Federation of the Deaf and international bodies like the European Union and the United
Nations have played significant roles in advancing the rights and recognition of sign languages. The
UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, adopted in 2006, underscores the
importance of sign languages and the cultural identity of Deaf communities (United Nations, 2006),
reflecting a growing global commitment to the rights of Deaf individuals and the recognition of sign

languages as integral to their cultural and linguistic identity.

The inclusion of sign languages in LPP is essential, given the unique nature of the Deaf community

as a cultural and linguistic group. This distinct community presents specific challenges and
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opportunities for LPP. The decisions made in this realm for spoken languages often significantly
overlap with those for sign languages, impacting the Deaf community in various ways. Key areas
include the recognition of sign languages as mediums of instruction in educational settings and their
official recognition as languages in their own right. Such recognition is crucial for preserving the

linguistic rights and cultural identity of Deaf individuals (Lane, Hoffmeister, & Bahan, 1996).

Further emphasizing the diversity within sign languages, there are natural sign languages, contact
sign languages (used in interactions between Deaf and hearing people), manual sign codes
(representing spoken languages in visual formats), and signed communication used by hearing people
in specific contexts. This variety underscores the need for nuanced LPP approaches, tailored to the

specific linguistic and cultural contexts of Deaf communities (Lucas & Valli, 1992).

Other researchers have expanded upon Stokoe’s work, contributing to the growing understanding of
sign languages. Lucas and Valli, for example, have explored the sociolinguistic aspects of ASL,
shedding light on regional variations, social registers, and the influence of factors such as age,
ethnicity, and education on language use (Lucas & Valli, 1992). This research has further emphasized
the complexity and diversity of sign languages, reinforcing the need for inclusive language policies

that recognize and accommodate this diversity.

Moreover, research by Padden and Humphries (2005) has focused on the cultural and identity aspects
of Deaf communities, highlighting the integral role of sign languages in Deaf culture. Their work

underscores the importance of LPP in supporting the cultural and linguistic rights of Deaf individuals.

In summary, the evolution of LPP to include sign languages, significantly influenced by Stokoe’s
pioneering work, underscores a growing recognition of the linguistic complexity and cultural
importance of these languages. The work of Stokoe and subsequent researchers like Lucas, Valli,
Padden, and Humphries has been instrumental in shaping policies that acknowledge and support the

linguistic rights and cultural identity of Deaf communities.

2.2.2 [European Legislative and Policy Frameworks

The evolution of legislative and policy frameworks in Europe concerning the rights and recognition
of Deaf individuals and the use of sign languages represents a profound shift towards inclusivity and
acknowledgment of linguistic diversity. This journey began significantly in 1988 with the European
Parliament Resolution, which was a groundbreaking step in recognizing the linguistic rights of the
Deaf community (European Parliament, 1988). Prior to this, sign languages were often marginalized
and not considered true languages in many societies. The resolution’s impact was multi-dimensional.
It not only recognized sign languages as complete languages but also underscored the importance of

making these languages accessible in public life (European Parliament, 1988). It called upon member
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states to actively support and facilitate the use of sign languages, emphasizing the need for sign
language education and the training of qualified interpreters (Sutton-Spence & Woll, 1999). This was
not just a symbolic gesture; it had practical implications, leading to the development of educational
programs and interpreter training courses across Europe (Ladd, 2003). Additionally, it set a precedent
for future policies and legislation, creating a domino effect in which the rights and needs of the Deaf
community began to be increasingly recognized in other legislative frameworks (Kusters et al., 2017).
This resolution marked the beginning of a new era of language equality and accessibility in Europe,
shaping the way sign languages and the Deaf community are perceived and integrated into society

(Johnston & Schembri, 2007).

The European Union of the Deaf (EUD), established in 1985, has played a pivotal role in advocating
for the rights of Deaf individuals. As a pan-European, non-profit organization, the EUD has been
instrumental in bringing the issues faced by the Deaf community to the forefront of EU policy-
making. Their relentless efforts have ensured that the concerns and needs of the Deaf community are
not only heard but also acted upon at the EU level. The EUD’s work encompasses a broad range of
activities, from lobbying and advocacy to research and project implementation (European Union of
the Deaf, n.d.-a). They have been actively involved in numerous initiatives aimed at improving the
lives of Deaf individuals, including efforts to enhance access to education, employment, and public
services. One of the key achievements of the EUD has been its success in influencing the formulation
of EU policies concerning the recognition and support of sign languages. This includes working
closely with EU institutions and member states to ensure the implementation of policies and directives
that positively impact the Deaf community (European Union of the Deaf, n.d.-b). Their advocacy
extends beyond legislative change, focusing also on raising public awareness about the cultural and
linguistic identity of the Deaf community. The EUD’s contribution has been fundamental in shaping
a more inclusive and equitable EU, where the rights of Deaf individuals are recognized and upheld

(European Union of the Deaf, n.d.-c).

The adoption of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) in 2006
marked a monumental shift in the international approach to disability rights, including the rights of
Deaf individuals (United Nations, 2006). The CRPD was the first comprehensive human rights treaty
of the 21st century and the first legally binding instrument at the international level to specifically
address the needs of people with disabilities. Its adoption by the EU and its member states signified
a commitment to a new paradigm in disability rights, moving away from a model of charity and
medicalization towards one that emphasizes human rights and social inclusion. Article 21 of the
CRPD, which mandates the facilitation of sign languages, is particularly significant. It not only

acknowledges the importance of sign languages for the freedom of expression and access to
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information for Deaf individuals but also obliges state parties to ensure that sign languages are given

equal status with spoken languages (United Nations, 2006).

This has profound implications for policy and practice, necessitating changes in national laws and the
attitudes of societies towards Deaf individuals and their languages. The CRPD also covers various
other aspects critical to the lives of Deaf people, such as accessibility, personal mobility, health,
education, and employment. By ratifying the CRPD, member states have committed to making
concrete changes to ensure that the rights of people with disabilities are respected and upheld, marking
a significant step forward in the global recognition and support for the Deaf community (United

Nations, 2006).

The EU Accessibility Directive (European Union, 2016), enacted in 2016, represents a significant
advance in the EU’s commitment to creating an inclusive society for people with disabilities,
including Deaf individuals. This directive is aimed at ensuring that public sector websites and mobile
applications are accessible to people with disabilities. The directive’s importance lies in its specific
focus on digital accessibility, addressing various aspects of website and app design to consider the
needs of people with disabilities. By including provisions for accessible communication, the directive
implicitly recognizes the importance of sign language interpretation and accessible information
technologies. This has wide-ranging implications for the Deaf community, as it ensures that critical
services and information are accessible in sign language, thus enabling full and equal participation in
society. The directive also sets out clear standards and guidelines for accessibility, ensuring that public
sector bodies understand and implement the necessary measures to make their digital services
accessible. Furthermore, it provides a framework for monitoring and enforcing compliance, ensuring
that the rights of people with disabilities are protected (European Union, 2016). The directive has
been a key driver in the push towards a more accessible Europe, where the needs of all individuals,

including those who are Deaf, are considered and accommodated.

Similarly, the European Accessibility Act (EAA) of 2019 (European Union, 2019) marked another
stride forward in enhancing the accessibility of services and products for people with disabilities. This
act is a comprehensive piece of legislation that covers a wide range of products and services, including
e-readers, computers, smartphones, and banking services. The EAA’s significance lies in its broad
scope and its focus on improving access to the digital world for people with disabilities. For sign
language users, this is particularly crucial as it means better access to digital content and services,
which are often essential for information, communication, and participation in the modern world. The
act also plays a key role in standardizing accessibility requirements across the EU, ensuring that
products and services are designed with the needs of people with disabilities in mind from the outset.

This not only benefits the Deaf community but also contributes to the creation of a more inclusive
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digital environment for all. The EAA also emphasizes the importance of involving people with
disabilities in the development of accessible technologies and services, recognizing that their input is
crucial in ensuring that these technologies truly meet their needs. This act represents a significant step
in the EU’s efforts to build a barrier-free environment and has been instrumental in driving innovation

and progress in the field of accessibility (European Union, 2019).

Collectively, these legislative and policy developments over the last three decades have significantly
contributed to creating a more inclusive and accessible environment for Deaf individuals within the
EU. They reflect an evolving understanding and appreciation of the Deaf community and their
languages and signify a commitment to ensuring that Deaf individuals enjoy the same rights and
opportunities as their hearing counterparts (European Union, 2016; European Union, 2019). These
developments are not just about changing laws. They represent a broader shift in attitudes and
perceptions towards the Deaf community, promoting equality, respect, and recognition of the rich
linguistic and cultural diversity that sign languages bring to our society (European Union, 2016;

European Union, 2019).

2.2.3 Language Education Policy and Planning in Serbia

LEP is often categorized as one of the three main components of general LPP, along with status
planning and corpus planning (Filipovi¢ et al., 2007; Kaplan & Baldauf, 1997). LEP typically
involves decisions made by state and educational institutions regarding which languages will be
taught, the frameworks for curriculum development, and the criteria for teacher education and training
(Filipovi¢, 2015a, 2015b; Spolsky, 2004). In Serbia, the selection of languages for education is

heavily influenced by social, political, cultural, and historical factors.

According to Filipovi¢ (2015a) and Filipovi¢ et al. (2007), post-World War II educational policy in
Yugoslavia, and subsequently Serbia, aimed at fostering a sense of unity while recognizing the
distinctiveness of various ethnic communities. This period saw the introduction of Russian as a
compulsory foreign language and the promotion of minority languages (Skiljan, 1988; To¢anac, 1990,
as cited in Filipovi¢, 2015a). This policy framework sought to balance national cohesion with the
preservation and promotion of minority languages, reflecting a complex interplay of political and

cultural goals.

The breakup of Yugoslavia brought about significant changes in LEPs. Languages such as English,
German, French, and later Spanish and Italian became more prominent in the curriculum, reflecting
broader global and European trends (Filipovi¢, 2015b). Despite this shift, the importance of minority
languages in education continued to be recognized, though the implementation varied according to

regional and political dynamics (Filipovi¢ et al., 2007). This shift illustrates how language policies
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are often reactive to socio-political changes, with different languages gaining prominence in response

to external influences and internal developments.

Filipovi¢ (2015b) underscores that LEPs are influenced by economic, political, and cultural
orientations of local communities. This interaction often results in contested ideologies towards
different languages within the society (Tollefson, 2002, as cited in Filipovi¢, 2015b). In Serbia, for
instance, educational laws stipulate that formal education can be conducted in Serbian as L1, Serbian
as L2 (for members of ethnolinguistic minorities), and in recognized minority languages. However,
the practical implementation of these policies often leads to imbalanced bilingualism or language
shift towards the majority language, complicating the intended goals of preserving minority languages
(Filipovi€ et al., 2007). This phenomenon of subtractive bilingualism, where the minority language
is undermined in favor of the dominant language, poses significant challenges for the sustainability

of linguistic diversity (Mikes, 2001, as cited in Filipovi¢, 2015a).

Moreover, the top-down approach to LEP often fails to incorporate the perspectives and active roles
of foreign language teachers, who are crucial in the actual implementation of these policies (Johnson,
2013). Filipovi¢ (2015a) advocates for a multilateral and multidimensional approach to LEP that
includes bottom-up contributions from teachers, supported by critical pedagogy and constructive
learning methodologies. This approach aligns with the Council of Europe and European Union’s
emphasis on plurilingualism, pluriculturalism, and intercultural competence as essential elements of

language education (Vez, 2008, as cited in Filipovi¢, 2015a).

Empirical research further supports the need for teachers’ active involvement in LEP. For instance,
Bhattacharya et al. (2007) highlight the significant impact teachers have on the practical outcomes of
language policies through their everyday teaching practices. This underscores the necessity of
empowering teachers to take an active role in policy formulation to ensure that educational practices

align with the sociopolitical and cultural contexts of their communities.

In conclusion, LEP in Serbia reflects the broader social and political landscape, balancing between
the demands for national unity and the need to accommodate linguistic diversity. This approach,
however, is fraught with challenges, particularly in achieving the desired educational outcomes and
maintaining linguistic diversity within a unified national framework (Filipovi¢, 2015a). Effective LEP
requires the integration of both top-down and bottom-up approaches, recognizing the critical role of

educators and the sociocultural dynamics at play.

2.2.3.1 Legislative Milestones and Implementation Challenges

The legislative framework for language education in Serbia has undergone various reforms. Key legal

instruments include the Law on the Fundamentals of Education System (Official Gazette of the
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Republic of Serbia No. 72/2009, 52/2011, 55/2013 and 62/2016), the Law on Primary Education
(Official Gazette of the Republic of Serbia No. 55/2013), and the Bylaws on More Specific Conditions
for the Implementation of Bilingual Teaching (Official Gazette of the Republic of Serbia, No.
105/2015 and 50/2016). These laws and regulations aim to support the use of minority languages in
education, reflecting commitments under the European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages,

ratified by Serbia in 2005 (Filipovié, 2015a; Vuco & Begovié, 2014).

The Law on the Fundamentals of Education System (Official Gazette of the Republic of Serbia No.
72/2009, 52/2011, 55/2013 and 62/2016) defines the general principles and goals of education in
Serbia, emphasizing the importance of inclusivity and the right to education in one’s mother tongue
for national minorities. The Law on Primary Education (Official Gazette of the Republic of Serbia
No. 55/2013) further specifies the implementation of primary education in minority languages where

there is sufficient demand and available resources.

The Bylaws on More Specific Conditions for the Implementation of Bilingual Teaching (Official
Gazette of the Republic of Serbia, No. 105/2015 and 50/2016) establish the detailed conditions for
conducting bilingual education in Serbian and minority languages, as well as foreign languages. This
includes criteria for teacher qualifications, student language proficiency levels, and the overall

framework for curriculum development in bilingual settings (Vuco & Begovi¢, 2014).

These legislative measures are part of Serbia’s commitment to the European Charter for Regional or
Minority Languages, which mandates the promotion and protection of minority languages in various
domains, including education (Filipovi¢, 2015b). Despite these frameworks, practical challenges
remain in ensuring the effective implementation of bilingual and minority language education,

including the availability of qualified teachers and appropriate teaching materials (Filipovi¢, 2015b).

Despite these legislative efforts, practical challenges remain. The implementation of bilingual
education, for instance, has faced obstacles such as a lack of qualified teachers, inadequate teaching
materials, and political resistance from some minority groups. This has sometimes led to subtractive
bilingualism, where students from minority communities struggle with Serbian proficiency, limiting
their social mobility and academic success (Filipovi¢ et al., 2007). Moreover, there are instances
where the practical application of policies does not align with the intended goals, as seen in the case

of minority languages being used minimally in formal education despite legislative support.

In particular, the resistance from certain national minority groups to the introduction of bilingual
education programs, especially those that would include Serbian and minority languages, has been a
significant barrier (Filipovi¢ & Vuco, 2018). The argument put forth by some minority representatives

is that bilingual education might threaten the preservation of their languages and cultural identities,
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fearing that it could lead to assimilation rather than integration (Filipovi¢ & Vuco, 2018). This stance
has resulted in the exclusion of minority languages from bilingual education frameworks, which are
otherwise applied to major world languages like English and French alongside Serbian (Filipovi¢ &
Vuco, 2018). This exclusion is not only seen as discriminatory but also detrimental to the potential
cognitive and academic benefits that an additive bilingual model could offer (Filipovi¢ & Vuco,
2018). Such a model would enable the simultaneous and purposeful development of both the minority
language and Serbian, thereby fostering greater communicative and academic competencies across

linguistic communities (Filipovi¢ & Vuco, 2018).

Furthermore, this reluctance to embrace bilingual education involving minority languages has wider
implications for educational equity and social cohesion. For marginalized groups like the Roma, the
absence of bilingual education that includes their native language reinforces their marginalization,
both within the education system and the broader society (Filipovi¢ & Vuco, 2018). The lack of
recognition and support for minority languages in education diminishes the linguistic and cultural
capital of these communities, which could otherwise contribute significantly to the social fabric of

the country (Filipovi¢ & Vuco, 2018).

This issue is similarly relevant to the Deaf community in Serbia, where SSL has struggled to gain
proper recognition and inclusion in the educational system. Despite being legally recognized, SSL
faces challenges similar to those of spoken minority languages, including insufficient resources, a
shortage of qualified educators fluent in SSL, and limited integration into mainstream education

(Raicevi¢ Baji¢ et al., 2021).

In this context, the need for a reimagined bilingual education model that incorporates minority
languages, including SSL, is evident. Such a model would view linguistic diversity as a societal asset
rather than a challenge, promoting greater inclusion, equity, and cohesion across all linguistic

communities in Serbia (Filipovi¢ & Vuco, 2018).

2.2.3.2 Sociopolitical and Ideological Considerations

Language policies in Serbia are deeply intertwined with sociopolitical ideologies. Decisions
regarding language education often reflect broader societal values and strategic cultural beliefs. For
instance, the dominance of Serbian as the official language and the inclusion of minority languages
are influenced by political considerations and the desire to promote national unity while respecting

cultural diversity (Filipovi¢, 2015b).

Similarly, the status and recognition of SSL is affected by these sociopolitical factors. The legal
recognition of SSL marked a significant milestone for the Deaf community in Serbia, aligning with

international frameworks such as the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities,
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which Serbia ratified (United Nations, 2006). This recognition aimed to promote inclusivity and equal

rights, reflecting broader goals of social inclusion and diversity.

However, the level of support and resources allocated to SSL can vary, influenced by political
priorities and societal attitudes towards the Deaf community (Savi¢, 2005). The fluctuating emphasis
on different languages in Serbia’s policy landscape mirrors the challenges faced by SSL, where
sustained efforts are needed to ensure the Deaf community’s linguistic rights are upheld (Sutton-

Spence & Woll, 1999).

In conclusion, just as Serbia’s language policies for spoken languages reflect its sociopolitical
landscape, the status and support for sign languages like SSL are similarly shaped by these broader
ideological and cultural dynamics. Recognizing and promoting SSL is part of a larger commitment to
linguistic and cultural diversity, requiring continuous advocacy and adaptation to the changing

political and societal context (Filipovi¢, 2015b; Sutton-Spence & Woll, 1999).

2.2.3.3 Recent Developments and Future Directions

Recent legislative developments, such as the 2015 Law on Sign Language Use (Official Gazette of
the Republic of Serbia No. 38/2015), mark significant progress in recognizing the linguistic and
cultural rights of the Deaf community in Serbia. This law, along with the Strategy for Development
of Education in Serbia by 2030 (Official Gazette of the Republic of Serbia No. 63/2021), aims to
integrate SSL into the education system, enhancing accessibility and inclusion for Deaf students. The
ongoing efforts to standardize SSL and develop educational materials tailored to Deaf students reflect

a broader commitment to linguistic diversity and equity in education.

Filipovi¢’s (2015a) analysis of the evolution of language policies highlights the need for a balanced
approach that considers both top-down and bottom-up perspectives. This involves not only
implementing policies at the national level but also engaging local communities and educators in the
decision-making process to ensure that policies are effective and culturally sensitive (Filipovi¢,

2015a).

This balanced approach is equally crucial for sign languages. The recognition and support of sign
languages require national-level policies that ensure legal recognition, funding for interpreter
services, and inclusion in education and public services (Napoli & Sutton-Spence, 2014). However,
effective implementation also depends on the active involvement of local Deaf communities,

educators, and sign language users (Kusters et al., 2017).

Moreover, bottom-up initiatives can drive the development of resources and training programs for

sign languages, fostering a more inclusive and supportive environment. For instance, community-led
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workshops and advocacy efforts can enhance the visibility and status of sign language within a society
(Ladd, 2003). By combining top-down mandates with grassroots advocacy and input, Serbia can
create a more robust and responsive framework for supporting SSL, enhancing its status and ensuring
the linguistic rights of the Deaf community are upheld (Filipovi¢, 2015a; Kusters et al., 2017; Napier
et al., 2010; Ladd, 2003).

In conclusion, the evolution of LPP in Serbia demonstrates a complex interplay of historical, political,
and social factors. While significant progress has been made in legislative frameworks, practical
implementation continues to face challenges. The active involvement of educators and continuous
policy refinement are essential to achieving a more inclusive and effective language education system

in Serbia.

2.3. History of Deaf Education

The history of Deaf education is a complex and evolving story, marked by significant developments,
controversies, and milestones. Understanding the historical context of Deaf education requires
examining the LPPs that have shaped it (Lane, 1992). These policies have influenced not only the
methods and approaches used in Deaf education but also the societal attitudes towards Deaf
individuals (Ladd, 2003). In its early stages, formal education for Deaf individuals was virtually non-
existent (Van Cleve & Crouch, 1989). Deafness was often stigmatized, with Deaf people viewed as
incapable of education or religious instruction, and excluded from society in some cultures (Lane,
1984). In this environment, ad-hoc sign systems developed within families and local communities
served as basic means of communication, laying the groundwork for more formalized sign languages

(Sacks, 1990; Van Cleve & Crouch, 1989).

Among early pioneers like Pedro Ponce de Leon in 16th century Spain, the focus was largely on
teaching speech and lip-reading, adhering to the belief that oral language was superior to sign
language (Lane, 1984). However, a significant shift occurred in the 18th century with the emergence
of formal Deaf education, led by innovative educators such as Charles-Michel de I’Epée in France.
De I’Epée’s revolutionary approach, which utilized methodical signs to teach French grammar and
concepts, marked the beginning of formal recognition and development of sign languages (Edwards,

2012).

In contrast, Samuel Heinicke in Germany established an oral school for the Deaf that emphasized
speech and lip-reading, reflecting a different philosophy that aimed to integrate Deaf individuals into
the hearing world. This divergence in methodologies set the stage for future debates in Deaf education

(Plann, 1997).
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The Milan Conference of 1880, advocating for oralism and rejecting sign language, had a profound
impact, leading to the suppression of sign language in educational settings and the marginalization of
Deaf cultures (Grosjean, 2001). This dark period in Deaf history saw poor academic outcomes for

Deaf students and a decline in the development of Deaf communities and sign languages.

The tide began to turn in the 20th century, notably with William Stokoe’s research at Gallaudet
University in the 1960s. Stokoe’s work, which established ASL as a legitimate language, played a
crucial role in shifting attitudes and methodologies in Deaf education (Stokoe, 1960). The latter half
of the century saw the emergence of the Bilingual-Bicultural (Bi-Bi) approach, recognizing the
importance of both sign language and the written/spoken language of the broader society (Mahshie,

1995).

Technological advancements like hearing aids and cochlear implants brought new possibilities and
controversies to Deaf education, with debates centering around their impact on Deaf culture and sign
language. Other technologies, such as video communication and text-to-speech software, offered

alternative educational tools for the Deaf (Marschark & Spencer, 2003).

Legislation and advocacy have played significant roles in advancing Deaf education. Laws like the
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) in the United States have ensured educational
rights for Deaf children, while the Deaf rights movement has been instrumental in advocating for the

recognition of sign languages and the rights of Deaf individuals (Gannon, 2004).

Today, the field of Deaf education is characterized by its diversity and continued evolution, with a
range of educational options available to Deaf and Hard-of-Hearing students. However, challenges
such as ensuring access to quality education and preserving Deaf culture remain. Future developments
will likely continue to be influenced by ongoing debates around identity, technology, and

methodology.

In conclusion, the history of Deaf education reflects a journey from exclusion and misunderstanding
to a more inclusive and diverse understanding of Deafness and communication. It is a narrative of
resilience, innovation, and advocacy, underscoring the evolving nature of education, societal

attitudes, and the Deaf community’s fight for equality and recognition.

2.3.1. Deaf Education in Serbia

Raicevi¢ Baji¢ et al. (2021, 2022) divided the history and development into four main periods — from
late 19th century to 1945, from 1945 to 1991, from 1991 to 2015 and the period after 2015. The
trajectory of Deaf education in Serbia is emblematic of a complex interplay between sociopolitical

dynamics, pedagogical philosophies, and advocacy for disability rights. This scholarly examination
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embarks on a critical exploration of the historical progression of Deaf education from its inception in
the late 19th century through to the contemporary era. It seeks to delineate the legislative landmarks,
shifts in educational paradigms, and the evolving societal perceptions that have collectively
influenced and shaped the Deaf community’s educational landscape in Serbia. By dissecting these
multifaceted dimensions, this section provides an in-depth understanding of the challenges, triumphs,

and ongoing efforts in the realm of Deaf education within the Serbian context.

2.3.1.1. The Foundational Period (Late 19th Century to 1945)

The origins of formal Deaf education in Serbia trace back to the late 19th century. The decision to
send Ljubomir Miladinovi¢ and Kosta Nikoli¢ to Berlin in 1882 for training in Deaf education
represents Serbia’s early acknowledgment of the need for specialized pedagogical approaches (Savic,
2005). Their education resulted in the implementation of the oralist method, i.e. the German method

invented by Samuel Heinicke.

Despite the postponement, individual endeavors like Radivoje Popovi¢’s failed attempt in 1885 and
Jovan Boljari¢’s more successful initiative in 1887 laid the groundwork for future institutional efforts.
The opening of the Stefan Decanski school in 1896 marked a critical turning point in providing a

structured educational environment for Deaf children (Savi¢, 2015).

2.3.1.2.  The Yugoslav Era (1945 - 1991)

The aftermath of World War II heralded significant changes in Deaf education within the broader
Yugoslav context. The establishment of the Union of the Deaf and Hard-of-Hearing of Yugoslavia
signaled a new era of organization and advocacy. This period, however, was characterized by the
dominance of oralism in Deaf education, marginalizing sign language and focusing on speech and
lip-reading techniques. Regardless, they did substantial educational and publishing work, trying to
combat high illiteracy (80%) within the Deaf community (Savi¢, 2005).

Despite these challenges, the era fostered a strong community bond among Deaf individuals. The
official education system gradually integrated Serbo-Croatian, though it fell short of acknowledging
the Yugoslav Sign Language or its varieties before the 1990s (Savi¢, 2005).

2.3.1.3.  The Period of Transition (1991 - 2015)
This period was crucial, witnessing the inception of the nation’s first interpreting agencies, the advent
of inclusive education, and the significant ratification of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons
with Disabilities (CRPD) on December 13, 2006. Inclusive education initiated notable changes,
transforming special schools for Deaf children into institutions catering to various special needs,

thereby diminishing the number of Deaf students in these schools. This decrease was further
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influenced by the rising trend of mainstreaming Deaf children with cochlear implants without sign

language support (United Nations, 2006).

Until 2009, the curricula for the Deaf students were the same as the special education ones. This
resulted in reduced content with no consideration for SSL, Deaf culture or assistive tools that facilitate
understanding. Special needs educationalists were present in their learning through their primary and
secondary education. Since Deaf schools lost their status as institutions for exclusively Deaf students,

the primary language of instruction was Serbian and SSL was demoted.

There was, however, a genuine effort to introduce an elective SSL course at the Stefan Decanski
elementary school for the Deaf between 2001 and 2003. Unfortunately, the course was canceled due

to immense disapproval of the teaching staff (Raicevi¢ Baji¢, Nikoli¢ et al., 2021).

During this period, SSL remained largely undocumented in linguistic research, and there was a
conspicuous absence of SSL educational resources for both teachers and interpreters (Bickford,
2005). Despite these gaps, the Serbian Association of the Deaf pioneered an annual seven-day seminar
on SSL from 1997 onwards, offering a pathway for interpreters to achieve certification through an
examination process (Allen & Walters, 2007). However, the dearth of formal interpreter training led
to a prevalent machine (conduit) philosophy approach among Serbian interpreters, often children of
Deaf adults, focusing more on the quantity of signs rather than their meaning. Allen and Walters
(2007) also highlighted a prevailing belief in the limited vocabulary of SSL, underscoring an ideology

that mistakenly viewed SSL as an inferior communication form rather than a full-fledged language.

A paradigm shift in language ideology began to surface around 2004, spurred by growing awareness
of the cultural-linguistic model of Deafness (Raicevi¢ Baji¢ et al., 2021). This model champions Deaf
identity, the use of national SLs, and a unique cultural framework encompassing beliefs, history, and
art. This shift was notably influenced by the World Federation of the Deaf (WFD) Survey team’s visit
to the Balkans in 2004, including Serbia and neighboring countries, aiming to assess the status and
conditions of the Deaf population. The culmination of this two-year project was the seminal Deaf
People in the Balkans Forum in Belgrade in 2006 (Raicevi¢ Baji¢ et al., 2021). This event marked a
historic turning point, recognizing SSL as legitimate languages and distinguishing them from mere

gestural communication. The Forum played a crucial role in empowering the Deaf community.

In a decisive move towards international alignment, Serbia ratified the UN’s CRPD in 2009, equating
sign languages with spoken languages. This act provided impetus for the National Association to
advocate for the legal recognition of SSL. After extensive efforts, the Serbian National Assembly

passed the Law on the Use of Sign Language on April 28, 2015, as documented in the Official Gazette
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of the Republic of Serbia, No. 38/2015, marking a monumental step forward in the recognition and

empowerment of the Deaf community in Serbia.

Article 3 of the law states that sign language is a natural form of communication for Deaf people that
has its own linguistic properties, including grammatical functions, phonology, morphology, and

syntax (Official Gazette of the Republic of Serbia No. 38/2015).
The Law on Sign Language Use covers the following key points:

e Regulation of sign language use and rights to learning and interpreter services.

e Upholding non-discrimination and equality principles for persons with disabilities.

e Rights to use sign language in education, employment, and political activities.

e Provision and accessibility of sign language interpreter services.

e Promoting sign language in media and telecommunication.

e Responsibilities of public services and organizations in sign language development and

standardization.

This law was the result of a project launched by the Ministry of Labor, Employment, Veterans and
Social Affairs in 2009. The working group had four subgroups, all assigned different tasks. The
majority of the working groups consisted of hearing members with little to no knowledge of SSL.
(Raicevi¢ Baji¢ & Nikoli¢, 2022) Most aspects of these projects were transparent to neither the

academic community nor the public which raises doubts in terms of relevance and true efforts.

2.3.1.4. Recent Developments and the Action Plan (Post-2015)

The period following 2015 has been marked by progressive legislative and policy initiatives. The
Law on the Use of Sign Language was a pivotal development, affirming the linguistic and cultural

significance of sign language.

Moreover, the 2030 Education Strategy of Serbia, formulated by the Ministry of Education, represents
a pivotal inclusion of SSL in the education of Deaf students. This strategy (Official Gazette of the
Republic of Serbia No. 63/2021), revised every decade, provides an extensive review of existing
educational legislation, both domestic and international, evaluates the current state of Serbian
education, and outlines future objectives for primary, secondary, and tertiary education levels. It
specifically addresses the challenges Deaf students face in accessing education in their mother tongue,
recognizing the inadequacies in support and system accessibility. The strategy sets both general and
specific objectives to enhance the educational experience and achievements of Deaf students. These
include the development of SSL-adjusted educational materials, comprehensive research and

standardization of SSL, and increased support for Deaf students in higher education through SSL
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interpreting services. In Article 10, the accompanying Action Plan until 2023 focuses on improving
teaching and learning conditions at the pre-university level and ensuring greater equality in higher

education by revising legislation to define responsibilities for providing SSL interpreting services.

The historical trajectory of Deaf education in Serbia reflects a journey from marginalization to
empowerment. The progress, though gradual and fraught with challenges, illustrates a transformative
shift in societal attitudes and policy approaches towards the Deaf community (Raicevi¢ Baji¢ et al.,
2021, 2022; Allen & Walters, 2007). Today, with the recognition of sign language and the
implementation of inclusive educational strategies, Serbia stands on the cusp of a new era of
accessibility and equality in education for Deaf individuals (Bickford, 2005; United Nations, 2006).
The ongoing efforts and strategic planning underscore a commitment to ensuring that Deaf students
not only have access to education but also thrive within a system that acknowledges and respects their

unique linguistic and cultural identity.
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3. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The purpose of this research was to explore the dynamics of language identity and LPP within the
SSL community. The study was framed within the discipline of sociolinguistics, focusing on how
language functions as a crucial element of identity, especially within minority communities like the
Deaf community in Serbia (Filipovi¢, 2015b). The research aimed to understand how the official
recognition and subsequent integration of SSL in Serbian society influences the community’s cultural
identity, educational outcomes, and social empowerment (Filipovi¢, 2015b; Padden & Humphries,

2005).

Given the nature of these objectives, a qualitative research methodology was selected as it allowed
for an in-depth examination of the lived experiences, beliefs, and perceptions of the SSL community
members (Raic¢evi¢ Baji¢ et al., 2021). Qualitative research was particularly suited to this study
because it enabled the researcher to capture the richness of individual narratives and to analyze how
these narratives reflected broader social, cultural, and policy-related trends (Mcllroy & Storbeck,

2011; Brennan, 2005).

This methodology section details the research design, including the choice of a qualitative approach
and a case study design, the methods for data collection and analysis, ethical considerations specific
to working with a minority and vulnerable community, the limitations of the study, and strategies
employed to ensure the reliability and validity of the findings. Each aspect of the methodology was

carefully designed to align with the study’s overarching goals and theoretical framework.

3.1. Research Design and Pragmatic Grounding

3.1.1. Qualitative Intrinsic Case Study Research Approach

The research adopted a qualitative approach, which was essential for exploring the complex and
multifaceted nature of language identity and policy within the SSL community. Unlike quantitative
research, which seeks to quantify phenomena and generalize findings across larger populations,
qualitative research focused on understanding the meanings, interpretations, and subjective
experiences of individuals within specific contexts (Filipovi¢, 2015b). This approach was particularly
appropriate for this study as it allowed for an exploration of how SSL users experienced and
interpreted the influence of language policy on their identities and social lives (Padden & Humphries,

2005).

Qualitative research is inherently flexible, which proved beneficial in this study given the exploratory
nature of the inquiry. This flexibility allowed the researcher to respond to new insights and themes as
they emerged during data collection and analysis, ensuring that the study remained responsive to the

complexities of the participants’ lived experiences (Lucas, Bayley & Valli, 2001). Unlike quantitative
28



methods, which often impose rigid frameworks, qualitative approaches embrace the dynamic and

evolving nature of human behavior and interactions (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011).

This flexibility was reflected in the iterative nature of the research, where methods and focus areas
could be adjusted to address unexpected findings (Flick, 2018). For example, semi-structured
interviews allowed the researcher to adapt questions based on participants’ responses, enabling the

discovery of unanticipated information and themes (Holmes, 2013).

Finally, the data collected in this study would be analyzed using thematic analysis following Braun
and Clarke (2013), as it provides a structured yet flexible approach for identifying, analyzing, and
reporting patterns within qualitative data. Thematic analysis is particularly suitable for this research
as it allows for the systematic examination of participants’ meanings and experiences while remaining
adaptable to emerging insights. A more detailed explanation of the thematic analysis process and its

application in this study is provided in subsequent sections.

To operationalize this flexible qualitative approach, this inquiry specifically adopts a case study
design. Case studies offer a detailed examination of specific instances, individuals, or groups within
their real-life context, providing a rich understanding of the phenomena under investigation (Creswell
& Poth, 2018; Yin, 2018). For instance, a case study might explore how a particular community
navigates linguistic shifts due to migration or globalization (Baxter & Jack, 2008). By focusing on
one group’s experience, researchers can uncover how cultural identity, language preservation, and
societal integration interact in complex ways (Flyvbjerg, 2006; Yin, 2018). This approach allows for
an in-depth exploration of contextual influences, such as socioeconomic factors or power dynamics,
that might shape individuals’ behaviors and decisions (Stake, 1995; Merriam, 1998). For example, a
case study on a bilingual education program might reveal the challenges and successes in balancing
heritage language retention with second language acquisition, providing valuable insights into

educational policies and policies (Duff, 2008; Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007).

This study employed an intrinsic case study design, which was particularly well-suited to its
objectives. An intrinsic case study focuses on understanding a specific case for its own sake, rather
than to generalize findings or develop broader theories (Stake, 1995; Merriam, 1998). The aim is to
delve deeply into the unique aspects of the case, emphasizing its particularities and significance (Yin,

2018).

In this research, the Serbian Deaf community and its use of SSL were examined as a distinct and
meaningful case. The intrinsic case study approach was appropriate because the focus was on
understanding the specific sociolinguistic and cultural dynamics of SSL within this community, rather

than using the case as an example of broader phenomena (Baxter & Jack, 2008). This method allowed
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the study to illuminate the particular ways in which SSL contributes to identity formation and is
influenced by language policies, providing a rich, context-specific understanding of its role (Mcllroy

& Storbeck, 2011; Creswell & Poth, 2018).

The intrinsic nature of this case study ensured that the research remained deeply engaged with the
specificities of SSL, capturing its unique sociocultural and linguistic significance within the Serbian
Deaf community. By prioritizing the case itself, the study generated insights that honor the
distinctiveness of SSL while contributing valuable knowledge to the field of sociolinguistics and

language policy research (Stake, 1995; Yin, 2018; Flyvbjerg, 2006).

3.1.2. Exploratory Grounded Design and Justification

Given the relatively under-researched status of SSL within the field of sociolinguistics and LPP, this
study was exploratory in nature. Exploratory research is defined as a systematic investigation aimed
at gaining insights into phenomena that are not yet well understood, often serving as a foundation for
further, more detailed inquiries (Stebbins, 2001). It is particularly valuable in contexts where existing
knowledge is limited, as it enables researchers to examine new phenomena, uncover patterns, and
generate hypotheses for subsequent research (Stebbins, 2001). In this study, the exploratory approach
facilitated a deeper understanding of how SSL functions as both a linguistic and cultural tool within
the Deaf community and how language policies impact this dual role (Brennan, 2005; Raicevi¢ Baji¢
etal., 2021). By employing this approach, the research not only addressed critical gaps in the literature

but also contributed to a broader understanding of SSL’s sociolinguistic and policy dimensions.

The exploratory design also allowed the study to be adaptive. As the research progressed, the findings
revealed unexpected aspects of SSL’s role in identity formation and social policy, which the research
design accommodated. This approach was critical for capturing the full scope of SSL’s impact within

its sociocultural context.

A grounded theory approach further enhanced the adaptability of the research design. Grounded
theory focuses on generating theory directly from data rather than imposing pre-existing frameworks,
making it particularly suited for exploratory studies like this one (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Through
iterative cycles of data collection and analysis, patterns and themes related to SSL’s influence on
identity formation and its integration into social policy emerged organically. This methodology
allowed the study to remain open to novel insights and ensured that the resulting theory was firmly
rooted in the lived experiences of SSL users (Charmaz, 2006). The constant comparative method, a
core component of grounded theory, facilitated the identification and refinement of categories as new
data were integrated, offering a comprehensive understanding of SSL’s multifaceted sociocultural

impact (Bryant & Charmaz, 2007).
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Incorporating grounded theory into the study ensured that the research remained dynamic and
responsive, capable of accommodating unexpected findings about SSL’s role in shaping identity and

informing social policy within its unique sociocultural framework.

The qualitative, exploratory, and case study design was well-suited to the objectives of this research.
The qualitative approach was essential for capturing the subjective and deeply personal aspects of
language identity, which quantitative methods may overlook. The exploratory nature of the study
allowed the research to remain open to new findings and insights, which is critical given the limited
existing research on SSL (Mcllroy & Storbeck, 2011). Finally, the case study design provided the
contextual depth and specificity needed to thoroughly explore how language policies influence

identity within the Serbian Deaf community (Yin, 2018).

By combining these approaches, the research design was equipped to address the complexities of
language policy and identity in a minority language community, providing valuable insights that could

inform both academic understanding and practical policy-making (Woll & Ladd, 2003).

3.1.3. Quantitative Triangulation Phase

To complement the qualitative parameters of this case study, a quantitative pilot survey instrument
was integrated into the research design, transitioning the project into a concurrent mixed-methods
triangulation framework (Bryman, 2012). While the primary qualitative phase deepens our
understanding of the lived experiences and institutional traumas of twenty-four native and school-
acquired signers, this quantitative element captures the language ideologies, literacy levels, and policy
viewpoints of the dominant hearing majority. Measuring these variables is vital, as public sector
attitudes directly shape the street-level policy environment and determine the social positioning of a

minoritized language space (Woll & Ladd, 2003).

The pilot questionnaire was deployed digitally and generated a verified dataset of one hundred hearing
respondents (N = 100) (see Appendix C). The demographic profile of this hearing cohort represents
a highly educated, urban, young-to-middle-aged cross-section of the public: 46% of respondents
belong to the 26-35 age bracket, 66% identify as female, and 61% hold advanced academic
qualifications, including undergraduate degrees (33%) and master’s or specialist credentials (28%).
Crucially, 65% of these hearing respondents state that they do not personally know a single Deaf
individual. By gathering explicit metrics on public awareness, interactive comfort levels, and support
for financial resource allocation, this dataset provides the macro-sociolinguistic backdrop necessary
to evaluate the systemic audist gatekeeping practices encountered by signing youth in Serbia (Stake,

1995; Merriam, 1998).
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3.1.4. Methodological Validity and Operationalization of Identity Measures

The use of self-reported identity measures is well established in sociolinguistic research, particularly
in studies examining language use, language attitudes, and language policy. Sociolinguistics has long
emphasized that linguistic behavior is closely linked to speakers’ social identities and their own
perception of social group membership, rather than solely to externally defined demographic
categories (Labov, 2001; Eckert, 2012). Because language practices are shaped by how individuals
position themselves within social and cultural communities, self-identification provides an important

methodological tool for capturing these subjective dimensions of linguistic identity.

In research involving Deaf communities, the relevance of self-reported identity measures is
particularly pronounced. Scholars have consistently argued that Deafness cannot be adequately
understood solely through audiological criteria, as hearing level does not necessarily determine
linguistic practices, cultural affiliation, or community membership (Padden & Humphries, 1988;
Lane, Hoffmeister & Bahan, 1996; Ladd, 2003). Individuals with similar degrees of hearing loss may
differ substantially in their language use, social networks, and cultural identification depending on

factors such as education, family background, and exposure to sign language.

As a result, Deaf Studies research frequently distinguishes between audiological status and Deaf
cultural identity, recognizing that the latter is largely defined through participation in sign-language-
based communities and shared cultural practices (Padden & Humphries, 1988; Ladd, 2003). From
this perspective, self-identification becomes a crucial methodological indicator of how individuals
situate themselves within the Deaf~hearing continuum. Identity research within Deaf populations has
similarly relied on self-report instruments to measure affiliation with Deaf and hearing cultures. For
example, the Deaf Acculturation Scale developed by Maxwell-McCaw and Zea (2011) uses self-
reported measures of language use, social networks, and cultural identification to assess individuals’
orientation toward Deaf and hearing communities. Such approaches reflect the understanding that
identity is not a fixed attribute but rather a socially constructed and context-dependent process (Leigh,

2009).

Because of these complexities, many researchers studying Deaf communities rely on self-reported
identity and language-use measures rather than strictly medical classifications (Leigh, 2009;
Maxwell-McCaw & Zea, 2011). Self-identification allows participants to express their own
understanding of their relationship to Deafness, language, and community membership, which is
particularly relevant in studies examining language identity, language policy, and linguistic practices.
In the present study, audiological measurements were not available. Deafness was therefore

operationalized through a self-report instrument capturing four interrelated dimensions: self-
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description of hearing status, functional hearing ability in spoken communication, primary language

orientation, and degree of identification with the Deaf community.

These variables reflect both the communicative and sociocultural aspects of Deafness, providing a
multidimensional framework for classifying participants. Taken together, these four variables enabled
the construction of multidimensional participant profiles reflecting different orientations toward
Deafness, language, and community affiliation. Rather than treating Deafness as a single biomedical
variable, this approach captured the complex interplay between sensory experience, linguistic
practice, and social identity. Such multidimensional operationalization is particularly appropriate for
research examining language identity, language attitudes, and language policy in Deaf communities,
as these phenomena are strongly influenced by participants’ communicative practices and cultural

affiliations.

Prior to participating in the qualitative semi-structured interview, each respondent completed a short
self-report survey designed to gather baseline demographic data alongside measures of self-
perception and identity orientation. Crucially, the survey also measured how respondents perceive
themselves and position their identity along the Deaf-hearing continuum. Using standardized self-

report scales, participants evaluated four core dimensions:
1. Self-Described Hearing Status: Subjective framing of personal hearing profile.

2. Functional Communicative Preferences: Preferred interaction modes across private and

public domains.

3. Primary Language Orientation: Degree of reliance on SSL, spoken Serbian, lip-reading, or

bimodal switching.

4. Deaf Community Identification: Self-perceived sense of cultural belonging, pride, and

affiliation within the broader signing collective.

This intake survey provided a multidimensional profile for each respondent, ensuring that qualitative
narrative analysis in Chapter 4 could be systematically cross-referenced against participants’ exact

demographic backgrounds and self-perceived identity markers.

3.2. Data Collection Methods and Sampling

3.2.1. Qualitative Semi-Structured Interviews — Deaf Cohort

Primary data was collected through semi-structured interviews with members of the Serbian Deaf
community. Semi-structured interviews are a core method in qualitative research, providing a balance
between structure and flexibility that is ideal for exploring complex social issues like language

identity and policy (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
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Semi-structured interviews were chosen for their ability to elicit rich, detailed data that reflects the
participants’ perspectives on SSL and its role in their lives (Braun & Clarke, 2013). This method is
particularly effective in sociolinguistic research, where understanding the nuances of language use,
identity, and policy requires deep engagement with the lived experiences of individuals (Holmes,
2013). Unlike structured interviews, which limit the depth of responses, semi-structured interviews
encouraged participants to elaborate on their answers, providing the researcher with a deeper

understanding of the issues at hand (Braun & Clarke, 2013).

One significant advantage of semi-structured interviews is their ability to capture the subjective
experiences of Deaf individuals regarding their use of SSL, allowing participants to elaborate on
personal and collective aspects of language identity (Padden & Humphries, 2005). For example, in a
study exploring American Sign Language (ASL), Padden and Humphries (2005) used semi-structured
interviews to examine how Deaf individuals construct their cultural identity through ASL use. This
method enabled participants to share deeply personal narratives about their sense of belonging to the
Deaf community and the ways ASL shaped their interactions with the hearing world. A similar
approach with SSL users uncovered how SSL influences identity formation and community cohesion

within the Serbian Deaf community.

In the context of sign language policy, semi-structured interviews allowed participants to articulate
their experiences with language rights, access to education, and institutional recognition (De Meulder,
2017). For instance, De Meulder (2017) employed semi-structured interviews to explore the
experiences of Deaf individuals in Flanders regarding the official recognition of Flemish Sign
Language (VGT). Participants shared insights into how policy changes impacted their access to
services, employment opportunities, and societal attitudes toward the Deaf community. Using a
similar approach with SSL users revealed how language policies in Serbia influence their daily lives,

from educational settings to public accessibility.

Another example comes from Napier and Leeson (2016), who used semi-structured interviews to
investigate sign language interpreter experiences across different cultural contexts. Deaf participants
shared nuanced perspectives about the quality of interpretation services and the social dynamics
between interpreters and the Deaf community. Applying this method to SSL uncovered how Deaf
individuals perceive and navigate interpretation services, shedding light on broader systemic and

cultural influences.

In this study, semi-structured interviews provided an adaptable framework to explore topics ranging
from personal narratives about SSL’s role in shaping identity to systemic issues like policy

implementation and societal attitudes (Padden & Humphries, 2005; De Meulder, 2017). By allowing
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participants to share detailed accounts of their lived experiences, this approach ensured a

comprehensive understanding of SSL’s sociolinguistic and cultural significance.

To account for cognitive development, linguistic maturity, and communicative variation across the
participant sample, the semi-structured interview protocols were systematically adapted based on the

participants’ age group (see Appendix A).

For child and adolescent participants, interview prompts were anchored in concrete, immediate
lifeworld contexts, such as daily classroom experiences, peer interactions, family communication at
home, and personal routines surrounding hearing technologies. Questions were formulated using
simplified structural framing, visual/situational prompts, and interactive conversational checks to

minimize communicative anxiety and foster authentic expression in SSL.

Conversely, interview protocols for adult respondents emphasized broader reflective, systemic, and
socio-historical dimensions. Adults were prompted to provide critical accounts of long-term policy
shifts under the Law on the Use of Sign Language, institutional barriers encountered across healthcare
and civic spaces, family dependency dynamics, and changing cultural identities within the Deaf

community over time.

3.2.1.1. Sampling Strategy and Participant Demographics

The study employed purposive sampling, a technique where participants are selected based on
specific characteristics or criteria that are relevant to the research questions (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
This method is particularly useful in qualitative research, where the goal is not to generalize findings
to a larger population but to gain a deep understanding of the experiences of a particular group
(Creswell & Poth, 2018; Baxter & Jack, 2008). In this case, participants were selected based on factors
such as their age, gender, educational background, geographical location, and level of involvement in
the Deaf community. This approach ensured a diverse sample that reflects the range of experiences

and perspectives within the SSL community (Mcllroy & Storbeck, 2011; Raicevi¢ Baji¢ et al., 2021).

While the study originally aimed to recruit 30 participants, the final sample consisted of 24
participants due to constraints regarding availability and community accessibility. However, this
sample size was fully sufficient to achieve data saturation, as no new distinct themes or sociolinguistic
insights emerged during the final interviews (Guest, Bunce, & Johnson, 2006; Baxter & Jack, 2008).
This final sample size allowed for a thorough, rigorous exploration of the data while maintaining the

contextual depth required for descriptive thematic analysis (Yin, 2018).

Deaf participants were recruited through collaboration with the School for the Deaf Stefan Decanski
in Belgrade. The researcher worked closely with the school administration and educators to identify
potential participants and ensure that the recruitment process was culturally sensitive and inclusive
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(Woll & Ladd, 2003; Mcllroy & Storbeck, 2011). Recruitment materials clearly explained the purpose
of the study, the nature of participation, and the rights of the participants, ensuring that they were
fully informed before agreeing to take part.

3.2.1.2. Data Collection Procedure

The interviews were conducted over a period of four months, between March and June 2026, allowing
for sufficient time to engage with participants and gather detailed data. Each interview lasted no more
than 30 minutes, providing ample time for participants to share their experiences and for the
researcher to explore key themes in depth (see Appendix A). The interviews were conducted entirely
in person within a dedicated, comfortable educational environment at the School for the Deaf Stefan
Decanski in Belgrade. All interviews were conducted in accordance with ethical principles, ensuring
that participants’ anonymity was guaranteed and formalized through agreements signed prior to the

start of the interviews.

All interviews were conducted in SSL, the native language of the participants. This was a crucial
aspect of the research design, as it ensured that participants could express themselves fully and
authentically. The use of SSL not only facilitated accurate data collection but also respected the
linguistic and cultural identity of the participants. A professional interpreter fluent in SSL was present
during the interviews for their entire duration, providing continuous interpretation to guarantee that
the data collection process was conducted seamlessly, safely, and with the utmost cross-modal

integrity.

With participants’ consent, the interviews were video-recorded to capture all elements of sign
language communication. These recordings were essential for ensuring the accuracy of the data,
particularly in a study focused on sign language. As the visual aspect of sign language communication
was integral to the data, including facial expressions and movements, it was not possible to blur
participants’ faces in the recordings. The recordings were transcribed verbatim, with careful attention
to the nuances of SSL. The researcher, with the help of interpreters, cross-checked the transcriptions
against the recordings to ensure that they accurately reflected the participants’ responses. The data
were transcribed in Serbian and then translated into English for analysis, ensuring that the original

meaning was preserved as closely as possible.

3.2.2. Quantitative Pilot Survey — Hearing Cohort

To gain a more comprehensive understanding of the societal factors affecting SSL language policy, a
pilot questionnaire study was conducted with members of the hearing population. This study aimed
to collect data on hearing individuals’ awareness, attitudes, and perceptions regarding SSL, the Deaf

community, and the broader sociolinguistic issues addressed in this research.
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The inclusion of a pilot questionnaire study is justified by the need to understand how the hearing
population, as the majority linguistic group, influences both public and governmental attitudes
towards SSL policy and the integration of Deaf individuals. Hearing individuals’ perceptions of SSL
and their awareness of its cultural significance can have profound effects on policy outcomes, and
this data will provide crucial insight into the external factors shaping the SSL community’s

experiences.

A purposive sampling method was used to select hearing participants for the pilot study. Participants
were chosen based on age, gender, education, and geographic diversity to ensure a broad
representation of hearing perspectives on SSL. The target sample size for the pilot study was
approximately 100 participants. This sample size was deemed sufficient to obtain preliminary data

and to highlight significant trends in attitudes toward SSL among hearing individuals.

The questionnaire was designed to assess hearing individuals’ knowledge of SSL, their attitudes
towards Deaf individuals, and their perceptions of language policy in Serbia. It consisted of both
closed and open-ended questions to capture both quantitative data and qualitative insights (see
Appendix C). Data collection was conducted via online platforms, ensuring accessibility for
participants from different regions of Serbia. The pilot study served as a preliminary exploration to

refine the survey instrument for future larger-scale studies.

Ethical considerations for the pilot study were aligned with those outlined for the main study.
Informed consent was obtained from all participants, and anonymity maintained to protect their

identities. All data is securely stored and only accessible to the researcher.

3.3. Data Analysis

3.3.1. Reflexive Thematic Analysis and Coding Process
Thematic analysis was employed as the primary method for analyzing the qualitative data collected
through the interviews (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Creswell & Poth, 2018). Thematic analysis is a widely
used method in qualitative research for identifying, analyzing, and reporting patterns (themes) within
data. It was particularly well-suited to this study because it allowed for the systematic examination of

the complex and nuanced data that was collected from the participants.

The thematic analysis followed the six stages outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006). The first stage
involved familiarization with the data, where the researcher immersed themselves by reading and re-
reading the transcriptions. This process allowed for a deep understanding of the content, facilitating

the identification of potential patterns and themes.
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In the second stage, the researcher systematically generated initial codes (Saldafia, 2016). These codes
served as labels for significant aspects of the data that were relevant to the research questions. The
coding process was both data-driven, derived directly from the data, and theory-driven, guided by the

theoretical framework.

The third stage, searching for themes, focused on organizing the initial codes into broader themes.
These themes reflected meaningful patterns within the data that addressed the research questions. At
this point, the researcher created a thematic map to illustrate the relationships among different codes,
allowing for the identification of overarching patterns, relationships, and contrasts within the data

(Braun & Clarke, 2006).

In the fourth stage, reviewing themes, the researcher assessed and refined the identified themes to
ensure they accurately represent the data. This involved examining the themes in relation to both the
coded data extracts and the entire dataset. During this phase, some themes were merged, split, or

discarded to ensure they were distinct and coherent (Miles, Huberman, & Saldana, 2014).

Once the themes were reviewed, the fifth stage involved defining and naming them. The researcher
articulated the core meaning of each theme and its relevance to the research questions. This process
involved not just describing the themes, but also analyzing their underlying significance within the
context of the study (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The themes were named in a way that succinctly

captured their essence and makes them easily understandable.

The final stage involved producing the report that presents the findings. This report provided a
detailed description of the themes, supported by quotes and examples from the data to illustrate how
they manifested in the participants’ narratives. The researcher interpreted the themes in relation to the
broader theoretical framework, linking the findings to existing literature and the study’s research
questions (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Ultimately, the report aimed to tell a coherent and compelling
story about the role of SSL in shaping language identity and the impact of language policy on the

Serbian Deaf community.

The coding process is a crucial element of thematic analysis, involving the systematic identification
of meaningful segments of data that are relevant to the research questions (Saldana, 2016). In this

study, coding was conducted using both inductive and deductive approaches.

Inductive coding allowed the researcher to let codes emerge naturally from the data, without being
confined by pre-established categories (Braun & Clarke, 2006). As the researcher delved into the data,
patterns and concepts directly linked to participants’ experiences with SSL surfaced. This method was
particularly valuable for uncovering unique or unexpected insights that may not have been anticipated

prior to the study.
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Simultaneously, deductive coding was applied, guided by the study’s theoretical framework. In this
approach, the researcher used predefined codes based on key concepts from sociolinguistic theory,
such as language identity, cultural cohesion, and the effects of language policy. Deductive coding
ensured that the analysis remains focused on the study’s objectives and theoretical foundation

(Creswell & Poth, 2018).

To manage and systematically organize the qualitative dataset, Microsoft Excel was utilized strictly
as a manual data management matrix. Fully aligned with Braun and Clarke’s (2006, 2019) reflexive
thematic framework, which highlights the researcher’s active, subjective role in data interpretation
over positivist or automated coding, the software functioned solely as a visual organization system.
Excel facilitated the manual indexing, sorting, and display of verbatim interview extracts alongside
researcher-generated codes, allowing for clear cross-referencing and iterative theme development

while preserving the organic, deeply qualitative nature of the analytical process.

3.3.2. Triangulation and Interpretation of Findings
To enhance the credibility and validity of the findings, the study employed triangulation, which
involves using multiple data sources and methods to cross-check and verify the results (Denzin &
Lincoln, 2011). In this study, triangulation was achieved by comparing the interview data with
relevant policy documents and existing literature on SSL and Deaf communities. This approach
helped to ensure that the findings were not solely dependent on a single data source or perspective
but are corroborated by multiple lines of evidence. Triangulation also mitigates potential biases in the

data analysis, leading to more robust and reliable conclusions (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

The interpretation of the findings went beyond a simple description of the themes to explore their
implications for the broader sociolinguistic context. The researcher analyzed how the identified
themes relate to the study’s research questions and theoretical framework (Miles et al., 2014). This
interpretation involved linking the themes to existing literature on language policy, identity, and Deaf
studies, highlighting how the findings contribute to or challenge current understandings in these fields
(Creswell & Poth, 2018). The interpretation also considered the practical implications of the findings,

particularly in terms of informing language policy and educational practices in Serbia.

3.4. Ethical Considerations and Cultural Sensitivity

Ethical considerations were central to this research, particularly given its focus on a minority group
that may be vulnerable (Ladd, 2003; Lane, 1992). Special care was taken to address ethical concerns
at every stage of the study to ensure the protection and respect of participants’ rights and well-being.

This included obtaining necessary ethical approvals, ensuring informed consent, maintaining
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confidentiality and anonymity, and addressing the specific ethical challenges involved in working

with the Deaf community (Harrington & Turner, 2001; Creswell & Poth, 2018).

Before commencing the study, ethical approval was obtained from the Ethical Committee of the
Faculty of Philology, University of Belgrade. The Committee reviewed the research proposal to
ensure that it meets the ethical standards for conducting research with participants, particularly in

terms of informed consent, confidentiality, and the protection of vulnerable populations.

Informed consent was a fundamental ethical requirement for this study. All participants were fully
informed about the nature of the research, the purpose of the study, the procedures involved, and their
rights as participants. This information was provided in both written and verbal forms, with materials

available in SSL to ensure that all participants fully understood what participation entailed.

Participants were informed that their involvement in the study was entirely voluntary and that they
had the right to withdraw at any point without any consequences. Given the nature of sign language
communication, it was not possible to blur participants’ faces in the video recordings, as facial
expressions are an essential component of the data being collected. This aspect was clearly explained
to participants during the consent process, ensuring they were fully aware and agreeable to the
conditions of participation. All video recordings and transcriptions are securely stored and accessible
only to the researcher. Furthermore, interpreters involved in the study signed confidentiality
agreements to safeguard the privacy of participants. By implementing these measures, the study

ensured that participants’ dignity and trust were respected throughout the research process.

Consent forms were signed by participants, and additional verbal consent was obtained before the
start of each interview. For participants under the age of 18 or those with additional vulnerabilities,

consent was also obtained from a parent or guardian.

Maintaining the confidentiality and anonymity of participants was critical, especially when dealing
with sensitive topics such as identity and language use within a minority community. To protect
participants’ privacy, all personal identifiers were removed from the data during transcription.
Pseudonyms were used in place of real names, and any identifying details were altered to prevent

participants from being recognized in the final report or any publications resulting from the research.

All data, including interview recordings, transcripts, and consent forms, were securely stored in
encrypted digital files accessible only to the researcher. Physical documents were kept in a secure

location.

Conducting research within the Deaf community presented a number of ethical challenges,
particularly in relation to communication barriers and the need for cultural sensitivity (Ladd, 2003;

Lane, 1992; Singleton & Morgan, 2006). Researchers must understand that Deaf individuals form a
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linguistic and cultural minority community rather than simply a group defined by disability (Padden
& Humphries, 1988). This recognition had direct implications for study design and participant
engagement, as it necessitated awareness of potential power differentials and respect for cultural
norms (Lane et al., 1996). For instance, relying solely on spoken or written language could
inadvertently exclude or alienate potential participants if adjustments were not made for SSL.
Moreover, building on this foundational perspective, collaboration with Deaf community members
early in the research process helped align the study’s aims and methods with community values,
thereby ensuring that the design was both respectful and methodologically sound (Creswell & Poth,
2018). Ultimately, failing to address these ethical and communicative considerations could
compromise the validity of the research and undermine trust between investigators and participants,
underscoring the importance of cultural sensitivity at every stage of the research process (Harrington

& Turner, 2001).

First, to ensure robust cultural sensitivity throughout the project, the researcher engaged in ongoing
reflection and consultation with Deaf community members. This involvement took the form of
advisory roles or participatory research partnerships, ensuring that community insights directly
informed the study design, data collection, and analysis (Harrington & Turner, 2001; Lane, 1992).
Special attention was paid to potential power imbalances between the researcher and participants,
with efforts made to foster an environment in which participants felt comfortable, respected, and

valued (Lane et al., 1996).

Moreover, to mitigate communication barriers, all communication materials, including consent forms
and interview guides, were provided in SSL (Padden & Humphries, 1988). A professional interpreter
was employed to facilitate communication during the interviews (Singleton & Morgan, 2006), and
they received structured briefings on the ethical considerations of the study. These briefings covered
protocols for confidentiality, impartiality, and cultural competency, reinforcing the importance of

neutrality and respect in the interpreter’s role (Harrington & Turner, 2001).

Additionally, informed consent in sign language was a critical aspect of this research (Lane, 1992).
The informed consent process took place in SSL, with interpreters available to assist participants who
required clarification (Singleton & Morgan, 2006). This approach ensured that participants fully
understood the study’s aims, procedures, and their rights, including the right to withdraw at any time
without consequence, and promoted equitable participation (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Harrington &

Turner, 2001).

Finally, the study paid particular attention to vulnerable participants, such as those with additional

disabilities or those who may have experienced trauma related to their Deaf identity (Ladd, 2003).
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By integrating these considerations into the overall research design and methodology, the project
aimed not only to gather data but also to uphold the highest standards of care, respect, and cultural

sensitivity (Creswell & Poth, 2018).

3.5. Methodological Rigor and Trustworthiness

To ensure the academic rigor, trustworthiness, and robustness of this qualitative case study, it was
subject to certain limitations that may affect the generalizability and interpretation of the findings
(Creswell & Poth, 2018). One key limitation was the reliance on a relatively small sample size, which,
while appropriate for qualitative research, might not capture the full diversity of experiences within
the broader SSL community across the entire nation (Bryman, 2014). Additionally, the case study
design, while providing in-depth insights into a specific context, limited the ability to generalize the

findings to other Deaf communities or contexts beyond Serbia (Lane et al., 1996; Ladd, 2003).

The potential impact of these limitations on the results included the possibility that the findings may
be more reflective of the specific experiences of the selected participants rather than the entire Serbian
Deaf community. Furthermore, the use of interpreters in the interview process, while necessary for
facilitating communication, introduced a layer of translation and interpretation that could affect the

sub-textual nuance of the sign expressions.

To minimize the potential limitations of this study, several strategies were employed. One key
approach involved ensuring a broad range of participant backgrounds. By intentionally seeking
diversity in age, educational attainment, and geographic region across Serbia, the study captured a
wide spectrum of experiences and perspectives. This approach helped to strengthen the richness of

the data and contributed to a more comprehensive understanding of the subject matter.

In addition to diverse sampling, the study incorporated triangulation as a means of enhancing the
reliability of its findings. Drawing on data from multiple sources, such as interviews, observations,
and existing literature, allowed for a cross-referencing process that reduces bias. This method ensured
that insights were validated through different lenses, reinforcing the credibility of the conclusions

drawn.

A further consideration was the researcher’s reflexivity. Throughout the research process, continuous
reflection on the researcher’s own positionality and assumptions was integral. By recognizing how
personal experiences and interactions with participants might shape the study’s outcomes, the
researcher maintained a critical awareness of potential influences. Practices such as maintaining a
research journal and engaging with feedback from peers and community members fostered

transparency and contributed to the integrity of the research.
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To ensure the academic rigor, trustworthiness, and robustness of this qualitative case study, the
evaluation framework established by Lincoln and Guba (1985) was systematically applied. In
qualitative inquiry, traditional quantitative measures of internal/external validity and reliability are

replaced by four primary criteria: credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability.

Credibility, corresponding to internal validity, addresses the accuracy with which the study captures
the true realities of the participants’ lived experiences. In this study, credibility was established

through three main strategies:

e Data Source Triangulation: The narratives obtained from the 24 semi-structured interviews
were systematically cross-referenced and corroborated against legislative documents, social
strategic documents (e.g., the 2030 Education Strategy), and existing sociolinguistic literature
on sign language policies.

e Persistent Engagement: The researcher developed an active, long-term collaboration with
local institutions, specifically the School for the Deaf Stefan Decanski in Belgrade, which
facilitated prolonged exposure to the cultural and educational interactive norms of the
community (Woll & Ladd, 2003).

e Continuous Interpreter Presence: A professional interpreter fluent in SSL was present
during the interviews for their entire duration, providing continuous interpretation. Transcripts
were iteratively cross-checked against the raw video recordings by the researcher to verify

exact linguistic equivalence and preserve subtle, non-manual sub-textual meanings.

Transferability, corresponding to external validity or generalizability, concerns the extent to which
the qualitative findings can be applied or transferred to other social settings or communities. Because
an intrinsic case study is inherently context-bound, direct statistical generalization was not the goal
of this inquiry (Stake, 1995). Instead, transferability was achieved by providing a thick description of
the precise sociolinguistic, institutional, and historical boundaries defining the Serbian Deaf
community and the legal environment surrounding SSL. By explicitly reporting participant profiles,
regional backgrounds, and communication barriers, this research offers a clear conceptual blueprint
that future scholars can utilize to compare, evaluate, and adapt to other marginalized sign language

communities globally (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Creswell & Poth, 2018)

Dependability corresponds to reliability and establishes whether the research findings are consistent,
stable, and repeatable under similar conditions. To achieve high dependability, a transparent and
comprehensive audit trail was meticulously documented throughout the project’s life cycle. This audit
trail details every operational decision made from the initial participant selection via purposive

criteria down to the micro-level coding choices within the thematic analysis framework (Saldafia,
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2016). Every shift in the research direction, such as modifying interview prompts based on
intermediate findings, was structurally recorded in a reflexive research journal, ensuring that the

entire analytical trajectory remains completely trackable (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Miles et al., 2014).

3.6. Chapter Summary

The research methodology outlined in this chapter was designed to provide a comprehensive
exploration of the interplay between language identity, language policy, and social dynamics within
the SSL community. By employing a qualitative, exploratory, case study approach, this study
successfully captured the richness and complexity of the participants’ experiences, contributing
valuable insights to the fields of sociolinguistics, language policy, and Deaf studies. Through careful
consideration of ethical issues, limitations, and strategies for ensuring trustworthiness and rigor, the
methodology was structured to produce findings that are both meaningful and credible, offering a
significant contribution to the academic and practical understanding of SSL and its role in the Serbian

Deaf community.
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4. DISCUSSION AND ANALYSIS

This chapter provides a detailed, critical sociolinguistic discussion and analysis of the empirical data
generated during this study. The findings are examined in close conversation with the historical,
political, and theoretical frameworks established in the preceding literature review, as well as the
specific research questions and hypotheses outlined in the formal doctoral application. At its core,
this project explores how the official, top-down legal recognition of SSL interacts with the bottom-
up, lived experiences of linguistic identity, social empowerment, and educational access within the
local Deaf community. By utilizing the qualitative, exploratory, intrinsic case study design described
in the methodology chapter, this analysis uses Braun and Clarke’s structured thematic framework to
unpack twenty-four deeply contextualized, personal narratives from signing youth and young adults

in Serbia.

The analytical approach used here goes beyond viewing language simply as a neutral tool for
transmitting information. Instead, it approaches SSL as a primary site of social organization, identity
negotiation, and resistance to systemic marginalization. To balance these qualitative personal
accounts, the analysis incorporates descriptive institutional metrics from the baseline language and
community belonging survey, as well as broader school infrastructure data. Merging these data

sources makes it possible to evaluate the three foundational hypotheses that guide this project:

o Hypothesis 1: The formal integration of native sign language within specialized educational
settings remains limited, creating a gap between top-down inclusive policy goals and everyday
classroom interaction.

o Hypothesis 2: The statutory legal recognition of a minority sign language does not
automatically translate into real-world civic empowerment or public accessibility unless
supported by localized enforcement and community-led execution.

o Hypothesis 3: Language identity within the signing community is highly stratified and non-
monolithic, shaped significantly by early childhood language exposure, family background,

and shifting institutional environments.

4.1. Theme 1: The Spectrum of Deafhood—Cultural Pride vs. Instrumental Language

Orientation

The empirical qualitative evidence generated across the twenty-four participant accounts reveals a
highly complex, multi-layered sociolinguistic continuum within the Serbian signing population. This
spectrum challenges the uniform, simplified assumptions often embedded in top-down state policy

planning, demonstrating that linguistic minority identification is far from monolithic. Instead,

45



individual language orientations split into two fundamentally distinct paths based on early childhood

exposure and socialization environments.

On one end of this continuum, native signers from Deaf families experience manual communication
as a core cultural and linguistic right, a phenomenon that aligns with the concept of Deafhood
described in the literature review. On the opposite end, Hard-of-Hearing individuals, late signers,
assistive device wearers or those from exclusively hearing households frequently adopt a clinical-
instrumental stance. In this thesis, I introduce the term bimodal pragmatism to describe this
orientation: an approach in which individuals move between signed and spoken language according
to communicative necessity and functional utility, treating sign language primarily as a

communicative resource rather than as the principal basis of cultural or personal identity.

This deep sociolinguistic division directly supports the third core hypothesis outlined in the research
proposal, which states that collective identity and language attachment are fundamentally determined
by early childhood language exposure, family background, and immediate peer dynamics rather than

basic biological categories.

4.1.1. Ontological Anchors of Deafhood: Generational Language Transmission and

Identity Ownership

For participants who grew up within multi-generational Deaf families, SSL is experienced as a natural
first language and a profound source of collective pride. Rather than viewing Deafness through a
medical lens as a physical deficit, these individuals reclaim manual communication as a positive, self-
contained cultural identity. This process of constructing an empowering, self-affirming identity stands
in sharp contrast to the medical deficit model used by mainstream state institutions. For example,

Anne, who grew up surrounded by a signing family structure, notes:
That is natural for me, my language. I love it. I am proud that I am Deaf. I can communicate
with those who speak too. When they speak a little faster, I can’t understand them, but I have
no problem telling them, ‘Please slow down a little.” !

This narrative illustrates that native sign language serves as a vital tool for personal and social

autonomy. By framing SSL as natural and primary, the participant shifts the social burden of

adaptation back onto the hearing majority, confidently demanding a slower conversational pace rather

than internalizing a sense of communicative failure. This structural pride and reclamation of bodily

! Original (Serbian): ,,To je 3a meHe mpuponaH, Moj je3uk. Bomum. Ja cam momocma mTo cam [ysa. Mory ma
KOMYHUITUpaM U ca OBMMa Koju npruajy.Kama Mano Opske mpudajy, He MOTY Jia HX pa3yMeM, ajid HeMaM MpooJieM Ja UM
Ka)KeM MaJlo YCIIOpUTE, MOJIUM Bac.”
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autonomy appear even more clearly in Devon’s testimony from an exclusively signing household,
who frames manual communication as an explicit birthright and strongly rejects any label of

disability:
My right, which I have from birth, is to use my hands. A Deaf person should not be forced to
speak because it is naturally given to them to use their hands. They look at us as if we are
disabled, but we are actually not disabled. We can work, we can enroll in university. Hearing
people think we are disabled only because we do not speak but instead use sign language. All

of that is a matter of upbringing.’

This statement stands as a powerful rejection of the medical pathology framework that dominates
public policy. By connecting the physical use of the hands to baseline structural capabilities, such as
completing a university degree or securing a professional career, the participant highlights a deep
desire for structural equality. This sense of identity ownership is echoed across multiple transcripts
from multi-generational signing homes. Jason notes, “I mean, that’s my pride. I’'m actually very proud

of it. It’s my language, and I’m proud of it,”

while Alex asserts, “There is no shame. I am proud. I
adore my hands.” These testimonies confirm that when language transmission occurs naturally
within the home, it builds a solid foundation of group solidarity and self-worth that resists dominant

audist assumptions.

4.1.2. Repertoires of Plurilingualism: Regional Dialects and International Sign Fluidity

The depth of this linguistic identification is further illustrated by the rich, fluid language repertoires
developed by fluent signers, who frequently expand their communication styles beyond national
boundaries. The qualitative text reveals that native users do not view sign language as an isolated or
limited system; instead, they engage with visual communication as an open, global network. This
spatial and digital flexibility is particularly prominent among the younger generation, who use social
media platforms to connect with international sign systems. For instance, Anne describes how her

language practices evolved through online spaces:

2 Original (Serbian): ,,Moje npaBo koje ja nmam pohereM je ja kKopuctum pyke. He Tpe6a [iyBy ocoby popcuparu na
IIpuya jep joj je NpUpOIHO AaTo Jia KopHUcTH pyke. OHM Ha Hac IVIeAajy Kao Ha MHBAJIMJIE a MM 3alIpaBO HICMO MHBAJIU/IH.
Mu MOXXEMO | 2 pauMo, MOXeMo ¢akyareT fa ynumemo. Yyjyhu Muciie 1a cMo MM HHBAJIM/IM CaMo MITO HE IPUYaMo
HETo KOPUCTUMO 3HaKoBHH. CBe je TO CTBap BaclUTama.”

3 Original (Serbian): ,,MucuM, To je Moj oHOC. Ja cam 3anpaBo Gai MOHOCAH Ha TO. To je MOj jE3MK M MOHOCAH CaM Ha
T0.”

4 Original (Serbian): ,,Hema cpamore. IToHocaH cam. Ja 060xaBaM cBoje pyke.”
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You know that there are different sign languages. Serbian is not the only one I know. I also
know International Sign, Russian Sign Language, Italian Sign Language, American Sign
Language, and German Sign Language. That’s all. I saw them on Instagram, on live streams,
by myself. It was there on Instagram that I first saw that there was a sign language that wasn’t
the same as ours. Then it became interesting to me. If there’s something I don’t understand, I
ask my dad when it’s about International Sign, because he knows it too. Then my dad explains
it to me, and over time I learn more easily on my own and understand it.
This narrative exposes an advanced level of plurilingual sign competence that remains invisible to
standard top-down educational policies. It demonstrates that the family structure acts as an active site
for codification and cross-cultural learning, where international visual elements are shared across
generations. This global awareness is matched by a keen understanding of localized regional dialects
within Serbia itself, as participants must routinely navigate geographic variations when entering

institutional environments. Ace highlights the initial linguistic friction experienced when moving

between regional centers:
There is a small difference. For example, when I lived in Novi Sad, I really got used to the
sign language from Novi Sad, and I thought that was the only one in Serbia. Then I came here
and encountered the sign language from Belgrade. It was quite different, but now I’ve gotten
used to it, and now I also know Bosnian Sign Language. Because of Devon and Nick. So, it’s
a great experience because you learn more different sign languages.®

Furthermore, this multi-layered signing landscape includes ethnic minority sign language variations

within multicultural regions. Tara notes the unique position of a peer from a Hungarian-speaking

household: “There is Matteo. He is the only one who uses different signs compared to us. His mom

> Original (Serbian): ,,3Hal 1a MOCTOj€ pa3NIUYKMTH 3HAKOBHH jE3UIM. Ja HE 3HAM CAMO CPIICKH. 3HAM M MHTEPHAIMOHAIIHH
3HAKOBaHW, PyCKH 3HAKOBHH, WTAJHMjaHCKHA 3HAKOBHH, aMEPHYKH 3HAKOBHHW, HeMayku 3HaKoBHH. To je cBe. Cama, Ha
Wucrarpamy, Ha sajBy cam Bujena. Ty Ha MIHcTarpamy caM IpBH ITyT BHJENA JIa TOCTOjH HEKU 3HAKOBHH jE3UK KOjU HHjE
ucTH kKao Ham. W oHma Mu je To OWIO 3aHUMJBHBO. AKO HEIITO HE pa3yMeM, IUTaM TaTy KaJ je y NHUTalky
WHTEPHALMOHATHHA 3HAKOBHH, TIOIITO ¥ OH 3HA, OHJA MU TaTa 00jaCHU U ITOCJIC BPEMEHOM CaMa JIAKIIEe yYUM U Karmupam.”
6 Original (Serbian): ,,I[TocToju mana pasnuka. Ha mpumep, kaga cam xuseo y Hosom Cajy 6anr caM HaBHKa0 Ha 3HAKOBHH
je3uk u3 Hosor Cana n mucnuo cam aa je 1o jenunau y Cpouju. OHma caM Jo1ao oBze, Cycpeo caM ce ca 3HAKOBHUM U3
Beorpana. Jlocra ce pa3nukoBao, caj caM ce Beh HaBWKao, a caja Beh 3HaM 1 00CaHCKW 3HAKOBHU je3uK 300r JleBoHA H
Huxka. Tako 51a je cymnep HCKyCTBO jep YUUd BHUIIE Pa3IUUUTHX 3HAKOBHUX je3uKa.”
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and dad are Hungarian.”” These structural insights reveal that the contemporary SSL community is a
dynamic space of language contact, where regional dialects, national variants, and global digital sign

practices constantly intersect and enrich the cultural fabric.

4.1.3. Instrumental Tool Pragmatism and the Pressure of Bimodal Detachment

On the opposite end of the sociolinguistic spectrum, a distinct subgroup of participants views SSL
through an entirely practical, non-identity lens. For these individuals, who are frequently late signers,
Hard-of-Hearing, assistive device wearers or those from exclusively hearing households, the language
is not an ontological anchor of cultural identity, but a functional tool used to pass information when

spoken communication hits a wall.

This pragmatic detachment is directly driven by the physical presence and psychological weight of
assistive amplification technology. For the 13 participants using standard hearing aids and the 3
recipients of cochlear implants, the primary language acquisition environment was defined by intense
parental and medical pressure to achieve oral compliance. When a child is continuously tracked
through clinical speech exercises, they internalize an understanding of communication that is entirely
functional and speech-centric. Consequently, when these device-reliant youth enter specialized
signing environments, they do not automatically experience SSL as a natural marker of cultural pride.
Instead, they frame sign language as a secondary, fallback mechanism and an emergency backup tool
to patch over moments when their physical technology hits a wall, such as when acoustic noise
becomes overwhelming or device batteries fail. SSL is stripped of its status as an ontological heritage
language and reduced to a functional strategy, demonstrating how deeply medical-clinical

interventions reshape the linguistic loyalties of minoritized youth.

This orientation can be also placed under the term bimodal pragmatism, where individuals move
between signing and speech depending on physical necessity rather than cultural loyalty. For instance,
when asked whether sign language represents an identity marker or something deeper than a tool,
Dylan, from a hearing family, responds plainly: “It’s means of communication. I feel equally

connected, I would say, to both Deaf and hearing people. Nothing special really.”®

Miles, who learned to sign later in his teenage years under the influence of a Hard-of-Hearing parent

who favored speech, expresses a very similar practical detachment: “It is not more than a language.

7 Original (Serbian): ,,ima jenan Mareo. OH jelMHM KOPHCTH Pa3IMYMTE 3HAKOBE Y OJHOCY HA Hac. Mama U Tara cy My
Mahapu.”

8 Original (Serbian): ,,Cpencteo 3a komyHuKanyjy. [logjequako cam, Ja KakeM, IOBE3aH U ca [iryBuMa u ca gyjyhuma.
Humra can cnenmjanzo.”
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It is just communication, the same as when I speak... My mom always insisted that I speak, and with

my dad it doesn’t matter, I can use sign language, I can also speak.”

This reveals a deep layer of home-language dissonance, where young people are torn between the
oral expectations of hearing parents and the visual realities of their peer groups. For these students,
SSL is used strategically to build temporary connections within the school environment rather than
to step into a lifelong cultural community. This structural distance is clear in the account of Victor, a
Hard-of-Hearing student who maintains an exclusively spoken relationship with his immediate

family:
I use sign language a little. But I can’t communicate like that with my family. I want to speak
and talk more. I was at exercises with a surdologist and a speech therapist. I practiced
speaking. I actually use sign language to help those who do not speak like Lucy, Devon and

Jason. Otherwise, I don’t belong to either Deaf community, only here at school.'”

These accounts challenge the assumption that all people with hearing loss experience minority
language identity in the same way. Instead, they highlight a complex community landscape where
functional speech capabilities, family pressures, and clinical rehabilitation paths constantly reshape

personal alignment with the signing collective.

4.1.4. Internal Community Friction: Identity Contestation and Technological Divides

To understand the internal sociolinguistic boundaries within the contemporary youth cohort, we must
analyze the bio-technical stratification created by the uneven presence of assistive communication
devices. The participant dataset shows three distinct technological configurations: a non-device user
group (N = 8) who rely entirely on visual sign lanes, a standard hearing aid group (N = 13) managing
bimodal adaptations, and a cochlear implant group (N = 3) representing the sharpest edge of state-
sponsored medical intervention. This technological divide influences how participants experience the
signing collective. Non-device users routinely view their manual communication as an
uncompromised cultural asset, whereas hearing aid and cochlear implant users frequently face

continuous, device-mediated vulnerabilities. These bio-technical splits generate distinct language

% Original (Serbian): ,,Huje Bume on jesuka. McTo kao KOMyHHKamMja, MCTO je Kao Kaj npudaMm. Mama je yBek
WHCHCTHpAJa 1a TOBOPHM, a Ca TaTOM j€ CBEjeTHO, MOTY ¥ 3HAKOBHH j€3HK, MOTY U Jla ipu4am.”

10 Original (Serbian): ,,Ja Mao KOPHCTMM 3HAKOBHH. Ja ca CBOjOM IIOPOIHMIIOM HE MOTY TaKO Ja KOMyHHIUpaM. JKemmum
BHIILIE Jla TpUYaM U roBopuM. bruo cam Ha BexxOama kox cypposora u joromnena. Bex6ao cam na mpuuam. Ja 3ampaBo
KOPHCTUM 3HAKOBHH Kako OMX ITOMOTao OBMMa MITO HE Mpuyajy kao mro cy Jlapa, JlaBun u JoBan. MHade He umeM HU y
jemHy HU Y IpyTy 3ajemHuIly [ yBHX, caMo OBIIE Y ITKOJIH.”
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loyalty pressures, where the physical presence of a device becomes a visible symbol of an individual’s

alignment with either the hearing medical framework or the visual Deafhood collective.

This deep sociolinguistic stratification does not only exist as an abstract continuum. It manifests as
real communicative friction, isolation, and peer boundary contestation within the daily lives. The
qualitative narratives reveal that the division between fluent signers and speech-reliant individuals
often creates internal community boundaries and conversational gaps. Fluent signers frequently
express clear frustration with the linguistic compromises required to communicate with peers who
rely primarily on speech, oral tracks, or assistive devices. As Miles notes, navigating these cross-
modal interactions within a diverse student body can lead to a defensive withdrawal and a reduction
in conversational engagement: “Deaf people are like that, they are sensitive, very sensitive. What can

we do about it? Not talk.”!!

Furthermore, the mechanical management of technology introduces additional barriers to fluid
communication. Participants describe how their conversational access can suddenly disappear due to
equipment failures. Tyler captures this daily instability during an interview: “I don’t have the device,
otherwise I hear better. There’s no battery at the moment. But they have to speak slowly. When they
speak quickly I don’t understand anything.”'? Similarly, Vincent highlights how safety concerns
during physical activities force them to disconnect from technology entirely, changing how they
interact with their environment: “I don’t wear the device during physical education so I don’t
accidentally break it.”'*> These accounts demonstrate that the physical and social management of
hearing aids and speech implants creates a constantly shifting landscape of accessibility, shaping how

individuals move between signed and spoken spaces throughout the school day.

4.1.5. Quantitative Triangulation and Fieldwork Synthesis

This internal division is strongly supported by the data from the baseline language and community
belonging survey, which maps these qualitative divides across the broader sample. Cross-referencing
the personal narratives with the survey spreadsheet shows that participants who first learned SSL
during early childhood (0-5 years), such as those from multi-generational signing homes, consistently
report their level of identification with the Deaf community as “To a great extent” or “To a very large

extent.” Conversely, participants who picked up the language later in childhood or adolescence (6—

! Original (Serbian): ,,[IyBu Cy Takeu, OHM Cy OCETJBMBH, MHOTO Cy OceT/buBH. llITa MOXeEMO @ ypaauMo Mo ToMm
nutamy? [la He mpuyamo.”

12 Original (Serbian): ,,Hemam anapar unade 6osbe uyjeM. Hemam Garepuje TpeHyTHO. Al MOpajy MOJIAKO J1a IIPUYajy.
Kan 6p3o npuyajy HumITa HE pazymem.”

13 Original (Serbian): ,,Ja He HOCUM amapar kaja je ¢pusndxo. Jla He MOJOMUM CIIy4ajHo.”

51



12 or 13—18 years), or who are registered as Hard-of-Hearing or wear assistive devices, select more

detached answers like “Somewhat,” “A little,” or even “I don’t identify at all.”

Crucially, a deeper analysis of the quantitative survey forms reveals an extraordinary sociolinguistic
anomaly that exposes the depth of this internalized medical framing. When filling out the
demographic background section, multiple Deaf and Hard-of-Hearing children who are physically
enrolled in the specialized school and wear hearing aids or cochlear implants checked the box self-
identifying their status as “Hearing.” This striking response pattern represents a profound identity
disassociation driven by language policy and clinical tracking. Because the state’s aggressive
medical-mainstreaming discourse tells these youth that their sensory devices have auditorily “fixed”
their physical pathology, the children internalize a bimodal re-alignment. They separate themselves
from the “Deaf” category on paper, treating deafness as a negative medical state that they have
successfully escaped through technology. This survey response anomaly proves that assistive devices
do not simply amplify sound; they operate as powerful biopolitical tools that fragment collective
identity, causing minoritized youth to disassociate from their own linguistic community and declare

themselves “Hearing” even while navigating a specialized signing classroom.

Evaluating these highly stratified identity markers required a critical reassessment of my own
preconceptions regarding linguistic minority groups. Entering the field, my initial expectation was
that a shared visual modality would naturally produce a cohesive, uniform community structure
unified by a singular language loyalty. However, analyzing the contrast between the fluid, expansive
communication of native signers and the more constrained, hesitant sign choices of late signers from

hearing households challenged this simplified view.

Tracking these micro-interactions within the school environment revealed how heavily macro-
sociolinguistic pressures, specifically the dominant societal demand for oral compliance, are
physicalized by the youth. Documenting the sudden conversational shifts or linguistic hesitation that
occurred when institutional authorities appeared forced me to look past the rigid, binary

classifications found in standard state policy reports.

Instead, it became empirically clear that language identity within this space operates as a highly fluid
spectrum. This orientation is fundamentally shaped by whether a child’s natural visual
communication was supported and embraced within the primary family unit or managed as a

secondary administrative accommodation.

This internal continuum is further explained when cross-referenced with the linguistic literacy scores
extracted from the hearing majority dataset. The quantitative data reveals a complete lack of public

exposure that forces the signing community into a defensive space: a striking 63% of hearing
52



respondents are completely unaware that SSL is officially recognized by law as a legitimate language
in Serbia. This legal isolation is compounded by a severe deficit in public communicative capacity.
When asked to rate their personal knowledge of sign language, 51% of hearing individuals report
having absolutely zero knowledge (“1” on a 5-point scale), and an additional 31% report a minimal
score of “2.” This means that 82% of the hearing public possesses effectively no functional awareness
of SSL structure. This literacy vacuum is directly maintained by institutional gaps: 80% of the hearing
population state that they have never had a single opportunity to learn or be exposed to SSL in their
lives. Consequently, the fluid spectrum of Deafhood documented among signing youth is not a passive
configuration; it is actively maintained as a protective cultural boundary against an outside hearing

society that remains linguistically illiterate and largely unaware of the language’s legal existence.

4.2. Theme 2: Systemic Policy Inertia—The Chasm Between De Jure Legislation and De
Facto Public Space Accessibility

This theme examines the core research question regarding the real-world social empowerment and
civic visibility of the Serbian Deaf community following the passage of the Law on the Use of Sign
Language. Top-down statutory planning often treats the passing of a law as an automatic,
comprehensive solution for language equality. However, the detailed accounts provided by the
participants expose a deep divide between official legal text and the daily barriers encountered across

civic, medical, commercial, and media infrastructures.

This implementation gap directly confirms the second foundational hypothesis outlined in the formal
research framework, which states that statutory legal validation fails to produce automatic social
empowerment unless it is accompanied by enforceable public sector standards, structural
accountability, and community-led execution. Rather than moving through public spaces with
confidence, participants describe an ongoing struggle against institutional inertia, where the legal

rights granted on paper disappear the moment they approach a public service desk.

4.2.1. The Statutory Mirage: De Jure Rights and the Reality of Bureaucratic Exclusion

When attempting to navigate standard public administrative spaces, such as municipal offices, banks,
post offices, or police stations, participants routinely encounter public sector employees who are
completely untrained in SSL and unwilling to adapt. This lack of training reduces legal rights to a
purely symbolic gesture, shifting the entire structural burden of communication directly onto the
young signing minority. Participants describe these daily bureaucratic interactions not as spaces of
civil access, but as sites of exhausting adaptation and minor systematic humiliations. For example,
Devon provides a vivid account of this structural barrier when trying to complete basic financial

transactions:
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It is accepted by law, but do people actually respect it, or apply it? Well, not really. I don’t feel
like it is actually accepted as equal. It’s pointless when the woman at the counter doesn’t know
sign language. And then I have to, of course, use pantomime, write on paper. That is really
exhausting for me. Simply, Deaf people have to adapt more, to respect hearing people, but I

think hearing people should also respect us a little. Why do we always have to learn to speak,
while they have hands and they can also learn sign language?'

This testimony highlights a profound ideological mismatch within the state’s language planning
framework. While the law technically grants the right to use sign language, the lack of operational
execution forces the individual to drop their native tongue and rely on fallback strategies like writing
on paper or basic pantomime. This dynamic exposes what critical language policy theorists describe
as a top-down failure, where state institutions pass symbolic legislation to project an image of

inclusivity while leaving the underlying structures of public interaction entirely unchanged.

This systematic failure at the frontline counter is further illustrated by symbolic gestures of inclusion
that completely collapse in practice. When attempting to utilize public infrastructures specifically
advertised as accessible, participants find that the physical markers of accommodation mask an
absolute vacuum of communicative capacity. Kelly highlights this frustrating contradiction during a

routine visit to the post office:
There was a notice stating that there was a window designated for the Deaf, and I attempted

to use it, but there was absolutely no assistance available. In the end, I had to manage on my

own. I was forced to fall back on writing on paper.'>

This narrative exposes the performative nature of local status planning. The presence of an official
public notice promising a “Deaf window” allows the state institution to claim visual compliance with
anti-discrimination mandates on paper. Yet, the failure to train frontline staff or provide on-site

linguistic validation turns the physical desk into a space of heightened marginalization. Rather than

14 Original (Serbian): ,,Jecte 3akoHOM TO npuxBaheHo, ajy Ja JI1 JbY/IM TO CTBAPHO MOIITY]Y, OAHOCHO NpuMerbyjy? Ila n
He G6am. Hemam ocehaj xao na je To 3anpaBo npuxsaheHo kxao jenHak. [Jaba xana »eHa Ha mantepy He 3Ha 3HAKOBHHU
jesuk. U oHzia ja Mopam, HapaBHO, TAHTOMKMeE, Ha Hanupy Aa nuieM. To Mu je cTtBapHO ManTpetupame. [Ipocto, [ryBn
MOPpajy BHIIIE J1a Ce Mpuiiarohaajy, aa momryjy uyjyhe, a cmatpam ga 6u Tpebasno u gyjyhu Majo Hac Ja MomTyjy. 3amTo
MH YBEK MOPaMo J1a YIHMO JIa TOBOPUM, a OHH NMajy pyKe, MOTY M OHH J1a y4e 3HAKOBHH je3uKk?”

15 Original (Serbian): ,,buio je oGaBemTeme na nMa mantep 3a [yBe U HOKyIIana caM TO J1a HICKOPUCTHM alli HUje OHII0
moMohu M Ha Kpajy caM Mopaja caMa aa ce cHahem. Ja cam Mopasia Ha Kpajy aa mumiem.”
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receiving an institutional accommodation, the minoritized language user is forced to experience a
public breakdown of their legal rights, ultimately externalizing the labor of communication back onto

their own fallback literacy strategies.

4.2.2. Institutional Trauma in Medical and Public Welfare Spaces

The consequences of this policy-practice gap become incredibly dangerous when participants enter
healthcare environments, where a lack of fluent communication can directly jeopardize patient safety,
accurate diagnostics, and medical consent. The qualitative evidence indicates that routine medical
visits frequently degrade into highly stressful, isolating, and traumatic events due to the total absence
of professional interpreters or signing staff within Serbian medical centers. For instance, Lucy recalls

a routine dental visit that quickly turned into a communicative crisis:
However, that seemingly simple visit to the dentist turned into hell. She keeps talking, I don’t
understand anything. I ask her to speak slowly, but she won’t. In the end she gave me paper
and we communicated by writing. Also, for example, when I go to the store it is always a
slightly more difficult situation because it’s not just that she tells me the price and I quickly
calculate what I give her. Instead, I always have to look at the cash register to see the amount
or ask for the receipt and then calculate how much I should pay. An unnecessarily long
process, and for example if the cashier knew sign language it would be quick and done.!®

Framing an ordinary healthcare appointment as a “hell” highlights the deep psychological strain

caused by institutional exclusion. When a medical professional refuses to slow down their speech or

make basic adjustments, it strips the young patient of their agency, leaving them vulnerable and

dependent on written notes just to understand their own treatment.

This structural exclusion embedded within public health spaces is deeply worsened by a routine habit
that can be conceptualized as the clinical typist turn. While top-down policy text promises equal
access, data from adult signers exposes how the physical movements of medical practitioners can
directly trigger severe health crises. When a physician turns away from a Deaf patient to log data into

a computer terminal while continuing to speak, all visual communication tracks, including lip-reading

16 Original (Serbian): ,,MelyTuM Taj Hau3IIEe jeAHOCTABAH OLIa3aK KoJI 3ybapa MpeTBOpHO ce y nakao. [Ipuya npuua, ja
HUIITA He pasymeM. [1a 3amonum nonako na Hehe. Ha xpajy Mu je nana nanup u rpeko nanupa cmo ce gonucusaine. [linyc,
Ha MpHUMep, KajJa uaeM y NpOAaBHUILy YBEK TO Mopa Ja Oy/e 3a HHjaHCy TeXa CHTyallHja 3aTo LITO HHje CaMO OHa MEHU
Ka)ke KOJIMKO ja BH0j J1a 1aM | ja Op30 u3pauyHaM cBe. Hero yBek Mopam fa riieaM Ha KacH Koja je mudpa y nutamy wWin
Jla TpaXUM padyH Ta OHJA Jia ja TO M3padyHaM Koiuko hy ma mam... becmorpeOHO myr mporec, a Ha mpuMep, Kaa Ou
MIpoJaBavMIla 3HaJIa 3HAKOBHY OMJIO O CBE KPaTKo rOTOBO.”
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and facial expressions, are instantly severed. Vance details the dangerous, life-threatening

consequences of this systematic lack of communicative awareness during an inpatient checkup:
Going to the doctor, hospital. He says something, something about medication. I was reading
lips and he turns away again. Maybe right at that moment when he turns away, he says
something important, and I can’t read lips. There is no understanding. I go home, I take the
medicine at the wrong time because I didn’t understand properly, and I got a high temperature
because of that. In all those important state institutions, at least one interpreter should exist. It
simply should. It is dangerous for us. God forbid someone dies because of that.!”

Malik reinforces this pattern of clinical marginalization, noting that when practitioners refuse to alter

their spoken delivery to accommodate the participant’s expressive voice, communication collapses

into an unstandardized reliance on ad-hoc personal technologies:

The doctor didn’t understand at all because of the way I speak... and then he started writing,

and I take my phone and write what I want, then I show it to him.'®

When viewed together, these accounts demonstrate that the clinical typist turn is not a benign
technological workflow, but a form of structural violence embedded within public healthcare
environments. By turning away to engage with a computer terminal while continuing to speak, the
physician treats the Deaf patient as a passive, audiological object rather than an active, informed
participant in their own diagnostic track. The resulting communication breakdowns shift the entire
operational burden of survival onto the individual’s sensory endurance, transforming a routine

medical encounter into a site of profound biological risk and physical trauma.

This pattern of medical marginalization is reinforced by Devon, who shares a critical event where he

was left entirely isolated during an emergency hospital procedure while his family was away:
How I communicated with the doctor — a disaster. The doctor comes and starts talking, and |

was young and had no strength, and I still had to try, to explain through pantomime, to write...

17 Original (Serbian): ,,Omnasak kon qokTopa, 60HMIa. OH HEIITO KaKe, HEIITO y BE3U ca JIEKOBUMA. Ja caM 4HTao ca
ycaHa a oH omneT okpehe. Moxa 0anr y ToM TpEeHyTKY KaJ ce OKpeHe, Kake HEIITO BaXKHO, a ja He MOT'Y J1a IPOYUTaM ca
ycaHa. Hemajy pasymeBama. Ja ogem kyhu, momujem jiek y HOTpENIHO BpeMe, jep HEcaM Jo0po pasymeo u 100H0 cam
BHCOKYy Temrieparypy 300r Tora. Y CBUM THUM ApXKaBHUM yCTaHOBama Koje cy BaxkHe, Oap jemaH on Tymada Tpeda aa
noctoju. [Ipocto mopa. OnacHo je 3a Hac. He naj Boxke 1a ympe Heko 360t Tora.”

18 Original (Serbian): ,,JIokTOp yoImuTe HUje pasyMeo 300T TOra Kako ja IpHYaM U OHJA je KPEeHyo Ja MHUIIE U ja y3MEM
TenedOH W HAIIMIIIEM IIITa XOhy 1a My ToKakeM.”
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They brought some educator from the dorm, since I was in the dorm, but it was a disaster. |
didn’t understand anything. I was becoming more and more nervous, I was angry. I called
another educator; she found a professional interpreter. Then it was much easier. I explain with
my hands, she translates, and only then did I get the most basic satisfaction of my needs. But
still, imagine if I had been without the educator, without the interpreter, without my mom,
without my dad. I am lying there. How could I communicate with the doctor? Impossible. And
the hospital is very important. I remembered that situation and next time we sued the doctor.

Probably the parents filed a lawsuit for discrimination against the Deaf. "

This critical narrative illustrates that the Law on the Use of Sign Language often only carries weight
after a formal conflict occurs, rather than being used to systematically construct an accessible public
healthcare system. The participant’s emotional breakdown, characterized by growing panic and anger,
is a direct result of being denied a professional interpreter during a time of physical vulnerability. It
was only through the persistent intervention of a professional translator that his basic human needs
were met. This text highlights that without immediate access to real-time interpretation, the Deaf
community remains locked out of the most critical institutions of civic life, relying on external

interventions to protect their basic safety.

4.2.3. The Digital Relay Illusion: Power Dynamics and Protocol Fractures in the SOS

Center

To address these communication barriers, state-level initiatives introduced the SOS Video Relay
Center, allowing participants to connect with remote interpreters via video calls on their phones.
While the qualitative data shows that young people value this tool as a helpful short-term bridge, they
also emphasize that its real-world utility is heavily limited by unpredictable service quality and
serious breaches of translation protocols. Because these remote translators lack uniform professional

standards, the video relay service becomes an unstable link that can compromise the user’s privacy

19 Original (Serbian): ,,Kako cam KOMyHMIIUPaO ca JJOKTOPOM — KaracTpoda. JIOKTop s0he u KpeHe Jia mpuya, a ja Maju U
HeMaM cHare, ¥ jou Tpeba J1a ce TpyIuM, Aa 00janrmbaBaM MaHTOMUMOM, Ja TUIIEM. .. JloBenn cy HeKy BacUTAdUIly U3
JIoMa, TIOIITO caM Trope y JioMy, aiu karactpoda. Humra Hucam pasymeo. [locrajao cam cBe HepBO3HHUjHU, OecHEO caM.
3Bao cam Jpyry BacCIMTaduIly, OHa je Hanuia rnpodecuoHamHor tymada. OHna MU je Ouio MHOro Jakie. Ja o6jacHuM
pykama, OHa IpeBesie, U TeK Tafa caM J00HO HajOCHOBHH]jE 330BOJbEH-E NOTpeda. AJH OIeT, 3aMUCIIN Ja caM O6no 6e3
BacmuTauuile, 6e3 Tymada, 6e3 Mmame, 6e3 Tare. Ja Ty jexxum. Kako 6ux Morao ja KOMyHHUITUpaM ca gokropom? Hukaxo.
A OomHUIA je jako BakHa. Ty cUTyalljy caM 3amaMTHO U ciefiehu myT cMO TY>KHJIH TOKTOpa. BepoBaTHO Cy poauTesbu
TIOJTHENH TYXOy 3a nuckpuMuHanujy [myBux.”
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and social agency. Devon details a serious breach of confidentiality and professional boundaries

during a live dispute with a physician:
Half of the interpreters are great, and half are a disaster. I’'m at the doctor’s; I take my phone
and call SOS. The doctor and I are kind of arguing. I say I got really angry and said the doctor
is stupid. And she took that and translated it. And I already said: ‘Don’t translate that” and she
still translates it anyway. And then the doctor looks at me, and I am there with him in the
room. Different story. The same situation. I need an interpreter. I explain, I explain what we
are going to do now, how, where, what... And she translates all of that to me. And I just say
to wait a bit, at a kiosk or something like that. And she sees that I turned away and just shuts
off. Disappears. It happens that an interpreter is rude, that they don’t respect a Deaf person,

that they behave badly.?°

This testimony reveals a complex, uneven power dynamic between the remote interpreter and the
Deaf user. In standard translation practice, an interpreter should function as a secure, respectful
channel for the user’s voice. By ignoring a direct instruction or abruptly hanging up mid-conversation,
the relay worker abuses their linguistic position, leaving the user completely exposed in an already
tense environment. This systemic instability proves that top-down digital solutions remain fragile
unless they are backed by strict professional accountability, ongoing monitoring, and open channels

for community feedback.

4.2.4. Media FErasure, Symbolic Inclusion, and the Critique of Authentic

Representation

Beyond immediate public infrastructures, this policy-practice gap shapes how the signing community
experiences national broadcast media and public information networks. When official state broadcasts
omit professional sign language inserts, they effectively cut off the Deaf population from vital
national news and emergency updates. This leaves the community in a state of informational isolation,

a barrier that participants describe with clear frustration. As Jason points out:

20 Original (Serbian): ,,ITooBuHa TymMaua je cymep, a MOJOBUHA KatacTpoda... Ja caM Koj JI0KTOpa, y3MeM TeneoH u
30BeM COC. JlokTop 1 ja ce HemTo cBaljamo. Ja kaxkeM, Oam cam ce U3HEPBHPAO U peKao caM jaa je JOKTop nirym. M ona
je To y3ena u npesena. A ja cam Beh pekao: ,,Hemoj To na nmpeBoauin.” u oHa unak npesezne. M onna me goKTop Tiiena, a
jacam Ty ¢ UM y npocTtopuju. Jpyra nmpuda. Mcra curyanuja. Tpeba mu Tymad. Ja o6jammasam, objanimabam 1mra hemo
caj Jla paauMo, Kako, riae, mra... 1 ona MeHu cBe 1o npesefe. M ja camo kakeM Jia caueka MaJio, Ha TpaduIy HiIH TaKko
Hemro. M oHa BUIM J1a caM ce ja OKpeHyo U camo ce yracu. Hecrane. Jlemasa ce 1a je Tymad 6e300pa3aH, Aa He TOIITyje
I'myBy 0co0y, na ce py»xHO ToHama.”
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Whenever I watch TV and hearing people are just talking, I don’t understand anything, that
TV and the news mean nothing to me. When we have that little interpreter down there, it helps
a lot, so I get all the information about what is happening in the world. And when there is no
interpreter, it’s like my TV is turned off.%!
The metaphor of a television set being completely “turned off” underscores how mainstream media
spaces push the signing community to the margins of public life. This informational exclusion is
further complicated by a strong critique of how sign language and Deaf characters are presented when
they actually do appear on screen. The younger generation, with their sharp eye for media literacy,
identifies mainstream media representation as an artificial performance that prioritizes hearing actors

over authentic community inclusion. Devon shares his frustration upon discovering this media

tokenism online:
Moreover, when I see on TV, in a series or a film... are those really Deaf people? No way.
Hearing people are acting as Deaf people. Very, very rarely are they actually Deaf people who
use sign language. It once happened that I was watching a film and saw some signs. I was
really excited; I was very happy. And then I found that person on Instagram, because I thought
they were Deaf. So, I thought, let me follow a Deaf actor. And then I see, he talks. I don’t hear,
I don’t know what he is saying, but I see that he speaks and I know he can hear. That it is
actually fake, that everything is an illusion.?

This discovery of an “illusion” exposes a deep dissatisfaction with superficial representation. For

youth searching for true role models, watching a hearing actor mimic signs feels like a hollow public

relations exercise that ignores the real depth of Deaf culture. Nick supports this view, noting that

signed roles are almost always minor and tokenistic, failing to connect with the lived realities of the

community:

21 Original (Serbian): ,,Veek kan mienam TB kan uyjyhin caMmo npudajy ja To HUNITA He pa3yMeM, HUIITA MU HE 3HAYH Taj
TeJIEBU30p U Te BecTH. Kasla »MaMo Ty OHOT MaJior Tymada Ty JI0jle TO MHOTO NOMaXke, Tako JoOHjeM cBe MH(pOopMalje
IITa ce JIelIaBa y CBETY. A KaJla HeMa TyMaua, kKao Jia Mu je TB yramen.”

22 Original (Serbian): ,,I1ITaBunie kaj Buaum Ha TB, y cepuju uim GuimMy... J1a i ¢y To cTBapHo [iryBe 0oco6e? Ma kakBu.
To uyjyhn rmyme I'myBe ocobe. Jaxo, jako perko cy To cTBapHO [J1yBe 0cobOe Koje ToBope 3HAKOBHHM je3UK. JenHoM ce
JIECHJIO Jia caM TyIeslao HeKH (GuiM u Buaeo Heke 3HakoBe. CTBapHO caM ce y30ynuo, 6amr mu je 6mmo aparo. M onma cam
Ha MHcTarpamy Hamao Ty oco0y, jep cam muciuo aa je [imysa. I1a kao, xajae ga 3anparum Hekor [ryBor miymna. M onna
BU/IMM Jla OH IIpHya. Ja He dyjeM, He 3HaM O 4eMy NpH4a, ajlil BUAUM Ja TOBOPH M 3HaM ja dyje. Jla je 3ampaBo JaKHo,
Iia je cBe Bapka.”
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Even when someone appears who uses sign language, it is usually briefly, like some minor

role. I think that Deaf people understand it, that it is well presented to them, while hearing

people may not understand what it is about, because it is actually about Deaf culture.?
These narratives show that youth reject shallow attempts at media inclusion, demanding instead
authentic representation that honors their unique language, narrative autonomy, and heritage.

4.2.5. Structural Unemployment and the Limitations of Short-Term Accommodation

This top-down policy failure directly impacts the long-term career opportunities and economic
stability of the youth. The qualitative testimonies reveal that even when a student overcomes
educational barriers and earns an advanced university degree, the mainstream labor market routinely
rejects them due to persistent audist biases and a total lack of workplace accommodation. Short-term
tools like the SOS center cannot dismantle these deep structural barriers to employment. Devon

documents a case of severe underemployment within his immediate peer circle:
For example, I can’t get a job in the police. I can’t be a police officer. I can’t. Will SOS help
me? No, it won’t. Not at all. It definitely makes communication easier and I’'m glad it exists,
of course. But are things really better for us now, are the rights equal. No, no. There is one
Deaf person. He enrolled in university, really studied, finished university, got a diploma, and
in the end got a job in a shop. I ask why? He simply runs into barriers. They don’t want to hire
him because he is Deaf. I say: but I can work, I can write, I have hands, I have legs, I can see.
And as soon as they hear that someone is Deaf, they immediately reject them. They won’t
even consider them. That is a big problem.?*

This account exposes a systemic waste of talent and potential within the community. Mainstream

employers often view a non-speaking applicant as an operational risk, completely overlooking their

qualifications, skills, and intellectual capabilities. By pointing out that a university diploma still leads

23 Original (Serbian): ,,Yak u Kajia ce M0jaBU HEKO KO KOPUCTH 3HAKOBHH, TO Oy/le OOMYHO Ha KPATKO, KA0 HEKa CIIOpeIHa
ynora. CMarpam 1a oHH Koju ¢y [yBu, 1a cy OHM CXBaTHIIM, A2 je ’bUMa JJoOpO IpeICTaB/beHa, a OB KOjH Uyjy MOX/a
Jla HE CXBaTajy 0 YeMy C€ pajivl 3aTO IITO Ce 3allpaBo Paau o Kyatypu [iryBux.”

24 Original (Serbian): ,,Ha npumep, ja He MOTY Jia Ce 3amOCIMM y NONUIKjU. Ja HE Mory na Gyaem nonunajan. He mory.
Xohe mu mu COC nomohn? Ma nehe. [llunak. /lepuHUTHBHO ONaknIaBa KOMyHUKalnWjy ¥ Jparo MU je IITO IOCTOjH,
HapaBHO. AJIH JIa je HaMma caJia CTBapHO 0oJbe, 1a Cy jenHaka npasa. He, He. Mima jenan ['myB. Yrucao je gaxynrert, CTBapHO
j€ yuno, 3aBpiino GakyaTeT, 700Mo TUILUIOMY U Ha Kpajy ce 3allociiio y ipoiaBHULY. Ja mutam 3amto? IIpocTo Hamma3u
Ha Oapmjepe. Hehe ma ra 3amocie 3aro mro je ImyB. Ja kakeM: ma MoTy Ja pajguM, MOTY Ja THUIIEM, UMaM pyKe, IMaM
HOTe, BUIMM. A 4uM 4yjy na je Heko [myB, omMax ra onbujy. Hehe uu na ra y3my y 063up. E, To je Bemmku npodiem.”
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to basic retail underemployment, the participant shows that top-down language laws remain
ineffective unless they are backed by strict anti-discrimination enforcement, career support programs,

and structural mandates for workplace accessibility.

4.2.6. Quantitative Triangulation and Fieldwork Synthesis

The quantitative survey metrics validate this widespread sense of exclusion across the sample. When
evaluating survey question “In which language do you most often communicate with hearing
people?”, the data show that participants are forced to drop SSL entirely in public spaces, shifting to
“spoken Serbian” or relying on family members to translate. This statistical pattern matches the
qualitative accounts of daily adaptation, demonstrating that the Law on the Use of Sign Language has

not built an open, accessible civic environment.

This structural isolation is strongly verified by the public visibility metrics generated from the hearing
cohort survey. When evaluating the physical presence of the language within civil infrastructure, 53%
of hearing individuals state that they have never once seen SSL used in any public space,
administrative counter, or municipal office. This systematic erasure is mirrored across national media
networks, where 65% of respondents report that they have never seen a single public event or
television program interpreted in SSL, excluding standard late-night news briefs. This structural
invisibility directly explains why public counters function as sites of institutional trauma for Deaf
adults. However, the data proves that this lack of access is caused by a failure of state enforcement
rather than public resistance. An overwhelming 88% of hearing respondents explicitly support
increased state funding for professional SSL translation and interpreting services. Furthermore, 83%
state that private and public corporations should be legally mandated to provide permanent sign
interpretation for Deaf employees. The “statutory mirage” of the Law on the Use of Sign Language
is therefore exposed as a failure of political will; the hearing public shows a massive readiness to

finance accessible spaces, yet the state fails to execute the necessary mandates.

Analyzing these systemic public barriers required an intentional critical review of how language
planning efficacy is assessed within municipal infrastructures. Field observations of interactions
between signing youth and public service personnel in administrative and healthcare settings
confirmed that frontline institutional gatekeepers frequently exhibit communicative resistance or
overt irritation when presented with visual-manual gestures. Rather than a simple absence of service,
this active communicative breakdown represents a clear operational manifestation of the policy-

practice gap on the ground.

Documenting the systematic denial of accessible communication in public spaces forced a shift in the

analytical framework away from evaluating the Law on the Use of Sign Language purely as a
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collection of statutory texts. Instead, it became empirically necessary to reframe this theme around
the structural reality of institutional trauma. The lack of localized enforcement and mandatory staff
training transforms standard civic spaces into sites of marginalization, directly placing an unfair
communicative and emotional burden on the independence and mental well-being of the minoritized

language community.

4.3. Theme 3: Institutional Linguistic Deprivation and the Compensatory Agency of

Horizontal Peer Networks

This theme addresses the educational environment of the signing community, focusing on the real-
world execution of classroom language planning as outlined in the first foundational hypothesis of
this project. While general policy initiatives, such as the national education development strategy,
theoretically support the right to education in one’s mother tongue, the lived reality within specialized

schools reveals a deep structural breakdown.

Rather than finding an environment designed to support visual communication, students frequently
encounter a staff with severe sign language fluency deficits. This instructional deficit transforms
classrooms into spaces of communicative exclusion, forcing students to rely on their own collective

agency and informal horizontal networks just to follow daily lessons.

4.3.1. Instructional Deprivation and Teacher Fluency Deficits

The qualitative evidence exposes a pervasive lack of linguistic competence among specialized
educational staff, leading directly to immediate communication breakdowns during core lessons.
When educators are unable to communicate fluently in the natural language of their students, the
entire pedagogical structure breaks down, reducing instructional time to an exhausting struggle for
basic comprehension. Participants describe this systematic barrier not as an isolated problem with
specific teachers, but as a defining feature of their daily schooling. Alex describes this classroom

breakdown clearly:
They say something to me. I don’t understand and I can’t communicate with them but when
they really don’t know signs, then there is zero communication. [It would help] if teachers
learned sign language better.?

This phrase “zero communication” exposes the complete failure of specialized education when

teachers lack language proficiency. When an instructor can only project speech, the classroom ceases

25 Original (Serbian): ,,OH MeHHU HEIITO KaxXe. Ja He pasyMeM U He MOTY Jja KOMyHULIIPAM Ca HUM allM KaJl Oall 3HaKOBe
HE 3Ha OHJIa, HUINTa KoMyHHKanuja. [[Ilomormo 61| kama 6u HaCTaBHUIM 00Jbe HAYYMIIN 3HAKOBHHU.”
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to be an inclusive space and instead functions as a barrier. This dynamic forces students to
continuously strain to decipher lip movements or written notes. This structural barrier is detailed
further by Ace, who critiques the institutional expectation that Deaf children should bear the sole

responsibility for bridge-building in the classroom:
It depends from teacher to teacher. Some don’t make any effort at all to learn sign language
and then insist on speech, but I don’t really speak at all. I can’t manage to constantly read lips,

but they don’t have understanding for that. I think it is easier for them to learn sign language

than for me to learn to speak. I constantly run into barriers.?°

This testimony highlights the deep unfairness built into the school’s current structure. The student
correctly notes the logical contradiction of the current pedagogical approach: it is far more reasonable
to expect a hearing professional to acquire a visual language than to demand that a profoundly Deaf

child master lip-reading and oral speech within a complex academic setting.

By insisting entirely on speech-centric compliance, educators ignore the visual-manual nature of their
students, turning what should be specialized support into a series of daily instructional hurdles. This
institutional distance appears across multiple accounts; even Hard-of-Hearing students who maintain
some spoken communication note that teachers actively avoid visual sign systems, choosing instead

to focus entirely on oral speech.

4.3.2. Active Suppression and the Silencing of Student Advocacy

This lack of teacher fluency does not simply manifest as passive administrative inertia; it frequently
escalates into active hostility and the open suppression of manual communication inside specialized
classrooms. Rather than being embraced as a legitimate first language, SSL is occasionally treated by
non-fluent staff as a disruptive tool or a mechanism for misbehavior. This ideological hostility isolates
students and strips them of their ability to advocate for themselves or explain their perspectives during
school conflicts. Noah provides a clear account of this targeted linguistic suppression by a substitute

teacher:

26 QOriginal (Serbian): ,,3aBuCH 01 HACTaBHMKA 0 HacTaBHHWKA. Heko yommre Hehe HMMaO ga ce TOTPYIH Ja HaydH
3HAKOBHU je3WK M OHJa CaM MHCHCTHpa Ha TOBOPY, aJik ja Oam HUImITa He mpryaM. He Mory n1a pasyMem ja HOH-CTOII Ja
YUTaM ca ycaHa, ajli HeMajy pa3yMeBama 3a To. MUCIIUM J1a je ’rMa JIakIle Ja OHM Hayde 3HaKOBHH jE€3WK HETo ja Ja
Hay4duM n1a ToBopuM. CTalHO HaWjla3uM Ha Tpenpeke.”
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...she didn’t know sign language, then she would get angry when the kids used it... It was
difficult... Anne doesn’t know how to speak, she only uses hands. And how did the two of
them communicate? It was difficult.?’
This narrative exposes how a teacher’s lack of language skills quickly turns into professional
resentment, where the instructor penalizes students simply for communicating in their primary

language. For Deaf students who rely entirely on their hands, this environment is deeply silencing,

making it impossible to actively participate in class or clear up basic misunderstandings.

This systematic erasure of student voice creates a culture of vulnerability where signing youth are
routinely blamed for behavioral issues because they lack the institutional means to defend themselves.
Ace describes how a simple interaction with non-teaching staff can degrade into an exhausting

argument because of this language barrier:
I asked the cleaning lady to unlock the gym so I could take a ball, but I simply couldn’t explain
it and she didn’t want to unlock it for me. I really don’t like that. And if someone knew a little
sign language, communication would be easier and I consider that discrimination against Deaf
people. I just wanted to take a normal ball to play, and I couldn’t even do that. Plus, this is a
school for the Deaf. I love Deaf people, but I don’t like the teachers. We always argue and
they always scold me as if I am guilty just because I can’t explain my side of the story. I can’t
explain because I have no way to explain. Guilty or not guilty, I can’t explain what the truth
actually is.?®

This testimony reveals how deeply disempowering the school environment can be. The fact that these

routine misunderstandings occur within an institution explicitly designated as a school for the Deaf

reveals a profound structural failure.

When the personnel running a specialized space cannot comprehend basic visual requests, the

institution replicates the very same discrimination found in mainstream society. The student’s phrase

7 Original (Serbian): ,,...oHa HUje 3HaNa 3HAKOBHH, OHJIA CE JbYTHIIA KaJl Cy T'a Jiena kopuctuna. buno je temko. En ne
3Ha Jla Ipu4a, OHa caMo KopHUcTHu pyke. U kako cy mux aABe komyHunupane? bam remxo.”

28 Original (Serbian): ,,Ja cam Tpakno TETKUIIM J1a MU OTKJby4a cally 3a (PU3HUKO J1a OMX y3€0 JIONTY &M POCTO HUCAM
Morao Jia 00jacHUM TO M HHj€ XTeJa J1a MU OTKJbyda. To Mu ce 6amr He cBuba. A kaj OM HEKO Majio 3HA0 3HAKOBHHM, OHJIA
6u Ouya maKma KOMyHHKalpja ¥ TO cMaTpaM Ja je IucKpuMuHanuja [myBux. Ja cam camo XTeo a y3MeM OOHYHY JIONTY
Jla ce UrpaM a Jyak HU To HUcaM Morao. IImyc, je oBo mkoia 3a [iryBe. Bonmuwm [myBe, anm My ce HacTaBHHIIM HE CBUDaAjy.
VBek ce cBahhaMmo u yBeK Me Tpjie Kao J1a caM ja KpHB caMo 3aTo IIITO ja He MOTY Jia ce 00jacCHUM CBOjy cTpaHy mpude. He
MOTY J1a 00jacHHM jep HeMaM Kako Jia o0jacHuM. bro kpuB, He OMO KpHB, HE MOTY J1a 00jaCHHM INTA je Y CTBApU UCTHHA.”
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“I can’t explain what the truth actually is” shows how a lack of bilingual staff silences young people,
leaving them isolated and unable to access basic fairness or community resources within their own

school.

4.3.3. The Emergence of Compensatory Peer Translation Networks

To survive this systematic deprivation, the student body forms horizontal networks of mutual
assistance, with fluent signers and bimodal bilingual students stepping in to act as uncompensated
classroom interpreters. When the official educational framework fails to provide accessible
instruction, the children utilize their own linguistic capital to ensure no peer is left completely behind.
This informal student labor becomes the primary mechanism for preserving basic classroom

comprehension. Lia details her absolute reliance on classmates to follow her lessons:
There used to be one teacher of mine. Communication was very difficult because she didn’t
know sign language, and Lucy always helped me. She would translate for me and be like a
link between us. So, always with someone’s help.?’

This reliance on a peer to serve as a “link” shows that classroom accessibility is often maintained

through the shared labor of the students rather than through institutional planning. This spontaneous

peer-interpreting network is explicitly detailed by Victor, a Hard-of-Hearing student, who outlines

how he steps in to buffer the communication gap between teachers and Deaf classmates:
I actually use sign language in order to help those who don’t speak — Lucy, Devon and Jason.
When the homeroom teacher asks Jason something and he doesn’t understand, I jump in,
translate for Jason, and Jason answers the homeroom teacher. I serve as a translator.*®

The phrase “I serve as a translator” highlights an advanced form of horizontal community support.

Instead of focusing solely on their own education, bilingual students expend significant cognitive and

emotional energy to manage the teacher’s communication gap, ensuring their classmates can

understand and respond. Alex confirms that this student-led mediation is an organized, everyday

2 QOriginal (Serbian): ,,ITpe je Ouna jexna Moja HacTaBHUIA. Buia je jako Telka KOMYHHMKAlMja 3aTo IITO HUjE 3HAJA
3HaKoBHH 1 Jlycu MU je yBek nmomarana. Ona 61 My ipeBojivIIa 1 OMIIa Kao HeKa CIIoHa u3Mel)y Hac. 3Hauu yBeK y3 Heuujy
momoh.”

30 Original (Serbian): ,,Ja 3anpaBo KOPHCTHM 3HAKOBHM KAaKO OMX IIOMOTao OBUMA INTO He mpuuajy — Jlycu, JIeBOH u
Ilejcon. Kama pa3spenna nuta [lejcona Hemto u [lejcon He pa3zyme, yckounM Ty npeBeniem Llejcony u [lejcon oaroBopu
paspennoj. Ciry>kuM Kao mpeBoauIa.”
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survival strategy within the school structure: “Older children help younger children. When they see

that someone is struggling with translation, they just step in front and translate.”!

While this mutual aid highlights the deep solidarity within the student body, its presence reveals a
major policy failure. The state education system effectively externalizes the practical costs of
accessibility, shifting the daily burden of language translation away from paid professional educators

and directly onto the shoulders of the children.

The long-term consequences of this institutional neglect become even more stark when signing
students attempt to transition from specialized secondary structures into the hyper-oral environments
of higher education. Because the state’s inclusive policy frameworks fail to mandate permanent,
professional interpretation networks within tertiary institutions, academic success becomes dependent
entirely on an individual’s physical endurance and informal family support. Vance’s retrospective

account of completing doctoral studies highlights the severe bodily toll of this forced self-reliance:
I finished my doctoral studies and I did not have an interpreter. I fought entirely by myself
until the very end. Of course, massive thanks go to my dad. I studied completely on my own,
followed the lectures, and read lips. I am completely Deaf. It is incredibly exhausting. It is so
hard on the eyes. Your eyes get profoundly tired when you have to concentrate entirely on

reading lips for hours, plus I paint. I give immense thanks to my eyes. If I didn’t have my

sight, God forbid.*

This narrative fundamentally reframes the critical sociolinguistic understanding of higher education
access for minoritized language users. Within an audist state framework, the attainment of an
advanced academic milestone is frequently celebrated by external observers as evidence of an
organic, inclusive educational landscape. However, the participant’s retrospective text reveals that his
success was achieved not because of the institutional architecture, but in spite of it. Survival within
the university setting is won through intense, exhausting physical labor expended to cover up systemic

institutional exclusion. Academic advancement is thus stripped of its equitable character and turned

31 Original (Serbian): ,,Benuka nena nomaxy maioj nenu. Kajia BUn Jia ce MyYu OKO TIPEBOJIA OBaj CAMO UCTYIIH MCIIPE]
u npesene.”

32 Original (Serbian): ,,Ja cam 3aBpHIMO TOKTOpCKE CTyAHU]€ M HMCaM UMao Tymada. Cam cam ce 60puo 10 kpaja. HapasHo,
XBajia MHOTO MOM Tatu. CaM caM y4uo, IpaTHo, 9uTao ca ycana. Ckpo3 I'myB. Hamopso je. Temrko riegam Ha oun. Mizmope
ce MHOT'0 O4YM KaJi Ce KOHLEHTPUILEI Ha YUTAhe ca ycaHa IuyC ciukam. MHOro xBana MojuM ounma. [la Hemam ouwu,
Boxe caaysaj.”
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into an individual battle of physical resilience, leaving the student in a state of constant vulnerability

that relies entirely on sensory organs and informal family networks to survive.

4.3.4. Survey Data Triangulation and Institutional Density

This qualitative reality matches the quantitative institutional metrics found in the descriptive school
data records. The institutional documentation reveals that across the entire primary and secondary
specialized school enrollment in the school year 2025/2026 (totaling 265 active students), a striking
180 individuals are formally registered with complex secondary diagnoses alongside their baseline
hearing status. This means that the vast majority of the student body requires a highly nuanced,

flexible, and visually fluent instructional environment to thrive.

Furthermore, the data sheets show a complex mix of assistive technologies across the school
population, tracking 44 active cochlear implants and 41 standard hearing aid users alongside students
who use no amplification devices at all. This high density of diverse communication styles and
complex needs requires professional educators who are fully fluent in SSL and trained in bilingual

pedagogical models.

This institutional documentation requires a critical re-evaluation of the classroom space, viewing it
not merely as a site of individual teacher audism, but as an active manifestation of a structural policy
collapse driven by the state’s poorly managed inclusion strategy. The quantitative reality that 180 out
of 265 enrolled students carry complex secondary diagnoses alongside their baseline hearing status
proves that the modern specialized school has been structurally repurposed. Under the guise of
progressive educational inclusion, the state has transformed what was historically a homogenous
visual-manual sanctuary for the linguistic minority into a catch-all special education facility. This
institutional change severely dilutes the linguistic capital of the classroom environment. Teachers
who are already struggling with severe SSL fluency deficits are forced to manage highly diverse
classrooms containing both signing Deaf youth and non-verbal neurodivergent children. Lacking the
advanced training required to construct multi-modal, bilingual pedagogical frameworks, instructors
fall back on rigid, speech-centric compliance tracks and therapeutic containment. Consequently, the
state’s inclusion strategy produces a paradoxical form of exclusion: it dilutes the linguistic integrity
of the Deaf school, strips it of its function as a visual cultural haven, and abandons both teachers and

students to manage structural gaps through uncompensated horizontal peer labor.

This educational deficit looks even more stark when contrasted with the curricular preferences
expressed by the hearing public. While specialized schools continue to enforce speech-centric
compliance and separate classrooms from fluent signing environments, a solid 62% of hearing survey

respondents state that basic SSL instruction should be integrated directly into the mainstream national
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school curriculum, while 33% remain unsure, and only a minimal 5% oppose it. This outside openness
points to an unmapped path for status planning. The general public exhibits a strong interest in
dismantling educational barriers, with 76% of hearing adults stating they would personally enroll in
an introductory SSL course if it were made available. The instructional deprivation occurring inside
specialized institutions like Stefan DecCanski is therefore not a reflection of societal rejection, but a
symptom of rigid institutional traditions that continue to prioritize oralist assimilation over a visually

rich, bilingual pedagogical environment supported by the public.

4.3.5. Quantitative Triangulation and Fieldwork Synthesis

When synthesizing the qualitative data regarding specialized educational environments, the collective
testimonies of the youth expose a systematic pattern of instructional deprivation and hidden horizontal
mediation. The narrative accounts describe a classroom dynamic where non-fluent educators rely
predominantly on rapid oral delivery and text-heavy whiteboard instruction, accompanied only by
sparse, non-fluent manual gestures that lack regular SSL morphosyntactic structure. Within this
exclusionary environment, profoundly Deaf students experience immediate cognitive and linguistic
fatigue, frequently leading to complete communicative disengagement from the lesson within the

opening minutes of instruction.

The structural vulnerability of this top-down framework becomes critical when students are targeted
with direct spoken questions that they cannot decode or process. To prevent these communication
breakdowns from escalating into institutional reprimands or unfair academic penalties, fluent and
Hard-of-Hearing peers systematically step in to execute immediate, uncompensated horizontal
translation. By utilizing low-spatial, restricted signing beneath the physical perimeter of the desks,
intentionally hidden from the instructor’s direct line of sight, these peers decode the teacher’s spoken

input for their classmates and voice the Deaf student’s signed responses back into spoken Serbian.

This hidden, cross-modal collaboration allows the classroom to appear functional on the surface,
leaving non-fluent educators entirely unaware that the basic transmission of knowledge is being
maintained through a shadow network of peer solidarity rather than formal teaching. Consequently,
an analytical synthesis of these accounts demonstrates that top-down educational accessibility in
specialized schools operates as an administrative illusion. The institutional design survives on the
ground only because minoritized youth continuously expend their own limited sensory and emotional
energy acting as uncompensated structural bridges, hiding their primary language from an oralist

institutional gaze just to insulate one another from a system that cannot understand them.

These observational insights regarding classroom dynamics take on an added spatial dimension when

tracking how signing students navigate the transition from specialized secondary facilities into hyper-
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oral higher education environments. As highlighted by Vance’s retrospective account in Chapter
4.4.3, the complete absence of a structured, state-mandated interpreter framework within tertiary
institutions alters the physical parameters of learning. Without cross-modal support, academic
survival shifts from a standard cognitive task to an intense act of physical and sensory endurance,
where the student must maintain continuous, exhausting visual focus on lip-reading frames for hours
at a time. This structural neglect effectively turns the physical act of looking into a form of intense,

uncompensated sensory labor.

4.4. Theme 4: Existential Biopolitical Attrition—Technologies of Fixation and the Fragile
Future of SSL

This macro-theme integrates the sociolinguistic, structural, and institutional dimensions analyzed
across this project to address the overarching question of long-term cultural preservation within the
contemporary SSL community. Top-down inclusion strategies often view medical advancements and
mainstreaming as positive tools for social integration. However, the qualitative testimonies generated
in this study reveal an acute biopolitical awareness among Deaf youth regarding the physical

contraction and threatened future of their linguistic safe havens.

This systemic tension aligns closely with critical sociolinguistic frameworks exploring subtractive
language shift, where dominant institutional structures undermine minority languages not through
outright bans, but by treating them as medical deficits to be cured or erased through technology.
Rather than viewing medical devices as simple tools for personal flexibility, signing youth view

unmitigated clinical interventions as an existential threat to the survival of their cultural community.

4.4.1. The Threat of Demographic Attrition: Youth Perspectives on Clinical
Intervention

The qualitative text contains striking evidence of systematic grief among the youth regarding the
steady decline in their community’s numbers. Participants track this demographic shift directly to the
rise of cochlear implants and aggressive oral normalization pathways pushed by hearing parents and
medical institutions. This mechanical intervention is seen as a force that isolates Deaf children from
their natural visual community, cutting off the transmission of sign language between generations.
Devon shares a detailed, structural prediction regarding the institutional erasure of his linguistic

minority:
There are fewer and fewer Deaf people. That is a problem, because they can no longer fight
for that law to actually be put into practice. People clearly do not respect it. There are fewer

and fewer Deaf people. There are fewer culturally Deaf people. I would really like Deaf people

69



to be equal with hearing people. For them to open their hearts toward Deaf people, to
understand what Deaf people want. For example, imagine 50 or 100 years pass and it actually
happens. Deaf people have fought for their rights; they are equal with hearing people. And by
then there will no longer be Deaf people here at all. The Deaf community will completely
disappear. In the past there were many Deaf people, but now the number is decreasing because
of cochlear implants, hearing aids, and then they move into regular schools...*?

This narrative exposes how deeply macro-sociolinguistic shifts affect the emotional well-being of

minority individuals. The participant identifies a tragic historical contradiction: by the time society

implements legal equality, the community itself may cease to exist. This demographic shrinkage

weakens their political power, making it impossible to enforce legal protections on the ground.

The cochlear implant is critiqued as an instrument of assimilation that forces children into speech-
centric tracks, isolating them from cultural networks. This assessment is shared by Nate, who frames

medical interventions as a structural barrier to the natural evolution of visual communication:
I think that right now the general problem is that there are fewer and fewer Deaf people
because of implants. If those implants stopped being used at all, then there would be more
Deaf people and probably the language would develop more. Not the spoken language, but
sign language would be used more. It would be used more because there would be more Deaf
people.>*

This perspective reclaims Deafness as a site of linguistic value, arguing that the community needs

demographic density to protect and expand its unique language. From the youth’s point of view,

clinical interventions do not simply assist individual hearing; they shrink the physical space of the

linguistic minority, disrupting the survival of their culture.

33 Original (Serbian): ,,[yBux je cBe Mame u Mame. To je TIPOGIIEM, jep OHM BHIIIE HE MOTY Jia e U300pe 3a TO Ja Taj
3aKkoH 3aucrta yhe y mpakcy. Jbyau ouurnenHo to He momtyjy. [nyBux je cBe Mame W Mame. CBe je Mame OHHX
Kynryposomku [iryBux. Ja 6ux MHOrO *eneo na [iryBu Oyny jennaku ca uyjyhuma. Jla orBope cBoja cpia npema [imyBuma,
na paszymejy mra [mysu sxene. Ha npumep, 3amucnu npohe 50 wmm 100 rogmna u 3amcra ce To octBapu. [yBu cy ce
n300pWIK 3a CBOja NpaBa, jelHaku cy ca dyjyhuma. A no tajga Bume yomure Hehe Ourn [myBux osze. I'myBa 3ajennuna
he ce ckpo3 yracuru. Panuje je [lmyBux Omio Gam MHOTO, a caga ce 6poj cMamyje 300T KOXJIeapHUX UMILIaHTara, 300r
CIYITHUX amapara, 1a OHJia Tpefia3e y peloBHe MmKoJe...”

3 Original (Serbian): ,,Ja MuciuM 1a je caj TeHepaIHO NPOOJIEM TO INTO MMa CBE Mamhe M Mame [IyBHX 300T MMILIAHTA.
Kana 6u mpecranu na ce yornmre yrpal)yjy T UMIUIaHTH, OHIa Ou OwITo BHIe [ TyBHUX ¥ BEpOBATHO OU ce BHUIIIEC Pa3BUjao
HE je3WK, aiu Onjo Ou BHIle KOPUITNEHNjW 3HAKOBHU je3uK. Buie 6u ce kopuctuo jep 6u oumo Bumie [ryBux.”
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Analyzing these accounts required a critical unlearning of my own interpretive habits regarding
technological progress. My initial orientation to the field implicitly paired medical and technical
advancements with an automated expansion of human capabilities. However, evaluating these
narratives of collective grief forced me to recognize that when clinical interventions operate within
an audist institutional framework, they function as mechanisms of linguistic displacement rather than
neutral tools of accessibility. Subjectivity tracking during this phase pushed me to shift my analytical
focus from technological utility to the structural violence of subtractive language shift, ensuring the
text is read through the community’s experience of cultural preservation rather than an outside

narrative of medical progress.

4.4.2. Spatial Isolation and the Defensive Preservation of Cultural Safe Havens

This shared anxiety regarding cultural extinction creates an intense desire for spatial isolation and
protective peer boundaries among the signing youth. Because mainstream educational and social
environments routinely reject or misunderstand them, young people intentionally seek out exclusively
Deaf social circles to protect their language and build a secure sense of belonging. Tara describes this

defensive retreat as a direct response to mainstream social exclusion:
I would like there to be more Deaf people. I really love Deaf people. When everyone is Deaf,
then somehow, when the community is larger, we can do more different things. I really like
that. But also, if someone who hears wanted to join. Because I, for example, cannot go to a
school for hearing people, they don’t accept me, I cannot be in their community, so I would
prefer there to be more Deaf people, so there are more different societies. >

This focus on internal community building is reinforced by Jason, who outlines an explicit

commitment to preserving an exclusively visual social landscape:
I have communicated like this since I was little, it is my language and I am proud of it... my
whole life I have only socialized with Deaf people, and because of sign language we can

communicate and we really always spend time together. I think I will continue like that, to

3 Original (Serbian): ,,Bonena 6ux na uma sunie Iimysux. Ja oboxasam Imyse. Kaga cy cBu [ltyBu oHzla HEKako Kaj je
Beha 3ajeqHMIA M BUINE PA3THYMUTHX CTBAPH MOXKEMO Aa paxumo. To Gamr BommM. Ann Kaga OM HEKO KO Uyje XTeo J1a ce
MIPUKJBYYH. 3aTO IITO ja, HA MPUMEpP, HE MOTY Jia HAEeM y IIKONTY 3a 4yjyhe, OHM MEeHe He NIPUXBaTajy, ja He MOTY Y lbHXOBY
3ajemHuIly, Ta OWX BUIIE BoJIeNa Ja je Buie [TyBuX, Aa Ma BUIIIE pa3INduTHX JpyIITaBa.”
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only have Deaf friends. I would like there to be more Deaf people. That they are not so few

as they are now.>¢

The desire for more signing children to be born and raised within the collective represents a powerful
reclamation of cultural space. It reframes community survival as a positive goal, emphasizing that
true human development depends on preserving secure language communities rather than forcing
physical conformity. These accounts show that the youth view their community not as a temporary
adaptive space, but as a permanent cultural heritage that must be fiercely protected from outside

assimilation.

4.4.3. Quantitative Triangulation and Fieldwork Synthesis

When synthesizing the qualitative lifeworld accounts (N = 24) regarding specialized educational
environments with macro-level institutional metrics and quantitative survey data from the hearing
majority (N = 100), the real-world execution of educational language policy reveals a systemic divide
between de jure statutory promises and de facto classroom accessibility. The qualitative accounts
detailing teacher fluency deficits and speech-centric compliance tracks gain clear empirical validation
when cross-referenced against institutional density records from specialized educational facilities.
Data sheets from the Stefan Decanski institution in Belgrade expose an enrollment profile that
fundamentally challenges the assumption of a homogenous, visually fluent learning sanctuary: out of
265 total primary and secondary students enrolled in the school year 2025/2026, a striking 180
individuals (67.9%) are formally registered with complex neurodivergent or developmental profiles
alongside their baseline hearing status, operating alongside 44 active cochlear implant recipients and
41 standard hearing aid users. Under the umbrella of national educational inclusion, specialized
schools have been administratively repurposed into catch-all facilities without providing educators
with specialized sign bilingual training. When non-fluent instructors are tasked with managing highly
diverse classrooms without advanced training in SSL, they default to rigid, speech-centric compliance
tracks that dilute the spatial density required for natural visual language transmission, transforming
specialized classrooms into sites of instructional deprivation where Deaf youth experience rapid

cognitive fatigue.

The structural vulnerability of this top-down educational framework is actively buffered on the

ground through horizontal networks of compensatory peer labor. Fluent bilingual and bimodal

36 Original (Serbian): ,,Ja o1 MaeHa Tako KOMyHHMIMPaM, TO j€ MOj je3UK U MOHOCAn caM Ha To. Lleo )KUBOT caMm ce caMo
ca ['myBuma pysxno, 6arn 300T TOT 3HAKOBHOT j€3MKa MOXKEMO Jla KOMYHHIIUPAMO M CTBAPHO CE€ YBEK APYKHUMO 3ajEIHO.
Cwmarpam aa hy Tako u HacTaBuTH camo [yBo IpymTBo na nMam. Ja 6ux Boseo ma Oyme Bumre [myBux. /la ux He Oyze
Tako MaJIo Kao cama.”
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students systematically step in to act as uncompensated classroom interpreters, executing low-spatial
signing beneath desk perimeters to decode oral lessons for their peers and voice signed responses
back to non-fluent teachers. This shadow network creates a surface-level illusion of classroom
functionality, allowing non-fluent educators and state administrators to claim inclusive compliance
while externalizing the cognitive and emotional burden of accessibility directly onto minoritized

youth.

Triangulating these educational realities with the quantitative dataset from the hearing cohort (N =
100) exposes a striking contrast between public openness to sign language integration and rigid
institutional inertia. A 62% majority of the hearing public explicitly supports integrating basic SSL
instruction directly into mainstream national school curricula (33% unsure, 5% oppose), and 76% of
hearing adults state they would personally enroll in an introductory SSL course if made available.
Yet, 80% of hearing respondents report having zero lifetime opportunities to learn SSL, and 82%
possess zero to minimal sign literacy. These survey metrics prove that the instructional deprivation
occurring inside specialized institutions is not a reflection of public hostility or societal rejection, but
stems directly from institutional inertia, outdated oralist pedagogical traditions, and a failure by the
state to enforce mandatory sign fluency standards for specialized educational personnel. Evaluating
these educational gaps required a critical reassessment of my own positionality as a hearing
researcher: while my initial expectation was that specialized schools would function as natural,
visually fluent linguistic havens supported by top-down inclusion strategies, confronting the
empirical classroom dynamics made it clear that educational accessibility in specialized Serbian
schools is co-created on the ground through the unrecognized solidarity and uncompensated labor of

the students themselves.

4.5. The Synthetic Conceptual Model

To translate these empirical findings into actionable insights, this final analysis synthesizes the
qualitative themes and quantitative survey metrics into a comprehensive model. This model addresses
the core research problem by mapping out why these findings are deeply meaningful and how they
work together to explain the current sociolinguistic landscape of the SSL community. Rather than
viewing language policy as a static set of bureaucratic rules, this framework treats it as a dynamic,
shifting process where top-down institutional text constantly collides with bottom-up, lived human

agency.

4.5.1. Theoretical Foundations: Merging Existing and Newly Developed Concepts

A truly adequate conceptual model must clearly distinguish between established theoretical constructs

and the new, localized concepts developed through this empirical fieldwork. By tracing the friction
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between these two layers, the framework explains the unique systemic challenges facing

contemporary signing youth in Serbia.
1. Reconceptualizing Identity: Deafhood vs. Instrumental Tool Pragmatism

Existing sociolinguistic theory heavily relies on Ladd’s concept of Deafhood, which frames sign
language as an essential, life-defining core of cultural identity and group resistance. While this study
strongly validates that model among multi-generational signing families (Theme 1), the field data led

to the development of a new analytical concept, instrumental tool pragmatism.

This concept describes the perspective of Hard-of-Hearing youth, late signers, assistive device
wearers and individuals from hearing households who deliberately separate their language choices
from their personal identity. For these students, SSL is not an ontological anchor of belonging, but a
functional, situational tool used to pass information when spoken systems fail. These concepts are
closely related because they expose an internal cultural division within the student body. It proves
that identity is non-monolithic and is directly determined by whether a child’s early language
exposure occurred in a supportive home environment or within a clinical, speech-centric tracking

system.
2. Re-evaluating Policy Execution: Top-Down LPP vs. Compensatory Peer Labor

Standard LPP theory focuses on the division between status, corpus, and acquisition planning, often
critiquing top-down legal mandates for failing to incorporate the views of local practitioners. This

research advances that critique by introducing a vital new concept: compensatory peer labor.

This concept documents the spontaneous, horizontal translation networks constructed by fluent
bilingual students to protect their Deaf classmates from classroom exclusion. When non-fluent state
instructors create a total communication barrier, the children utilize their own linguistic capital to
maintain basic instructional access. In the context of this study, these concepts are tightly linked: the
horizontal labor of the children is a direct, mandatory response to the top-down failure of the state’s

inclusive educational policies.
3. Redefining Language Shift: Subtractive Bilingualism vs. Existential Attrition Panic

Classic language planning literature frames language shift as a passive, macro-level transition where
a dominant majority language slowly replaces a minoritized tongue. This investigation deepens this
framework by identifying a real, felt reality among the youth, which introduces with this research a

new concept of existential demographic attrition panic.
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This concept describes the active, localized grief experienced by signing youth as they watch their
peer networks physically shrink due to unmitigated medical interventions (cochlear implants) and
forced mainstreaming without signed support. These concepts intersect deeply because they show
that language shift is not only an abstract statistical trend. It is experienced by minority youth as a
direct biopolitical threat that closes down their secure spaces and signals the eventual extinction of

their cultural sanctuary.

Formulating this integrated framework forced me to critically confront my own administrative
preconceptions regarding LPP. Coming from an academic tradition that treats policy evaluation as an
audit of statutory texts and ministerial strategies, my initial approach looked for systemic adjustments
at the state level. However, the recurring evidence of instructional deprivation and horizontal student
adaptation shattered this formalist approach. I had to explicitly track and check my tendency to center
official legal frameworks over grassroots survival strategies. The final model directly reflects this
interpretive shift, explicitly elevating the unrecognized, compensatory labor of the children above the
symbolic text of state legislation to provide an accurate description of how accessibility is actually

negotiated on the ground.

4.5.2. Analytical and Conceptual Implications of the Model

From a practical and managerial standpoint, this conceptual framework provides civic, educational,
and public sector administrators with a clear roadmap to transition from empty symbolic compliance

to substantive accessibility.

e Reforming Educational Spaces: For specialized school directors, the model proves that
administrators can no longer rely on non-fluent teaching staff who demand speech-centric
compliance. Instead of ignoring the informal translation networks running inside classrooms,
managers must formally recognize this bilingual capability. This means establishing
vocational tracks where older bimodal students are accredited and compensated for assisting
their peers, transforming an exhausting survival strategy into a path for professional
advancement.

e Overhauling Civic and Healthcare Infrastructure: For public health managers and public
sector administrators, the matrix details exactly why broad legislation like the Law on the Use
of Sign Language fails without local execution guidelines. Public services must transition
away from fallback methods like writing on paper, which compromise privacy and strip
patients of their agency. Managers must build permanent, accountable communication
channels, such as on-site professional interpreters and verified digital relay systems, to

transform traumatic, frustrating encounters into spaces of accessible, equitable care.
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4.6. Chapter Summary

This chapter has provided a critical sociolinguistic discussion, analysis, and synthesis of the
qualitative and quantitative data generated across this intrinsic case study, evaluating the real-world
execution of LPP within the contemporary SSL community. By applying Braun and Clarke’s reflexive
thematic analysis framework, the lived experiences of twenty-four participants were organized into
four distinct, deeply interconnected dimensions that capture the profound gap dividing top-down legal

text from bottom-up street-level realities.

Theme 1 demonstrated that linguistic minority identity is non-monolithic, mapping a complex
sociolinguistic spectrum that ranges from the cultural pride of generational Deafhood to the functional
detachment of instrumental tool pragmatism. Theme 2 exposed the systemic policy inertia dividing
de jure legal protections from de facto civic accessibility, documenting the structural barriers,
communicative resistance, and institutional trauma that signing youth routinely encounter across
public administration, national media, and healthcare environments. Theme 3 detailed the
institutional linguistic deprivation running through specialized educational settings, illustrating how
severe teacher fluency deficits create classroom barriers and force students to build informal,
horizontal translation networks driven by uncompensated compensatory peer labor. Theme 4
evaluated the existential biopolitical attrition facing the community, showing how unmitigated
clinical mainstreaming and technologies of fixation cause real demographic anxiety and a subsequent

defensive retreat into protective linguistic spaces.

When viewed together, these themes reveal that the passing of the Law on the Use of Sign Language
has created a symbolic mirage of inclusion that masks ongoing practices of linguistic marginalization.
Rather than shifting the institutional burden of accessibility onto trained state personnel,
contemporary language policy in Serbia shifts the practical costs of communication directly onto the
vulnerable language minority. To bridge these operational gaps, the chapter synthesized these findings
into a conceptual model. This model moves beyond purely symbolic legal validation by providing
educational and civic administrators with a concrete blueprint to formalize, accredit, and fund

grassroots community assets.

Continuous tracking of my own analytical assumptions throughout this process ensured that formal
administrative frameworks were not prioritized over the informal survival strategies used by the
children on the ground. This data-driven discussion establishes the empirical and theoretical
foundation required for the final chapter, which systematically evaluates the study’s initial
hypotheses, outlines structural policy recommendations for public infrastructure reform, and maps

out future quantitative research pathways targeting the broader hearing population.
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5. CONCLUSION

This final chapter brings together the empirical, theoretical, and descriptive findings generated across
this project to present a formal, comprehensive evaluation of the three foundational hypotheses that
guided the study. By contrasting top-down legislative and administrative frameworks with the
bottom-up, lived realities of contemporary signing youth in Serbia, this chapter moves past purely
abstract policy analysis to evaluate how structural language laws affect actual human lives within

minoritized language spaces.

The evaluation relies on the qualitative thematic patterns extracted from twenty-four deeply
contextualized narrative interviews, cross-referenced against descriptive metrics from the baseline
survey data and school infrastructure records. This process moves beyond a simple binary ‘proven or
disproven’ determination. Instead, it uses a critical sociolinguistic lens to examine how top-down
policy goals are actively re-interpreted, navigated, or subverted by the speech community on the

ground.

5.1. Evaluation of Hypothesis 1: Educational Integration vs. Instructional Deprivation

The first hypothesis proposed that the formal recognition and integration of SSL within specialized
educational environments would significantly enhance classroom inclusivity and boost academic
outcomes for Deaf students. The empirical evidence generated throughout this study provides a
complex, split evaluation that partially challenges this expectation, exposing a deep divide between

official policy design and everyday classroom interaction.

At the administrative level, top-down integration strategies, such as the national education strategy
until 2030, theoretically grant statutory permission for bilingual instructional models. However, the
qualitative field data reveals that this structural permission does not automatically produce an
accessible or supportive educational setting. Instead, due to widespread and severe sign language
fluency deficits among specialized educators as detailed in Chapter 4, Section 4.3.1, the educational
environment frequently functions as a space of institutionalized linguistic deprivation. Rather than
experiencing a classroom environment optimized for their natural visual-manual communication,
students document a daily reality of communication breakdowns and the active suppression of their

primary language.

When instructors lack basic signing skills and rely almost exclusively on oral speech or text, the
specialized classroom ceases to be an inclusive environment and instead functions as a major barrier
to learning. This instructional deficit routinely paralyzes classroom communication, forcing students
to rely on exhausting coping mechanisms like lip-reading or written notes. Furthermore, this problem

is compounded by an institutional expectation that Deaf children should bear the sole responsibility
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for bridge-building in the classroom. By insisting on speech-centric compliance, educators ignore the
visual nature of their students, turning specialized instruction into a series of daily hurdles that can
escalate into active hostility and the penalization of manual communication. This systemic
deprivation causes deep frustration and limits students’ ability to explain their perspectives or defend

themselves during school conflicts.

The data proves that classroom inclusivity is not achieved through top-down policy design, but is
actively maintained through a horizontal network of compensatory peer labor. Fluent bilingual and
bimodal students spend significant personal energy acting as uncompensated, ad-hoc classroom
interpreters to protect Deaf peers from academic exclusion and act as a communicative bridge with
non-fluent teachers. These students serve as informal translators within the classroom structure, as
demonstrated by the narrative profiles in Chapter 4, Section 4.3.3, patching over structural cracks

through uncompensated labor.

This qualitative breakdown is directly supported by the structural data found in the school
infrastructure records detailed in Chapter 4, Section 4.3.4. Out of 265 total primary and secondary
students, a striking 180 are registered with complex secondary diagnoses alongside their hearing
status. This high institutional density of multi-impairments means that classrooms require highly
specialized, visually fluent instructional models to thrive. Instead, the school continues to rely on
non-fluent instructors who demand speech-centric compliance, leaving the student body to patch over

these structural cracks through uncompensated peer labor.

The systemic presence of audist gatekeeping within the educational architecture forces signers to
undertake exhausting physical and cognitive labor to achieve academic success. Rather than receiving
institutional accommodations, Deaf students are frequently forced to rely entirely on their own
sensory endurance to survive higher education. Even when a Deaf individual achieves the highest
academic milestones, their success is not a sign of an inclusive system; instead, it is won through
intense, exhausting physical effort to cover up institutional neglect, as analyzed in Chapter 4, Section
4.3.3, rendering academic survival dependent on the individual’s sensory organs and informal family

support networks.

This systemic failure of educational policy planning is further confirmed by the operational
observations of adult signers working directly within the specialized educational system. Testimonies,
detailed in Chapter 4, Section 4.4.4, force a critical shift in how we interpret the educational realities
of Hypothesis 1. The instructional deprivation documented across the transcripts is not merely a
consequence of individual teacher neglect or outdated oralist traditions. Rather, it represents an

institutional crisis of purpose caused by top-down state planning. By using specialized Deaf schools
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as catch-all centers for diverse neurodivergent and developmental conditions, the state actively
disrupts the spatial density required for natural sign language transmission and cultural socialization.
The classroom ceases to function as an organic linguistic hub, turning instead into an administrative
dumping ground. This dilution fractures the horizontal peer networks that signing youth historically
built to survive educational barriers. Consequently, while top-down strategies formally celebrate
inclusion, their street-level execution fragments the visual signing environment, speeds up linguistic

attrition, and isolates the Deaf child within the very space designed for their protection.

Analyzing this first hypothesis required a careful review of my own interpretive assumptions
regarding institutional structure. Early in the fieldwork, my natural tendency was to look for top-
down, administrative explanations for classroom success, assuming that official curriculum texts and
ministry guidelines dictated daily school interactions. However, witnessing the intense instructional
deprivation and the spontaneous emergence of peer translation networks completely shifted my
perspective. I had to explicitly monitor and check my instinct to center formal administrative
paperwork over horizontal, human adjustments. This shift allowed me to see that classroom
accessibility is not maintained by the state’s inclusive policy frameworks, but is actively co-created
on the ground through the unrecognized labor of the children themselves. My evaluation evolved
from an analysis of official compliance to a documentation of this grassroots peer solidarity as the

primary mechanism of academic survival within the specialized school system.

This systematic lack of state-level educational support looks even more stark when contrasted with
the curricular preferences expressed by the broader hearing public. While specialized schools
continue to enforce speech-centric compliance and isolate classrooms from fluent signing
environments, a solid 62% of hearing survey respondents explicitly state that basic SSL instruction
should be integrated directly into the mainstream national school curriculum, while 33% remain
unsure, and only a minimal 5% oppose it. This outside openness points to an unmapped path for
educational policy reform. The hearing public exhibits a strong interest in dismantling educational
barriers, with 76% of hearing adults stating they would personally enroll in an introductory SSL
course if it were made available. The instructional deprivation occurring inside specialized
institutions is therefore not a reflection of societal rejection, but a symptom of rigid, outdated
institutional traditions that continue to prioritize oralist assimilation over a visually rich, bilingual

pedagogical environment supported by the public.

Therefore, while Hypothesis 1 is theoretically valid in assuming that sign language integration is
necessary for academic success, it is practically challenged on the ground. Inclusive outcomes in
contemporary Serbia are maintained by the informal solidarity and shared labor of the children

themselves, rather than being built or supported by the state educational infrastructure.
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5.2. Evaluation of Hypothesis 2: Legal Recognition vs. Street-Level Empowerment

The second hypothesis proposed that the official legal acknowledgment of SSL under the Law on the
Use of Sign Language has positively influenced the social status and overall civic empowerment of
the Deaf community in Serbia. The empirical evidence generated across the narrative accounts
critically deconstructs this assumption, exposing a profound divide between de jure statutory text and

de facto public space accessibility.

While the passage of the Act represents a valuable historical milestone and a symbolic victory for
language rights, the field data demonstrates that it functions as a statutory mirage. Because state
frameworks have failed to implement localized enforcement mechanisms, allocate dedicated budgets,
or mandate systematic staff training, the legal protections granted on paper disappear the moment a

young signer attempts to navigate public infrastructure.

The empirical data shows that basic civic, administrative, medical, commercial, and media
infrastructures remain highly inaccessible to native signers, turning routine daily activities into sites
of structural exclusion and institutional trauma. When entering standard public administrative
environments, such as municipal offices, post offices, or banks, participants routinely encounter
public sector employees who exhibit communicative resistance or are completely untrained in SSL.
This lack of preparation shifts the entire structural burden of adaptation back onto the minoritized
individual. This interaction, highlighted by the participant testimonies analyzed in Chapter 4, Section
4.2.1, underscores a failure in macro-level status planning. The lack of frontline compliance forces
the user to abandon their primary language and rely on fallback strategies like writing on paper or

basic pantomime, which strips the communication of its efficiency and dignity.

This systematic exclusion becomes dangerous when entering public healthcare settings, where the
total absence of professional interpreters or signing staff directly jeopardizes patient safety, accurate
medical diagnostics, and informed consent. Routine medical visits frequently degrade into severe
communicative crises, requiring slow, hyper-extended communication via written notes. The
structural exclusion embedded within public health spaces is deeply worsened by a routine habit that
can be conceptualized as the clinical typist turn. While top-down policy text promises equal access,
focus group data from adult signers in Chapter 4, Section 4.2.2, exposes how the physical movements
of medical practitioners can directly trigger severe health crises. When a physician turns away from
a Deaf patient to log data into a computer terminal while continuing to speak, all visual
communication tracks, including lip-reading and facial expressions, are instantly severed. This
systematic lack of communicative awareness can lead to dangerous, life-threatening consequences,

such as misunderstood medication schedules resulting in severe medical complications. Furthermore,
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when doctors refuse to accommodate a participant’s specific voice, communication breaks down

completely, forcing reliance on ad-hoc personal technologies or mobile phone notes.

This lack of support is further mirrored at other frontline spaces, such as the post office, where
symbolic gestures of inclusion completely fail in practice. Even where public notices promise a
designated Deaf window, no actual assistance or trained staff are available, as documented in Chapter
4, Section 4.2.1, forcing users to fend for themselves through written notes. Consequently, without
enforceable mandates and on-site professional networks, public spaces remain sites of profound
administrative and physical vulnerability. Framing a standard healthcare appointment as a “hell”
underscores the deep psychological strain caused by institutional neglect. This exclusion is further
illustrated by a critical event where Deaf individuals are left entirely isolated during an emergency
hospital procedure without immediate family support, forced to explain themselves through
pantomime while dealing with non-fluent domestic staff or educators who cannot facilitate effective

communication.

This narrative proves that the Law on the Use of Sign Language often operates as a reactive legal
instrument used to address discrimination after a conflict occurs, rather than as a proactive tool to
design an accessible public space. The participant’s transition from panic to anger illustrates that
without real-time, professional interpretation, basic safety and human dignity within state institutions

remain compromised.

This implementation gap is not resolved by existing digital solutions, such as the state-supported SOS
Video Relay Center. While participants value this service as a temporary tool, they document severe
protocol fractures, unpredictable service drops, and serious breaches of translation ethics by remote
interpreters who lack uniform professional certification. In live administrative and medical disputes,
as detailed in Chapter 4, Section 4.2.3, relay interpreters have been documented violating
confidentiality protocols by translating statements users explicitly asked them not to filter, behaving
rudely, or abruptly terminating video calls mid-session. When an interpreter abuses their linguistic
position or disconnects unexpectedly, they strip the Deaf user of their agency, leaving them highly
vulnerable in a hostile environment. This structural vulnerability extends to public media
infrastructures. Mainstream television channels routinely omit professional sign inserts, leaving the
community in a state of informational isolation, where an uninterpreted television screen functions

effectively as if it were turned off.

Furthermore, when sign language or Deaf characters do appear in national media, the younger
generation identifies it as an artificial performance that relies on hearing actors mimicking signs rather

than providing authentic community representation or understanding actual Deaf culture.
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This systemic policy failure directly restricts the long-term career opportunities and economic
mobility of the youth, as analyzed in Chapter 4, Section 4.2.5, rendering short-term administrative
tools ineffective against structural audist biases in the labor market. Advanced academic
achievements and university diplomas still routinely lead to basic retail underemployment and
systematic exclusion, as employers automatically reject qualified applicants the moment they learn

they are Deaf.

This qualitative evidence of civic and economic exclusion matches the quantitative metrics extracted
from the baseline survey data. Statistics confirm that participants are systematically forced to drop
SSL when entering public spaces, relying instead on spoken Serbian or the informal presence of

hearing family members to manage basic transactions.

This pattern of public space exclusion is heavily verified by the public visibility metrics generated
from the hearing cohort dataset (N = 100). When evaluating the physical presence of the language
within civil infrastructure, 53% of hearing individuals state that they have never once seen SSL used
in any public space, administrative counter, or municipal office. This systematic erasure is mirrored
across national media networks, where 65% of respondents report that they have never seen a single
public event or television program interpreted in SSL, excluding standard news briefs. This structural
invisibility directly explains why public spaces turn into sites of institutional trauma for Deaf adults.
However, the survey data proves that this lack of access is caused by a failure of state enforcement
rather than public resistance. An overwhelming 88% of hearing respondents explicitly support
increased state funding for professional SSL translation and interpreting services. Furthermore, 83%
state that private and public corporations should be legally mandated to provide permanent sign
interpretation for Deaf employees. The “statutory mirage” of the Law on the Use of Sign Language
is therefore exposed as a failure of political will; the hearing public shows a massive readiness to

finance accessible spaces, yet the state fails to execute the necessary mandates.

Evaluating this second hypothesis required an intentional critical review of how language planning
efficacy is assessed within municipal infrastructures. Entering the field, my initial approach was
biased toward formalist legal metrics, leading me to treat the statutory existence of the Law on the
Use of Sign Language as a primary indicator of progressive social development. However, analyzing
the participants’ accounts of institutional trauma and frontline exclusion shattered this formalist
approach. I had to explicitly track and check my tendency to prioritize official legislative text over
street-level execution metrics. This analytical transition made it clear that passing a law without
mandating local funding, staff training, and professional accountability mechanisms simply masks

ongoing patterns of discrimination. It shifts the entire operational burden of daily access back onto
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the minoritized community, turning statutory validation into a symbolic public relations exercise

rather than a functional tool for street-level empowerment.

Consequently, Hypothesis 2 is critically challenged and deconstructed: the Law on the Use of Sign
Language has raised the formal legal status of SSL on paper, but it has completely failed to guarantee
street-level civic empowerment, operational safety, or reliable public space access for the

contemporary signing generation in Serbia.

5.3. Evaluation of Hypothesis 3: The Intertwined Dynamics of Community Identity

The third hypothesis proposed that the personal identity and cultural values of the Serbian Deaf
community are tightly intertwined with the socio-legal status and daily use of SSL, following the
global sociocultural model of Deafhood. The empirical evidence generated across the participant
narratives provides strong verification for this hypothesis, but heavily expands its scope by revealing
a deep sociolinguistic stratification within the contemporary youth population. The data demonstrates
that collective identity is far from a uniform or monolithic experience; instead, it operates along a
highly contested fluid spectrum determined by early childhood language exposure, family

background, and immediate peer socialization rather than basic biological categories.

For participants who grew up within multi-generational Deaf families, manual communication is
experienced as an ontological anchor, a natural first language, and a profound source of group pride
and ownership. Rather than internalizing a medical pathology framework that treats Deafness as a
physical deficit, these individuals reclaim manual communication as a positive cultural asset and a
birthright, directly challenging dominant institutional categorizations of disability. By framing SSL
as primary and natural, these participants shift the social burden of communicative adaptation back
onto the hearing majority, demanding conversational modifications rather than internalizing a sense
of communicative failure. This deep investment manifests as a total lack of shame, an adoration of
manual expression, and a rich, fluid linguistic repertoire that extends past national borders through
digital spaces, showcasing an advanced, self-taught plurilingual competence in international and

foreign sign languages as detailed in Chapter 4, Section 4.1.2.

Conversely, the field data identifies a distinct conceptual counter-weight on the opposite end of the
sociolinguistic continuum: instrumental tool pragmatism. For a distinct subgroup of late signers,
Hard-of-Hearing youth, and individuals from exclusively hearing households, as explored in Chapter
4, Section 4.1.3, SSL is stripped of its cultural identity value and treated strictly as a functional,
bimodal tool to pass information when spoken systems hit a physical wall. Due to intense home-

language dissonance and parental pressure to speak, these individuals experience a practical
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detachment from the Deaf community, treating signing as identical to spoken communication rather

than a marker of cultural belonging.

This stratification creates real communicative friction, isolation, and boundary contestation within
specialized school environments, where Hard-of-Hearing students who rely primarily on oral tracks
or assistive devices must constantly negotiate their position within signing spaces. This internal
division is further complicated by the physical management of hearing technologies. The daily
handling of devices introduces constant communication vulnerabilities, such as sudden battery
failures, which are examined alongside other technical divides in Chapter 4, Section 4.1.4, disrupting
comprehension and requiring speakers to slow down dramatically. Safety concerns during physical
activities add another layer of displacement, forcing youth to navigate sections of the school day

entirely disconnected from their sensory environment when removing devices to avoid damage.

Crucially, this deep internal friction is tied to a shared, overarching anxiety regarding existential
demographic attrition panic. The youth exhibit a sharp biopolitical awareness that widespread clinical
interventions, such as cochlear implants, combined with aggressive mainstreaming policies, are
actively shrinking their cultural safe havens and reducing the number of culturally Deaf individuals.
This perspective reframes medical devices not as neutral accessibility improvements, but as
instruments of cultural shift that interrupt the intergenerational transmission of sign language and

break down collective language solidarity.

Furthermore, this dissertation expands the traditional sociolinguistic framework of language shift by
proving that existential demographic attrition panic within the Serbian signing community is caused
by two simultaneous pressures: aggressive medical-clinical mainstreaming from the outside, and
systemic institutional dilution from the inside. Prior research, reviewed in Chapter 2, Section 2.1.2,
typically attributes the decline of minoritized sign languages solely to cochlear implantation tracks
and mainstream school placements. The empirical evidence generated in this study reveals a far more
insidious policy dynamic. By using top-down inclusion frameworks to re-engineer specialized
schools into general special-education facilities, the state dilutes the linguistic and cultural core of the
Deaf collective. The specialized school is stripped of its status as a language sanctuary and turned
into a catch-all therapeutic space, reducing the visibility and daily usage of SSL. This double attrition,
where the child is drawn out of the signing community via medical mainstreaming on one side, while
the specialized signing institution is hollowed out internally on the other, creates deep existential
anxiety among users. It proves that state inclusion policies do not support minority language rights,
but operate as a subtle, administrative tool for language shift that erases the visual heritage of the

community.
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This defensive anxiety produces an explicit demand for protective group boundaries and spatial
isolation as a mechanism to preserve their visual heritage from mainstream assimilation. Participants
document a retreat into defensive solidarity, as illustrated in Chapter 4, Section 4.4.2, expressing a
preference for exclusively Deaf social networks and expanded internal community structures over

forced exterior integration into a hearing society that fails to accept them.

Evaluating this final hypothesis required a critical unlearning of my own interpretive habits regarding
technological progress and community cohesion. Entering the field, my initial orientation implicitly
treated a shared visual modality as a natural guarantee of an unbroken, uniform collective structure.
Simultaneously, I viewed medical advancements like speech implants through a standard progressive
lens, treating them as simple tools that naturally expand individual human choices. However,
analyzing these dense narratives of internal peer friction and collective demographic grief completely
inverted these assumptions. I had to explicitly track and check my analytical tendency to apply
generalized, outside definitions of progress onto a minoritized language space. This transition pushed
me to look past the celebratory claims of medical brochures and see how clinical tracking operates as
a force for subtractive language shift when managed by an audist state framework. My analytical
focus shifted from documenting a simple, shared identity to detailing a highly fractured, defensive
spectrum that is fighting a continuous battle for cultural preservation against systemic biopolitical

crasure.

This defensive anxiety looks even more urgent when matched against the linguistic literacy scores
extracted from the hearing majority survey and detailed in Chapter 4, Section 4.1.5. The quantitative
data reveals a complete lack of public exposure that forces the signing community into a defensive
space: a striking 63% of hearing respondents are completely unaware that SSL is officially recognized
by law as a legitimate language in Serbia. This legal isolation is compounded by a severe deficit in
public communicative capacity. When asked to rate their personal knowledge of sign language, 51%

(61’?

of hearing individuals report having absolutely zero knowledge ( on a 5-point scale), and an
additional 31% report a minimal score of “2.” This means that 82% of the hearing public possesses
effectively no functional awareness of SSL structure. This literacy vacuum is directly maintained by
institutional gaps: 80% of the hearing population state that they have never had a single opportunity
to learn or be exposed to SSL in their lives. While 47% of the public explicitly recognizes that SSL
users face active social and institutional discrimination, 53% feel completely comfortable
communicating with a Deaf individual using fallback methods like pantomime or written text. These
figures show that the identity spectrum within the contemporary SSL community is shaped by having

to build protective group boundaries against an outside hearing society that remains linguistically

illiterate and largely anxious about direct cross-modal interaction.
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This public literacy vacuum interacts directly with the internal bio-technical stratification of the Deaf
community analyzed in Chapter 4, Section 4.1.4 to validate the fluid, non-monolithic nature of
Hypothesis 3. The empirical breakdown of the cohort—comprising 8 non-device visual signers, 13
bimodal hearing aid users, and 3 cochlear implant recipients—demonstrates that collective identity is
actively fragmented by medical intervention tracks. Participants without devices experience SSL as
an absolute ontological anchor, completely rejecting the medical pathology model. Conversely,
hearing aid users navigate an anxious bimodal lane where identity is constantly threatened by
mechanical device breakdowns or dead batteries. This tension reaches its peak among cochlear
implant users, who face intense clinical oralist tracking that often alienates them from the fluent
signing collective. These device counts prove that identity within the contemporary SSL space is not
a singular biological category, but a highly contested spectrum shaped by whether a child’s sensory

world was embraced as a cultural right or managed as a medical deficit.

Consequently, Hypothesis 3 is supported in its foundational claim that identity and language daily
use are inextricably linked, but it must be empirically and theoretically expanded: identity within the
contemporary SSL community is not a singular, uniform experience. It exists as a complex, multi-
layered spectrum shaped by household language history, peer tracking, and the continuous pressures
of a dominant hearing society that positions their primary language as a medical deficit to be cured

rather than a cultural right to be preserved.

This fluid spectrum is most clearly illustrated by the internalized audism and survey self-identification
anomalies documented among the device-reliant youth cohort. The empirical fact that multiple Deaf
students wearing cochlear implants or hearing aids actively checked the box for “Hearing” on the
survey sheets provides undeniable confirmation for the internal stratification claimed in Hypothesis
3. This identity disassociation proves that the global model of Deafhood cannot be applied as a
uniform blanket category within contemporary Serbia. Instead, the socio-legal status of SSL is
continuously undermined by a medical pathology framework that successfully splits the minority
community from within. By convincing device-wearing youth that they belong to the hearing
majority, the state’s clinical tracking framework breaks down collective language solidarity, reduces
SSL to an instrumental fallback tool, and accelerates a subtractive language shift that leaves the

signing community internally fragmented.
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6. OPERATIONAL POLICY AND MANAGERIAL RECOMMENDATIONS

The empirical findings of this case study demonstrate that the Law on the Use of Sign Language
functions primarily as a symbolic statement rather than an actionable tool for daily accessibility. To
resolve this systemic implementation gap, state institutions must transition from purely passive legal
validation to an additive, multilateral approach. This chapter outlines concrete, data-driven
recommendations designed to restructure educational administration, public infrastructure, digital

relay frameworks, and labor markets across Serbia.

6.1. Educational Administration and Specialized School Reform

The profound gap between top-down inclusive policy text and the daily realities of classroom
interaction requires an immediate overhaul of the pedagogical and administrative frameworks within
specialized educational institutions. Historically, specialized schools like the Stefan Decanski
institution in Belgrade have operated under an oralist tradition that treats manual communication as

a fallback option rather than a primary tool for learning.

To move beyond symbolic compliance with national strategies, the Ministry of Education, Science,
and Technological Development, alongside local school boards, must introduce three concrete

structural interventions:
1. Implementation of Mandatory Visual Fluency Audits

Educational administrators must establish regular, independent language fluency audits for all
teaching, administrative, and auxiliary staff within specialized environments. The qualitative
evidence proves that a teacher’s lack of signing proficiency leads directly to instructional deprivation,
reducing lessons to an exhausting struggle for basic comprehension. Staff members routinely shift

the burden of communication onto students by demanding oral compliance and lip-reading.

e Operational Mandate: Fluency evaluations must be conducted by independent boards
consisting of certified native signers from the Deaf community and applied linguists.

e Accountability Mechanisms: Educators who fail to meet baseline conversational and
academic SSL proficiency standards must be placed on mandatory, intensive language training
leaves. Retaining non-fluent staft in specialized classrooms must be treated as an
administrative violation, shifting the institutional baseline from oralist assimilation to cross-

modal integrity.
2. Institutionalization and Accreditation of Compensatory Peer Labor

School directors must formally recognize and fund the horizontal translation networks currently

running inside their classrooms. The empirical data shows that the academic survival of Deaf students
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relies entirely on the uncompensated cognitive and emotional labor of fluent bilingual and bimodal

classmates who serve as an informal bridge between non-fluent teachers and the student body.

e Operational Mandate: Instead of treating this peer support as a hidden survival strategy,
administrators must build a formal vocational track for older, fluent students, training and
certifying them as peer mentors and classroom communication assistants.

e Accountability Mechanisms: This labor must be accredited on student transcripts and tied to
institutional stipends or scholarship funds. Formalizing this support changes an unfair
structural burden into an empowering path for professional advancement and community

leadership.
3. Overhaul of Visual-Manual Curricula and Instructional Media

Curriculum developers must design and distribute specialized educational materials adjusted
specifically for the spatial and visual structure of SSL. The school data sheets reveal a high density
of multi-impairments within the student body, with 180 out of 265 total primary and secondary
students navigating complex secondary diagnoses alongside hearing loss. This density proves that

standard, text-heavy curricula designed for hearing classrooms are fundamentally inadequate.

e Operational Mandate: School managers must phase out the practice of offering reduced,
simplified content to Deaf students. This must be replaced by a heavy investment in digital
video resources, interactive visual media, and bilingual learning materials where sign
language structure guides the layout rather than being treated as a secondary addition.

e Accountability Mechanisms: Specialized schools must be equipped with modern digital
recording studios, enabling students to submit academic assignments, essays, and

examinations directly in SSL, ensuring equal access to advanced academic subjects.

4. Structural Delineation of Linguistic Minority Streams from Therapeutic Special Education

Tracks

The empirical evidence demonstrating that the modern specialized school has become an under-
resourced catchment area for diverse neurodivergent profiles requires an immediate structural re-
differentiation of state funding and tracking frameworks. Under the current execution of the Serbian
national inclusion strategy, the state uses Stefan Decanski as an administrative clearinghouse for
complex developmental configurations. This approach dilutes the linguistic capital of the
environment and forces teachers to choose basic therapeutic containment over advanced sign
bilingual pedagogy. To halt the rapid internal attrition of the signing environment, the Ministry of

Education must execute a strict organizational division within specialized facilities:
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e Operational Mandate: Specialized institutions must formally separate their administrative
tracks into two independent, ring-fenced operational streams: a linguistic minority bilingual
stream and a multimodal therapeutic support stream. The linguistic minority stream must treat
SSL as the primary language of instruction, focusing on high-level academic curricula and
cultural socialization for Deaf and Hard-of-Hearing students. The therapeutic support stream
must cater specifically to children with complex secondary developmental conditions,
utilizing multi-modal communication methods tailored to neurodivergent needs.

e Accountability Mechanisms: State funding allocations must be explicitly ring-fenced by
stream, ensuring that resources meant for sign language development, interpreter recruitment,
and visual media production are protected and cannot be absorbed by general special
education costs. Furthermore, teacher certification tracks must be split: educators assigned to
the linguistic stream must undergo strict SSL fluency validation, while those in the therapeutic
stream must be trained in neurodivergent-specific pedagogy. Separating these pathways stops
the systematic dilution of the school’s linguistic capital, preserves the specialized space as an
authentic cultural haven, and ensures all students receive targeted, structurally accountable

accommodations.

Formulating these specific administrative recommendations required a critical review of my own
interpretive habits regarding institutional power. When entering the field, my initial approach was
biased toward formalist, top-down administrative workflows, leading me to assume that policy
execution issues could be solved by updating state-level monitoring checklists or curriculum texts.
However, analyzing the children’s accounts of navigating daily classroom exclusions completely
overturned this outlook. I had to explicitly track and check my natural instinct to center state-directed
paperwork over grassroots human adjustments. This analytical transition helped me see that true
accessibility is not maintained by abstract administrative decrees, but is actively co-created on the
ground by the students themselves. My recommendations evolved from suggesting typical top-down
regulatory audits to directly championing the formalization and funding of the children’s

unrecognized collective labor.

6.2. Public Sector Infrastructure and Healthcare Reform

The deep implementation gap dividing the de jure protections of the Law on the Use of Sign Language
from the de facto realities of public space navigation requires an immediate structural overhaul of
state administrative and healthcare infrastructures across Serbia. The empirical evidence
demonstrates that contemporary public spaces operate under an unstated assumption of oral
dominance, which transforms standard bureaucratic counters, municipal offices, and clinical waiting

rooms into active sites of social exclusion and institutional trauma for the signing minority.
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To move past a system that shifts the burden of communication onto the individual through fallback
strategies like pantomime or written notes, public service agencies and healthcare networks must

execute targeted, structurally accountable reforms.

The state’s failure to provide professional public interpretation services causes an unfair, long-term
externalization of operational costs onto the Deaf individual’s family unit. When entering critical
administrative or legal spaces, the total absence of fluent staff forces Deaf adults to constantly rely

on their hearing children, siblings, or aging parents.

This structural dependency turns routine family interactions into sources of deep personal guilt, where
managing basic human needs is experienced as “bothering” loved ones. Because state institutions
refuse to provide professional access, the Deaf citizen is forced into a state of emotional debt, having

to express profound gratitude for basic rights that should be automatically guaranteed by civic policy.
1. Enforceable Frontline Bureaucratic Standards and Civic Audits

State-level administrative bodies, including municipal registry desks, police departments, social
welfare offices, and post offices, must replace symbolic legal compliance with clear, enforceable
operational mandates. The qualitative narratives highlight that young signers routinely face
communicative resistance and minor structural humiliations when attempting basic civic transactions,

such as obtaining official documentation or managing personal finances.

e Operational Mandate: Public sector institutions must implement mandatory, basic visual-
manual communication training for all frontline administrative staff. This curriculum should
be designed and delivered in direct partnership with local Deaf associations, focusing on
functional, situational vocabulary rather than simplified general expressions.

e Accountability Mechanisms: Every municipal center and regional public agency must
establish a designated, structurally verified accessibility track. Frontline desks must be
evaluated through regular, unannounced civic audits led by independent Deaf advocates.
Failure to provide an accessible interface or an immediate connection to professional
linguistic support must be treated as a direct administrative violation, carrying formal civil

sanctions under national anti-discrimination statutes.
2. Institutionalization of Permanent, On-Site Professional Medical Interpreting Networks

The consequences of this policy-practice gap become dangerously high when entering healthcare
environments, where the complete absence of fluent communication directly jeopardizes patient
safety, accurate medical diagnostics, and informed consent. The narratives expose severe patterns of

medical marginalization, where routine appointments degrade into high-stress crises and emergency
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procedures are conducted in complete linguistic isolation. To eliminate this systematic vulnerability,

the Ministry of Health must structurally restructure clinical communication networks.

e Operational Mandate: The state must eliminate the reactive practice of relying on informal
companions, non-fluent domestic staff, or unstable emergency video relay setups during
critical medical events. Major clinical centers, regional hospitals, and primary health clinics
must establish permanent, on-site positions for certified, professional SSL interpreters.

e Accountability Mechanisms: Access to a certified interpreter must be built directly into
standard clinical reception protocols as a mandatory baseline requirement for patient intake
and medical consent validation. Any diagnostic evaluation, surgical procedure, or therapeutic
intervention conducted without verifying clear, professional cross-modal communication
must be legally classified as a breach of medical ethics and patient rights, leaving the

institution liable to structural discrimination claims.

Formulating these public sector and healthcare recommendations required a critical deconstruction
of my own civic privilege as a hearing researcher. When entering this project, my analytical habits
led me to treat frontline administrative desks and clinical waiting rooms as neutral, minor bureaucratic
points, assuming that systemic failures were primarily caused by an abstract lack of state funding.
However, analyzing the participants’ dense accounts of medical trauma and public exclusion
completely shattered this formalist approach. I had to explicitly monitor and check my natural
tendency to analyze public infrastructure through a lens of institutional neutrality. This transition
pushed me to recognize that public desks are active sites of power asymmetry, where a refusal to slow
down speech or provide an interpreter represents a form of structural violence that compromises
personal safety and civic autonomy. My recommendations evolved from suggesting vague public
awareness campaigns to demanding strict, enforceable institutional accountability measures and

permanent, professional interpreter placement within the state healthcare architecture.

6.3. Digital Relay Frameworks and Professional Standardization

The qualitative findings reveal that while digital adaptations like the SOS Video Relay Center offer a
valuable short-term bridge, their real-world utility is heavily limited by unpredictable service quality,
systemic protocol fractures, and critical breaches of translation ethics. Remote interpreters frequently
abuse their linguistic position by ignoring direct instructions from users, altering statements during

live disputes, or abruptly terminating video feeds mid-session.

To transform this unstable link into a secure, reliable tool for social independence, the regulatory

frameworks governing assistive technology must be completely overhauled.
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1. Implementation of Standardized Professional Certification and Ethical Codes

The state-supported SOS Relay infrastructure must move away from a casual assistance model and
establish strict professional boundaries. Remote interpretation must be treated as a highly technical

public utility subject to rigorous professional standards.

e Operational Mandate: The Ministry of Information and Telecommunications, in
coordination with national translation registries, must mandate a standardized, rigorous
professional certification exam for all remote relay operators. This certification must include
specific training modules on translation bounds, absolute confidentiality protocols, and strict
neutrality guidelines during adversarial conflicts.

e Accountability Mechanisms: Relay operators must adhere to a legally binding ethical code.
Any documented breach of this code, such as filtering a user’s language, offering unsolicited
personal opinions, or disconnecting from an active session without structural cause, must lead
to immediate suspension of their operating license and formal disciplinary review, ensuring

the remote system preserves rather than compromises user agency.
2. Establishment of Continuous Community-Led Evaluation Loops

To ensure remote digital services remain responsive to the needs of the youth on the ground, the
administrative management of video relay centers must shift toward a model of community-led

oversight.

e Operational Mandate: Relay center budgets must fund the development of an independent,
accessible digital platform where users can submit real-time, visual-manual feedback
regarding service quality, translation accuracy, and professional conduct immediately
following a call.

e Accountability Mechanisms: This feedback dataset must be monitored monthly by an
independent oversight board comprising elected representatives from the youth signing
community and Deaf advocacy networks. Service providers must link remote operator
performance metrics directly to institutional contract renewals, ensuring that top-down digital

systems remain fully accountable to the grassroots community they are designed to serve.

Formulating these digital and technical recommendations required a critical review of my own
interpretive assumptions regarding technological fixes. Coming from an academic background that
frequently highlights digital innovation as an automated, positive equalizer, my initial approach
viewed the existence of video relay systems as an automatic solution to physical space exclusion.

However, analyzing the participants’ testimonies regarding protocol fractures and broken translation
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boundaries forced me to re-evaluate this uncritical view of technology. I had to explicitly catch and
check my natural bias toward treating digital platforms as inherently neutral or self-correcting safety
nets. This realization helped me see that without strict professional regulation and community
oversight; digital platforms can replicate and intensify the very power asymmetries they are meant to
solve. My recommendations shifted from advocating for basic technological expansion to designing

rigorous professional monitoring mechanisms and community-led feedback loops.

6.4. Labor Market Interventions and Structural Employment Reform

The systemic waste of human talent and intellectual capital documented within the signing
community reveals that current state labor policies are entirely insufficient for managing the transition
from education to economic independence. As shown by the qualitative data, even when a young
signer overcomes educational barriers and earns an advanced university degree, the mainstream labor
market routinely excludes them due to deeply entrenched audist biases and a lack of workplace
accommodations. Short-term digital bridges like the SOS Relay Center cannot dismantle these deep

structural barriers to employment.

When employers automatically treat a non-speaking applicant as an operational risk or a financial
liability, it creates a pattern of severe underemployment. This dynamic is clearly documented in the
transcripts, where a university diploma still leads to basic retail underemployment. To reverse this
trend and ensure economic equity, the Ministry of Labor, Employment, Veteran and Social Policy, in

partnership with national economic chambers, must introduce three targeted structural reforms:
1. Enactment of Strict Anti-Discrimination Penalties and Independent Corporate Audits

State frameworks must transition from purely passive employment quotas to active, enforceable
regulatory penalties that target corporate hiring gatekeepers. The current system allows employers to
bypass hiring mandates by paying minor non-compliance fees, which fails to alter the underlying

exclusionary practices of the labor market.

e Operational Mandate: The National Employment Service (NSZ), working alongside civil
rights ombudsmen, must establish an independent regulatory audit board to monitor corporate
hiring practices. Companies must be required to provide transparent, documented
justifications for rejecting qualified signing applicants who possess the requisite technical and
academic credentials.

e Accountability Mechanisms: If a company automatically rejects an applicant based on their
hearing status, it must be treated as a violation of national labor laws, carrying substantial

financial penalties. The funds collected from these non-compliance penalties must be funneled
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directly into a national accessibility fund to support workplace adaptations across other

enterprises.

2. Substantive Workplace Accommodation Subsidies and Communication Budgets

To lower the perceived operational costs of integrating signing professionals into high-skilled

environments, the state must directly subsidize workplace communication accommodations.

Mainstream enterprises often use a lack of accessible infrastructure to justify structural exclusion,

assuming that providing communication access is a corporate burden.

Operational Mandate: The state must build a dedicated funding network that allows private
and public enterprises to claim full tax credits or direct reimbursements for the costs of hiring
professional SSL interpreters during critical corporate events. This includes funding
interpretation services for job interviews, onboarding, professional training sessions, and key
operational meetings.

Accountability Mechanisms: Large enterprises and public sector institutions must be
required to integrate high-speed digital equipment capable of connecting immediately to
certified video relay services at every internal workstation. This shifts the operational
expectation from verbal dependency to a flexible, multi-modal corporate environment,

ensuring signing employees can exercise their professional capabilities on equal terms.

3. Establishment of High-Skill Affirmative Action and Public Sector Placement Tracks

The state must actively intervene to break the pattern of retail underemployment by designing

specialized career support programs within high-skilled, white-collar sectors and public

administration bodies.

Operational Mandate: The Ministry of Labor must establish targeted professional placement
programs that connect university-educated Deaf youth directly with technical, administrative,
and research roles across state ministries, municipal structures, and state-owned enterprises.

Accountability Mechanisms: Public institutions must lead by example, dedicating a specific
percentage of their professional civil service positions to qualified individuals from the
signing community. These positions must be backed by permanent, structurally verified
linguistic support networks, ensuring that advanced educational achievements lead directly to

professional career advancement rather than forced entry into low-wage retail labor.

Formulating these labor market and economic recommendations required an intentional, critical

deconstruction of my own assumptions regarding employment and social mobility. Coming from an

academic background that implicitly treats higher education as an organic equalizer, my initial
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orientation leaned toward recommending career-counseling programs or resume-building workshops
for Deaf graduates. However, confronting the empirical data regarding highly qualified signing youth
being automatically rejected the moment their hearing status was disclosed shattered this meritocratic
illusion. I had to explicitly track and check my natural bias toward free-market or skill-centric
solutions. This analytical transition forced me to recognize that employment exclusion is not a result
of a skills deficit within the Deaf community, but is actively maintained by systemic audist
discrimination across public and private corporate environments. Consequently, my
recommendations shifted from superficial placement support to demanding strict, legally enforceable
anti-discrimination penalties, corporate accessibility mandates, and targeted state-funded

accommodation subsidies.

6.5. Theoretical Contributions to Critical Sociolinguistics

Beyond providing practical, data-driven recommendations for public infrastructure reform, the
findings of this project offer distinct conceptual advancements to the broader field of critical
sociolinguistics and language policy planning (LPP). By evaluating the lived realities of twenty-four
signing youth within a marginalized sociolinguistic environment, this research moves past standard,

top-down analytical models that treat minority communities as uniform entities.

Instead, it introduces three new localized concepts that deepen our understanding of how language

planning, identity formation, and macro-level biopolitical pressures interact on the ground.

6.5.1. Deconstructing Monolithic Identity: Instrumental Tool Pragmatism

By unpacking the nuances of instrumental tool pragmatism, this dissertation contributes to critical
sociolinguistics by challenging the assumption that shared sensory profiles automatically create
uniform community spaces. The data demonstrates that when a state framework enforces a speech-
centric model, it creates a highly stratified linguistic landscape. Late signers, Hard-of-Hearing and
individuals wearing assistive devices do not experience the specialized classroom as an immediate
cultural sanctuary. Instead, they frequently navigate spaces of deep communicative dissonance and
conversational isolation. This linguistic distance is not a simple interpersonal misunderstanding; it is
a structural outcome of an educational tracking system that forces cross-modal negotiation without
providing uniform bilingual resources. Consequently, identity ownership within the signing collective

must be understood as a complex, negotiated spectrum rather than a monolithic category.

For this distinct subgroup, SSL is not experienced as an ontological core of belonging, but functions
as a practical, situational tool utilized to pass information within specialized schools when spoken
systems fail. Introducing this concept moves the academic field forward by proving that linguistic

minority identity is non-monolithic. Identity operates as a fluid, highly stratified spectrum determined
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by household language history and early childhood socialization paths rather than simple biological

or medical categories.

It provides researchers with an analytical framework to examine the internal cultural borders and
lateral social friction that occur within marginalized speech communities, challenging the common

outside assumption that a shared visual modality automatically produces a uniform collective loyalty.

6.5.2. Redefining Policy Execution: Compensatory Peer Labor

Standard critical language policy literature focuses extensively on the division between official de
Jjure legislation and local de facto execution, often critiquing top-down legal mandates for ignoring
the views of street-level practitioners. This research deepens this framework by introducing the
concept of compensatory peer labor. This concept documents the spontaneous, horizontal translation
networks constructed by fluent bilingual and bimodal students to protect Deaf classmates from

systemic academic exclusion.

When non-fluent state educators create a total communication barrier, classroom accessibility is not
maintained by institutional planning, but is actively co-created through the uncompensated cognitive
and emotional labor of the children themselves. Introducing this concept to critical sociolinguistics

redefines how human agency is analyzed within broken institutional environments.

It proves that minoritized populations do not just passively navigate or resist top-down policy gaps;
instead, they build highly complex, horizontal safety nets that keep the state’s flawed educational
infrastructure running. This framework forces language planning theorists to evaluate the hidden
labor costs of inclusive education, demonstrating that the state effectively externalizes the practical
costs of accessibility away from paid professionals and directly onto the shoulders of vulnerable

children.

6.5.3. Redefining Language Shift: Existential Demographic Attrition Panic

Traditional language planning literature typically frames language shift as a passive, macro-level
historical transition where a dominant majority language slowly replaces a minoritized tongue due to
socio-economic pressures. This study advances this framework by identifying a real, felt emotional
reality among contemporary youth: existential demographic attrition panic. This concept captures the
active, localized anxiety experienced by signing youth as they watch their peer networks physically
shrink due to unmitigated medical interventions (cochlear implants) and aggressive oral

mainstreaming tracks pushed by state networks.

From the perspective of the youth, technologies of fixation are not experienced as neutral accessibility

tools, but function as instruments of cultural shift that interrupt the intergenerational transmission of
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sign language. Introducing this concept to sociolinguistics reframes language shift from a passive

statistical trend into an active biopolitical threat.

It provides an empirical framework to examine how the physical contraction of minority language
spaces produces a defensive focus on group boundaries, driving youth to seek spatial isolation and
exclusively Deaf social networks to preserve their visual heritage from mainstream assimilation. This
concept highlights that language preservation cannot be achieved through symbolic legislation alone;

it requires the protection of the actual demographic spaces where the language lives and grows.
6.6. Institutional Limitations

6.6.1. Methodological Boundaries and Institutional Scope

While this study provides a highly detailed, critical sociolinguistic analysis of the contemporary SSL
community, this research requires an explicit acknowledgment of its structural and methodological
boundaries. Following Braun and Clarke’s qualitative thematic framework, this investigation
prioritized interpretive depth, narrative nuance, and systemic contextualization over statistical
generalizability. The participant sample was purposefully restricted to twenty-four deeply involved
signing youth primarily situated within or recently graduated from specialized educational contexts,

such as the Stefan Decanski institution in Belgrade.

Consequently, while these dense qualitative accounts offer an accurate window into the frontline
execution of the Law on the Use of Sign Language, they cannot be uncritically generalized to
represent the entire Deaf and Hard-of-Hearing population across rural or economically isolated

regions of Serbia, where access to specialized visual-manual networks is even more restricted.

Furthermore, the institutional scope of this case study focused on the friction occurring within
specialized secondary education and initial public sector interactions. It did not fully map the distinct
sociolinguistic variations present within older generations of signers or the highly specialized

professional terminology used by senior court interpreters.

Recognizing these boundaries does not diminish the empirical validity of the findings; rather, it
establishes the necessary boundaries for interpreting the data, proving that the documented patterns
of instructional deprivation, compensatory peer labor, and existential demographic attrition panic
serve as localized diagnoses of an ongoing institutional crisis rather than absolute statistical metrics

for the entire Western Balkan region.

6.6.2. Empirical Insights from the Quantitative Triangulation Phase

Rather than remaining a purely proposed future track, the quantitative verification phase of this

project was successfully field-tested and executed through the deployment of the Hearing Population
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Survey Instrument (N = 100). The pilot data successfully completes the explanatory sequential mixed-
methods loop, providing a statistical lens to interpret the systemic barriers identified by our signing
participants. The survey data reveals that while hearing citizens live in a state of chronic linguistic
separation, with 65% not knowing a single Deaf person and 82% lacking basic sign literacy, they
possess a highly progressive awareness regarding systemic discrimination. A clear 70% of hearing
respondents explicitly state that SSL users face active social and institutional discrimination in Serbia,

while 25% remain unsure, and only 4% deny its existence.

This widespread recognition of discrimination explains why public willingness to support legislative
reform is exceptionally high across all age and educational brackets. However, the survey also
uncovers the behavioral roots of the communication barriers that Deaf signers face daily. When asked
how comfortable they would feel communicating with a Deaf individual using fallback methods like
pantomime or written text, 53% of hearing adults felt completely comfortable (“5” or “4”” on a 5-point
scale), while the remaining 47% exhibited varying degrees of communicative anxiety and hesitation

(selecting scores of “3” or lower).

This communicative anxiety directly explains why routine public encounters often turn into sites of
awkwardness, irritation, or sudden withdrawal by hearing staff. The hearing majority recognizes
structural bias on paper and supports state-funded interpreter expansion, yet lacks the personal
interactive confidence to bridge the gap face-to-face. By providing state ministries with an empirical
tool to track public attitudes across varying regional and administrative cohorts, this phase transforms
individual qualitative testimonies into an undeniable, statistically verified platform for long-term

status planning and civil rights enforcement.

6.6.3. Epistemological Positionality and Concluding Synthesis

Navigating the sociolinguistic landscape of the SSL community requires an explicit, reflexive
interrogation of the researcher’s own epistemological positionality. As a hearing researcher entering
a historically marginalized visual-manual space, I had to continuously recognize that the act of
observing, recording, and translating manual signs into spoken or written text involves an inherent

exercise of structural power.

Entering the field, my initial orientation leaned toward evaluating language policy through official
state documents, curriculum texts, and legislative compliance checklists. However, witnessing the
severe classroom communication breakdowns and the spontaneous emergence of horizontal
translation networks forced a complete shift in my analytical framework. I had to consciously stop
prioritizing formal state paperwork over grassroots human adaptations. This shift allowed me to see

that true accessibility on the ground is not maintained by the state’s symbolic policy frameworks, but
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is actively co-created through the unrecognized, uncompensated labor of the children and families

themselves.

By embracing this critical positionality, the concluding synthesis of this dissertation moves beyond a
simple description of language barriers, delivering instead an indictment of systemic policy inertia
and institutional dilution. The empirical evidence gathered across generations deconstructs the Law
on the Use of Sign Language, exposing it as a statutory mirage. The state uses formal legal text to
project a symbolic image of human rights compliance while leaving public sector infrastructure

completely inaccessible.

This policy-practice gap is vividly illustrated by the life-threatening realities of the clinical typist turn
in healthcare settings, where doctors sever visual communication tracks by turning to type, and by
the “blind counters” of public offices where Deaf adults are forced into primitive pantomime.
Furthermore, this study reveals that the state’s national inclusion strategy has paradoxically speeded
up language shift from the inside out. By using specialized Deaf schools as catch-all centers for
diverse neurodivergent and developmental profiles, the state actively dilutes the linguistic density
required to preserve SSL as a vibrant minority heritage language. This hollowing out of specialized
spaces forces individuals into an unfair dependence on their hearing relatives, turning basic daily

transactions into sources of deep personal guilt and family burden.

Ultimately, the mixed-methods concurrent triangulation design implemented in this project locks
these qualitative accounts of institutional trauma into an unshakeable statistical foundation. The
empirical data generated from the hearing majority survey (N = 100) proves that street-level
exclusions are directly driven by a widespread public literacy vacuum that the state refuses to address.
With 63% of the hearing public unaware of the language’s legal status, 82% possessing zero
functional sign literacy, and 80% completely shut out from any lifetime opportunity for exposure, the

signing community is left stranded within an intensely isolated communicative environment.

Crucially, because 88% of the public explicitly supports state funding for professional interpreters,
and 62% supports integrating sign language into mainstream school curricula, this dissertation proves
that the ongoing marginalization of SSL is not a reflection of societal hostility. Rather, it is a structural
consequence of an oralist state framework that treats a vibrant linguistic minority as a medical
pathology to be contained rather than a cultural asset to be preserved. This dissertation serves as both
an analytical record of that struggle and an actionable blueprint to dismantle these hidden systems of
exclusion, demanding an immediate transition from symbolic constitutionalism to true, structurally

accountable language equity.
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7. RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

Building upon the foundational contributions of this dissertation, which the author deems a deeply
valuable endeavor both academically and socially, several pathways for subsequent academic inquiry
emerge. This research holds exceptional value and fills a critical academic gap primarily because sign
languages remain largely under researched within the Serbian context, particularly from a critical
sociolinguistic and language policy direction. By bridging the critical divide between de jure language
policy and de facto accessibility within the SSL community and establishing the profound scholarly
and societal worth of documenting street-level language practices, institutional traumas, and
marginalized community adjustments, this exploratory study provides a robust empirical and

theoretical platform from which future research can expand.

First, a primary avenue for future research involves broadening the geographical and institutional
scope of this inquiry. Because this case study purposefully restricted its qualitative parameters to a
sample situated primarily within urban specialized educational contexts, specifically the Stefan
Decanski institution in Belgrade, the findings cannot be uncritically generalized to represent the entire
Deaf and Hard-of-Hearing population across Serbia. Future studies should investigate marginalized
spaces in rural, peripheral, or economically isolated regions of the country, where access to
specialized networks is even more restricted. Such research would determine whether patterns of

instructional deprivation and structural exclusion are amplified outside the administrative capital.

Second, future sociolinguistic research should encompass greater demographic and generational
diversity within the signing community. This project focused heavily on the lived realities, peer
networks, and identity formations of the contemporary signing youth cohort. Subsequent
investigations should systematically map the distinct sociolinguistic variations, language attitudes,
and historical trajectories present within older generations of adult signers who navigated different
socio-political eras in Yugoslavia and Serbia. Additionally, research is needed to explore the highly
specialized professional registers, terminologies, and translation ethics utilized by senior court

interpreters and professional relay operators within legal and administrative frameworks.

Third, the quantitative triangulation phase executed in this study provides a validated baseline that is
structurally optimized for full-scale, nationwide deployment. The pilot sample of the Hearing
Population Survey Instrument (N = 100) successfully exposed a profound public literacy gap
alongside widespread communicative anxiety and a strong public readiness to finance accessible
spaces. Future researchers should deploy a similar survey instrument across diverse regional,

socioeconomic, and administrative cohorts throughout Serbia. Scaling this inventory nationwide will

100



provide state ministries with an empirical tool to track public attitudes, forming a statistically verified

platform for long-term status planning and civil rights enforcement.

Fourth, the new localized concepts introduced in this dissertation, instrumental tool pragmatism,
compensatory peer labor, and existential demographic attrition panic, require further empirical
testing and theoretical refinement across different minoritized language spaces. Future studies should
evaluate these frameworks within other sign language communities in the Western Balkan region or
among global encounters facing similar pressures of clinical mainstreaming and internal institutional
dilution, examining how these defensive boundary mechanisms and horizontal survival networks
operate in diverse contexts will deepen the theoretical scope of critical sociolinguistics and language

policy planning.

Finally, future applied research should monitor and evaluate the practical implementation of the
administrative and structural reforms proposed in this study. Specifically, longitudinal studies are
needed to track the operational efficacy of separating specialized educational tracks into an
independent Linguistic Minority Bilingual Stream and a Multi-Modal Therapeutic Support Stream.
Researchers should examine how this structural delineation affects natural sign language
transmission, teacher training certification, and resource allocation within specialized facilities over
time. By tracking these street-level execution metrics, future inquiries will continue the transition

from symbolic constitutionalism to true, structurally accountable language equity.
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9. APPENDIX

SECTION A: Cross-Cohort Mapped Semi-Structured Interview Guide

The table below presents the mapped semi-structured interview protocol across all three age cohorts:

Children (7-18 years) and Adults (19+ years). Every main question and sub-question from the original

field protocol files is preserved verbatim in Serbian alongside its English translation.

Thematic Domain

Group 1: Children (7-18 yrs)

Group 2: Adults (19+ yrs)

Focus

Serbian (SRB)

English (ENG)

Serbian (SRB)

English (ENG)

Domain 1:
Language Acquisition &

Early Exposure

I'maBHO nuTame 1:
Moxewm a1 Aa HcIpHyall
KaKo CH Hay4Ho/Ja CPICKU

3HakoBHH je3uk (C3J)?

IMoagnurama:

« Kaga cu mpBu myt
noueo/la  J1a  KOPHUCTHUIL
3HAKOBHHU je3UK?

* Ko Te je Hay4no 3HaKOBHI
jesuk?

* Jla 11 ce 3HAKOBHH jE€3UK
KOpHCTH KoJ Kyhie?

. Ja

pasroBapatd ca JbyAUMa

I je  TEUIKO
KOjH HE 3Hajy 3HAKOBHU

jesuk?

Main Question 1:
Can you tell me how you
learned  Serbian

Language (SSL)?

Sign

Sub-questions:

» When did you first start
using sign language?

* Who taught you sign
language?

* Is sign language used at
home?

o Is it hard to talk to
people who do not know

sign language?

I'naBHO nuTame 1:
MoskeTe Sl OITUCATH CBOje
HCKYCTBO OfIpacTama Y3
CPIICKM 3HAKOBHHU jE3WMK
(C3))?

IMongnurama:

* Kama cre npsu myr
Hayyumu C3J?

* Jla mu ce C3J xopHuCTHO Y
Bamem pomy, wmu cte
MOpaIM Jla Ta Hay4yuTe
W3BaH nopoauLe?

* Kako je yuewe C3J
00IMKOBAIIO BaIy
WHTEpaKLHjy ca Apyruma’?
* AKO CTe TPBO Hay4WIH
TOBOPHHU CPIICKH, KaKo je
H3ITIENa0

C3J?

Ipejiazak  Ha

Main Question 1:

Can you describe your
experience of growing up
with Serbian
Language (SSL)?

Sub-questions:

Sign

* When did you first learn
SSL?
e Was SSL used in your

home, or did you have to
learn it outside the
family?

e How did learning SSL
shape your interaction
with others?

e If you first learned
spoken Serbian, what was

the transition to SSL like?

Domain 2:
Deaf Identity & Self-

Perception

I'maBHO nuTame 2:

Kako ce ocehamr xanma
KOPHCTHII 3HAKOBHH
jesuk?

IMoanmuTama:

* Jla 11 TH je IpHjaTHO Kaza

pasroBapail  3HaKOBHHM
jesukom?

e Jla mm Boymm ga
pasroBapamr ca JpyrHM
I'myBum  Jpymuma  Ha
3HAKOBHOM je3HKy?

e Jla nu TH je dakme naa
TIOKaXKEIIT ocehama
3HAKOBHUM JE3MKOM HIIH

roBOpOM/IIHCabeM?

Main Question 2:
How do you feel when you

use sign language?

Sub-questions:

* Do you feel comfortable
when talking in sign
language?

* Do you like talking to
other Deaf people in sign
language?

* Is it easier for you to
express feelings through
sign language or through

speech/writing?

ImaBHO nuTame 2:

Kako kopumihieme C3J

obmukyje Bam  ocehiaj
uaeHTuTeTa kao [IyBe
ocobe?

Tlonnurama:

* Jla tu GucTe peKiH 1a je
C3J 3a Bac BuIIE O]
jesuka? Kako?

e Jla mu cre ce HWKajxa
ocehanu gpyraumje on
npyrux [myBux ocoba Ha
OCHOBY  TOra  KOJIMKO
xopucture C3J?
e Jla o ce ocehare

MOBE3aHO Ca  [IHPOM
3ajeqHUIIOM [J1yBHX 300T

C3J?

Main Question 2:

How does using SSL
of

identity as a Deaf person?

shape your sense

Sub-questions:

* Would you say that SSL
is more than a language to
you? How?

e Have you ever felt
different from other Deaf
people based on how
much you use SSL?

* Do you feel connected to

broader Deaf

the
community because of

SSL?
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Thematic Domain

Group 1: Children (7-18 yrs)

Group 2: Adults (19+ yrs)

Domain 3:
Deaf Community

Dynamics & Peer

I'maBHO nuTame 3:

Kapga ymosmam  gpyry

I'myBy nery, kako Hajuemrhe

Main Question 3:
When you meet other Deaf

children, how do you

I'maBHO nuTame 3:
Ha 1mm cre ce wuKaga

ocehanu BHIlle WM Mambe

Main Question 3:
Have you ever felt more or

less accepted in the Deaf

Acceptance pasrosapare? usually talk to each other? | npuxBaheHuM y | community based on the
3ajennuu  [nmyBux  Ha | way you use SSL?
OCHOBy HayWHa Ha KOjH
xopucture C3J?
Moanurama: Sub-questions: Hoxnurama: Sub-questions:
* Jla nu cBa I'myBa meua | * Do all Deaf children use |+ Jla nu cre ynosHanu | * Have you met other Deaf
KOpHUCTE 3HAKOBHHU je3UK Ha | sign language in the same | npyre ['tyBe ocobe koje cy | people who had
UCTH HauuH? way? umane  noremkoha y | communication
e« Jla mm cu Hekama|e Have you ever met|KOMyHUKAIHjU 30or | difficulties due to different
yIo3Hao/la  HEKora Ko | someone who uses | pa3IMYMTUX HuBoa | levels of SSL proficiency?
KOPUCTH npyraauje | different signs? sewtuHe C3J? * Have you ever felt
3HaKoBe? * Do you like it when |+ Jla nu cte ukana ocehanu | pressure to use spoken
* Jla tu TH ce nonana Kajia | hearing people learn sign | nputucak na kopuctute | Serbian instead of SSL?
qyjyhu jbyau yue 3HakoBHU | language? TOBOPHU CpIICKU yMmecTo | * How do you feel about
jesuk? C3J? hearing people learning
« Kako ce ocehare|SSL?
MOBOOM TOra Aa uyjyhu
pyam yue C3J?
Domain 4: I'naBHO nuTame 5: Main Question 5: I'naBHO muTame 4: Main Question 4:

Legal Recognition &
Language Policy

Jla 1 cu Hekaja BUIEO/Ta

3HAKOBHHU jesmc Ha
TCHCBI/I3I/IjI/I, Yy HIKOJIW WU

Ha JIPYrHuM MecThMa?

Hoanurama:

* Kako cum ce ocehao/ma
Kaja Cu TO Buaeo/na?

e Jla mu mucomm ga Ou
Tpebasio ga Oyne Bwie
3HAKOBHOT  je3Wka  Ha
TEJICBU3UjH WJIN Y HIKOJIU?
e I'me Ou BoONEO/NMa na
BUJIMII BHIE 3HAKOBHOT

jesuka?

Have you ever seen sign
language on television, at

school, or in other places?

Sub-questions:

* How did you feel when
you saw that?

* Do you think there
should be more sign
language on television or
in school?

» Where would you like to

see more sign language?

Kako ce ocehare moBomom
CTymnama Ha CHary 3akoHa
0 ymoTrpeOW 3HAaKOBHOT

jesuxa 2015. roqune?

Toanurama:

e Jla 1M je mpu3HaBambe
C3J mpoMeHUII0 HemTo y
BallleM CBAKOHEBHOM
JKHBOTY?

e Mucimre 1m na je

MPU3HAKE 3HAYAjHO WIIH
ce YUHU BHIIIE
CHUMOOIMYHUM?

* MosxeTe Jii 1aTi IpuMep
kako ce C3J mompxaBa
(wm  He moapKaBa) y

jaBHHM mpocTopuMa?

How do you feel about the
entry into force of the Law
Use of Sign

on the

Language in 2015?

Sub-questions:

* Has the recognition of
SSL changed anything in
your daily life?
e Do you think the
recognition is meaningful
or does it seem more
symbolic?

» Can you give an example
of how SSL is supported
(or not supported) in

public spaces?
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Thematic Domain

Group 1: Children (7-18 yrs)

Group 2: Adults (19+ yrs)

Domain 5:

ImaBHO nNuTame 6:

Main Question 6:

I'maBHO muTame 5:

Main Question 5:

Institutional, School & |/la mu mxoma u xpyra|Do school and other|la mm cmarpare pa|Do you consider state
Policy Support MecTa mnomaxy IimyBuM |places help Deaf people | npxaBHe nonutuke | policies to support the use
JbymuMa  Ja  KOpHCTe | use sign language? nozpxasajy kopumhewe | of SSL in public life? Why
3HAKOBHHU je3UK? C3J y jaBHoM xwuBOTY? | OF Why not?
3amro unu 3amro He?
Moanurama: Sub-questions: Hoxnurama: Sub-questions:
* lla nu y wmkomu uma|e Are there teachers or|e* Jla mu cte npumerwnu |« Have you noticed
HACTAaBHMKa WIIM TyMaua | interpreters at school who | npomene y | changes in accessibility
KOjH 3Hajy 3HAKOBHU je3uk? | know sign language? MIPUCTYIAYHOCTU (interpreters, legal rights,
e Jla mu je mako nobutu |e Is it easy to get help | (npeBogmony, npaBHa | education, public
nomoh kazia pasroBapati ca | when you talk to hearing | npaBa, oOpa3zoBame, jaBHE | services)?
gyjyhum spyauma? people? ycnyre)? e What challenges still
« IlIta 61 momoryio na Oyne | * What would help make |+ Koju w3a3oBu u nasee | exist when you use SSL in
nakuie ['myBoj neuu? things easier for Deaf|nocToje Kaga KOpPHCTHTE | everyday situations?
children? C3)] 'y cBakogHeBHHM | * [f you could propose one
cutyaujama? change in policies related
« Kama Oucre mommm 1a|to SSL, what would it be?
MPE/JIOKUTE jenHy
MPOMEHY Y MOJUTHKaMa
BeszanuM 3a C3J, koja Ou
TO Oma?
Domain 6: I'naBHO nuTame 7: Main Question 7: I'naBHO muTame 6: Main Question 6:
Communication Ja ym je mako wim tewiko | Is it easy or difficult to talk | Konnko YeCcTo ce | How often do you face

Barriers with Hearing

Population

pasroBaparu ca 4yjyhum

Jpyauma’?

Hoanurama:
* V KOjUM cHUTyauujama je

KOMYHHKaIl1ja HajTexa?

 Kako wuyjyhm mymn
pearyjy Kkaza Buue Ja
KOPUCTHIII 3HaKOBHU
jesuk?

« [IITa momaxe 1a ce 6osbe

pasymere?

to hearing people?

Sub-questions:

» In which situations is
communication hardest?

* How do hearing people
react when they see you
using sign language?

*  What helps you
understand each other

better?

cyouaBaTe ca nperpexama
y KOMyHHMKalMju Kaja
KOMYHHUIIApATE ca

4yjyhinm ocobama?

Toanurama:

* Koje cy Hajuemthe
CUTyalje y KOojuMa je
KOMYHHUKalja Tenka?

* Kako wuyjyhu Jspynu
pearyjy

cxBare j1a kopucture C3J?

00HUYHO Kaja
* Jla nu cre MPUMETHIH
HeKa Mo0OJbIIamha TOKOM

roguHa?

communication barriers
when communicating with

hearing individuals?

Sub-questions:

e What are the most
common  situations in
which communication is
difficult?

* How do hearing people
usually react when they
realize you are using SSL?
* Have you noticed any

improvements over the

years?
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Thematic Domain

Group 1: Children (7-18 yrs)

Group 2: Adults (19+ yrs)

Domain 7:
Future Perspectives,
Media Representation &

Inclusion

I'naBHO nuTame 8:

Illta 6u Bomeo/ma ma ce
npomenu y OyayhHoctu 3a
I'myBe Jsbyne U 3HAKOBHHU

je3uk?

IToanurama:

« Jla tu 61 Guio 1o6po 1a
BHIIIE JbYIH Hay4H
3HAKOBHH je3HK?

* Jla 1 6u Tpebaio na mma
BUIIIE TyMaya?

¢ IllTa OW yYUHHUIO KHBOT

nakmuM 3a [ryBy neimy?

Main Question 8:

What would you like to see
change in the future for
Deaf people and sign
language?

Sub-questions:

» Would it be good if more
people  learned  sign
language?

» Should there be more
interpreters?

* What would make life

easier for Deaf children?

I'maBHO muTame 7:
Kako ce ocehare xana
BUJIUTE

C3J

IPECTaBIbABE
y MeIumjuMa WiId

jaBHHM TpocTopuma’?

Ioanurama:

* Mucnure mu ga je C3J
MPE/ICTaB/beH Ha HAYUH
KOjU je TIOLITOBaH H
TavyaH?

* Koje mnpomene Oucre
BOJICNIM Ja BHAUTE Y
HauMHy Ha koju ce C3J

npukasyje uyjyhuma?

Main Question 7:

How do you feel when you
see the representation of
SSL in media or public

spaces?

Sub-questions:
e Do you think SSL is
represented in a way that
is respectful and
accurate?

* What changes would you
like to see in how SSL is
to

displayed hearing

people?
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SECTION B: Analytical Matrix Mapping Field Instruments to Research Hypotheses

This matrix aligns the empirical data collection instruments - qualitative interview guides across age

cohorts and the hearing population pilot survey items - strictly across the three core research

hypotheses of the PhD dissertation.

Hypothesis

Mapped Qualitative Interview Questions

Mapped Quantitative Survey Variables

Hypothesis 1:
Recognition of SSL & Identity

Children Guide: Q1 (Learning SSL & family
usage), Q2 (Feelings & comfort when signing),
Q5 (Sign
society/TV/school)

Adult Guide: Ql
transition to SSL), Q2 (SSL shaping sense of
identity), Q4 (Impact &
substantive value of 2015 SSL Law), Q7

language visibility in
(Early acquisition &

symbolic  vs.

(Representation of SSL in media and public

spaces)

Hearing Pilot Survey: Q5-Q9 (Awareness of
legal status, public visibility, self-rated SSL

knowledge, promotion channels)

Hypothesis 2:
Accessibility, Resources &

Institutional Support

Children Guide: Q6

teacher/interpreter availability, needed help for

(School  support,
Deaf children), Q8 (Future perspectives on
interpreters and structural support)

Adult Guide: Q5 (State policies, interpreter
rights,  accessibility

availability, legal

challenges in public services/education,

proposed policy changes)

Hearing Pilot Survey: Q14-Q16 (Support for

interpreter  funding, non-news interpreted

broadcasts, mandatory workplace interpreters)

Hypothesis 3:
Hearing Attitudes & Policy

Effectiveness

Children Guide: Q3 (In-group peer
interaction, sign variations, hearing people
learning sign), Q7 (Communication barriers
with hearing people, difficult situations,
hearing reactions)

Adult Guide: Q3 (In-group acceptance, sign
proficiency variations, pressure to use spoken
Serbian, hearing people learning SSL), Q6
(Frequency and contexts of communication
barriers with hearing individuals, hearing

reactions, long-term improvements)

Hearing Pilot Survey: Q10-Q13 & Q17

(Curriculum  inclusion, gesture  comfort,

discrimination perception, inclusion

suggestions, course interest)
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SECTION C: Standalone Pilot Questionnaire for the Hearing Population

This section presents the pilot questionnaire designed for hearing respondents. Its primary objective

is to assess hearing individuals’ attitudes, awareness, and perceptions regarding SSL and the Deaf

community in Serbia.

Opemak 1: CBecT 0 CPICKOM 3HAKOBHOM je3UKY

Section 1: Awareness of Serbian Sign Language

IMurame 1:

Ja au 1nyHo no3Hajere Heky LryBy oco0y?

Question 1:

Do you personally know any Deaf person?

O Ha O Yes
O He O No
IMurame 2: Question 2:

Ja au cTe MKaga BUIENH CPICKU 3HAKOBHH je3MK y jaBHHM

Have you ever seen Serbian Sign Language in public spaces?

npocropuma? O Yes

0 Jla O No

O He

Murame 3: Question 3:

Jla ;11 3HaTe Ja je CPICKH 3HAKOBHH je3UK 3BAHMYHO NPU3HAT Yy

Are you aware that Serbian Sign Language is officially

Cpoujun? recognized in Serbia?
O Ja O Yes

O He O No

IMurame 4: Question 4:

Ja am cre MKkaAa MMaIM NPUWIMKY Ja Y4YdTe MJM Ja Oyaere

H3JI0JKEHU CPIICKOM 3HAKOBHOM je3HMKY?

Have you ever had the opportunity to learn or be exposed to

Serbian Sign Language?

O Ja O Yes
O He O No
Murtame 5: Question 5:

Ako je onrosop JIA, rae cte nmaau MmoryhHocT 1a yuuTe uium aa
Oyere M3J10KeHH CPICKOM 3HAKOBHOM je3nKy?

(OtBOpEHO NHTaHE)

If YES, where did you have the opportunity to learn or be
exposed to Serbian Sign Language?

(Open-ended question)

ITurame 6:
Jla Jiu MucJuTe 1a 6U CPIICKH 3HAKOBHH je3HK TPe0aJjio BUIIe 1a

ce npomoBHie?
O Ja

O He

Question 6:
Do you think Serbian Sign Language should be promoted more?

O Yes

O No
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Murame 7:
I'me MucnTe 12 OM CPIICKH 3HAKOBHM je3UK TpedaJio BHIIe J1a ce
npomosuie? (MoskeTe 03HAYNTH BHIIIE OATOBOPA.)

O Hlxone

O JaBHa TeneBu3uja

O pxaBHe UHCTHTYLH]jE
O HpymrBene Mpexe

[0 Paxgna mecra

O Apyro ( )

Question 7:
Where do you think Serbian Sign Language should be promoted

more? (You can check multiple answers.)

O Schools

O Public television
O State institutions
O Social media

O Workplaces

O Other ( )

Iurame 8:

Kako Omcre ouneHWIH CBOjy HH(POPMHCAHOCT O CPICKOM
3HaKoBHOM je3uky? (1 = Hemam HHMKakBo 3Hame, 5 = Beoma
no6po cam ynyhen/a)

O 1 (Hemam HHKAaKBO 3Hame)
a2
O3
O 4

O 5 (Beoma no6po cam ymyhen/a)

Question 8:
How would you rate your level of awareness of Serbian Sign
Language? (1 = No awareness at all, 5 = Very well aware)

O 1 (No awareness at all)
a2
O3
O 4

O 5 (Very well aware)

Onesbak 2: CraBoBu npema 3ajeqnunu LimyBux

Section 2: Attitudes Towards the Deaf Community

Murame 9:
Jla am cmaTpare Ja OM OCHOBHO Y4eHe€ CPIICKOI 3HAKOBHOT

je3uka Tpedasio aa Gyle 1e0 MIKOJICKOTr mporpama?

Question 9:
Do you believe basic Serbian Sign Language instruction should

be part of the school curriculum?

O Ja O Yes
O He O No
Murame 10: Question 10:

KoJinko 6ucre ce ocehanu npujatHo y komyHukanuju ca [iryBom
ocobom kopuctehu recroBe wiau nucanu Tekcr? (1 = Beoma
HenpujaTHo, S = Beoma npujatHo)

O 1 (Beoma HempujaTHO)
a2
O3
O 4

O 5 (Beoma mpujaTHO)

How comfortable would you feel communicating with a Deaf
person using gestures or written text? (1 = Very uncomfortable,
5 = Very comfortable)

O 1 (Very uncomfortable)

o2
O3
O 4

O 5 (Very comfortable)

Murame 11:
Jla 1m BepyjeTe Aa ce KOPMCHHMIIM CPICKOT 3HAKOBHOI je3WKa
cyouaBajy ca quckpumMuHanujom y Cpouju?

O Ha
O He

O Hucawm curypan/Ha

Question 11:
Do you believe Serbian Sign Language users face discrimination
in Serbia?

O Yes
O No

O Not sure
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Murame 12:
IIo Bamem MulLbewy, Kako OH JIpPYWITBO MOINIO OHTH

HHKJIy3UBHHje npema 3ajeqnuuu LnyBux? (OTBOpEeHO MHUTARE)

Question 12:
In your opinion, how could society be more inclusive toward the

Deaf community? (Open-ended question)

Opemak 3: I[losiMTHKA U HHTErpanuja

Section 3: Policy and Integration

Murame 13:
Jla au Oucre moap:kaau mosehano ¢uHaHCHpame Jp:KaBHUX

NPEeBOAUIAYKHX YC/IYyra 32 CPICKH 3HAKOBHHU je3UK?

Question 13:
Would you support increased state funding for Serbian Sign

Language translation/interpreting services?

O Ha O Yes
O He O No
Iurame 14: Question 14:

Jla Jm cTe MKaga BuUAeaW jaBHU dorahaj wiam TeneBU3MjcKHM

nporpaMm ca TyMauYemh€éM Ha CPICKH 3HAKOBHHU je3m< OCHUM

Have you ever seen a public event or TV program with Serbian

Sign Language interpretation other than the news?

BeCcTH? O Yes

O Ja O No

O He

Murtame 15: Question 15:

Jla 1u MucauTe ga 60U KoMnaHuje TpedaJio 1a Oyny odaBe3He Ja

o00e30ee TymMauewe CPICKOI 3HAKOBHOI je3uka 3a I[uyBe

Do you think companies should be required to provide Serbian

Sign Language interpretation for Deaf employees?

3amocjeHe? O Yes

O Ja O No

O He

Murame 16: Question 16:

Ja au Oucte OMiIM 3aMHTEPECOBAHM 32 KPATKH YBOIHH Kypc

CPIICKOT 3HAKOBHOT je3uka?

Would you be interested in taking a short introductory Serbian

Sign Language course?

O Ja O Yes
O He O No

Onesbak 4: Jlemorpadcku nogamu Section 4: Demographic Data
Murame 17: Question 17:

Koje cte crapocue 106u?

What age group do you belong to?

O 18-25 O 18-25

O 26-35 O 26-35

O 36-45 O 36-45

O 46-55 0 46-55

O 56+ O 56+
IMurame 18: Question 18:

Koju je Bam moa?
O Myuku

O XKencku

O Jpyro

[0 He xenum aa ce uzjacHUM

What is your gender?
O Male

O Female

O Other

O Prefer not to answer
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IMurame 19:

MecTto pohema: (OTBOpeHO MUTARkE)

Question 19:
Place of birth: (Open-ended question)

IMuramwe 20:

MecTto ctanoBama: (OTBOPEHO MUTAE)

Question 20:

Place of residence: (Open-ended question)

Murame 21:

IMocaenmu cTeyeHU cTeNeH CTPYYHe cripeme:

O Hynru crenen — be3 3aBpiieHOr 0CHOBHOT 00pa3oBama

O I crenen — OcHOBHA 1IKOJIA

O II crenen — Ctpy4HO ocriocoO/baBame

[ III crenen — Tporoxnuiiimba cpeiba MIKoa

O IV crenen — YeTBOPOrOAUIIKHA CPe/IEba KON

OV crenen — CrierujanucTuike CTyauje

O VI crenen — OcHOBHE aKaJeMCKe CTyauje

O VII crenien — Macrtep/mMarucrapcke/CrielijaliCTHIKE CTYAU]e

O VII crenen — [lokTopcke cTyauje

Question 21:

Highest level of education attained:

O Level 0 — No completed education

O Level I — Primary school

O Level II — Vocational training

O Level III — Three-year secondary education
O Level IV — Four-year secondary education
O Level V — Specialist studies

O Level VI — Bachelor’s degree

O Level VII — Master’s/Magister/Specialist studies
O Level VIII — Doctoral (PhD) studies
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Ilpunoe 1.

H3jaBa 0 ayTopcTBY

HNme u npe3ume ayropa Ana J[. JoBanoBuh

Bpoj ungexca 2021/30043

HU3jaBbyjem
J1a je JOKTOpCKa JUcepTalija moj HacJI0BOM

The Silent Dialogue: Exploring Language Identity and Language Policy and Planning in the Serbian

Sien Language Community (Heuyjuu nwmjanor: VcrpakuBame j€3MUKOr MJIEHTUTETA U J€3UYKE

[IOJIMTHKE U IUIAHUPAKHA V 3a]€IHUIN KOja Ce CIIYKU 3HAKOBHUM je3ukoM v CpOuin)

® pe3yiTar CONCTBEHOT UCTPAKUBAYKOT PAJIa;

e Ja AucepTranyja y HeJMHU HU Y JIeIOBUMa HUje Omiia IpeaIoKeHa 3a CTULAE IPYyTe TUILIOME
peMa CTYIN]CKUM NPOrpaMUMa JAPYTHUX BUCOKOIIKOJICKUX YCTAaHOBA;

® J1a Cy pe3yJITaTH KOPEKTHO HABEJEHU U

e Jla HUCaM KpIInja ayTopCcKa MpaBa U KOPUCTUIIA UHTEJIEKTYaIHy CBOJUHY JPYTHUX JIUIIA.

IMornuc ayropa

VY beorpany,




Ilpunoe 2.

N3jaBa 0 MCTOBETHOCTH IITAMIIAHE U €JIEKTPOHCKE Bep3Hje JOKTOPCKOI pajaa

HNme u npe3ume aytopa: Aua JI. JoBanoBuh

Bpoj unaexca: 2021/30043

Cryanjcku nporpam: Je3uk, KibKEBHOCT U KYJITYpa

Hacnos paaa:_The Silent Dialogue: Exploring Language Identity and Language Policy and Planning in

the Serbian Sign Language Community (Heuyjuu nmjanor: McTpaxupame je3UYKOT

HUACHTUTECTA U ieBI/I‘IKe MNOJHUTHUKE U IJIaHHWpAmka Yy 3aieIlHHIlI/I KOia C€ CJIYXXH 3HAKOBHHUM

je3ukoM y Cpoujn)

MenTop: npod. ap Jenena @ununosuh, penosHa npodecopka

U3jaBibyjem na je mrammnana Bep3uja MOT JOKTOPCKOT pajia HCTOBETHA EIEKTPOHCKO] BEP3HUjH KOjy caMm

npenana paau noxpamuBama y Jlururannom penosuropujymy YHuBep3uteTa y beorpany.

Jo3BosbaBaMm Ja ce 00jaBe MOjH JIMYHU MOAAIM BE3aHU 3a JOOH]jambe akaJeMCKOT Ha3uBa JIOKTOpa HayKa,

Kao IITO Cy UME U MIPe3nMe, ToJIMHA U MECTO pohera 1 JaTyMm og0paHe paja.

OBu 1MYHU nmoganmu MoOry ce O6jaBI/ITI/I Ha MpPCKHUM CTpaHHLaMa JUTUTAIHE 6I/I6J'II/IOT6KC, y

€JIEKTPOHCKOM KaTajiory M y mybiaukanujama YHusep3urtera y beorpany.

IMoTrnuc ayropa

VY Beorpany,




Ilpunoe 3.

H3jaBa o kopumhemy

Ognamthyjem YHuBep3urtercky Oubnmnoreky ,,CBero3ap MapkoBuh” na y JUruTagHu peno3uTopujyMm

VHusep3ureta y beorpany yHece M0jy JOKTOPCKY AMCEPTaLUjy MO HACIOBOM:

The Silent Dialogue: Exploring Language Identity and Language Policy and Planning in the Serbian

Sien Language Community (Heuyjuu nmjanor: McrTpakuBame j€3MUKOr MJIEHTUTETA Y J€3UYKE

[OJIMTHUKE U IUIAHUPAKA V 3a]€IHULM KOja CE CIYKH 3HAKOBHUM je3ukoM y Cpoujn)

KO0ja je MOje ayTOPCKO JIEJIO.

Hucepranujy ca CBUM Npuiio3uMa IMpefalia caM y eJIeKTPOHCKOM ¢opmary HOTOAHOM 3a TPajHO

apXUBHpAmbE.

Mojy IOKTOpPCKY TUCepTalnjy noxpameny y JururarHom peno3utopujymy YHUBep3uteTa y beorpamy
U JIOCTYIHY Y OTBOPEHOM HpPHUCTYIy MOy Ja KOPUCTE CBM KOjJU MOILITYjy onpende cajapikaHe y

onabpanom tuny aunenne Kpearusne 3ajennune (Creative Commons) 3a K0jy caM ce OfTy4ua.

1. Ayropctso (CC BY)

AytopctBo — HekomepijainHo (CC BY-NC)

AyTopcTBO — HeKomepiHjainHo — 6e3 nmpepana (CC BY-NC-ND)

AyTOpCTBO — HEKOMeEpIIHjaTHO — nenauTu noj uctum yciaosuma (CC BY-NC-SA)

AytopctBo — 6e3 pepana (CC BY-ND)

S

AytopctBo — aenutH nox uctuM yenosuma (CC BY-SA)

(Monumo 1a 3a0Kpy>KUTE caMo jeAHY O] IIECT MOoHyheHux nuieHnu. Kparak onuc JUIEHIH je cacTaBHU

JIe0 OBE U3jaBe).

IMoTrnuc ayropa

VY Beorpany,




1. AyropcTBo. [[03BOJbaBaTe yMHOXKaBame, MUCTPUOYIM]y M jaBHO CAOMINTaBame Jea,
npepajie, ako ce HaBelle UMe ayTopa Ha HauuH ofpeleH ox cTpaHe ayTopa WU AaBaolia JIUIICHIIE,

Yak U y koMmepuujainae cpxe. OBo je Hajcia0001HUja Ol CBUX JIMLCHIIH.

2. AyTopcTBO — HekoMepuujaaHo. Jlo3BospaBare yMHOXaBame, MUCTPUOYLIM]Y U JaBHO
CaolIlTaBamkEe Jela, U Mpepajie, ako ce HaBeJe MMe ayTopa Ha HauuH ojpeheH on cTpaHe aytopa

WK JaBaolla JUICHIIC. Oga JIMIICHIIa HC 103BOJbaBa KOMepL[I/IjaJ'IHy yrIOTpe6y JAciia.

3. AyTopcTBO — HeKOMepUHjaJHOo — 0e3 mpepaaa. J[03BoJbaBaTe YMHOKABAKE, TUCTPUOYIIH]Y
Y jaBHO CaOIIIITaBamke JieNa, 6e3 MpoMeHa, IpeoOIMKOBamka MK YIoTpeOe J1ena y CBOM JIelTy, aKo
ce HaBeZle MMe ayTopa Ha Ha4MH oapeheH oa cTpaHe ayTopa Wi JaBaoua Juienne. OBa auneHna
HE JI03B0JbaBa KOMEPIIMjaIHy yrnoTpeOy ena. Y 0JJHOCY Ha CBE OCTaJIe JIUIEHIIC, OBOM JIUIICHIIOM

ce orpannyaBa Hajehu oOuM mpaBa Kopuihema Jena.

4. AyTOpPCTBO — HEKOMEPUMjaJIHO — JeJUTH IMOJ HCTUM YycaoBuMma. Jlo3BosbaBare
YMHOXXaBambe, TUCTPUOYIIH]y U jaBHO CAOIIITaBame JIeja, U Mpepajie, ako ce HaBelIe UMe ayTopa
Ha Ha4YMH oJipeh)eH o/ cTpaHe ayTopa WM J1aBaolia JUIEHIIE U aKo Ce Ipepajia TMCTpudyurpa moj
WCTOM WJIM CIIMYHOM JuieHnoM. OBa JIMIIEHIIa HE JO3BOJhaBa KOMEPIHjaATHY yrnoTpedy jaena u

npepaja.

5. AyrtopcTBo — 6e3 mpepana. /[03BoJbaBaTe yMHOKABAHE, TUCTPUOYIIN]Y U JABHO CAOIIITABAE
nena, 0e3 mpoMeHa, MpeoOIMKOBaka WM YIOTpeOe esia y CBOM JIeITy, aKo CE€ HaBe/Ie UMe ayTopa
Ha HaynH ofapeheH ox crpaHe aytopa wiM JaBaona JuieHmne. OBa JIHMIEHIA J03BOJhAaBa

KOMEpIIHjaJIHy yroTpeOy Jena.

6. AyTOpcTBO — JeJIMTH NOJ MCTUM YycJOBUMA. /[03BosbaBaTe yMHOXaBamwe, TUCTPUOYLIH]Yy U
JAaBHO CaoIIITaBame JIeJ1a, U IIpepaje, ako ce HaBele UMe ayTopa Ha HauMH ozapehen on crpane
ayTopa WM JJaBaola JIMIEHIIE U aKo ce ITpepaia AMCTpUOyHpa Moy UCTOM MU CITMYHOM JIMIIEHIIOM.
OBa nMIeHIa J103BOJbaBa KOMEpLHUjaIHy ynoTpeOy nena u npepaga. CianuHa je copTBEpCKUM

JIMeHIiaMa, OAHOCHO JIMICHIIaMa OTBOPCHOTI" KOAa.



