MANAGING HEARING LOSS

17 Misconceptions About
People with Hearing Loss
BY JANICE SCHACTER

M

isconceptions about people who are deaf or hard
of hearing are commonplace – some are antiquated stereotypes, others just incorrect assumptions. It’s easy enough to get the wrong idea, as
hearing loss can be an invisible disability – unlike
the wheelchair that signals a mobility challenge.
Whether it’s a total stranger trying to make small talk in sign language or an over-articulating coworker or relative, it’s time we
initiated the conversation that will correct misconceptions and remove the stigma associated with deafness and hearing loss.This list
of the more common misconceptions – and there are many more
– can be a good starting point for that conversation.

E
1Hearing
.
loss spans across a spectrum from mild to completely
VERYONE WITH HEARING LOSS USES SIGN LAN
GUAGE AND READS LIPS

deaf and not all people with hearing loss communicate the same
way. Communication depends on a variety of factors, such as the
degree of hearing loss, whether a hearing aid or cochlear implant
is used, the age at which the person lost his hearing, the level of
auditory training received and the nature of the listening situation.
The majority of people with hearing loss do not use sign language
but it is still important to those whose communication depends
on it.
American Sign Language is a visual language with its own
syntax and grammar that is quite different from spoken and written
English. Sign language varies by country as well. A person with
some knowledge of sign language is not a substitute for a qualified
interpreter who is trained to transmit what is said clearly and
accurately.
Some people with hearing loss read lips and others do not. Lip
reading, also called speech reading, is most helpful as a supplement
to residual hearing, even though many speech sounds are not visible on the lips. It does help to face the person with hearing loss
when speaking. Many people can pick up visual clues even if they
are not proficient at lip reading.

T
2Increasing
.
the volume is only part of the solution; clarity is also
ALKING LOUDER WILL HELP A PERSON WITH
HEARING LOSS TO UNDERSTAND

important.And there is a point where increasing the volume begins
to distort the quality of sound. To obtain sufficient clarity, people
with residual hearing may require sound to be transmitted from a
microphone directly to their ear via an assistive listening system.
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Sitting close to the speaker can assist the listener (it facilitates lip
reading) but is not a substitute for an assistive listening system.
Yelling and over-articulating does not help because these distort
the natural rhythm of speech and make lip reading more difficult.
A person who can hear normally cannot determine whether the
sound is adequate for a person with hearing loss.

3A Hperson does not obtain “normal”
.
hearing by wearing a hear-

EARING AIDS AND COCHLEAR IMPLANTS RESTORE
HEARING TO NORMAL

ing aid or cochlear implant. These are not solutions for hearing
that are equivalent to wearing glasses to correct poor eyesight.
Hearing aids increase the volume but only slightly enhance clarity
by raising the volume in certain frequencies. The improvement
a cochlear implant makes can vary from providing near-normal
hearing to only gaining an awareness of environmental sounds
with no comprehension of what they mean. Results depend on
such factors as the individual’s hearing history, length and onset of
deafness and age of implantation.
People with hearing loss may be able to understand and respond correctly many times by listening intently but they can miss
important information. Furthermore, it can be tiring to listen intently for a prolonged period.

4P

EOPLE WITH HEARING LOSS ARE
STUPID, MUTE AND UNSUCCESSFUL.

People with hearing loss have the same
range of intelligence as the general hearing
population. People with untreated, or inadequately treated, hearing loss may respond inappropriately since they may not have heard
what was said.
Some people with hearing loss can speak
and others cannot; again, there are many factors at play. A person who speaks well doesn’t
necessarily hear well. And it can be frustrating or upsetting when others remark on how
well they speak – and even more so if the
remark is directed to a bystander, rather than
directly to the person with hearing loss.
People with hearing loss are fully employable but may need certain accommodations
for effective communication, as required by
the Americans with Disabilities Act. It is always best to ask the person what type of accommodation is needed.
When conversing via telephone and using
a relay service, there may be delays for interpreting or transcribing. People who are not
familiar with relay services may wrongly assume that the lag time reflects on the level of
intelligence of the person with hearing loss.

PEOPLE FIRST LANGUAGE
BY KATHIE SNOW

PEOPLE FIRST
LANGUAGE

LABELS NOT TO USE

Access or accessibility

Handicapped or disabled services

People with developmental disabilities
He has an intellectual disability

The mentally retarded
He’s retarded

My son has autism

My son is autistic

She has Down syndrome

She’s a Downs kid, a mongoloid

He has a learning disability

He’s learning disabled

I have paraplegia

I’m a paraplegic

She has a physical disability
She has a mobility impairment

She’s crippled

He’s of short stature

He’s a dwarf (or midget)

She has an emotional disability

She’s emotionally disturbed

He uses a wheelchair

He’s wheelchair bound or confined to
a wheelchair

5OfPthe 36 million people with some. form

A typical person or a person without a Normal and/or healthy person
disability

of hearing loss, only 30 percent are 65 or
older.

He receives special education services He’s in special education

EOPLE WITH HEARING LOSS
TEND TO BE OLDER ADULTS
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EOPLE WITH HEARING LOSS
ARE DEFINED BY THEIR HEARING
LOSS.

Hearing loss is a characteristic, like the
color of one’s eyes. It does not define a person. The “person” should be listed first, for
example, “a person who is hard of hearing,”
“a person who is deaf,” or “a person with
hearing loss.” (See “People First Language”).

7ThisH assumption
.
at least partly explains
AVING HEARING LOSS IS SHAME
FUL

why many people with hearing loss will not
purchase or use hearing aids. According to
the National Institute on Deafness and Other
Communication Disorders,“Only one out of
five people who could benefit from a hearing aid actually wears one.”

Congenital disability

Birth defect

Accessible parking, bathrooms, etc.

Handicapped parking, bathrooms, etc.

She has a need for. . .

She has a problem with. . .

REMEMBER, PEOPLE FIRST, so…
R
• Do not refer to a person’s disability unless it is relevant!
• Use “disability” rather than “handicap” to refer to a person’s disability.
• Avoid negative or sensational descriptions of a person’s disability.
• Don’t use “normal” to describe people without disabilities; instead
say “people without disabilities” or “typical” if comparisons are necessary.
• Never assume that a person with a communication disorder also has
a cognitive disability such as mental retardation.
• Don’t portray people with disabilities as overly courageous, brave,
special or super-human. ■
A
Adapted
with permission from Kathie Snow, www.disabilityisnatural.com, and Self-Advocacy Solutions,
North Dakota.
N
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HEN PEOPLE WITH HEARING LOSS MISS SOMETHING, IT’S OK TO TELL THEM, “IT’S NOT IMPORTANT,” OR, “I’LL TELL YOU LATER.”

It’s frustrating to people with hearing loss not to have something repeated when they miss part of the conversation. Saying,
“It wasn’t important” compounds the frustration because now not
only did they miss part of the conversation but the conversation is
also being edited.The person with hearing loss wants to decide for
himself or herself what is important.

PEOPLE
PUSHY.

9If a person with hearing loss interrupts a conversation, it is
WITH HEARING LOSS ARE RUDE AND

probably because they didn’t hear the speaker, not because they are
rude. People with hearing loss may position themselves toward the
front of a group or in a room so that they are closer to the speaker,
making it easier for them to hear and lip read. This behavior is
sometimes incorrectly interpreted as pushiness.

P
10
.
Hearing loss can affect anyone and does not discriminate. PeoEOPLE WITH HEARING LOSS MOSTLY HANG OUT
WITH OTHER PEOPLE WITH HEARING LOSS

ple with hearing loss spend time with family or friends who may
or may not have hearing loss. They do not want to be relegated to
special seats away from the rest of the people they are with.

EVERYONE

11Ear buds and ear bud-style headsets require people with hearing
WHO NEEDS AN ASSISTIVE LISTENING
SYSTEM CAN USE EAR BUDS OR HEADPHONES.

aids to remove their hearing aids. Headsets typically do not work
for people who wear behind-the-ear hearing aids nor for many
people who have more than mild hearing loss because the sound
output is insufficient.
People who have cochlear implants or T-coils in their hearing
aids can receive signals directly through their hearing aid or cochlear implant when an induction loop is used. They can also access FM or infrared signals directly to their hearing aid or sound
processor by using a neck loop receiver or an attachment (boot) to
their aid or sound processor. The neck loop can be plugged into
headphones but most one-piece headphones lack jacks.

T
12The wheelchair
.
symbol does not represent people who are deaf,
HE WHEELCHAIR SYMBOL REPRESENTS UNIVER
SAL ACCESS

hard of hearing, visually impaired or who have cognitive disabilities. Using the wheelchair as a symbol of universal access makes
it more difficult for appropriate access to be obtained for other
disabilities, since mobility is the only disability portrayed by this
symbol.
It is also important to use the appropriate hearing loss symbols
to specify the kinds of access being provided. There are different
symbols for interpreting, assistive listening devices and systems and
open and closed captioning (see “Symbology”).
Many companies provide access information under the heading
of “Access” or “Accessibility,” which is preferred to terms such
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ter imply a deficiency in the person rather than removal of barriers. However, as access is not limited to mobility impairments,
business Web sites, brochures and promotional materials should
provide information for people with hearing loss, visual impairments and cognitive disabilities as well.

13ManyHpeople with hearing loss. ’are so accustomed to there’being
EARING ACCESS ISN T NEEDED BECAUSE IT S SO
RARELY REQUESTED

no accessibility accommodations that they don’t inquire about it
unless it is publicized. Access, when made available and publicized,
is usually used.

14 PPeople who are blind read Braille. B .
P
15Hearing
.
access is less expensive than most people think. Many
EOPLE WITH HEARING LOSS READ

RAILLE

ROVIDING ACCESS FOR PEOPLE WITH HEARING
LOSS IS VERY EXPENSIVE

solutions exist for just a few hundred dollars. Obtaining price estimates is advisable.

16 “D.“
OR
ER

EAF,” “HEARING IMPAIRED,” “HANDICAPPED”
DISABLED” – ONE IS AS GOOD AS THE OTH-

The umbrella term for the category is “people who are deaf or
hard of hearing.” “Deaf ” denotes a profound loss of hearing and
can also be used to refer to the community of people who are
deaf and share a language, such as American Sign Language, and a
culture. “Hearing impaired” is not a preferred term.

17 C

OMPANIES OR ACCESSIBILITY EXPERTS WITH NO
BACKGROUND WITH HEARING LOSS CAN KNOW
WHAT BEST MEETS THE NEEDS OF PEOPLE WITH
HEARING LOSS.

When hiring an access coordinator, it is critical to investigate
the person’s experience. A person can be an expert in one area of
access, such as mobility impairments, but may not understand access issues for people with hearing loss, visual impairments or cognitive disabilities. Also, hiring a person with hearing loss does not
guarantee that the person has knowledge of effective access for
people with hearing loss or for the full range of hearing loss. ■

Janice Schacter is an accomplished advocate across the hearing advocacy and related political spectrum. She founded the Hearing Access
Program in 2002. It is the only organization dedicated to helping the
world’s corporations, cultural and entertainment institutions, government
agencies and mass transit organizations improve their accessibility for
people with hearing loss. Contact Janice at Jschacter@nyc.rr.com.
This article was developed in consultation with people and organizations representing people with hearing loss.

SYM
B O L
OGY

Below are the official symbols that identify the type of access available. This information and the
Disability Access Symbols* were produced by the Graphic Artists Guild Foundation with support
and technical assistance from the Office for Special Constituencies, National Endowment for
the Arts. Visit www.graphicartistsguild.org/resources/disability-access-symbols to download
high-resolution images of these symbols for use in printed material and in signage.

Access (Other than Print or Braille) for
Individuals Who Are Blind or Have Low
Vision
This symbol indicates access for people who
are blind or have low vision, best used in places such as
a guided tour; a path to a nature trail or a scent garden in
a park; and a tactile tour or a museum exhibition that may
be touched.
Symbol for Wheelchair Accessibility
The wheelchair symbol indicates access for individuals with limited mobility,
including wheelchair users. Remember that a
ramped entrance is not completely accessible if there are
no curb cuts and an elevator is not accessible if it can
only be reached via steps.
Audio Description
People who are blind or have low vision may
enjoy performing arts, visual arts, television,
video and film that offer live commentary or
narration (via headphones and a small transmitter) of
visual elements provided by a trained Audio Describer.
An adapter for nonstereo TVs is available through the
American Foundation for the Blind, 800.829.0500.
Telephone Typewriter (TTY)
This device is also known as a text telephone
(TT), or telecommunications device for the deaf
(TDD). TTY indicates the presence of a device
used with the telephone for communication with and between people with hearing loss and speech impairments.
Volume Control Telephone
This symbol indicates the presence of telephones that have handsets with amplified
sound or adjustable volume controls.
Assistive Listening Systems
These systems transmit amplified sound via
hearing aids, headsets or other devices such
as a neckloop. It is recommended to indicate
the devices available under the symbol.
Sign Language Interpretation
The symbol indicates that sign language interpretation is provided for a lecture, tour, film,
performance, conference or other program.

Accessible Print (18 pt. or Larger)
Large print is indicated by the words: “Large
Print,” printed in 18 point font or larger text. In
addition to identifying large print versions of
books, pamphlets, museum guides and theater programs,
you may use the symbol on conference or membership
forms with large print. Sans serif or modified serif print
with high contrast is important, and special attention
should be paid to letter and word spacing.
Induction Loop Symbol
An induction loop system utilizes an electromagneteic coil to create a magnetic field. The
hearing aid wearer switches the hearing aid to
the T-coil setting to receive sound directly to
the aid. The symbol also indicates hearing aid-compatible
devices such as audio guides or phones.
Closed Captioning
Closed Captioning (commonly known as subtitles) enables people who are deaf or hard
of hearing to read a transcript of the audio
portion of a video, film, exhibition or other presentation.
As the video plays, text captions transcribe (although not
always verbatim) speech and other relevant sounds.
Open Captioning
This symbol indicates that captions, which
translate dialogue and other sounds in print,
are displayed on the videotape, movie, television program or exhibit audio. Open Captioning is preferred by many people with hearing loss, as well as people whose second language is English.
Braille Symbol
This symbol indicates that printed material is
available in Braille, including exhibition labeling, publications and signage.
Web Access
Indicates the Web site was designed with accessibility features. The symbol should always
be used with the following alt-text tag: Web
Access Symbol (for people with disabilities).■

*Hearing loop symbol courtesy of www.HearingLoop.org. Web
symbol courtesy of www.wgbh.org
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