
Deafness: Difference or Disability? 
Kaitlyn Thompson 

Abstract 
	  
 
As a predominantly ‘hearing’ society, many individuals believe that 
deafness is a form of disability. Two questions arise. First, to what 
extent are persons in our society educating themselves about the social 
experience and physical conditions of "non-hearing" persons? Second, 
can educational programs, specifically academic courses on deaf 
culture and history, help to change people's perspective 
of physical difference as disability? In order to specifically address 
these questions in a small study, I used a qualitative science approach 
using focus groups and participant observation. In my analysis, I 
discuss both students’ original perspectives as well as their views after 
taking American Sign Language courses. I wanted to understand in-
depth if students’ views had changed and how based on my 
interpretation of their narrative responses.  
 
An additional piece of my research was to understand any social stigma 
(from the standpoint of social theorist Erving Goffman) as it is 
manifested toward persons obviously identified as hearing impaired 
through the use of a hearing aid (pictured below). 

Results 
	  
After in-depth interviewing of four current American Sign Language 
students all of them agreed and stated that taking the course changed 
their views of deafness as a disability. The student’s agreed that taking 
the class allowed for them to see that “Deaf’ individuals do not believe 
they have a disability and we should not assume that they are disabled. 
This study was a pilot study which will require a larger sample size for 
future studies. 
 
My Personal Experience as a Seemingly ‘Deaf’ Individual  
In order to gain a personal understanding of being an individual with 
deafness, I wore hearing aid hooks for 1 week (pictured earlier). I noted 
differences in other’s behavior towards me throughout the week and 
noticed people were uneasy to interact with me. Individuals would stare 
at me with surprise after seeing the hearing aids and realizing my ability 
to speak was intact. Overall, people treated me the same but with more 
care. The biggest difference in behavior was my own as I was 
uncomfortable and embarrassed to be wearing the hearing aids. 

Conclusion 
 
 

The individuals interviewed in this study have been educated on 
deaf culture and language. After achieving a full understanding of 
what deafness consists of, each individual chose not to view 
deafness as a disability. It is important to note that the deaf 
individuals being addressed in this study are those identifying as 
part of the deaf community. Members of the deaf community are 
proud of the life they have been given and do not allow for their 
deafness to disable them in any way. These individuals can lead 
normal lives by using different techniques. Some of these 
techniques include American Sign Language for communication 
and visual cues for doorbells and other alarms. Technology has 
allowed for the deaf population to determine alterative ways to 
live. Alternatives give deafness the ability to  be a difference rather 
than a disability.  

Research Question 
 
 

When an individual is uneducated they do not have to opportunity 
to view a subject with a full understanding. Once an 
understanding of the topic is achieved, the individual is given the 
chance to create an opinion based on facts and experience. 
Often ‘hearing’ people will make assumptions about deafness as 
a disability because they have no experience and hearing is a 
norm of society. After participating in American Sign Language 
classes ‘hearing’ people will view deafness as a difference, rather 
than a disability.  
 
Defining a Disability 
 
Webster’s Dictionary defines disability in two ways: 
     1) A condition (such as illness or an injury that damages or 
limits a person’s physical or mental abilities. 
     2) The condition of being unable to do things in the normal 
way: the condition of being disabled. 
 
Both definitions are similar but depending on which you prefer, 
deafness may or may not be considered a disability. If an 
individual does not acquire deafness through illness or injury and 
they can continue activities of daily life then, based on this 
definition, deafness is not a disability. Deaf individuals, however, 
may not be able to perform tasks in the ‘normal’ way. When 
considering the latter definition, deafness would be considered a 
disability.  


