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In this paper, we reflect on the gap between Dutch Sign Language (NGT) education 

and research, and how to bridge this gap. We offer our perspectives on the role of 

teacher and of researcher. After a brief overview of the current teaching and 

research landscape in the Netherlands, we provide examples of the gap between 

these two domains. Our suggestions are (i) to invest in key figures, who should be 

very familiar with at least the deaf community, NGT teaching practices, and/or 

NGT research, and (ii) for teachers and researchers to cooperate more often.  

 

1 Introduction  

In this paper, we reflect on the gap between research on and teaching of Dutch 

Sign Language (Nederlandse Gebarentaal, NGT), and we explore connecting 

elements between these two domains. Both authors were trained as Dutch Sign 

Language teachers—one is hearing and the other is deaf—and both are involved 

in NGT research in various roles.  

1.1 The emergence of NGT 

Dutch Sign Language is a natural form of communication that has developed over 

time within the Dutch deaf community. For as long as there have been deaf people, 

they have found ways to communicate with each other—long before sign 

languages were formally recognized or taught. These forms of communication 

emerged mainly outside formal settings, such as on school playgrounds, after 

school, at deaf sports events, or during social gatherings. In these informal 

 
* This paper has been written in light of the ACLC Workshop ‘From Theory to Societal Impact: 

How Sign Language Research Promotes Inclusion’. We would like to thank the editors of 

Linguistics in Amsterdam for publishing these workshop proceedings, and Dr. Maartje de 

Meulder for useful comments on an earlier version of this paper. 
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environments, a fully-fledged language emerged, originating from the community 

itself (Dutch Sign Centre, n.d.). We estimate the group of native deaf NGT signers  

to be approximately 10,000 people (Klomp 2021). We now outline the current 

state of NGT education and research in the Netherlands. 

1.2 NGT education in the Netherlands 

There are roughly three types of education available for learning Dutch Sign 

Language in the Netherlands. First, one can take language courses. The initial 

course assumes learners have no prior experience with NGT; it therefore starts at 

the absolute basics. The Dutch Sign Centre, the national expertise centre for NGT, 

has developed a course for the general public that is offered throughout the 

Netherlands by various foundations and companies (including many freelancers). 

Some companies or associations have developed their own courses. For example, 

Kentalis is an organization with its own NGT program consisting of three modules 

(Kentalis, n.d.). The reasons for taking sign language courses are diverse. Some 

people learn NGT out of general interest, others because they work with deaf or 

hard-of-hearing individuals or have a deaf/hard-of-hearing child, and still others 

because they want to learn to communicate in NGT due to their own hearing loss. 

There are also care institutions, such as GGMD voor Doven en Slechthorenden, 

that offer NGT courses which are covered by health insurance in cases of hearing 

loss (GGMD, n.d.). After completing such courses, learners typically master NGT 

at an A1 or A2 level (Common European Framework of Reference for Languages 

(CEFR) indicators, Council of Europe 2020). 

 The second type of education is a curriculum within primary or higher 

education. For example, some primary schools in special education offer NGT 

lessons taught by a subject teacher. It is difficult to specify an end level here 

because students have different starting points, and some are actually first-

language learners. For adults, there are two institutions in the Netherlands where 

language acquisition courses are taught as part of a degree program: the 

University of Amsterdam (Bachelor in Sign Language Linguistics) and the HU 

Utrecht University of Applied Sciences (Bachelor in Dutch Sign Language 

Teacher/Interpreter). If learners successfully complete this pathway, they should 

reach level B1 (University of Amsterdam, n.d.) or level B2 (HU University of 

Applied Sciences Utrecht 2025) (CEFR indicators, Council of Europe 2020).  

 The third type involves online education, where people learn NGT through 

an app or online platform. Ideally, this is combined with a course or a remote NGT 

teacher, so that learners can also use NGT communicatively with other people. 

An example of such an online platform can be found at the company TYD.1 

 
1 https://www.tyd.nl/ 
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 It is important to note that sign language education carries a relatively large 

responsibility for transmitting NGT compared to spoken languages in foreign 

language education. There is no “deaf country” where one can learn NGT, and 

there are relatively many hearing second-language learners compared to deaf or 

hearing first-language users (Cokart et al. 2019; De Meulder 2018; Klomp 2021). 

There are also relatively many hearing NGT teachers, most of whom are second-

language learners themselves (Hinderks et al., forthcoming). Although there is 

already considerable variation within NGT (Klomp 2021), making it difficult to 

speak of a standard variety, differences are sometimes noted between the language 

use of L1 and L2 signers of NGT (see, e.g., Boers-Visker 2020). It is preferable 

to provide NGT education that reflects L1 variation. However, to gain a clear 

picture of what NGT looks like among L1 signers and how people acquire it, more 

research is needed.  

1.3 NGT research in the Netherlands 

Research on NGT takes place at the Dutch Sign Centre, the University of 

Amsterdam, Radboud University Nijmegen, the Max Planck Institute for 

Psycholinguistics in Nijmegen, and HU University of Applied Sciences Utrecht 

(Klomp 2021). At most of these locations, NGT education or its development also 

takes place, which allows us to conclude that there may be interaction between 

NGT research and education at these institutions. However, this does not mean 

that education and research are automatically integrated in these settings. In 

addition, there are many places where NGT is taught without a direct link to NGT 

research. These are the places where the gap between these two areas might be 

most visible. 

2 Implementation of research results into education 

In this section, we discuss several examples of situations where the gap between 

research and education is observed. We then address connecting factors and the 

role of key figures. First, we explain a possible pathway from research findings to 

practice. 

2.1 From research to… practice? 

A research project begins with a research question. Some, more applied, studies 

may be initiated by a societal problem or question, for example, an issue related 

to language education. Other, more theoretical questions are not directly 

connected to practice but arise from a knowledge gap. The research is then carried 

out, the results are analysed, and the conclusions are shared. Traditionally, this 

happens through academic journals. Nowadays, more value is placed on 
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valorisation and dissemination (Vereniging Hogescholen, n.d.), and researchers 

are required to consciously consider in advance what they can do with their 

research results: where and how to share them, and how the gained knowledge 

can be practically applied. Sometimes research findings are picked up by 

mainstream media and shared with a broader audience. For example, research by 

Ortega, Sümer & Özyürek (2017) was featured on Nemo Kennislink (Renckens 

2016), and Klomp’s dissertation received attention in the newspaper Trouw 

(Becker 2021). At Radboud University, efforts have been made to share scientific 

insights about NGT through public websites, with short, popular-science articles, 

and, in additon, signed pieces in NGT.2 At the University of Amsterdam, 

summaries of research findings are shared via social media, often also in NGT3, 

and the Dutch Sign Centre is currently releasing a series of informative videos in 

and about NGT.4 Results are shared in NGT, so that deaf signers can potentially 

gain more knowledge about their own language. Whether this is truly the best 

approach has, to our knowledge, not been studied in the Netherlands, but it is an 

attempt to reduce the gap between the deaf community and research. In addition, 

the question remains whether research findings make their way into NGT teaching 

materials. Below, we discuss several examples of the gap between education and 

research. 

2.1.1 Examples of the gap 

The gap between research and education can already form when formulating a 

research question. For instance, there are studies on phenomena that are useful for 

scientists but whose results are difficult to implement in NGT education – 

consider, for example, studies on how signs and gestures are processed in the 

brain, or studies that specifically aim to verify a theoretical model. On the other 

hand, there are topics that are taught but have hardly been researched. One 

example is second-language acquisition of NGT: How does the acquisition of 

certain grammatical elements actually progress in people learning NGT as a 

second language? Apart from Boers-Visker’s (2020) study on the use of space, 

very little is known about this. Yet, a great deal of grammar teaching takes place 

in the courses and curricula mentioned above. It would be useful to conduct more 

research on this so that the order in which certain elements are introduced to 

learners becomes evidence-based. Research could also be done on the 

effectiveness of certain teaching methods, about which very little is currently 

known. 

 
2 See, e.g., www.gebareninzicht.nl, www.doofgewoon.nl.  
3 See also www.signlab-amsterdam.nl/signopsis.html. 
4 https://www.gebarencentrum.nl/NGTuitgelegd 

http://www.gebareninzicht.nl/
http://www.doofgewoon.nl/
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 Examples of topics that have been researched but are still not widely 

integrated in educational practice include the size of the Dutch deaf community 

and the word order of NGT. In her dissertation, Klomp (2021) estimates that the 

group of native NGT users is at most 10,000 people. However, she did not 

disseminate this finding in other ways than the publication of her thesis, therefore 

limiting her audience to scholars. Meanwhile, other numbers and estimates appear 

in the media that, in our view, are incorrect. This is therefore, in our opinion, an 

example of an area where researchers could make more effort to ensure that this 

kind of knowledge reaches the places where it is needed. 

 Another example concerns the standard word orders in NGT. In the 1990s, 

it was concluded that the standard word order in NGT is S-O-V (Coerts 1994), 

but in 2017, Oomen & Pfau showed that S-V-O is also a frequent word order. 

Although standard teaching materials long maintained S-O-V as the only correct 

word order, our experience is that at least the curricula at the University of 

Amsterdam and the HU University of Applied Sciences have since been adjusted 

to teach and accept both word orders. How this is taught in other materials is 

unknown to us, but it likely also depends on the knowledge of the respective NGT 

teachers. Here lies an important role for facilitating professional development so 

that NGT teachers’ knowledge remains up to date. This is also an opportunity for 

connection, which the next section will explore further. 

2.1.2 Examples of connections 

There are also examples of connections between research and education. One 

example mentioned above is professional development training on research 

findings, specifically aimed at NGT teachers. This is made possible, among 

others, by the Association of Modern Language Teachers (Levende Talen sectie 

Gebarentaal, n.d.). A second example is the SignLab Open Evening, organized by 

the Sign Language department of the University of Amsterdam specifically to 

share research findings in an easy and informal way with the deaf community and 

other people involved (SignLab Amsterdam, n.d.). At both events, NGT is the 

main language of communication, which means that both NGT teachers and deaf 

participants are directly addressed. 

3 Thoughts on cross-pollination  

If there are also possibilities for cooperation and connection, then why is there 

still a gap? From the education side, it is known that many teachers design their 

own materials and/or lessons, but they do not always have access to the latest 

scientific insights. Reasons for this include, for example, that teachers do not 

know where to find these insights, that they are unfamiliar with academic articles 

and therefore cannot easily interpret them, that they do not master the language in 



35 Ulrika Klomp & Marijke Scheffener 

Linguistics in Amsterdam 17,1 (2026) 

which the results are shared (usually English), or that the research findings are not 

publicly available. From the research side, it is not always clear what kind of 

information education might need, and researchers are not always equally familiar 

with valorisation. We therefore believe that so-called key figures have an 

important role to play: people who know how to connect both worlds. These can 

be deaf signers who, in addition to their role as language users, are teachers or 

researchers, or people who are highly familiar with both research and education 

in the field of NGT. An example: The second author noticed in her own language 

use, and within the deaf community, that there is more variation in the formulation 

of questions in NGT than previously stated in theory—and more than she had 

covered in her lessons up to that point. Recent research at the university where 

she works confirms this (see, e.g., Oomen & Roelofsen 2023), and she was able 

to contribute valuable insights to discussions on this topic. She can also effectively 

support the design of linguistic experiments thanks to her NGT proficiency. As a 

deaf NGT teacher, one also play an important role in the exchange between the 

deaf community and education. If the teacher is highly proficient in NGT, they 

can judge whether something feels natural in the language and possibly check 

within the language community. This person can also observe sign language use 

in many diverse contexts. Moreover, deaf teachers can also explain more about 

NGT to other deaf individuals and potentially foster metalinguistic awareness. 

 A second example: At HU University of Applied Sciences Utrecht, several 

people, including the first author, are well acquainted with research on NGT and 

are involved in shaping the NGT curriculum. The latest scientific insights on 

morphological reduplication in NGT (van Boven 2024), for example, are 

therefore easily implemented and spread among the teachers. We therefore 

emphasize that key figures are crucial in bridging the gap between research and 

education. They can bring what they observe in the deaf community into research, 

and what happens in research into education, and the other way around for both 

types of connection. 

4 Conclusion 

We have explained several examples of a well-known issue: the gap between 

education and research. To bridge this gap, we propose investing in key figures, 

as they can initially provide certain knowledge transfer. Ideally, they would also 

create opportunities—or support initiatives—where teachers and researchers can 

meet to discuss needs in both research and education. It is important that findings 

about NGT and the deaf community are checked and shared with each other, and 

that both remain informed about developments in each other’s domain. On to a 

sturdy bridge! 
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