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Introduction
This report has been prepared within the framework of the project titled "Strengthening Organizations of Persons with Disabilities in the Preparation of Alternative Reports." The project is funded by the Union of Disability Organizations with support from the European Union and is implemented by the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights. The structure of the Alternative Report is grounded in the methodology imparted during the training sessions conducted within the project. This report was prepared by the "Social Assistance to Hearing and Speech Impaired Persons" Public Union, focusing on the theme of "Access to Education for Hearing Impaired Individuals.
It is paramount to ensure favorable conditions for individuals with disabilities to lead comfortable lives within society. In pursuit of this goal, both governmental and non-governmental organizations consistently strive to propose new initiatives and develop laws. Following Article 5 of the Law of the Republic of Azerbaijan "On Education," the state commits to creating opportunities for education for every citizen, irrespective of gender, race, language, religion, political belief, ethnicity, social status, origin, or health capabilities. The law unequivocally prohibits discrimination and guarantees that no deprivation of education occurs at any level or in any form.
Moreover, Article 24 of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities underscores the obligations regarding the right to education, as reflected in the committee’s second and third periodic reports on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. To shed light on the current scenario, data retrieved from the official website of the Statistics Committee reveals the number of special schools and boarding schools catering to children under 18 with disabilities, along with corresponding student enrollment figures, as detailed in the table below.
In 2017, the President of the Republic of Azerbaijan endorsed the "State Program for the Development of Inclusive Education for Persons with Disabilities in the Republic of Azerbaijan (2018-2024)." The primary objective of this program is to safeguard the right to education for children and young individuals with disabilities—introducing the term "child with disabilities" in 2018—on par with their peers. The overarching aim is to establish conducive conditions for their education. This report concentrates on addressing the educational challenges faced by individuals with hearing loss, encompassing both hearing impairment and those with cochlear implants, within the identified vulnerable group.

REVIEW
The primary objective of this report is to delineate challenges concerning the education of individuals with complete hearing, diminished hearing, and cochlear implants. Additionally, it aims to assess the implementation of the UN Convention on the Rights of Individuals with Disabilities in the context of education within Azerbaijan. The report comprehensively examines the state's approaches to enhancing the rights of individuals with complete hearing loss, and cochlear implants, all of which significantly impact the quality of education. Noteworthy achievements and persisting challenges are detailed.
Alternative reporting involves tracking recent legislative changes pertinent to the educational rights of individuals with hearing impairments, including hearing loss and cochlear implants. Lessons learned and challenges encountered are meticulously identified and documented. The preparation of this report involved a thorough review of Azerbaijan's combined second and third periodic reports, incorporating pertinent notes.
Furthermore, the alternative report is based on findings from expert research within the non-governmental organization (NGO) sector in Azerbaijan, insights from educators, parents, and various sources. Recommendations for Azerbaijan's adherence to the International Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities are provided, emphasizing the necessity of defining appropriate legislation and implementing corresponding measures.
As of January 1, 2022, pertinent statistics, including the total population and the number of individuals with disabilities, are presented in the accompanying table.
According to the official written survey sent to the Ministry of Labor and Social Protection of the Republic of Azerbaijan, the total number of hearing-impaired individuals in Baku city and surrounding regions is 12,360.
Key issues highlighted in the alternative report include:
- Non-recognition of sign language as the state language in our country.
- Norms and criteria during the recruitment of teachers.
- Preschool education, including special kindergartens and special groups.
- Inclusive groups in preschool educational institutions.
- The roles and qualifications of assistant teachers and speech therapists.
- Qualifications of sign language interpreters.
- Staff shortages in schools.
- Special classes for children with cochlear implants.
- Absence of sign language textbooks for high school students.
- Lack of informative tools for parents of hearing-impaired children.
- Inadequate methodological tools and educational programs for teachers working with hearing-impaired students.
- Challenges faced by hearing-impaired individuals upon graduating from school.





MAIN PART
Article 24. EDUCATION

In the concluding observations of the Committee on Protection of the Rights of Persons with Disabilities dated May 12, 2014 (adopted at the Committee's 11th session held from March 31 to April 11, 2014) (CRPD/C/AZE/CO/1), there is a recommendation in paragraph c. The recommendation suggests that the participating state should implement effective measures to officially recognize sign language as one of its official languages.

1. Higher education institutions currently possess faculties with qualifications in remedial training (defectology). Since 2023, a sign language speech course has been incorporated into the curriculum of higher education institutions. However, it is noteworthy that Azerbaijani Sign Language is not currently taught as a dedicated lesson or subject in any high school, vocational school, or higher education institution throughout Azerbaijan.
Within the country, the development of the Russian Sign Language, a remnant from the former Soviet Union, is more pronounced. This is primarily due to the fact that the language is not officially recognized as a state language in Azerbaijan. Recognizing this gap, the Ministry of Labor and Social Protection of the Population and the Ministry of Science and Education have collaborated on a project proposing amendments to the "On Persons with Disabilities" law. The key recommendation within the project is the official recognition of sign language as the state language. Despite this proposal, the legislation has yet to incorporate this provision.

Consequently, the number of sign language interpreters in the country remains relatively low, emphasizing the need for the legal recognition of sign language to address this limitation.

Recommendation

The process of approving the draft law titled "On Amendments to the Law of the Republic of Azerbaijan on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities," prepared by the collaborative efforts of the Ministry of Labor and Social Protection of the Population and the Ministry of Education, warrants replication. Resultant proposals should be systematically evaluated, and it is recommended to introduce necessary additions and modifications to the legislation.
1. Notably, the sign language examination is currently omitted from the assessment criteria during the recruitment of teachers for educational institutions catering to hearing-impaired children. Furthermore, sign language teachers lack formal certification in the country, contributing to a persistent shortage of specialists in educational institutions. This scarcity adversely affects the language skills and educational attainment of students in schools. To address this issue, there is a need to revise the recruitment mechanism for teachers, particularly in special boarding schools and educational institutions dedicated to hearing-impaired students.

Recommendations:

· The Ministry of Science and Education is urged to revamp the recruitment mechanism in special boarding schools and educational institutions where sign language is a requisite, aligning it with contemporary standards. The Ministry should formulate specific questions for recruitment processes in institutions where sign language proficiency is essential.
· In special educational institutions, teachers working with hearing-impaired students must obtain formal certification. The Ministry of Science and Education should also devise specialized questions for their recruitment.
· To elevate the educational standards of hearing-impaired individuals and enhance their integration into society, it is advisable to initiate the training of sign language interpreters within appropriate educational institutions of the Republic.
Preschool education plays a pivotal role in a child's development. However, since 1972, there has been only one hearing-impaired Republican specialized nursery - a kindergarten. Regrettably, this facility's outdated infrastructure poses accessibility challenges for children with hearing limitations, including those with cochlear implants, hearing aids, or complete hearing loss. To address this issue, it is imperative to establish a special kindergarten or inclusive groups within regular kindergartens in both the central and regional areas.
Recommendations:
1.  The previously mentioned kindergarten in Baku should undergo renovation in line with modern standards. Alternatively, if renovation proves impractical, consideration should be given to constructing a new facility.
2. Recognizing the dispersion of hearing-impaired children across the Republic, it is essential to establish special groups and inclusive units for them in both Baku and regional kindergartens.
3. Specialized training courses must be organized for teachers and staff working in these kindergartens to equip them with the necessary skills for effective interaction with hearing-impaired children.
4. Create separate groups within kindergartens for children with cochlear implants. These groups should facilitate an environment where children can learn to hear and articulate sounds accurately, emphasizing language development over facial expressions, lip movements, and sign language.
5. Implement additional measures to encourage the enrollment of children with cochlear implants or devices into kindergartens, supported by state initiatives.
According to the regulations set forth by the Cabinet of Ministers of the Republic of Azerbaijan on special education, both individual and group exercises are organized by speech therapists and class teachers outside regular school hours, following a separate schedule. The primary aim is to address speech-related issues among students in special educational institutions and establish a foundation for their effective comprehension of academic materials. Additionally, to address physical development deficiencies, specialists conduct rhythmic and therapeutic physical training exercises.
Students engaged in inclusive education receive assistance from an assistant teacher during their primary school studies. Despite the presence of speech therapists in schools, there remains a shortage of these specialists. Notably, workshops for assistant teachers and speech therapists are not conducted for high school students in inclusive classes.
Furthermore, there is an absence of sign language interpreters in professional, college, and higher education institutions.
Recommendations:
- The Ministry of Science and Education should employ assistant teachers to support students in inclusive classes throughout their continuous education from IV to IX classes. Additionally, ongoing training programs for speech therapists should be provided consistently.
- A dedicated team of sign language interpreters needs to be established in vocational, college, and higher education institutions, ensuring access to specialized professionals.
- Regarding textbooks in boarding-type special educational institutions for hearing-impaired children, the current content covers information on gestures for primary school education. However, there is a notable absence of information on sign language in textbooks for students studying in upper grades.
Recommendations:
- Enhance textbooks designed for primary classes in special educational institutions and develop textbooks for teaching sign language in grades IV-XI. 

The Ministry of Science and Education should update Sign Language textbooks, incorporating video QR codes from primary school onwards to enhance both visual and reading comprehension skills.
1. Currently, there are no informative sessions available for parents with hearing-impaired children, and teachers lack methodical resources. It would be beneficial to organize diverse educational sessions for families dealing with hearing-impaired children after school. In the contemporary era, the integration of QR codes enables individuals to access written information via video. Implementing this system for students studying Sign Language will assist both students and their parents in mastering this language.
Recommendations:
- Develop informational materials for parents of hearing-impaired children and methodical resources for teachers, incorporating QR codes. These prepared materials will enable parents to assist their children with homework, facilitating a more effective language acquisition process.

- In light of the continuous evolution of new words incorporated into sign language, it is essential to regularly update methodical resources for teachers.
1. Special training programs are arranged in boarding schools to provide vocational education for students who have graduated from school. Unfortunately, only a limited number of students with hearing impairment in the country pursue higher education. Those enrolled in a 12-year educational program are issued a 9-year certificate, which restricts their entry into higher education institutions unless they first complete studies in colleges. It is essential to implement full secondary education in schools catering to hearing-impaired students, enabling them to acquire a comprehensive secondary education certificate for admission to higher education institutions. 
Admission examinations for colleges and higher education institutions for hearing-impaired students are conducted in schools where sign language is not taught. The exam is taken together with students with no hearing impairments, and students with hearing impairments are not provided with a sign language interpreter or, provided that, in case of presentation of interpreter, it may intervene in other applicants. Admission exams to colleges or higher education institutions for hearing-impaired applicants must be taken in special schools or separate classes that provide sign language education. Procuring of the sign language interpreters for applicants with hearing impairments applicants during exams in order to help them understand sign language correctly is inevitable.
 Regrettably, there is an absence of statistics on hearing-impaired individuals studying in higher education institutions nationwide. Establishing and maintaining such statistics is crucial to facilitate their future employment opportunities. Additionally, there are no concessions applied to students in special boarding houses studying in higher education institutions.

Furthermore, there is a notable lack of professional or higher education institutions offering sign language instruction.

Recommendations:

- Student admissions commissions should prepare special questions for hearing-impaired applicants.
- Admission exams for colleges and higher education institutions should 	be conducted at the school for hearing-impaired persons or should be 	carried out in separate rooms  apart from students with no-hearing impairments.
- Conduct a statistical analysis of students enrolled in vocational, college, and higher education institutions.
- In vocational schools, incorporate assistant specialists proficient in sign language into the teaching process, especially in fields that can cater to the needs of the hearing-impaired.
- Implement a comprehensive secondary education program in special boarding schools.
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