


PAVING PATHWAYS TO LEARNING: A LIVED EXPERIENCES OF SPED TEACHERS IN HANDLING LEARNERS WITH HEARING DIFFICULTIES


Abstract
[bookmark: _GoBack]Inclusive education is advancing, however, the experiences of SPED teachers supporting learners with hearing difficulties in public schools remain underexplored. This study examined the lived experiences of five SPED teachers in Cateel, Davao Oriental using a qualitative, phenomenological approach. Through in-depth interviews, the research uncovered their emotional journeys, instructional strategies, and adaptive practices. Teachers found fulfillment in meaningful communication, faced emotional challenges, and celebrated student progress. Key strategies included visual aids, sign language, and multisensory teaching. The study emphasized the importance of professional growth, inclusive values, and collaboration. It calls for targeted training, resources, and stronger family-community partnerships to enhance inclusive education.
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Introduction
SPED teachers face significant challenges in educating learners with hearing difficulties, often due to limited sign language skills and difficulty applying effective strategies (Ngobeni et al., 2020; Chibuye et al., 2023). In countries like Japan and India, barriers such as limited access to sign language, interpreter shortages, and inadequate teacher training further hinder learning (Ohorella & Pambayung, 2023; Kumar & Tripathi, 2022). In the Philippines, teachers in areas such as Midsayap and Davao City report struggles with communication, lack of resources, and insufficient professional development (Bajenio et al., 2023). While research on hearing impairments is expanding, it often emphasizes medical aspects (Neal et al., 2022), leaving a gap in understanding the everyday experiences of SPED teachers. This study addresses that gap by exploring their lived experiences, focusing on the strategies, challenges, and adaptive practices they employ to support learners with hearing difficulties.
[bookmark: _Hlk197379119]This study benefits education stakeholders and supports global goals like SDG 4 (Quality Education) and SDG 10 (Reduced Inequalities). It highlights effective communication and inclusive teaching strategies that enhance learning for students with hearing impairments. SPED teachers gain valuable insights into the need for sign language proficiency and adapted instructional methods to better support these learners.
This study is anchored on Sociocultural Theory of Vygotsky (1978) who said that the potential of people can be maximized when they receive proper assistance, support, or instruction. He emphasized that anyone can perform better with quality guidance, whether through tutoring, mentoring, or teaching. This idea is central to his concept of the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD), which refers to the range between what a person can do independently and what they can achieve with help. This theory directly supports the present study since learners with hearing impairments often face communication barriers that limit their ability to learn independently. 
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	Figure 1. Paradigm of the Study	
Methodology
This qualitative study employed a phenomenological design to explore the lived experiences of SPED teachers handling learners with hearing difficulties. Following Creswell (2013), phenomenology seeks to understand how individuals make sense of their experiences. The research was conducted in Cateel Districts 1 and 2, Davao Oriental, involving five purposively selected public school SPED teachers with at least two years of relevant experience, consistent with Vasthare et al. (2024). Data were gathered through face-to-face, in-depth interviews using open-ended questions, recorded with consent, and transcribed verbatim. Thematic analysis, guided by Creswell’s structured process and Fink’s (2000) seven-step framework, focused on themes such as communication barriers, instructional strategies, and emotional experiences. Coding involved open and axial methods, constant comparison, and memo writing. To ensure rigor, the study employed peer debriefing, member checking, and triangulation. Trustworthiness was established through credibility, confirmability, dependability, and transferability. Ethical standards, including informed consent, privacy, and voluntary participation, were strictly observed.
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Figure 2. Modified Paradigm of the Study Based from the Results




This section presents the findings of the study, focusing on the lived experiences of SPED teachers in handling learners with hearing difficulties. The table below shows the experiences, strategies and insights of SPED teachers in teaching learners with hearing difficulties:

Table 1 : Experiences, Strategies and Insights of SPED Teachers

	Major Themes
	Subthemes

	Experiences of SPED Teachers in Handling Learners with Hearing Difficulties

	Experiencing Fulfillment
	· positive responses, achieved communication, and expressive outputs

	Undergoing Emotional Journey
	· purposeful growth, emotional connection, and teaching frustrations

	Witnessing Breakthroughs
	· communication skill, seeing success, and celebrated progress

	Strategies Used by SPED Teachers in Handling Learners with Hearing Difficulties

	Using Visual and Assistive Tools
	· visual aids, sign language integration, and assistive technology

	Adapting the Lessons
	· material modification, multisensory methods, and lesson adjustment

	Engaging the Learners
	· creative strategies, interactive activities, and real-life connection

	Insights of SPED Teachers in Handling Learners with Hearing Difficulties

	Experiencing Professional Growth
	· increased patience and reflective practice

	Embracing Values and Mindsets
	· learner belief and core values



Experiencing Fulfillment
Teaching learners with hearing difficulties brings moments of deep satisfaction for SPED teachers. These moments often found when learners demonstrate understanding through sign language, visual cues, or expressive outputs. 
As shared by IDI-01:
“Na feel nako ang success when my learner responded positively using visual aids and sign language.”
(I felt successful when my learner responded positively using visual aids and sign language.)
In the same vein, IDI-04 also supported:
“Nakit-an nako akong learners nga ni participate confidently in activities using sign language was heartwarming and memorable.”
(Witnessing learners participated confidently in activities using sign language was heartwarming and memorable.)
	In addition, IDI-02 also shared her idea:
“Para sa akoa fulfilling moment was katong gitudloan nako ang akong deaf learners og action song for the Division SNED Contest..”
(A fulfilling moment was when I taught deaf learners an action song for the Division SNED Contest.)
	In connection, IDI-03 also shared:
“Para sa akoa ang success kay katong tine in which my student correctly used sign language and wrote my name during a school competition..” 
(For me, success was that time when my student correctly used sign language and wrote my name during a school competition.)
SPED teachers felt a deep sense of fulfillment when learners with hearing difficulties responded positively through sign language, visual cues, and expressive outputs. 
Undergoing Emotional Journey
Teaching learners with hearing difficulties is not only a professional task but also an emotional journey for SPED teachers. This journey is filled with moments of empathy, joy, frustration, and a renewed sense of purpose.
As shared by IDI-03:
“Na experienced pud nako ang kalipay and at the same time frustration, and I also realized nga mas nindot na naka help ko sa mga learners bisan paman sa kalisod.”
(I also experienced both joy and frustration, and I realized that it feels more meaningful to be able to help the learners despite the difficulties.)
In the same manner, IDI-04 expressed:
“I am always reminded to stay understanding, patient, and encouraging as these learners need extra support and care.”
Additionally, IDI-01 shared:
“I feel empathy, patience, and compassion. Teaching them helped me understand their unique challenges and develop a deeper connection.”
IDI-05 also reflected:
“I often feel joy when learners succeed but sometimes feel disappointed when they struggle to understand a concept despite my efforts.”
SPED teachers shared that teaching learners with hearing difficulties is an emotionally challenging experience, often filled with both joy and frustration. Despite the challenges, they expressed a deep sense of empathy and compassion.
Witnessing Breakthroughs
SPED teachers shared that witnessing their learners with hearing difficulties achieve milestones whether in communication, academic tasks, or public participation was among the most rewarding part of their teaching journey. 
As shared by IDI-01, these moments were especially memorable:
“One memorable moment was seeing our deaf learner win first place in a poster-making contest during the Division SNED Celebration.”
In the same vein, IDI-02 recalled:
“Ang pinaka fulfilling moment was when I taught deaf learners an action song for the Division SNED Contest. They understood everything through facial expressions and signs, even without hearing the music.”
(A fulfilling moment was when I taught deaf learners an action song for the Division SNED Contest. They understood everything through facial expressions and signs, even without hearing the music.)
IDI-04 also emphasized the emotional impact of these moments:
“Kanang nakit-an nako akong learners nga naga participate confidently in activities using sign language was heartwarming and memorable.”
(Witnessing learners participated confidently in activities using sign language was heartwarming and memorable.)
In terms of communication breakthroughs, IDI-05 shared:
“I experienced success when a student correctly used sign language and wrote my name during a school competition.”
SPED teachers shared their found profound joy and pride in witnessing their learners with hearing difficulties achieve meaningful breakthroughs in communication, academic tasks, and public participation.
Using Visual and Assistive Tools
SPED teachers emphasized the importance of using visual and assistive tools in effectively teaching learners with hearing difficulties. These tools not only supported concept delivery but also improved communication and engagement in the classroom. 
As shared by IDI-01, visual materials played a key role in instruction:
“Naka help gyud ang visual aids such as flashcards, charts, and diagrams para ma illustrate og tarong ang mga concept”
(Visual aids such as flashcards, charts, and diagrams helped illustrate concepts clearly.)
In the same vein, IDI-05 added:
“I adapt my materials by adding visual aids and written instructions to accommodate their needs.”
To strengthen communication, IDI-02 emphasized the use of sign language:
“Para sa akoa kay basic sign language served as the primary communication method and strengthened engagement.”
“For me, the basic sign language served as the primary communication method and strengthened engagement.”
IDI-04 also highlighted the importance of interaction:
“I consistently check for understanding and encourage two-way communication using signs and visuals.”
In terms of technology, IDI-03 noted:
“Assistive technologies like captioning devices and hearing aids supported understanding.”
IDI-02 supported this by saying:
“I used video content with captions and visual reinforcements for better learning engagement.”
As emphasized by SPED teachers, they used visual and assistive tools in delivering lessons effectively to learners with hearing difficulties. The use of flashcards, charts, sign language, captioned videos, and assistive technologies not only improved concept delivery but also strengthened communication and learner engagement. 
Adapting the Lessons
As shared by SPED teachers, they value the importance of adapting their lessons to meet the unique communication needs of learners with hearing difficulties. These adaptations involved modifying instructional materials, applying multisensory strategies, and adjusting lesson delivery to ensure that all learners could access and engage with the content. By tailoring their teaching methods, SPED teachers were able to create more inclusive and responsive learning environments.
As shared by IDI-01, adapting materials was a key strategy:
“Kailangan nako mo adapt sa materials and I need to add visual aids and mga written instructions kay para makasabot ang mga learners sa lesson.”
(I need to adapt the materials and add visual aids and written instructions so that the learners can understand the lesson.)
In the same vein, IDI-02 also noted:
“Nag prepare kog compiled sign language manual para ma check nako ang consistency in communication and instruction.”
(I prepared a compiled sign language manual so I can ensure consistency in communication and instruction.)
To support diverse learning styles, IDI-04 shared:
“For me, it was through multisensory approaches, parehas anang real-life objects and demonstrations.”
Similarly, IDI-05 also added:
In my classroom, nag-gamit pud ko og visual storytelling and role-playing sa pagtudlo sa akong deaf learners. 
(In my classroom, I also used visual storytelling and role-playing to teach my deaf learners.)
In terms of adjusting lesson delivery, IDI-03 explained:
“I incorporate sign language and gestures into every lesson to aid their understanding and I spoke to them slowly, clearly, and always face them to support lip-reading.”
As highlighted by SPED teachers, they shared that adapting lessons is important in meeting the communication needs of learners with hearing difficulties. This includes modifying materials with visual aids and written instructions.
Engaging the Learners
It was emphasized by SPED teachers the importance of using meaningful strategies to engage learners with hearing difficulties. These included connecting lessons to real-life experiences, simplifying abstract concepts through storytelling and role-playing. 
Teachers found that grounding lessons in learners’ everyday experiences helped make abstract concepts more tangible and relevant. As shared by IDI-01:
“Nigamit ko og real-life connections which made lessons more relatable and engaging for learners.”
(I used real-life connections which made lessons more relatable and engaging for learners.)
Similarly, IDI-04 highlighted the value of hands-on learning:
“I observed nga ni improved ang comprehension sa learners through the use of multisensory approaches, including real-life objects and demonstrations.”
(I observed that the comprehension of learners had improved through the use of multisensory approaches, including real-life objects and demonstrations.)
To address the challenge of teaching abstract ideas, teachers turned to creative methods as shared by IDI-05:
“Visual storytelling and role-playing made abstract concepts more accessible.”
Interactive and multisensory tools were also needed in maintaining learner engagement. As noted by IDI-03 noted:
“Visual aids such as flashcards, charts, and diagrams helped illustrate concepts clearly.”
In addition, IDI-04 also supported:
“I consistently check for understanding and encourage two-way communication using signs and visuals.”
In the same vein, IDI-02 also shared:
“I used video content with captions and visual reinforcements for better learning engagement.”
As share by SPED teachers, they used real-life connections, storytelling, and interactive activities to engage learners with hearing difficulties. These strategies helped them to make abstract concepts more relatable and accessible, while also fostering active participation through visual aids, sign language, and multimedia tools. 
Experiencing Professional Growth
SPED teachers shared that teaching learners with hearing difficulties significantly contributed to their professional growth. This experience led them to become more patient, flexible, and innovative.
As shared by IDI-01:  
“Teaching learners with hearing difficulties made me more patient, compassionate, and flexible.”  
IDI-03 also reflected on the need for creativity:  
“I became more innovative and creative in delivering lessons.”  
Similarly, IDI-02 emphasized the importance of adaptability:  
“Para sa akoa, importante gyud nga naa ta anang patience and flexibility para maka adapt ta sa learning paces and challenges in teaching deaf learners.”
(For me, it is really important to have patience and flexibility so we can adapt to the learning paces and challenges in teaching deaf learners.)
In terms of communication and reflection, IDI-05 shared:  
“It helped me improved my communication skills and taught me the value of non-verbal communication.”  
As highlighted by these insights, teaching learners with hearing difficulties has been a transformative journey for SPED teachers. It has shaped their professional identities by fostering adaptability, creativity, and a deeper understanding of inclusive practices. 
Embracing Values and Mindsets
For SPED teachers emphasized the importance of teaching with empathy, patience, and creativity, while also holding a strong belief in every learner’s potential. 
As shared by IDI-01:
“Motudlo ta with heart, patience, and empathy. Understand each learner’s unique strengths and needs.”
(We should teach with heart, patience, and empathy. Understand each learner’s unique strengths and needs.)
IDI-04 also highlighted the role of creativity in inclusive teaching:
“For teachers, kailangan creative sila sa ilang lessons para engaging and also they must tailored it to individual learning styles.”
(For teachers, they need to be creative in their lessons to make them engaging, and they must also tailor them to individual learning styles.)

In connection, as shared by IDI-05:
“Kailangan naa ka’y pagtuo sa potential sa imong learners, that they have the capacity to achieve great things, regardless of their hearing ability.”
(You need to have faith in your learners' potential, that they have the capacity to achieve great things, regardless of their hearing ability.)
Based from the insights of SPED teachers, they emphasized that embracing values such as empathy, patience, and creativity is needed when working with learners with hearing difficulties. 


Discussion
	SPED teachers expressed a deep sense of fulfillment when learners with hearing difficulties responded positively through sign language, visual cues, and expressive outputs. This aligns with Utami et al. (2024), who emphasized that blended learning models integrating visual and interactive methods enhance communication.
	Teachers described their journey as emotionally rich through empathy, joy, frustration, and a renewed sense of purpose. This supports Dewi (2024), who highlighted the importance of emotional resilience in inclusive education.
	Seeing learners achieve milestones in communication, academics, and public participation was among the most rewarding experiences. Hasanah et al. (2024) noted that consistent support and inclusive strategies boost students’ confidence.
	To enhance lesson delivery, teachers used visual aids, sign language, and assistive technologies. This supports Ventista and Brown (2023), who found that multimodal strategies and assistive tools improve outcomes for students with communication barriers.
	SPED teachers modified instructional materials and applied multisensory approaches to meet learners’ needs. This aligns with Rivana et al. (2024), who emphasized that differentiated instruction tailored to sensory and communication needs fosters accessibility and academic success.
	Teachers used real-life connections, storytelling, and interactive activities to make lessons more relatable and engaging. Hofer et al. (2020) emphasized that experiential learning enhances comprehension and inclusion by linking abstract concepts to real-world experiences.
	Teaching learners with hearing difficulties led to increased patience, flexibility, and innovation. De Vroey et al. (2023) noted that inclusive environments promote reflective and adaptive teaching practices.
	Teachers emphasized empathy, patience, and belief in every learner’s potential as essential values. Murphy et al. (2021) supported this, stating that inclusive education is grounded in educators’ core values, especially empathy and respect for diversity.
	SPED teachers advised peers to be flexible, collaborative, and committed to continuous learning. Pozas and Letzel-Alt (2023) highlighted that teacher collaboration and ongoing professional development enhance inclusive practices and differentiated instruction.
This study revealed the resilience, creativity, and dedication of SPED teachers in resolving the challenges of inclusive education. Despite emotional and instructional problems, teachers expressed a strong commitment to learner success. This research study highlighted the need for continuous support, collaboration, and innovation to ensure that learners with hearing difficulties thrive in inclusive environments.

Future studies may explore the long-term impact of inclusive strategies on learner outcomes and teacher effectiveness. Comparative research across regions may uncover best practices and shared challenges in teaching learners with hearing difficulties. Investigating the role of technology in improving communication and engagement in SPED classrooms is also recommended.
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