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Inclusion of people who are Deaf or hard of hear-
ing in international exchange furthers access to
important educational opportunities; promotes
diversity, cross-cultural learning and cross-disabil-
ity perspectives; and increases educational equity
for people with disabilities. The following will
offer an understanding of the issues, provide valu-
able resources and discuss how people who are
Deaf or hard of hearing can become involved in
avariety of international educational experiences.

Mobility International USA (MIUSA) is a non-
profit, US-based organization established in
1981with the mission of empowering people with
disabilities around the world through interna-
tional involvement, promoting cross-cultural
understanding, providing leadership, and disabil-
ity rights as part of diversity training. MIUSA’s in-
volvement internationally includes coordinating
exchange programs, surveying international de-
velopment organizations for inclusive practices
and providing free resources through the National
Clearinghouse on Disability and Exchange
(NCDE). The NCDE, managed by MIUSA and
sponsored by the Bureau of Educational and Cul-
tural Affairs of the United States Department of
State since 1995, educates people with disabili-
ties, resource centers’ staff and higher education
administrators about international educational
opportunities in order to increase the participa-
tion of people with disabilities in international
programs. NCDE also facilitates partnerships be-
tween people with disabilities, disability-related
organizations, international exchange organiza-
tions and higher education institutions.
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An example of a successful partnership
project at the postsecondary level is Access
Abroad (which was highlighted during the con-
ference session by Wendy Harbour from Disabil-
ity Services Office at the University of Minne-
sota). The University of Minnesota’s disability
office collaborated with its education abroad of-
fice to develop models, tools and other resources
to enhance study abroad for students with dis-
abilities at the University of Minnesota and Ac-
cess Abroad’s partner, affiliate and overseas higher
education institutions. This three-year project,
funded by the Fund for the Improvement of Post
Secondary Education at the U.S. Department of
Education, has resulted in a multimedia online
tutorial that can be used by disability service pro-
viders, overseas coordinators and international
exchange professionals when recruiting, advis-
ing and arranging for the successful participation
of students with disabilities in study abroad pro-
grams. It also includes useful information for stu-
dents with disabilities interested in or already
planning a study abroad experience.

It is important in this ever-changing global
society to focus on creating strategies for the suc-
cessful inclusion of postsecondary students who
are Deaf or hard of hearing in international ex-
change programs. International educational ex-
periences provide a deepened knowledge of and
interest in diversity, cross-cultural learning and
the cross-disability perspective for all students,
including students who are Deaf or hard of hear-
ing. Students with disabilities must have the op-
portunity to experience the benefits of interna-
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tional programs, as do their non-disabled peers.
As our world turns to a globalized economy and
the job market becomes increasingly competitive,
international educational opportunities, such as
volunteering, interning, studying, working, liv-
ing with a homestay, aand teaching or research-
ing abroad provide life-long skills and enhanced
employability. Although attitudinal barriers do
exist all over the world, it is vital to individual
development that people with disabilities have
the right to choose to have an international
experience.

As students who are Deaf or hard of hearing
become increasingly interested in international
educational programs, it is the resource center staff
and the college and university administrators and
faculty who are in key positions to give these stu-
dents the information and encouragement that
they need to successfully pursue international
educational opportunities. NCDE publishes (in
print, audiovisual, alternative formats or online)
several books, captioned videos and tip sheets on
rights, options and creative solutions for students
with disabilities regarding full participation in
international educational programs. By review-
ing and sharing these resources, administrators,
faculty and staff can assist in preparing students
who are Deaf or hard of hearing to make contri-
butions and reap the benefits of international
educational opportunities.

If a person who is Deaf or hard of hearing is
pursuing a career in which international experi-
ence is vital, there are some options to consider
for funding. If a person who is Deaf or hard of
hearing receives Supplemental Security Income
(SSI) benefits and has the opportunity to partici-
pate in an international exchange program, he
or she should apply to have his or her benefits
continue while abroad. There is a little-known SSI
provision that allows for the continuation of ben-
efits while participating in a U.S.-sponsored, over-
seas, accredited program that is not available in
the United States and will further one’s employ-
ment options.

This is an exception to the more well-known
“SSI 30-day rule” that does not allow for the con-
tinuation of SSI benefits while outside the United
States for more than 30 days. The “30-day rule”
was amended through legislation introduced by
Congressman Peter Stark of California in 1994 as
part of the Social Security Independence and Pro-
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gram Improvements Act and became effective
January 1, 1995. Even though there are set require-
ments to qualify, this provision makes it possible
for people with disabilities, who financially need
to continue their SSI benefits, to gain the inter-
national experience they need to increase their
employability. Another option available to SSI
beneficiaries to proactively plan for international
exchange is through the SSI work incentives pro-
gram. An individual with a disability receiving
SSI benefits can apply for a PASS (Plan for Achiev-
ing Self-Support). If an international experience
is approved by the Vocational Rehabilitation
counselor as necessary to meet an individual’s
career goal, income can be set aside to be used to
cover some of the expenses related to participat-
ing in the overseas program.

Other questions that need to be answered re-
garding Deaf and hard of hearing students are how
accommodations will be arranged abroad. Sign
language varies from country to country, and not
all countries have a uniform national sign lan-
guage. Countries where the people’s spoken lan-
guage is English may have sign languages that are
very different from American Sign Language or
have accents that are difficult to lip-read. Some
students have successfully learned another
country’s sign language or practiced lip-reading
the spoken language by finding international in-
dividuals in the United States that use the for-
eign language. Other students have found it use-
ful to arrive a month early in the host country
and locate sign language classes or Deaf clubs
where they could learn the language before the
exchange program begins. NCDE has contacts
with Deaf organizations overseas that may be of
assistance in locating sign interpreters abroad.
Some universities overseas may have sign inter-
preter programs and have interpreting services in
the native sign language available to their stu-
dents. It is important to find out the availability
and certification of interpreters that may be found
overseas.

Other study abroad options may be “island”
programs where participants take classes with
other U.S. students in the English language
while studying the host culture’s history, lan-
guage, and other subjects. Not all programs are
classroom-based; there are also internship, in-
dependent research, homestay and volunteer
options that can provide a different type of
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international exchange experience and could
be conducted with the Deaf or hard of hearing
community in the host country.

To learn about these different program op-
tions and the experiences and strategies of past
exchange participants who are Deaf or hard of
hearing, contact NCDE to inquire about our pub-
lications, peer to peer network and our several
stories written by Deaf and hard of hearing indi-
viduals published in our free A World Awaits You
journal and on our website.

MIUSA/NCDE is deeply committed to increas-
ing diversity through the inclusion of people with
disabilities in international programs. Resource
centers’ staff, university administrators, and fac-
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ulty have the chance to empower post secondary

students who are Deaf or hard of hearing, through

providing information and encouragement, and

creating opportunities of which these students can

take advantage to experience the cultural diver-

sity that can lead to a desire to explore the world!
For more information on the services and re-

sources mentioned above, please contact:

Mobility International USA The National Clear-

inghouse on Disability and Exchange

PO Box 10767

Eugene, OR 97440

Tel/TTY: (541) 343-1284 Fax: (541) 343-6812

E-mail: <clearinghouse@miusa.org>

Web-site: <www.miusa.org>
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