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Typically hearing loss is a problem we associate with the elderly, 
or perhaps with long-time operators of heavy machinery. Rare-
ly do we think of it in conjunction with children and teens, and 
even when we do, we tend to assume that the disability has 
existed since birth.

This, however, is not always the case . Children can lose hearing during their teen-

age years, sometimes with very little warning . Although the causes differ widely, 

as do their physiological effects, even the partial loss of a sense vital to communi-

cation and human interaction can be devastating to teens, who already suffer from 

social and emotional trials at this time in life . 

Understanding the causes of hearing loss is therefore important, but perhaps 

more important is understanding the psychological effects this can have on a 

teen . Only with a firm grasp of how hearing loss affects identity, social interaction 

and emotional wellbeing can parents, teachers, speech therapists, psychologists 

and others hope to help teens adjust to their circumstances .

The following account attempts to paint a portrait of teenage hearing loss, com-

plete with possible causes, distinctions between various types of hearing loss, 

and the role of speech and hearing in social identity . We will use these compo-

nents to arrive at conclusions about the psychological impacts of hearing loss in 

teens, and offer a few suggestions for those hoping to help a student, patient or 

loved one .
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What Causes Hearing  
Loss in Teens?

Hearing loss may be due to problems in the inner ear, problems in the outer parts 

of the ear such as the ear canal, middle ear and ear drum, or a combination of the 

two . Although a wide range of situations can result in hearing loss, a brief sam-

pling of possibilities includes

• Congenital defect

• Ear infection

• Autoimmune diseases

• Head trauma

• Disease

• Exposure to loud noises

This last issue is particularly salient to teens these days, as more and more peo-

ple listen to music for extended periods of time using earbuds . These devices put 

sound much closer to the eardrum than do headphones, while simultaneously do-

ing a poorer job blocking background noise, explains the Sutter Health Palo Alto 

Medical Foundation . This in turn encourages kids to turn

their music up even higher in an attempt to block it out . Plus, now that MP3 devic-

es can hold so much music, people are now listening to it for longer stretches than 

ever before, including when they sleep .

The results are grim: 12 .5 percent of children between 6 and 19 years of age suffer 

from some degree of hearing loss, according to the American Journal of Pediat-
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rics . Of course, music is not the only reason a teen may experience hearing loss, 

but it is a sadly prevalent one .

A brief note before continuing: In order to cover the widest possible range of sit-

uations affecting teens with hearing loss, this article will assume that teens either 

started with a normal degree of hearing and lost it sometime during their teenage 

years, or began life deaf and have now grown into their teenage years already well 

versed in the disability . However, since the latter group has a distinct edge over 

the former in terms of a presumably already established community of other deaf 

teens, as well as many years to adjust to the circumstances, many of the heaviest 

psychological impacts discussed within this paper will focus on children who lose 

their hearing during their teenage years .

Where appropriate, the paper will distinguish between the two possible situations . 

Where no distinction is made, we can assume that teens who have recently suf-

fered hearing loss and those who have lived with it for a significant amount of time 

are similarly affected as regards the topic at hand .

Understanding Levels  
of Hearing Loss

Hearing is not an absolute sense . Like vision, which slides along a scale from 

excellent to good to poor to nonexistent, hearing also ranges . Hearing loss be-

gins with the inability to distinguish softer noises, such as the hum of a refrigera-

tor or the sound of birds chirping . At this level of hearing loss, the quieter parts of 

speech also begin to slip: Fs, Ss and Ths, which have no “voice” behind them but 

rather are sibilant in nature .
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With moderate hearing loss, the sufferer loses the ability to hear spoken words at 

all, as well as louder noises like a vacuum . The piano quickly follows . With severe 

hearing loss, normally loud sounds like motorcycle and semi-truck engines go, 

and as the spectrum approaches and reaches total deafness, even concussive 

sounds such as the noise of a drum set, a helicopter prop and a gun report are 

lost .

It goes without saying that different levels of hearing loss result in different psy-

chological effects . While a thorough treatment of the effects attendant on each 

level of loss is beyond the scope of this paper, we may sum up this point by say-

ing that with each level of hearing loss, the sufferer loses another tie to the world 

and the sounds upon which it relies .

For instance, although mild hearing loss may make it difficult to converse in a 

crowded and noisy environment (say, in a cafeteria or at a football game), it likely 

will not cause the kind of lasting psychological trauma that severe or total hearing 

loss would .

Once hearing is gone completely (or if a child is born that way), many of the activ-

ities of hearing teen life must be altered or accommodated: team sports may be-

come more difficult, classroom learning requires the use of an interpreter and likely 

special classes, and social activities may change .

Such problems, however, are still somewhat superficial compared to the deep cul-

tural importance society attaches to hearing, usually without even thinking about 

it . In the next section we will examine the role hearing plays in interpersonal rela-

tionships .
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The Cultural Importance  
of Hearing

An informal survey would likely reveal that most people would 
rather lose their hearing than their sight.

This cultural perception can lead to the related, but not necessarily justified, as-

sumption that hearing is “not all that important,” and that although the situation is 

a bummer, sign language will fix much of the damage and allow a person to lead a 

mostly normal life .

At risk of being pessimistic, it is important to realize that sign language is not a 

total replacement for speech . While it is a valuable and excellent means of com-

munication in its own right, hearing loss causes people to miss many of the audi-

ble social cues that hearing teens rely on to interact with others, make decisions, 

forge personal and social identities, work and form relationships .

PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS

Humans are adept at gathering information about their fellows, and voice actu-

ally plays a significant role, according to Robert M . Krauss and Jennifer S . Pardo 

of Columbia University in their study “Speaker Perception and Social Behavior: 

Bridging Social Psychology and Speech Science .” Perhaps surprisingly, they ex-

plain, people are only marginally less successful at judging a person’s height, age 

and sex by listening to a two-sentence clip of their voice than when shown a pho-

tograph . And while voices may provide a wealth of physical information, they also 

provide a valuable social marker: Hearing people are capable of recognizing doz-

ens of voices .



7

DIALECTS

This is perhaps less important in the “melting pot” that is modern, developed 

world society, but dialects can still offer meaningful insight into a person’s back-

ground that visual cues alone cannot .

REGISTERS

A speech register is a way of speaking . Most people have several, varying from 

whether they are in a formal or informal situation, or whether they are at work or at 

home . At work, for instance, they might adopt complex lingo to help them engage 

with coworkers in a meaningful and efficient way . At home, they may adopt a dif-

ferent way of speaking to interact with children or a spouse . Often the registers of 

those around us will clue us into the exact nature of a situation . A boss may loos-

en up after several hours at a work event, for instance, letting us know it’s okay to 

do so as well; a teacher may require a heightened level of formality on a particular 

day because they are being observed . To the teen with hearing loss, these are 

clues that may be missed entirely .

INTERNAL STATE

Psychologically speaking, internal state is the most important piece of information 

conveyed by the spoken word . While theoretically a teen could see physical char-

acteristics and gather register from the setting, and while dialect may not prove 

that important to day-to-day interaction, the ability to recognize internal state is 

socially very valuable .

Speech is often laden with emotion, and as the authors of the above study ex-

plain, even a small sample such as the word “Hello” can contain enough informa-

tion to inform the listener about the speaker’s emotional state . While facial expres-

sion also conveys some of this same information, and while sign language adeptly 

contains meaning, valuable social cues are still lost when a person cannot hear .
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Learning Impacts of  
Deafness from Birth

At this point it is important to note that language as a concept also plays in to the 

psychological effect of hearing loss . As cited in “Electronic Communication by 

Deaf Teenagers,” a study conducted by Valerie Henderson, Rebecca E . Grinter 

and Thad Starner at the Georgia Institute of Technology, children who are deaf 

from birth and born to hearing parents suffer considerably in the spheres of lan-

guage and short-term memory acquisition .

While hearing children are able to interact with hearing parents on a daily basis, 

and the same goes for deaf children with their deaf parents, deaf children of hear-

ing parents do not benefit from the same seamless language interaction . This 

results not only in “incomplete language models,” but in a 4th-grade reading level 

by the age of 17 or 18 .

Teens who experience hearing loss once they’ve already reached their teenage 

years, therefore, have a significant leg up developmentally, even if the resulting 

psychological impacts are initially more severe .

In the following sections, we will discuss specific emotional, social and educa-

tional results of hearing loss in teens, as well as the more specific psychological 

impacts stemming from each . It is once again worth noting that while teens who 

have been hard of hearing or deaf since birth do suffer some sense of isolation 

and “differentness,” the significant increase in adjustment time as well as the de-

velopment of a culture of support throughout their life does limit these impacts for 

them . Formerly hearing teens, who are forced relatively suddenly to adjust to hear-

ing loss, may feel these impacts far more acutely .
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However, it is also worth noting that simply because a teen has experienced hear-

ing loss from a young age does not mean that they fail to notice their “different-

ness,” nor that they do not experience the feeling of missing out . Therefore we 

may safely apply each of the following impacts to both situations .

Emotional, Social and Educational 
Results of Hearing Loss

Whether or not children are able to skip the negative effects of early deafness on 

short-term memory building and language acquisition, hearing loss of any type 

has significant impacts socially, emotionally and educationally . Although the list of 

detrimental effects of hearing loss is too lengthy to cover here in its entirety, this 

section will lay out some main emotional, social and educational concerns . In the 

following, closely related, section, we will explore how these more factual results 

in turn produce psychological results .

MISUNDERSTANDINGS

Misunderstandings come in two main forms . The first group is that which occurs 

between a hearing individual and a hard-ofhearing or deaf individual . According 

to the National Register of Health Service Psychologists (NHSP), such misunder-

standings can include responding inappropriately to hearing individuals, failing to 

respond at all, or misunderstanding the words spoken by a hearing individual . 
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Such situations often arise when a person is losing their hearing and finding it hard 

to admit that is the case, thus struggling through interactions as though they were 

normal . In turn, such misunderstandings can lead to social awkwardness on the 

part of the person experiencing hearing loss, such as:

• Watching people’s mouths intently

• Asking people to repeat frequently

• Looking puzzled

• Turning televisions and radios to  

 inappropriate volumes

• Talking too loudly or softly

While acknowledging that hearing loss is a problem can help, many people find it 

hard to do so .

The second set of misunderstandings takes the form of beliefs that hearing peo-

ple hold about the deaf and hard-of-hearing, and can cause strife when trying to 

communicate . Teens who do try to adapt to hearing loss through hearing aids, 

lip-reading skills or sign language often run up against the limitations of all three .

Firstly, explains the NHSP, hearing individuals often assume that “hearing aids 

function much like eye-glasses, returning the user to something close to the 

equivalent of 20-20 hearing .” This is not the case . Rather, hearing aids amplify 

all sounds, so that even when wearing one, a hard-of-hearing individual may still 

have trouble distinguishing a voice from background noise . This misunderstanding 

can lead hearing individuals to assume that the person is “back to normal” when 

in fact they are not .

Secondly, hearing individuals assume that the hard-of-hearing immediately mag-

ically attune their other senses to be able to perform such feats as lip-reading, 

when in reality this is a learned skill that many are not naturally gifted with . 
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Luckily for teens, they do not often suffer from the poor eyesight that makes lip 

reading difficult for the elderly .

Thirdly, hearing individuals may assume that sign language stands in completely 

for spoken language . However, as made clear by Krauss and Pardo, this is only a 

partial substitute . And in the case of people who do not know how to sign, it is not 

a substitute at all .

IMPACTED RELATIONSHIPS

The inability to communicate on a spoken level is a significant impact of hearing 

loss in teens, and results in quite serious psychological impacts . Lacking the abili-

ty to converse with a teen with hearing loss, many peers will, often unintentionally, 

create distance between themselves and the hard-of-hearing teen simply because 

it is too difficult to communicate .

Unfortunately, the majority of people with whom the hard-of-hearing teen formerly 

interacted will likely not learn sign language in order to continue to communicate 

effectively with the affected teen . Rather, those relationships will probably be lost . 

Over time, attrition will probably eliminate the majority of the relationships the 

teen formerly experienced . Sad to say, even many family members do not bother 

to learn sign language, especially if they are not living at home at the time of the 

hearing loss, and therefore cannot be as close to the teen with hearing loss as 

they otherwise would be .

Even where teens have experienced hearing loss for some time, and have formed 

communities based around individuals with similar disabilities, they may still find 

themselves unable to form relationships with the larger groups that teens value .
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DIFFICULTY LEARNING

Even teens who do not have full or even severe hearing loss may find their ability 

to learn impacted . Most teachers in traditional middle and high schools unthink-

ingly engage in many habits that do not affect the majority of their students . These 

include

• Pacing or turning while speaking

• Talking with their back to the classroom

• Writing on the whiteboard or blackboard

• Bending down while speaking

• Speaking while walking around the room or  

 passing out assignments

• Talking while creating other noises (rustling of  

 papers, stacking of books)

• Taking classes outside

While none of these habits is damaging to a student with normal hearing or only 

mild hearing loss, teens who are experiencing more severe levels of hearing loss 

can be greatly affected by such simple interruptions to the normal flow of lan-

guage . Especially as hearing loss becomes more advanced, and students start to 

rely more and more on lip reading and contextual clues, traditional teaching styles 

may prove less and less effective .

Eventually, learning will be all but halted until the teen gets help compensating . 

This can take the form of classes only for the hard-of-hearing or deaf students, an 

interpreter in the classroom, or modified lessons to help make learning easier .
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INABILITY TO PERFORM ACCUSTOMED TASKS

This especially impacts teens whose hearing loss is more recent . While children 

who have grown up from infancy without the ability to hear are more used to their 

disabilities, teens who experience hearing loss later in life often try to contin-

ue “business as usual,” with often frustrating results . Team sports, music, even 

household chores may all become more difficult, if not impossible .

Psychological Impacts  
of Hearing Loss

While we might think of the above impacts as “surface-deep,” in that they affect 

how hearing loss might change a teen’s world on the outside, the following psy-

chological impacts attempt to shine light on how hearing loss changes the internal 

environment .

Losing verbal communication – the root form of communication used by the vast 

majority of humans on Planet Earth – can present a staggering psychological 

shock to the hard-of-hearing or deaf teen, especially if the loss is new . This shock, 

and the attendant inability to do many of the things most people take for granted, 

can manifest in a variety of ways psychologically .

CONFUSION

Difficulty making sense of physical environments often goes hand in hand with 

hearing loss . So much of human endeavor relies on sound to convey meaning, 

and losing this sense or being born without it inevitably omits a teen from a wider 

realm of understanding than can possibly be available to them without hearing . 

The result is often confusion, not only on an emotional level, but on a purely physi-

cal one .
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Consider the case of a teen trying to cross the street . Even if they look both 

ways and check that the intersection is clear, they may miss vital cues that would 

warn a hearing person to stay put . A siren, for instance, can indicate that while 

the street is clear and the walk signal says go, a large vehicle may soon appear 

around a corner . A honk can indicate that despite careful checking, the person has 

missed a vehicle on the go . Such missed signals can result in injury or death .

This is an extreme example, of course . Most deaf teens are not at risk of death by 

speeding ambulance, but the point remains:

Auditory signals inform our world, and missing them can limit understanding and 

cause confusion . Moreover, awareness of these limitations can cause concern, 

anxiety and fear, as the teen with hearing loss begins to doubt himself or herself .

“CHECKING OUT”

Emotionally, and as a response to their changing social situations, teens may be-

gin to check out of their physical environments .

For the teen who has been deaf his or her entire life, this may take the form of 

isolation from peers who can hear, and therefore relate to one another on a differ-

ent (and sadly, often better) level than they relate to their non-hearing peer . For the 

teen whose hearing loss came on later in life, this can mean gradual distancing 

from the hearing peers with whom they used to interact .

Teens may also check out of their environments in more physical ways . If they 

discover that trying to make sense of a pep rally, a lesson, an outdoor environment 

or another situation is too difficult, they may stop trying even in situations where it 

isn’t .
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LOSS OF SELF-RELIANCE

This can result in a loss of self-reliance . Teens who are used to learning more and 

more as they grow older, but suddenly have to take a giant step back in what they 

are able to do, may be shaken to the core by this sudden change in circumstance . 

It can make them doubt themselves, finding it hard to rely on inner strengths even 

where they do have them .

ISOLATION

Hearing loss can initially lead to serious emotional isolation and a sense of loss 

and aloneness, especially as peers and even family members step back as a result 

of being unable to communicate .

This initial isolation may last until the teen reestablishes social balance, possibly 

finding friends who are deaf or hard of hearing, learning which of their hearing 

peers are still willing to interact, and discovering new learning communities that fill 

them with satisfaction rather than the helplessness that can result from difficulty 

learning in traditional environments . As teens adjust to circumstances (whether 

this means adjusting to a recent hearing loss or adjusting to the trials of middle or 

high school despite long-time hearing loss), they may become more outgoing and 

build comfort communicating .

It is worth noting that hearing loss does not result in the abandonment of typical 

human communication instincts . Henderson,

Grinter and Starner note, for instance, that if deaf individuals wish to communicate 

with someone whom they know to be nearby, they will still seek them out rather 

than use an alternate or electronic means of communication . This points to a will-

ingness in teens with hearing loss to adjust their new skills to fit old paradigms, 

which in time may help them adjust in the ways most likely to preserve old rela-

tionships and make new ones .
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LOSS OF IDENTITY

Isolation may lead to a shift in the teen’s social and emotional approach to the 

world and to themselves . Teens with hearing loss who are unable to engage on the 

same linguistic levels as their peers – talking, joking, picking up social cues – may 

initially lose the sense of identity they got from interacting with peers . Similarly, 

many traditional aspects of school life may lose their appeal if the deaf teen is not 

able to make sense of them or enjoy them as they may once have done, which 

may eliminate aspects of their identity they considered valuable: the musician as-

pect, for instance, or the sports aspect .

While the impact may initially be seen by the teen experiencing hearing loss as 

a negative one, in time the teen will likely develop new skills and interests, which 

can help replace this loss of identity with new components . The loss of former 

communication styles will also encourage teens to seek out other individuals who 

can communicate on their level . This can result in a rebuilding of identity that can 

be more powerful than the initial identity, if the teen feels supported and surround-

ed by individuals who understand and help rather than hurt and limit .
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Tips for Communicating with the 
Deaf and Hard-of-Hearing

Learning to communicate with teens who are experiencing or have experienced 

hearing loss can be difficult, especially as those who love or wish to help them un-

doubtedly hope to avoid causing additional psychological stress . A full treatment 

of the subject is not within the scope of this paper, but the South Carolina Hospital 

Association recommends a few steps for communicating with teens with hearing 

loss:

Get the person’s attention before speaking and cue them into the 

topic of conversation before beginning

Speak slowly and clearly while looking at the individual if you are 

relying on lip reading, and do not cover your mouth with anything

Make eye contact and speak directly to the teen with hearing loss, 

whether or not an interpreter is involved

Use body and facial expression as well as gestures to supplement 

the discussion

Ask open-ended questions to encourage longer responses than 

“yes” or “no,” which will help ensure understanding

In groups, invite the deaf or hard-of-hearing individual to choose the 

best seating for communication

1

2

3

4

5

6



18

Slow down, don’t pace, and don’t use unfamiliar words

Be respectful, and don’t speak loudly, overly slowly, or with exag-

gerated enunciation, which only distorts the position of the mouth 

so that words become less, not more, recognizable

Treat the interpreter, if using one, as a professional deserving of 

respect and courtesy

Keep in mind that “deaf” and “hard-of-hearing” are different, and 

that teens may react differently to these situations (for instance, a 

hard-of-hearing teen may be sensitive to a noisy environment that a 

deaf person wouldn’t hear)

Use written communication where helpful, but always remember to 

face the teen to engage in real communication

Mitigating the Psychological  
Effects of Teen Hearing Loss

Unfortunately, it is not possible to completely undo the psychological damage 

caused by social distance and isolation, emotional turmoil and learning difficulty . 

However, several steps may help to create a more positive outlook after suffering 

hearing loss .

FOSTER A SENSE OF SELF

Many teens with hearing loss suffer from a lack of ability to identify with them-

selves as a hard-of-hearing or deaf individual .

7

8

9

10

11
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Disabilities cause serious problems in social and emotional life, and greatly impact 

the ability to engage in activities and duties that the hearing take for granted . It is 

therefore helpful to foster in the teen a sense of self that incorporates the disabili-

ty, and possibly even creates positive associations with it .

Help the teen find new interests to which hearing loss is not a barrier . Perhaps 

they can no longer play piano, or cannot star on the football team now that they 

can’t hear snap counts, but chess and writing require no hearing . Introducing the 

teen to a range of new activities can help them find those they love, that bring 

peace and meditation, and that help them to see themselves as valuable individu-

als who have something to offer the world in spite of the disheartening disability .

For readers, it may help to introduce literary characters who are deaf or hard of 

hearing . While it may be difficult to find students at school who share their issues, 

the Slideshare presentation Adolescent Literature with Deaf Characters highlights 

a wealth of young literary characters suffering the same fate . In some ways, liter-

ary characters offer even more insight than peers do, as teens may get to know 

them and meditate on the themes presented in private .

Moreover, teens with hearing loss may discover that they still enjoy a wide range 

of activities that their hearing friends participate in . Some sports rely heavily on 

visual stimulus and input and so are still possibilities for the hard-of-hearing, while 

board or computer games, or other pursuits that rely heavily on limited communi-

cation, close proximity and a high degree of visual interaction are still very acces-

sible to teens with hearing loss .

BUILD AN UNDERSTANDING COMMUNITY

One of the most important steps toward learning to live a meaningful life with 

hearing loss is building a community of people who understand exactly what the 

teen is going through . Conferences such as the American Society for Deaf Chil-

dren’s Annual Event or Deafhood Youth Northwest help students interact with deaf 
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peers, but perhaps more importantly, they build self-identity as a valuable teen 

with hearing loss . Support groups for teens who are deaf or hard of hearing also 

exist, and many school districts offer rich curricula to teens with hearing loss .

LEARN TO COMMUNICATE

In the initial time after hearing loss, or in the first few years of adolescence for kids 

who have lived with it their entire lives, communication is compromised . Wheth-

er due to the hearing loss itself or to changing bodies and hormones, it becomes 

more difficult to achieve understanding . Working toward it is one of the primary 

ways to help teens adjust to hearing loss .

OFFER SPACE

Teenagers need space to work out issues, meditate on problems, grow and be by 

themselves . This does not change simply because the teen experiences hearing 

loss, or because they have grown up with it . Although some aspects of self-reli-

ance may be compromised, it is important to let the teen decide which aspects 

those are rather than enforcing help in ways a teen does not appreciate .

If a teen has recently experienced hearing loss, you should also expect them to 

need space to adjust to the circumstance . It will not happen overnight, and the 

psychological impacts detailed above may persist for a while . The best thing to do 

is to allow these feelings to run their course so that they can morph into new per-

sonal insights .

Only by respecting the psychological damage inherent in hearing loss can parents, 

teachers, family members, counselors, friends and others enable the teen with 

hearing loss to move on to a new and more fulfilling identity, one that embraces 

rather than rejects the disability .
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