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Abstract
Students who are hard of hearing (HOH) are being granted access to university increasingly, yet they remain significantly
under-represented and under-supported, often resulting in poor academic outcomes with elevated levels of attrition.
This situation places a growing obligation on universities to improve the support provided to these students in order to
have a positive influence on their overall academic experience and eventual economic independence. This trend is rel-
evant to South Africa, where Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) are accepting and registering students with a hearing
loss but are not providing adequate academic support and inclusive curricula. Furthermore, in South Africa, almost no
research has been conducted concerning students who are HOH in higher education regarding their teaching and learn-
ing needs or the coping strategies which they use to survive academically. However, what is known is that, of those HOH
students who do enter higher education, many do not graduate successfully (up to 75%) and, of those that do graduate,
many continue to be excluded from professions. The aims of this article were to report on the teaching and learning expe-
riences of students who are HOH at a South African university, who prefer to make use of spoken language, to share the
daily barriers with which they are faced, and to provide recommendations for teaching and learning, as well as curricula
transformation. This study adds to the existing body of knowledge on this topic in South Africa and could be relevant in
similar contexts.
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1. Introduction

Students who are hard of hearing (HOH)1 are increas-
ingly being granted access to university in both devel-
oped and developing countries, yet they remain signifi-

cantly under-represented and under-supported in higher
education, often resulting in poor academic outcomes
with high levels of attrition (low persistence) (Rawlings,
Karchmer, DeCaro, & Allen, 1991; Stinson & Walter,
1997). This situation places a growing obligation on uni-

1 Terminology in deaf education is often derived from two paradigms. Firstly, the socio-cultural-linguistic view which associates deaf people with sign
language and a culture. The second paradigm is characterised by the medical-audiology perspective, which encompasses ear and hearing health, diag-
nostics, rehabilitation and auditory assistive technology (Lomas, Andrews, & Shaw, 2011). These two paradigms often influence the identity of learners
with hearing loss. In this article, which falls within the latter paradigm, the term has been used to refer to people who present with varying degrees of
hearing loss and who choose to make use of spoken language in conjunction with auditory assistive technology.
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versities to improve the overall teaching and learning
support provided for these students in order to have
a positive influence on their overall academic experi-
ence and eventual economic independence. This is of
relevance in South Africa, where Higher Education In-
stitutions (HEIs) are accepting and registering students
with a mild, moderate, severe or profound hearing loss,
but are failing to provide the necessary academic sup-
port, and accessible and inclusive curricula (Department
of Higher Education and Training [DHET], 2018; Foun-
dation of Tertiary Institutes of the Northern Metropolis
[FOTIM], 2011).

Hearing loss is the fourth highest cause of disabil-
ity globally. Disabling hearing loss can be defined as a
loss greater than 40 dB in adults and 30 dB in children
(World Health Organization [WHO], 2018). According to
theWHO, it is estimated that there are currently 466mil-
lion people with a ‘disabling’ hearing loss globally, pro-
jected to be 630 million by 2030. Globally, hearing loss is
also themost common congenital anomaly found in new-
borns, occurring in approximately two to four infants per
1000 (Delaney, 2015). Of the 466 million people world-
wide who have some form of hearing loss, two thirds
live in low- andmiddle-income countries (WHO, 2018). In
South Africa people with disabilities make up 7.5% of the
total population (Statistics South Africa, 2011). The data
reveal that 0.1% of the population ‘cannot hear at all’,
0.5% experiences ‘a lot of difficulty’, 2.9% experiences
‘some difficulty’ and the balance, 96.4%, has ‘no diffi-
culty’ in hearing. These figures show clearly that people
with hearing loss make up the largest, single disability
grouping in the country. Approximately 16 to 17 babies
are born every day in South Africa with a hearing loss
and many of them remain undiagnosed and untreated
(Swanepoel, Storbeck, & Friedland, 2009).

The 2015–2016 figures for the global prevalence
rate of students with disabilities from the Higher Educa-
tion Statistical Agency (HESA, 2017) showed that, in the
United Kingdom, 11.7% of registered students, at all lev-
els of study, have some form of disability. Of this overall
figure, 2.33% disclosed being Deaf or HOH (HESA, 2017).
In Australia, the number of students with disabilities has
also increased annually (Brett, 2010) with an overall par-
ticipation rate of 4.3% in 2013, with students with a hear-
ing loss comprising approximately 10% of disability dis-
closures (DET, 2013). From the available data, it is thus
evident that, despite increasing participation rates, stu-
dents with disabilities, including students who are Deaf
or HOH, are still under-represented in higher education,
not only in developing countries such as South Africa,
but also in the developed world. This is a matter for con-
cern since participation in higher education should re-
sult in access to better-paid occupations and professions
(Branine, 2015; Ndlovu & Walton, 2016). Furthermore,
according to Richardson (2001), the low numbers of stu-
dents with hearing loss (Deaf and HOH) in higher educa-
tion affects both the individual as there is a personal cost
and, indirectly, the economy.

Globally, literature concerning how Deaf and
HOH students experience higher education is limited
(Schroedel, Watson, & Ashmore, 2003), with much of
the existing research focusing on children and not con-
sidering the implication for their capabilities as adults
(Richardson, MacLeod-Gallinger, McKee, & Long, 2000).
A body of knowledge about the characteristics of obsta-
cles faced exists but much less is known about potential
solutions to the problem or the effectiveness of support
services such as note-taking and real-time captioning
for Deaf students (Lang, 2002; Stinson, Elliot, & Kelly,
2017). However, what is known is that, many of those
students who do enter higher education, do not grad-
uate successfully and many of those who do graduate,
continue to be excluded from professions, especially
when the high demands of theory and practice in prepa-
ration for specific professions pose particular challenges
(Ndlovu & Walton, 2016). According to Rawlings, Karch-
mer, DeCaro and Allen (1991), up to 75% of Deaf and
HOH students do not graduate from post-secondary ed-
ucational institutions.

These global trends are also relevant in South Africa
where HEIs are accepting and registering students with
mild, moderate, severe or profound hearing loss, but
are failing to provide the necessary academic support,
and accessible and inclusive curricula (Department of
Education–South Africa [DOE–SA], 1997, 1998; DHET,
2018; FOTIM, 2011). Generally, there is a lack of research
on Deaf students in tertiary institutions in South Africa
(Moloi &Motaung, 2014). Similarly, research concerning
students who are HOH and who make use of spoken lan-
guage is extremely limited so very little is known about
their educational experiences and/or the teaching and
learning support provided to them.

In South Africa, almost no research has been con-
ducted regarding the teaching and learning needs of
HOH students who are in higher education or the cop-
ing strategies they employ in order to survive academ-
ically (FOTIM, 2011). The studies that have been under-
taken aremostly focused on training teachers of theDeaf,
early hearing detection and intervention, development
of Deaf identity, Sign Language and Deaf adults’ views
on Deaf Education in South Africa (Storbeck, 1998).

After two decades of democracy, university enrol-
ments in South Africa have increased radically, but racial
and other discrepancies remain (DHET, 2013, 2018). The
South African Bill of Human Rights is the cornerstone in
the Constitution of the Republic of South Africa of 1996
(Republic of South Africa [RSA], 1996, act 108). The Con-
stitution states clearly that: “Everyone is equal before
the law and has the right to equal protection and ben-
efit of the law. Equality includes the full and equal enjoy-
ment of all rights and freedoms” (RSA, 1996, article 9).
The Constitution protects and supports the principles of
human rights that inform all legislation, regulations and
policies developed since 1996. Therefore, higher educa-
tion policies spell out clearly the need to redress histor-
ical inequalities, transform the higher education system
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to serve a new social order better, improve the quality
of life for all citizens and free their potential, respond
to new realities and opportunities as well as increase
university participation rates through the ‘massification’
of higher education (DHET, 2013; DOE–SA, 2001a; RSA,
1996). Access is almost universal today, but there is still
a need to create equity, i.e., where people with disabili-
ties can participate fully, feel that they fully belong and
are set up for success.

Clearer norms and standards for the inclusion and
success of students and staff with disabilities in the post-
school sector were only given recently in the form of
the White Paper on Post-School Education and Training
(DHET, 2013) and, more specifically, the Strategic Pol-
icy Framework on Disability for the Post-School Edu-
cation and Training System (DHET, 2018). The DHET’s
approach to disability and education was informed by
landmark, international treaties and protocols ratified
by South Africa, including the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights (United Nations [UN], 1948), the United
Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Dis-
abilities and Optional Protocol to the Convention (UN,
2006), the United Nations 2030 Agenda for Sustain-
able Development (UN, 2015), and the Protocol to the
African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights on the
Rights of Persons with Disabilities in Africa (African Com-
mission on Human and People’s Rights, 2016). Further-
more, relevant South African legislation, policy and reg-
ulations were developed for education and disability, in-
cluding theWhite Paper on Integrated National Disability
Strategy (INDS) (Office of the Deputy President, 1997),
the reworked INDS now called the White Paper on the
Rights of People with Disabilities (Department of Social
Development, 2015), the National Plan for Higher Educa-
tion (DOE–SA, 2001b), and the Education White Paper 6
on Special Education: Building an Inclusive Education and
Training System (DOE–SA, 2001a).

With regards to teaching and learning, the Strategic
Policy Framework on Disability for the Post-School Edu-
cation and Training System states that:

Teaching and learning practices as well as the peda-
gogical design of curricula should reflect the context
of social inclusion in institutions. This Strategic Policy
Framework on Disability calls for critical engagement
and improvement of current teaching and learning
practices as well as pedagogical design of curricula
in the context of inclusion of people with disabilities.
(DHET, 2018, p. 57)

The infrastructure and support for teaching and learning
should be based on universal design principles. In the
higher education environment in South Africa, statistics
regarding the numbers of university students who have
disclosed disabilities, and more specifically hearing loss,
are not readily available owing to factors such as differ-
ing definitions of disability, misinterpretation of disabil-
ity codes on university application forms and stigma as-

sociated with disclosure of a disability (Bell, 2013). Stu-
dents often elect not to disclose their disability status, as
their self-identity is that of a ‘non-disabled’ person and
they see no social benefit to be gained from being identi-
fied as disabled (Mutanga, 2013). However, a study con-
ducted by the FOTIM (2011), involving 15 South African
universities, reported the following statistics concerning
students with disabilities:

• The proportion of students with disabilities as a
percentage of the total student population was
less than 1%;

• Disability units support between 21 and 400 stu-
dents per year on average; and

• Very few disability units provide support services
for studentswho areHOHand even less so for Deaf
students who make use of Sign Language.

In 2012, the National Student Financial Aid Scheme
(NSFAS), which funds needy but capable students in
higher learning, allocated R45.5 million in bursaries to
1,368 students with disabilities. This was increased to
R69.9 million in 2014, benefiting 1,383 students as from
12 February 2015. Ndlovu and Walton (2016) purport
that this funding might not be adequate for studying
professional degrees in higher learning with limited ex-
tended support being provided to students with disabil-
ities during their fieldwork. Furthermore, according to
the Higher Education Management Information System
(HEMIS) data, the number of enrolled students with dis-
abilities increased from 5,856 in 2011 to 7,110 in 2013
and, over the period of 2010 to 2015, the increase was
from 5,357 to 7,379 (DHET, 2018). It is thus clear that
the number of students with disabilities accessing higher
learning is increasing every year. HEMIS (2010) data ob-
tained from the DHET for the period between 2003 and
2010 indicated that the number of students with hearing
impairment registered at HEIs in South Africa increased
from only 155 in 2003 to 326 in 2010. Without cur-
rent statistics being available in South Africa, it can be
assumed from the aforementioned figures that the in-
crease in the overall number of students with disabilities
attending university would include students who might
be Deaf or HOH.

The aims of this article were to report on the teach-
ing and learning experiences of HOH students who pre-
fer to make use of spoken language to share the daily
barriers with which they are faced, and to provide rec-
ommendations for teaching and learning, as well as cur-
ricula transformation.

The following sections are focused on a review of
the literature and the empirical study. The background
theory emphasizes: 1) the conceptualisation of inclusive
education in South Africa and its effectiveness; 2) inclu-
sion within higher education; 3) the potential effect of
hearing loss on learning; and 4) types of support ser-
vices for HOH students; and the barriers experienced by
these students.
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2. Review of the Literature

2.1. Conceptualising Inclusive Education

Inclusive education is generally viewed as an ‘overall prin-
ciple that should guide all educational policies and prac-
tices; building on the premise that education is a basic
human right and the foundation for a more equal and
just society’ (UNESCO, 2009, p. 8). Being ‘inclusive’, as
argued by Thomas and O’Hanlon (2004, p. xi), involves
more than simple integration or mainstreaming as it is
deeply entrenched in awide range of social, political, psy-
chological and educational contexts. The philosophy of
inclusion is concerned with creating and developing a
system in which both equity and diversity are the goals
and are truly welcomed. However, inclusion can be inter-
preted very differently depending on the specific context
(Yssel, Engelbrecht, Oswald, Eloff, & Swart, 2007).

In the South African educational system, inclusive ed-
ucation is defined primarily as a ‘learning environment
that promotes full personal, academic and professional
development of all learners irrespective of race, class,
gender, disability, religion, culture, sexual preference,
learning style or language’ (DOE–SA, 2001a, p. 16). The
decision by the government to follow international trends
regarding inclusion, i.e., to embark on a process to pro-
vide a more just, unified and equitable system for all,
was a critical step for education in South Africa. How-
ever, inclusion cannot be achieved without the provision
of relevant and adequate resources and support to en-
sure effective implementation across all levels of educa-
tion (Swart & Pettipher, 2018). As argued by Howell and
Lazarus (2003), change to accommodate students with
disabilities needs to take place at a discursive level, aswell
as at the level of institutional organisation and practice.

Various researchers have investigated the influence
and effectiveness of inclusive practices on students’ edu-
cational experiences. In their review of the literature on
inclusion, Salend andDuhaney (1999) concluded that the
benefits of inclusion for students with disabilities might
include gains in academic achievement, increased peer
acceptance and richer friendship networks, higher self-
esteem, avoidance of stigma, and possible lifetime bene-
fits such as higher salaries and independent living. Inclu-
sive education has the potential to bring about equalisa-
tion of opportunity with regards to education and social
life, particularly in countries where it has been well or-
ganised (Abosi & Koay, 2008, p. 2). However, in South
Africa, this situation of equalisation of opportunity is yet
to be realised fully with the United Nations Convention
on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UN, 2006) not
having been properly domesticated yet (Human Rights
Watch, 2015). Evidence clearly suggests that, although
policy frameworks promote inclusive education within
the ambit of ‘education for all’, a different reality of
‘exclusive’ education is revealed in practice (Armstrong,
2003; Booth, 2000). A recent monitoring report of the
Convention on the Rights of the Child acknowledged

that ‘the challenges faced by children with disabilities
in realizing their right to education remain profound’
and that they are ‘one of the most marginalized and ex-
cluded groups in respect of education’ (UNICEF, 2013).
The Human Rights Watch (2015) also revealed South
Africa’s dismal failure to provide inclusive education for
children with disabilities.

2.2. Inclusion within Higher Education

Inclusive education is both a global imperative (UN,
2006) and a national priority in South Africa, which has
a strong legislative framework (DHET, 2013; DOE–SA,
2001a) that provides guiding principles and parame-
ters for implementation. Despite this progressive leg-
islative and policy framework, students with disabili-
ties, especially in higher education, continue to face a
multitude of barriers—physical, social and attitudinal
(FOTIM, 2011; Ndlovu &Walton, 2016). Presenters at the
2009 African Network on Evidence-to-Action in Disability
(AfriNEAD, 2009) conference highlighted infrastructural,
institutional and environmental barriers faced by stu-
dents with disabilities in higher education, including
‘inaccessible environments, lack of reasonable accom-
modation, negative attitudes, discriminatory application
and admission procedures and lack of disability policies
and resources that unnecessarily disadvantage disabled
students’ (Lyner-Cleophas, Swart, &Bell, 2009). Although
there has been a considerable increase in graduates with
disabilities in the system (984 graduates in 2011 to 1,294
in 2013), the attrition rate is still significantly high (SA
News, 2015). Furthermore, evidence clearly shows that
very few people with disabilities acquire professional de-
grees and, even those that do, are often excluded from
professional jobs (Ndlovu & Walton, 2016).

In essence, it is clear that, despite the progressive
legislative framework in South Africa and the noble com-
mitment to right the wrongs of the past, students with
disabilities in higher education still remain marginalised
and insufficiently supported. Those who are fortunate
enough to gain access to higher education still face
many barriers which not only impinge on their human
rights but also affect the quality of their experience
of education, which has a direct effect on their educa-
tional outcomes.

2.3. Potential Effect of Hearing Loss on Learning

The effect of the loss of functional hearing depends pri-
marily on the type, extent and timing of the hearing loss.
According to Tucci, Merson and Wilson (2009), mild to
moderate hearing loss in children might lead to delays
in the development of spoken language, whilst profound
hearing loss could lead to significant delays in speech
and language development. These delays often result in
individuals with a hearing loss who prefer spoken lan-
guage, being unable to acquire adequate oral communica-
tion skills. Without audiological and speech interventions,
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HOH children might never develop speech and language
or any ability to communicate effectively. Moreover, a sig-
nificant hearing loss might inhibit the social interaction
of students and, if they communicate using speech, ar-
ticulation problems sometimes make it difficult to under-
stand them (Lewis & Doorlag, 1999). Some HOH students
in higher education might exhibit some or all of the fol-
lowing traits (Sheffield Hallam University [SHU], n.d.):

• Difficulty producing discussion elements of an as-
signment, particularly where these depend on ab-
stract thinking rather than practical observation;

• Taking longer to read, understand and absorb
information;

• Relying heavily on dictionaries, references and tu-
tors to check their understanding; and

• Often having low self-confidence regarding their
academic work.

The fact that these consequences of the hearing loss are
completely independent of the intellectual ability or po-
tential of a student who is HOH has been highlighted
by Burke (2010). Luckner and Bowen (2006) assert that
even though students with hearing disabilities are able
to master the academic content, their ability to demon-
strate academic performance is compromised because
of delays in developing communication, language, read-
ing and writing skills.

2.4. Types of (Internal) Support Services for HOH
Students in Higher Education

At university level, the responsibility to request support
services lies with the student (Boutin, 2008; Gardner,
Barr, & Lachs, 2001). However, when a student with an
identified disability is admitted, it is the university’s re-
sponsibility to provide reasonable accommodations that
will provide equity of access to the physical as well
as the teaching and learning environment. Support ser-
vices available to HOH students vary greatly between uni-
versities in terms of quality of delivery and availability.
Cawthon, Nichols and Collier (2009) maintain that the
services that address the communication needs of HOH
students might be an important predictor of these stu-
dents’ success at enrolling for, and completing, a degree.
The types of support services available to HOH students
could include:manual note-taking by human note-takers,
academic tutors, instructional and curricula adaptations,
language modification (e.g., of assessments to simplify
the language), extra time, induction loop systems, real-
time captioning and assistive devices, for example, per-
sonal FM-systems and vibrating alert devices.

2.5. Barriers Experienced by HOH Students in Higher
Education

Students with varying degrees of hearing loss face a mul-
titude of barriers in higher education. In the researchers’

opinion, there could be many reasons why these bar-
riers exist, such as: lack of support; lack of awareness
of the accommodation needs of these students; the
‘invisibility’ and uniqueness of their hearing loss and
thus complex support needs; teaching staff ignoring calls
to attend disability-related, professional development
courses; attitudinal barriers of facultymembers; and lack
of financial and human resources. This array of factors
could make it unattractive to universities to admit stu-
dents who are HOH, resulting in under-representation in
higher education. The subsequent barriers, as reported
by Howell (2006), have a profound and sustained effect
on the psycho-social well-being and functioning of the
students. In general, students with disabilities, who have
managed to attend HEIs, argue that the energy, emo-
tional resources and levels of stress involved in dealing
with the wide range of barriers they are confronted with
undermine them and place them at an ongoing disad-
vantage in relation to other students. If they are unable
to deal with these issues, the prevailing attitudes and
prejudices towards their abilities are reinforced. Reindal
(1995) argues that students with sensory disabilities en-
counter so many practical difficulties that their ability to
study can be undermined, which often results in attrition
or lack of persistence in higher education.

2.6. Attrition, Persistence and Academic Outcomes

As previously mentioned, the participation figures of stu-
dents with a hearing loss in higher education are very
low and, of those students who do enter higher edu-
cation, many do not graduate successfully owing to a
variety of factors such as lack of support. The gap in
academic achievement between students who hear and
those with a hearing loss is often reported (Marschark,
2006; Moores, 2003).

Attrition refers to the gradual decline in the number
of registered students (Tinto, 1987). The highest rate of
attrition commonly occurs during the first year of study
at university. The same truth applies to students who are
HOH. According to Allen (1986), almost 75% of students
with hearing loss do not graduate from post-secondary
educational institutions (including colleges and univer-
sities). In a later study, Stinson and Walter (1997) also
found that the two- and four-year college retention rates
for students with hearing loss were considerably lower
than those for students who can hear.

Tinto (1987) explains that persistence means to re-
main in college until graduating whether multiple institu-
tions of higher education are attended or not and, in a
later study, he found that persistence is particularly im-
portant during the first year of college since most attri-
tion occurs at this time (Tinto, 1998). In post-secondary
institutions in the United States, according to a study by
Albertini, Kelly and Matchett (2012), only approximately
35% of deaf (Deaf and HOH) students graduate from two-
year programmes, compared with approximately 40% of
their hearing peers; and according to Marschark, Lang
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and Albertini (2002), approximately 30% of Deaf stu-
dents graduate from four-year programmes compared
with approximately 70% of their hearing peers.

Tinto (1987) argues that it is important to monitor
the progress of deaf and HOH students, particularly dur-
ing the most vulnerable first 10 weeks of study since,
generally, attrition is highest during this period (Boutin,
2008). A central aspect of Boutin’s persistence model is
that students need to be integrated into both the aca-
demic as well as the social systems of the university
(Boutin, 2008). Research conducted with degree-level
students showed that Deaf students do not feel as much
a part of the ‘university family’ as their hearing peers,
which could influence their educational success (Foster,
Long, & Snell, 1999).

In the next section, the context of this case study and
participants’ details are provided and the method used
is described.

3. Method, Participants and Context

A qualitative approach was used, and interviews were
conducted with students who were HOH and were at-
tending the university in South Africa at which this case
study was carried out. The case study was descriptive
in nature, adopting a constructivist paradigm to explore
and describe the lived and subjective learning experi-
ences shared by the students studying at a ‘hearing’ uni-
versity. Using both the participants’ and the researchers’
understanding, the participants’ social worlds were ex-
plored (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003). The main research goal
of this study was to explore and describe the academic
teaching and learning experiences of students with hear-
ing impairments, using the oral method of communica-
tion, at the university participating in the study.

The university involved was chosen because, at the
time of the study, it had the highest enrolment of stu-
dents who were HOH and thus it was presumed to have
accrued experience in supporting these students. Only
students with a hearing loss who preferred to use spoken
language were selected for this study as they were given
access to HEIs in South Africa more readily than Deaf stu-
dents at the time.More recentlyDeaf students havebeen
admitted and provided with Sign Language interpreters.

3.1. The Case Study Institution

This research was undertaken at one of the public uni-
versities in South Africa. The student body in 2014 com-
prised approximately 29,000 students with an equal dis-
tribution of male and female students. The university
had a disability unit, a policy for studentswith disabilities,
which subscribed to the social model of disability (Oliver,
2004) and defined the term ‘disability’ as referring to ‘a
verifiable physical, non-visible and/or psychological limi-
tation/s which negatively affects [a student’s] daily activi-
ties in a specific way.2 Although the study corps was rela-

tively diverse in terms of ethnicity, culture and language,
only 1.7% of the total student population disclosed hav-
ing a disability on their application forms.

3.2. Selecting and Describing the Participants

Typical of case study methodology, a purposeful sam-
pling procedure was used (Silverman, 2010). The criteria
for inclusion of students in the study were that they:

• Had to have a hearing loss, regardless of type, de-
gree or age of onset;

• Needed to be registered students at the case study
university; and

• Had to make use of spoken language as their
primary mode of communication, i.e., not Sign
Language.

Students who had disclosed their hearing loss to the
disability unit were invited by email to participate in
the study. Seven out of a possible thirteen students re-
sponded positively as shown in Table 1.

3.3. Data Generation Methods

Qualitative data were generated by conducting individ-
ual, in-depth interviews, lasting approximately 1.5 hours
each, having received prior consent. Preceding each in-
terview, the participants were requested to complete a
biographical questionnaire which provided background
data (see Table 1). All the interviews were held in a quiet
environment to facilitate barrier-free communication,
were conducted in English and were digitally recorded.
A printed copy of the interview guidewas provided to the
participants, so they could read the questions as well as
listen to them being posed.

3.4. Data Analysis and Ethical Considerations

ATLAS.ti (version 6) was used to code the transcribed in-
terviews, to develop categories and themes and to build
various network views (Charmaz, 2006). The grounded
theory coding process involving the initial phase, fo-
cused/selective phase and the theoretical coding phase,
as explained by Charmaz (2006), was used. Themeasures
used to ensure trustworthiness of the data were crystalli-
sation (Richardson, 2000), member checks (Holloway,
1997), peer review (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016) and an au-
dit trail (Silverman, 2010). The following ethical arrange-
ments were taken into consideration in this study: in-
formed consent, anonymity and confidentiality, and pro-
tecting the participants from any harm.

4. Findings and Discussion

The results have been presented in terms of four key
themes:

2 No reference is provided to protect the anonymity of the institution.
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Table 1. Biographical data for each student participant.

Participant Age Gender Year of Onset Degree of hearing Audiological First Ethnicity
Pseudonyms study impairment devices language

Barry 23 Male 3rd Birth Profound Cochlear English White
(L & R) implant (R)

Merle 21 Female 3rd Birth Moderate None Afrikaans White
(L & R)

Paul 24 Male 3rd Birth Profound (R) BTE* hearing Afrikaans White
aid (R)

Astrid 24 Female 4th L = 4 yr Profound Cochlear English White
6 R = 8 yr (L & R) implant (R)

Colin 20 Male 1st Birth Moderate BTE hearing Afrikaans White
(L & R) aid (R)

Stewart 20 Male 1st Birth Severe BA*** hearing Afrikaans White
(L & R) aid (L & R)

Noelene 19 Female 1st L = 2 yr Profound Cochlear English White
R = 10 yr (L & R) implant (R)

Notes: *L = left and R = right; **Behind-the-ear; ***Bone-anchored

4.1. Inclusive Teaching Practices and Curriculum
Accessibility

Teaching practices at the university were not inclusive
and those practices that students with a hearing loss
found useful, such as the provision of electronic notes
and the use of electronic calendars were not deliber-
ate attempts to be inclusive but were typical for post-
modern universities in a technological age. The use of
microphoneswas also not specifically intended to accom-
modate students who were HOH but was rather an at-
tempt to enhance audibility for large classes. One useful
practice was the provision of preferential seating in large
classrooms. Unfortunately, without enforcement by the
lecturer, these rows of seats would be occupied quickly
and be unavailable to those who needed to be seated in
the front to be able to hear and lip-read. One student
shared her negative experiences in this regard:

There is space, like the first row, for students who
have disabilities, but many times other students go sit
there as well….Lecturers should also say to the other
students that they shouldn’t sit there as this is re-
served for the students with disabilities. (Merle)

It was also found that curricula were largely inflexible
with little transformation having taken place at the uni-
versity in order to accommodate HOH students. Existing
curricula did not adhere to the principles of accessibility,
flexibility or universal learning design and thus were not
responsive to the needs of the students. Two students
shared their experiences:

Well, the real barrier is communication and to over-
come it I usually use my fellow students….They really

help….When a lecturer is explaining something it is
frustrating because you can’t always hear so I really
do rely on the PowerPoint notes that they have on
WebCT [online learning management system] as it ex-
plains the stuff to you. It is just frustrating because it is
not like you can ask for the PowerPoint notes. If I could
have heardwhat he said,maybe I could have seen that
I don’t understand and ask him, but I don’t knowwhat
to ask because I can’t hear what he is saying. (Colin)

Yes, some of the lecturer’s notes are hard to find be-
cause they are not all on WebCT. They have their
own website somewhere else, so you have to google
search for it....[It’s] very frustrating and I can’t hear
the lecturer, so that is also frustrating. (Noelene)

It was noted that similar findings regarding inaccessi-
ble teaching practices and curricula have been reported
since 1998 at universities in South Africa yet the practices
continue to prevail (Council on Higher Education [CHE],
2005; DHET, 2018; DOE–SA, 2005; FOTIM, 2011; Howell,
2006, p. 168). Based on their research, Cummings, Dyson
and Millward (2003) reported that the focus of inclusive
education was on organisational characteristics instead
of important issues such as pedagogy, curriculum and ed-
ucational outcomes. The findings from the present study
were similar, indicating a need for real change. In re-
search by McLean, Heagney and Gardner (2003), it was
found that the lack of curriculum flexibility and the barri-
ers to curriculum access developed because of the ways
in which learning support services for students with dis-
abilities had been conceptualised. Similarly, at the case
study university, the conceptualisation of support was
still based on the deficit model of disability (Oliver, 1989),
which had an effect on student learning.

Social Inclusion, 2018, Volume 6, Issue 4, Pages 137–148 143



4.2. Reasonable Academic Adjustments

Reasonable academic adjustments refer to strategies
that minimise or eliminate the effect of a disability,
enabling the individual to gain access to, and have
equal opportunity to participate in, the university’s
courses, programmes, assessments, services and activ-
ities (Brinckerhoff, Shaw, & McGuire, 1992; UN, 2006).
Limited, reasonable academic adjustments had been
made for students who were HOH at the university. How-
ever, only one of the participants had requested and re-
ceived permission to make use of additional time for as-
sessments: ‘For the tests/exam I have extra time. I get
10 minutes per hour’ (Paul). Generally, the participants
were unaware of any academic adjustments (reasonable
accommodations) available to them and either they felt
that it was not necessary or that it would be an unfair
advantage for them or they did not want to be subjected
to the application procedure and be required to declare
their disability. Colin shared his lack of awareness by stat-
ing: ‘Not at all; I never even knew there was a support
system for the students’.

4.3. Learning Support

At the time of this research, support services offered
by the case study university to students who were HOH
were largely inadequate. This included both human and
technical support. Participants were mostly unaware of
the availability of support services and thus the uptake
of learning support was low. The only available learn-
ing support included academic tutoring, mentoring, ex-
tra time for assessments and the use of peers for taking
notes or sharing their notes with the HOH students. In
a recent study by Stinson et al. (2017) it was found that
students rated the printed or electronic file text (part of
the speech-to-text service), which they used for study af-
ter class, as being more useful than notes from a note
taker. It was also important to note that both tutoring
and mentoring were available to all university students.

One participant whomade use of the note-taking ser-
vice did not find it helpful as he struggled to interpret the
notes taken, as they reflected someone else’s filtering of
the information based on their prior knowledge and con-
text. Another student shared his feelings of discomfort
having to rely on someone else for support in class:

In the Maths class the note taker will take the notes
and I will just sit and try to listen towhat the professor
is saying….I feel a bit uncomfortable to rely on some-
body else, because youwant to do everything by your-
self. (Barry)

There was a need for increased learning support at the
case study university, such as academic one-to-one tu-
toring, as the teaching venues made learning inacces-
sible to students who were HOH owing to the unavail-
ability of audio induction loop systems and other, well-

functioning audio equipment such as public address (PA)
systems using high-quality speakers ormicrophones. The
learning support that was most urgently required, espe-
cially for students with a profound hearing loss, was real-
time speech-to-text captioning.

4.4. Barriers to Learning

All of the participants experienced a significant number
of barriers related to learning. These barrierswere associ-
atedmostly with communication, teaching practices and
assessment. The students’ experiences varied, depend-
ing on the severity and age of onset of their hearing loss.
The major barriers faced by HOH students related specif-
ically to the audibility and accessibility of their primary
(oral) mode of communication. Examples of typical barri-
ers shared by the participants were:

• Inability to hear or lip-read the lecturer, especially
when switching between two languages without
warning;

• Difficulty following class discussions, high levels of
background noise and poor acoustics, especially in
large venues;

• Inaccessible teaching practices, such as the lec-
turer talking whilst writing on the board, and
videos without subtitles;

• Poor lighting when using a data/video projector as
HOH students were not able to lip-read; and

• Lecturers not making use of audio equipment or
the equipment being in a state of disrepair or not
available at all.

Three students share their ‘lived’ experiences:

[Following class discussions] If a student is sitting in
front of me then it can be quite a problem because
the sound is away from you and you are not able to
lip-read…that is a problem. I can’t always follow be-
cause some lecturers don’t repeat the question, they
just answer, and I don’t know what was asked. (Paul)

But sometimes I will ask them to speak, like, many lec-
turers don’t like to use the microphone, but the class
will ask them to use it, and they will be like, ‘I will just
do this [speak louder without themicrophone]’, but it
doesn’t really help, like, them standing in front or try-
ing to talk louder…it doesn’t help. It is very frustrating.
(Merle)

Another participant expressed experiencing severe frus-
tration when he could not hear during class because of
a lecturer speaking indistinctly. This created a commu-
nication barrier, not only for him, but even for all the
‘hearing’ students in the class: ‘The frustrating thing is
that the lecturer doesn’t really speak very clearly. My
friendswith normal hearing even struggle to hear the lec-
turer’ (Colin).
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It seemed that the common thread throughout this
discussion was that students who were HOH were not
aware of available learning support, albeit insufficient,
which precluded them from accessing it. This, in turn, re-
sulted in these students experiencing many barriers and
having to devise their own personal coping strategies. At
the time of the study, HOH students at the case study uni-
versity faced many barriers. These barriers, including at-
titudinal, pedagogical, communication, assessment prac-
tices and environmental barriers have the potential to af-
fect the students’ educational experience and their aca-
demic attainment negatively.

5. Conclusion and Recommendations

The purpose of this study was to explore the learning ex-
periences of HOH students at a South African university.
Various exclusionary practices were identified, which re-
sulted in these students facing significant barriers to
learning. The barriers they shared were based on their
lived experience. While some attempts had been made
by the case study university to be more inclusive, these
students were inadequately supported in terms of their
unique learning and communication needs.

The participants made a number of recommenda-
tions regarding curriculum flexibility and transformation
in order to reduce the learning barriers experienced:

• Lecturers should:

— Learn and apply the principles of universal
learning design in their curriculum design,
chosen materials and delivery methods;

— Attend staff development workshops to in-
crease their knowledge and raise their aware-
ness of how to provide adequate support for
students who are HOH in their classes;

— Ensure that they are aware of the needs of
each individual student and his/her specific
needs by collaboratingwith the disability sup-
port services;

— Make glossaries of new and complex termi-
nology available prior to it being taught in
class and provide electronic copies of de-
tailed notes well in advance to allow for pre-
reading of materials;

— Be available to meet with the students one-
to-one, and their primary mode of general,
‘out-of-class’ communication should be by
email;

— Insist that the first one or two rows in a
large venue be kept open for students with
special communication needs, e.g., students
who areHOH, andmakeuse of specialised au-
dio equipment;

— Repeat questions asked and answered in
class by other students and ensure that all
audio-visual materials have subtitles.

• Interaction amongst Deaf or HOH peers should be
encouraged as this might help with some of the is-
sues raised, e.g., sharing of knowledge/notes, etc.;

• Support and access must be made available to all
HOHor Deaf university students regardless of their
communication preference;

• Any support provided should be tailored to ad-
dress individualised needs;

• Large teaching venues should be fitted with good-
quality, audio equipmentwhich is well maintained;

• Additionally, as suggested by Chataika, McKenzie,
Swart and Lyner-Cleophas (2012), a compulsory
module on diversity, disability and inclusion
should be implemented for every university stu-
dent, and lecturers should be included, to produce
future leaders and policymakers who are sensitive
to disabilities.

While acknowledging that the university involved in the
case study provided some support, it has been argued
that this was insufficient to meet the real and unique
needs of each student with hearing loss who preferred
to use spoken language to communicate. It is therefore
the researchers’ contention that, unless strategies are
put into place to support students who are HOH in higher
education better, they will continue to experience signif-
icant barriers to learning that will have a potentially neg-
ative effect on their educational experience as well as
their academic attainment. Upon accepting and register-
ing students with disabilities, it is incumbent upon uni-
versities to provide adequate and appropriate support
to ensure that these students have equitable access to
learning and thus fair opportunity for educational suc-
cess. A call to action is required for university administra-
tors, lecturers and students to support and participate in
awareness workshops.

This also implies that there is a need for cultural
change towards understanding and support within uni-
versities for them to become truly inclusive for all.
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