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Visions Deaf Education & Empowerment 

 
Worldwide, more than 1 billion people live with a disability, of which an estimated 80% 
(or 800 million people) reside in the developing world. Aside from the many daily 
struggles faced by billions of people living in developing nations, having a disability 
adds an extra layer of hardship that makes even the most routine activities difficult or 
even impossible. The 2011 WHO/World Bank World Report on Disability lists hearing 
loss and Deafness as the most common disability worldwide and one of the most 
debilitating.  
 
At present, Visions’ work with the Deaf community is focused on Ethiopia – one of the 
least developed and highly impoverished countries in the world with a population of 
more than 103.3 million, ranking 174th globally on the Human Development Index. With 
an estimated 1—2.5 million Deaf and Hard of Hearing Ethiopians nationwide, the 
challenges are massive. Nationwide, an extreme lack of services and opportunities make 
daily life very challenging for the majority of the Deaf community. Regular obstacles 
often include the inability to:  
 

§ access basic information or services   
§ receive an education   
§ communicate with others (including their own 

families and communities)   
§ hold a meaningful job or trade   
§ participate in basic community activities due 

to stigma and social exclusion   
 
Since 2012, international teams of Visions volunteers have been engaging with our local 
colleagues in Ethiopia to help empower local leaders and change-makers to develop the 
necessary infrastructure, awareness, and programs to be able to improve the lives of Deaf 
Ethiopians nationally. Since then, we have taken great strides in developing the 
infrastructure in Bahir Dar to serve the Deaf community: 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
Programmatically, we also worked for the first few years with our local partners in 
offering the following services: 
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§ formal Ethiopian Sign Language instruction 
§ student, teacher, and community/university 

trainings 
§ capacity-building support to local organizations & 

institutions 
§ community education & outreach 
§ scholarships for Deaf young adults 

 
Then in March 2015, Visions, in partnership with the Kal Center for Special Needs, 
established the Visions Model Deafness Center in Bahir Dar – the first comprehensive 
service center in the country specifically focused on the empowerment of the Deaf 
community. The Model Deafness Center is working to provide services in education, 
language (especially Ethiopian Sign Language) development, interpreting, jobs training, 
access to information & services, medical care, mentorship, early childhood education, 
public education & awareness-raising, and connection with other Deaf communities & 
the larger outside world. Collectively, these efforts hold the potential to truly transform 
the lives of Deaf Ethiopians and their families! 
 

    

    
 

The current list of major ongoing program activities and services we offer include all of the 
following: 

 
§  Daily instruction and tutorial support both during and after school hours for 

Deaf students in Grades 1-8 students at 3 public schools in Bahir Dar 

§  In-class and after-school interpreting services for Deaf students in hearing-
integrated classrooms (Grades 5+) 

§  Preschool education for Deaf children and children who have Deaf parents (ages 
3-6) 

§  Hearing Testing & Counseling services and provision of hearing devices for 
those identified as potential beneficiaries, as well as introductory speech services 

§ Community education, awareness-raising, and outreach activities to reduce 
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stigma and increase general understanding of Deafness 

§ Livelihoods development support for Deaf adults (ages 15-35) 

§ Creation of public education materials, including short films and promotional 
materials, and teacher training materials and supplies 

§ Regular weekly instruction in Ethiopian Sign Language for hearing 
schoolchildren, teachers, school staff, Bahir Dar University students, medical 
students & hospital staff, parents & family members of Deaf individuals, 
government representatives, and more 

§ Social clubs & activities for Deaf youth & adults, including Deaf circus & 
football club 

§ Regular cultural exchanges and special programs with volunteers from the 
U.S. and other countries (including 3 U.S. universities). To-date, 100+ foreign 
volunteers & visitors have joined us on the ground! 

The ultimate hope is that the Center will 
serve as an example for the nation and the 
East Africa region as a whole in how to 
effectively serve and promote the overall 
development of this community. 
 
Aside from our ongoing annual service trip 
opportunities, Visions has also forged 
ongoing partnerships with 2 U.S. universities 

in bringing undergraduate & postgraduate students to learn about Deaf culture and 
education in Ethiopia and volunteer with various service activities. 
 
Future Plans 
The Visions Model Deafness Center in Bahir Dar has so far exceeded expectations and 
has already become a model upon which future expansion efforts can be based. Yet, this 
is just the beginning and much work remains to be done. It is the hope of Visions and its 
local partners that more stakeholders will emerge with a commitment and willingness to 
support the advancement of this community. With greater resources and new 
partnerships with other national and international organizations & institutions, these 
types of activities can be expanded both within Bahir Dar and within other key cities 
that serve as urban gathering points for Deaf Ethiopians. 
 
Enhancing medical care and developing the capacity of local caregivers is also a key goal 
– an undertaking for which modern medical technology and understanding of deafness 
can make a tremendous impact. Visions is thus exploring partnerships with local 
hospitals and organizations committed to providing quality health services, as well as 
US-based institutions and hospitals looking for long-term exchanges with local 
counterparts. 


