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 The Deaf of Ethiopia 

 The Ethiopian Sign Language Community  
The Deaf of Ethiopia live similarly to any other person within their given 
cultures, but are cut off from meaningful interaction with them. The vast 
majority of deaf Ethiopians, who live in rural areas, spend their lives in 
extreme isolation. They are looked down upon as mentally deficient and 
evil because of their lack of speech. In many places they are misunderstood 
as being a result of sinful behavior, or some form of supernatural curse. 
They are not seen as suitable marriage partners and may even result in the 
entire family’s loss of status. For this reason they are frequently sheltered 
even further from the outside world and communicate only with their 
families or those close to them through small amounts of writing or signing, 
if they are able. 

In towns more awareness has been generated regarding the deaf. Many 
parents are eager to send their children to schools, although the resources 
available are not sufficient for the number of potential students. 
missionaries, and more so lately, the government, have established several 
schools for the deaf. In more recent years clubs for the deaf have formed in 
some towns, helping the deaf to be less isolated and allowing sign language 
to be brought into use. 

Sign language was first taught in Ethiopia by American missionaries and 
is based on American Sign Language (ASL) and Signed English. It has 
been modified to suit Ethiopian culture but may still be intelligible with 
ASL. Much development is needed for resources in Ethiopian Sign 
Language and for the language itself. 

At the two schools that are boarding schools and also in the capital city 
there are groups of believers. It seems that the deaf are open to the Gospel, 
if they are fortunate enough to know someone who can communicate it to 
them. It is also of significance that, in their desperation, Muslim families 
are willing to send their deaf children to Christian-run schools. This is a 
people group in need of someone willing to reach out to them. 

Primary Religion:   

 Christian, Muslim  
__________________________________________________ 

Disciples (Matt 28:19): 

 1% 
__________________________________________________ 

Churches: 

 3 
__________________________________________________ 

Scripture Status (Matt 28:20): 

 No Scripture 
__________________________________________________ 

Population (date): 

 About 590,000 (2013) 

 or 7 in 1,000 

__________________________________________________ 
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Have They Heard the Gospel? 

 

 
Hindrances to Scripture Use  No Scriptures exist in the mother tongue. Any other Scriptures 

      are either difficult to obtain or in a language in which the Deaf 

      are not adequately bilingual. 

Pastors/Evangelists to population             5:200,000 

Missionaries to Population                        10:200,000 

Who is Jesus Christ to them?  51 % would call themselves Christian 

Have Jesus as Their God and Savior 1% 

Believe Jesus is a Prophet, Good Man         

 But not the Only Savior  5% 

Believe in Their Local, Traditional         

 Religion    30% 

Have Not Heard Who Jesus is  50% 

Response to the Gospel   In the few places, such as schools, where the Gospel has been 

      shared, the response has been very positive. It is likely that the 

      nominal religions (Orthodox Christianity, Islam) of most of the 

      Deaf have not been explained to them, due to the lack of ability 

      to communicate beyond simple, everyday things. 

Are Cross-Cultural           

 Missionaries Needed?   There is much interest in assistance, specifically in the area of 

      training nationals to work with sign language. Expertise is  

      needed for the development of materials/media for the Deaf. 

      Education is an area that could use a lot of help. Teachers are 

      unaware of how to teach “literacy” in sign language, and the 

      general lack of awareness regarding the Deaf makes education 

      particularly difficult. As the Deaf are generally part of larger 

      communities/people groups, many of their needs would depend 

      on the local situations in which they are living. Evangelists or 

      other religious workers who know how to communicate well 

      with deaf people could definitely be put to good use, but  

      reaching more than a few people at a time might be difficult, 

      because of the  way that the Deaf are spread out through the 

      whole country. 

Number of Christian Congregations        

 Serving Group    3 

Number of communities   Addis Ababa, Hosaina, Nekemte (three major Deaf  population 

      centers)  
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Do They Have the Word of God         

 Translated?    No, no part of the Bible has been video-recorded in  

      Ethiopian Sign Language. There is an English Bible from  

      the U.S. that is edited specifically for the Deaf to be able  

      to understand, but using it requires someone who can read  

      fluently in English.  Another problem is that copies are not  

      readily available, as they have to be imported. In at least one of 

      the locations where there is a community of believers, this is 

      the version from which they develop standard signing for  

      memory verses. 

Any Hindrances to Scripture          

 Distribution?    Literacy rate is less than 10 %    

 Comment    As mentioned above, there is no “translation” available in  

      Ethiopian Sign Language.  A video Bible translation would be 

      in the heart language of the Deaf. However, it is unlikely at the 

      current time that a video format could be owned and used by 

      any significant percentage of the population, since few have 

      ongoing access to the necessary equipment. Also, it is likely 

      that further development of Ethiopian Sign Language would be 

      needed before a project of this sort could be undertaken,  

      specifically in the area of vocabulary. It should be noted  

      that a dictionary project is underway and may create some  

      progress in the standardization and expansion of sign language 

      in Ethiopia. As for the (American) English translation for the 

      Deaf, it does have the possibility of working in a group  

      context, but there are few opportunities like this for the average 

      deaf Ethiopian. Ethiopian Sign Language is based on ASL, so 

      if a user of Ethiopian Sign Language is signing along according 

      to the grammar of the text in this Bible it should be basically 

      intelligible to the “watchers”, if not completely natural sign 

      language. 

What Other Forms of Gospel         

 Presentations are Available?  Literature: Yes 

 Comment    A very small percentage of the members of the Deaf  

      community are bilingual in various languages that have  

      translations of the Bible. The Amharic Bible would probably 

      be the widest-reaching book currently in print, but most of  

      those with knowledge of Amharic consider the language  

      difficult, and have low levels of reading comprehension. 
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Group Description 

 

 
Population            
 Comment    When we speak about Deaf people as opposed to deaf people, 

      we’re making the distinction of , among other things, their  

      language of preference. Simply stated, Deaf people identify 

      with the Deaf culture and use that signed language; deaf people 

      do not and prefer to use the spoken language.  

      Estimating the population of a Deaf community is difficult.  

      Quite honestly, no one knows how many Deaf there are in a 

      given country. However, some generalities seem to hold  

      true. In 1st world nations (like the US) 1-2 people in 1000 are 

      Deaf; in those nations that are considered “2nd world”, 3-4  

      people per 1000 are Deaf; in 3rd world nations, the numbers 

      are much higher: 6-8 people per 1000 are Deaf. Again, this is 

      an estimation only. There is absolutely no quantifiable  

      documentation to support these numbers. But, they are the best 

      we know. Note that the estimated number of deaf is larger than 

      the number of those who learn sign language, becoming part of 

      the Deaf community. Some children's parents do not have the 

      funds to send their child to a deaf school and some of these  

      children never encounter others with whom to communicate. 

      Almost all deaf children are born to hearing parents. Instead 

      these children grow and work at home where they use gestures 

      and sounds but do not have a true language. The number of  

      these is unknown. 

Language/Linguistic/Literacy                         

Primary Language    Ethiopian Sign Language 

Attitude towards mother tongue       Very receptive 

Monolingual                                     Greater than 90%     

 Comments:              Ethiopian Sign Language is based on ASL and Signed English. 

      About 25% of the signs have been modified to suit Ethiopian 

      culture, but it may still be intelligible with ASL. Also, it is  

      known to adapt to changes more easily and with greater  

      inter-comprehension than a spoken language. By 2007 the  

      Ethiopian National Association for the Deaf (ENAD) hopes to 

      have completed a dictionary project that will standardize sign 

      language in Ethiopia. 

Second Languages   Amharic, English and other languages depending on the area 

Linguistically related   American Sign Language (ASL) 

Adult Literacy    Less than 10% 
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Literacy Attitude    It is especially difficult for the Deaf to learn to read and write, 

      but in many cases it is their most viable method of   

      communication with the hearing world and therefore a  

      necessity. 

Economics                  
Occupation    Many deaf people work on their parents’ farms or other  

      agricultural-type work. It is extremely difficult for deaf people 

      to find work out side the home, even for those who are  

      educated. 

Community Development                       

Health Care    Fair—the government is said to offer free health services to 

      any deaf person who cannot afford them. However, the scope 

      of availability of these services is unknown and not likely to be 

      widespread. 

Society                     

Neighbor Relations   Communication with hearing people is extremely limited for 

      most deaf people. Families with deaf children experience  

      shame because of the evil/curse association. There is the possi

      bility of the entire family’s chances for good marriage partners 

      and positions in the community being taken away. For this rea

      son many deaf children are kept hidden. 

      forming an “us vs. them” mentality. 

Cultural Change Pace              Medium 

Identification with Nat'l Culture   Integrated (somewhat) 

Self Image     Depressed 

Local Lang Broadcasting    ETV, the Ethiopian television network, has a news program 

      signed for the Deaf on Saturday mornings and occasionally  

      has signed segments during coverage of important events. 

Attitude to Outsiders                  Very receptive 

Attitude to Changes                   Very receptive 

Education/Youth                
Primary Schools    There are 13 proper Deaf schools and 66 “units”, a division of 

      a regular school with special classes for deaf students. 

Primary School Enrollment   2-3% of eligible students 

Secondary Schools   The Deaf school in Hosaina goes through the 10th grade. One 

      hearing secondary school in Addis Ababa offers interpreters for 

      deaf students.  A few other Deaf schools may go through the 

      8th grade. 

Language of Instruction   Amharic, Oromo, English – varies from area to area, but  

      Ethiopian Sign Language is almost never used as the primary 

      language of instruction. If it is used at all, the teacher signs  

      along with English or Amharic grammar. 
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Language of Textbooks    Amharic, English and/or Oromo 

Problems     Most students are not enrolled in school.  Many are believed to 

      be mentally handicapped or incapable of learning. There are 

      not enough schools, teachers or supplies. The quality of  

      education is very poor. 

Greatest Needs    Teacher training is very much needed. Teachers with no  

      knowledge of sign language or how to teach the Deaf are as 

      signed to Deaf schools or to classes with deaf students in them. 

      Materials such as textbooks and visual aids would be helpful.

 Comments     The government’s policy has been that deaf students should be 

      integrated after 4th grade into classes with hearing students. As 

      a result, there have not been secondary schooling opportunities  

      specifically for the Deaf. Most of the students who were          

      integrated into a hearing classroom were not able to cope and  

      subsequently dropped out. The government now recognizes 

      that this policy is not ideal for deaf students and does not  

      include this in their recommendations any longer. Most  

      teachers are either not sufficiently trained or aren’t able to  

      focus much attention on signing in class. A Special Education 

      class is given to all teachers earning their education certificates/

      degrees, but it doesn’t include any specifics on sign language 

      or Deaf culture. 

Religion              

Primary Religion    Ethiopia is 61% Christian, 34% Muslim and the rest Other.  

      There is not enough communication to explain these beliefs to 

      most of the isolated Deaf. It is likely that they observe their 

      family’s religious practices. Those living in urban areas  

      probably understand more about their faith.  
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Status of Christianity 

 

 
Church Growth                

Reached Classification   World A 

Total Believers      1% 

Pastors     3 

Churches     3 

History of Christianity             

Year Began    1960s 

By Whom     American Missionaries 

Significant Events    This is when they opened the first Deaf school, in Addis  

      Ababa.       

 Comments    The government now runs many Deaf schools originally  

      started by missionaries. The Mekane Yesus denomination  

      (EECMY) is heavily involved with at least 2 schools. 

Scripture                    

Translation Status    Secondary 

Available Scripture:   None in first language, Bible in printed form 

Available Form    Printed 

Use of Translation    Hardly at all 

Missions/Churches                         

Organization    Mekane Yesus Church. Runs Deaf schools, has signed  

      services and Sunday school in Addis Ababa 

Total expatriate missionaries  A few teachers at the Hosaina Deaf school 

Total national missionaries  Also teachers at the Deaf schools 

Total local workers           There is at least one evangelist who specifically works among 

      the Deaf, traveling to an occasional event for a Deaf club.

 Comments    There are many organizations in Ethiopia for the disabled or 

      those working among various people groups of which the  

      Deaf are a part, whose services might extend to the Deaf. 

Responsiveness               

Attitude to Christianity   Receptive 

Attitude to Religious Change  Receptive 

Resistance/Receptivity   The Deaf are eager to have someone understand them and  

      explain things to them. They long to fit into a community of 

      people, specifically other deaf people, and these   

      communities are where there are groups of Christians. 
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In areas such as Addis Ababa, Hosaina and Nekemte, the Deaf 

have the opportunity to be involved in a group of deaf 

Protestant Christians through school or church, so those areas 

are where they are concentrated. 

 

Religious Analogies/Bridges  They are very receptive to dramas and use them as a way to 

      pass important information. 


