


Paving Pathways to Learning: A Lived Experiences of Special Education (SPED) Teachers in Handling Learners with Hearing Difficulties

Abstract
This study is important to the scientific community as it reveals strategies for improving learning among learners living with hearing difficulties or impairment. It provides primary data that is acquired from the lived SPED teachers through in depth interviews. Understanding these strategies can help SPED teachers to create an effective methods of teaching and learning process. This qualitative study also used a phenomenology approach to explore the lived experiences of 5 participants who taught learners with hearing difficulties. This study was also conducted in Cateel, Davao Oriental, Region XI, Philippines through purposive sampling. The researchers interpreted the findings through the used of thematic analysis which revealed that participants experienced both a fulfillment and challenges in their teaching journey. They shared that they felt sense of pride when learners learned to write their name and able to communicate in public activities such as competition, however, sometimes they also felt pity and questioning their efforts when learners did not understood the lessons. In terms of their coping mechanisms, participants shared their teaching strategies such as the use of visuals, sign language, videos with captions, and assistive technologies. They also shared their insights such as having a compassionate heart for the learners, maintaining patience and continuing professional development through constant study and reflection of teaching methods. The paper also recommended for professional growth, inclusive practices and teamwork of SPED teachers.  To improve inclusive education, school heads also must create iniative for teacher’s specialized training, and strong partnerships between school and family.  
Keywords: inclusive education, SPED teachers, hearing impairment, phenomenology approach, purposive sampling, thematic analysis, Region XI, Philippines
Introduction

This study is anchored on Sociocultural Theory of Vygotsky as explains in the study of Irshad (2021), this theory highlights that learners might grow with their full potential when they receive proper support, instruction and assistance from others. The authors explained that a child can perform better with proper guidance through tutoring, mentoring, or teaching. This concept closely aligned with the concept of the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD), which refers to the degree between what a person can do independently and what they can reach with support from others. This theory directly explains the present study since learners with hearing difficulties often encountered problems with communication which affected their ability to learn independently. The Sociocultural Theory of Vygotsky is important in improving the learning of learners with hearing difficulties because it highlighted the need for support and guided interaction through the use of sign language, scaffolding of teachers and visual aids. 
The recent study conducted by Neal et al. (2022), offers important data related to medical aspect of hearing impairment which also focus more on the assistive technologies, diagnosis, and auditory processing, however, these studies did not discuss the actual situation of teachers in inclusive classrooms. This gap is necessary because medical interventions alone do not equip teachers with the strategies to be used in providing a meaningful learning experiences. The present study answers this gap through discovering the lived experiences of SPED teachers, including needed insights into the adaptation of instruction, emotional engagement, and inclusive collaboration practices that are important for educational success.
[bookmark: _Hlk197379119]SPED teachers face challenges in teaching learners with hearing difficulties because of their limited skills in sign language and their difficulty in applying effective strategies (Chibuye et al., 2023). For example, in Japan and India, problems such as limited access to sign language, shortages of interpreter and inadequate teacher training further affected the learning of SPED learners (Ohorella & Pambayung, 2023). In the Philippines, teachers in areas such as Midsayap and Davao City reported difficulties with communication, lack of resources, and insufficient professional development (Bajenio et al., 2023). 
In this study Special Education teachers (SPED), are teachers trained to support learners with special needs, such as learners with disabilities, and was supported through individualized instructions to promote inclusive learning. This study also benefited SPED learners as they were the recipients of quality instruction of SPED teachers. In this study, SPED teachers also gained needed data into the importance of adapted instructional methods and sign language proficiency to better support these learners. School heads also benefits in this study through the findings and data which helped them accomplished SDG 4 (Quality Education) and SDG 10 (Reduced Inequalities) in their repective schools. 
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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. Phenomenology seeks to understand how individuals make sense of their experiences. The participants of this study were 5 SPED teachers teaching learners with hearing difficulties in elementary level. The participants have only little and basic knowledge on sign language proficiency and taught with atleast 2 learners with hearing difficulties, categorized as mild level. The research was conducted in Cateel Districts 1 and 2, Davao Oriental, Region XI, Philippines involving five public SPED teachers with at least two years of relevant experience (Balading et.al., 2023). The researchers gathered the data through face-to-face method using in-depth interviews and open-ended questions, and was transcribed verbatim. Thematic analysis was conducted, focusing on the themes such as problem with communication, instructional strategies, and their emotional experiences. The researchers used coding which involved open and axial approach, making comparison, and writing. To ensure reliability, the researchers performed peer debriefing, triangulation and member checking. Trustworthiness was also secured through confirmability, credibility, dependability, and transferability. Ethical standards were safely observed through privacy, signing of informed consent,  and voluntary participation of participants. 
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Figure 2. Modified Paradigm of the Study Based from the Results




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:
“Akong na feel ang success when my learner positively respondend with using sign language and visual aids.”
(I felt successful when my learner positively improved through the used of sign language and visual aids.)
In the same vein, IDI-04 also supported:
“I saw nga akong learners confidently participated in activities using sign language and that was memorable para sa akoa.”
(I saw that my learners confidently participated in activities using sign language and for me, that was memorable)
	In addition, IDI-02 also shared her idea:
“For me, happy moment was katong gitudloan nako ang akong deaf learners og action song for contest during Division SNED.”
(For me, a happy moment moment was when I taught my deaf learners an action song for contest during the Division SNED.)
	In connection, IDI-03 also shared:
“Katong time nga nakagamit akong learner og correct na sign language, for me that was already a success, and they also wrote my name during a school competition..” 
(When my learner used the sign language correctly, for me, that was already a success and then they also know how to wrote my name during a school competition.)
Participants shared that when learners who had hearing problems replied well using sign language, visuals, and expressive outputs, they already experienced an incredible sense of fulfillment.
Undergoing Emotional Journey
For SPED teachers, teaching students with hearing difficulties is not only a professional but also an emotional experience.  There are several instances of compassion, excitement, discomfort, and an unfamiliar feeling of strategy on this path.
As shared by IDI-03:
“Ahhmmm, 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 experienced also the frustration and at the same time happiness, and I realized that it is more fulfilling to help the learners despite the problems.)
In the same manner, IDI-04 expressed:
“Naka remember pud ko nga magpabilin gyud sa pagka understanding, encouraging and patient kay kani nga mga learners needed extra care and support.”
(I remembered my part to stay understanding, encouraging, and patient because I know that these learners needed care and support.)
Additionally, IDI-01 shared:
“Actually naka feel ko og compassion as well as empathy gyud sa learners. Samtang nagtudlo ko sa ilaha, it helped me understood their pinaka unique na problems and through pud ani, naka connect ko sa akoang learnes deeply.”
(Actually, I felt compassion as well as empathy to my learners. As I am teaching them, it helped me understood their very unique challenges and through these experiences also, I was also able to develop a deeper connection to them.)
IDI-05 also reflected:
“Lipay kaayo ko when learners succeed but naa pud time that I felt disappointed if maglisod sila to understand a concept despite my efforts.”
(I was super happy when I witnessed the success of my learners but it cannot be denied that there were time that I also felt frustrated when they faced hardship in understanding a lesson despite of my efforts.)
As shared by participants, teaching learners with hearing difficulties is sometimess fulfilling but it cannot be denied that there were draining instances which also tested their professional abilities to teach. Despite their encountered problems, they still showed an exceptional level of sympathy and kindness for their learners.
Witnessing Breakthroughs
SPED teachers explained that the most inspiring parts of their work was witnessing their learners with hearing difficulties interact or communicate in public activities, such as academic events or even competition. 
As shared by IDI-01, there were experiences which were memorable:
“For me, the most unforgettable event was witnessing our deaf learner wins first place in a poster-making contest during the celebration of Division SNED.”
Similarly, IDI-02 shared:
“Ang pinaka nindot na moment was katong nagtudlo ko og action song sa mga learners for the Division SNED Contest og nakasabot sila through my facial expressions and signs maski pag without hearing the music.”
(The most beuatiful part was when I taught an action song with my deaf learners for contest in celebration of the Division SNED and luckily they understood what I meant through my facial expressions and signs, even though they did not hear the music.)
IDI-04 also shared how the these experiences affect her emotions:
“I felt so happy and memorable kaayo para sa akoa na nakit-an nako akong learners nga naga apil confidently in activities using sign language.”
(I felt so happy and I think this was the memorable part when I saw my learners participated confidently in activities using sign language.)
In terms of improving communication barriers, IDI-05 shared:
“I felt success when my learner correctly used sign language and wrote my name during a school competition.”
SPED teachers were very happy and proud as they saw their students with hearing problems achieved the significant milestones in communication, academic activities, and public involvement. 
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 flashcards, visual aids, charts, and diagrams para mapakita og tarong ang mga concept”
(Flashcards, visual aids, charts, and diagrams were very helpful in explaining the concepts clearly.)
In the same vein, IDI-05 added:
“I used many materials by having visual aids and written instructions to cater the needs of my learners.”
To improve communication, IDI-02 emphasized the use of sign language:
“Ang basic sign language for me had served as the primary communication strategies which enhances the learners engagement.”
(The basic use of sign language for me had served as the primary strategies of communication which enhances the learners engagement.)
IDI-04 also highlighted the importance of interaction:
“I always check my learner’s understanding and encourage them through two-way communication using visuals and signs.”
In terms of technology, IDI-03 noted:
“For me, assistive technologies, for example the used of adaptioning devices and hearing aids supported the learner’s understanding.”
IDI-02 supported this by saying:
“I used video presentation with captions and visuals for better learning engagement.”
As pointed out by SPED teachers, they effectively provided lessons to students with hearing difficulties through visuals and assistive materials.  Flashcards, charts, sign language, captioned videos, and assistive technologies increased concept delivery along with communication and participation by learners.
Adapting the Lessons
SPED teachers strengthened inclusive and responsive learning environments by adjusting their methods and they also prioritized modifying lessons to cater the communication needs of hearing-impaired students. To made sure that every learner were able to access and interact with the material, learning resources, multisensory strategies, and lesson delivery were also adjusted.  
As shared by IDI-01, adapting materials was a key strategy:
“Need pud 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 needed to adjust the materials and include visual aids as well as written instructions so that the learners can understand the lesson.)
In the same vein, IDI-02 also noted:
“Gi compiled nako ang mga sign language manual para ma check nako ang consistency sa communication sa akong learners and also the instruction.”
(I compiled all sign language manual so I used it in improving consistency in communication and instruction of my learners.)
To support diverse learning styles, IDI-04 shared:
“Para sa akoa, need gyud mogamit og multisensory approaches, parehas anang real-life objects and demonstrations.”
(For me, I needed to used multisensory approaches, same with real life objects and demonstrations.)
Similarly, IDI-05 also added:
“Sa akong 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 taught learners with hearing difficulties.)
In terms of adjusting lesson delivery, IDI-03 explained:
“Gi integrated nako ang sign language and gestures sa akong lesson to help my learner’s understanding and I spoke to them slowly, clearly, and always face them para ma apply nako ang lip-reading.”
(I integrated sign language and gestures in my lesson to help learners improve their understanding and I also spoke to them slowly, clearly, and faced them when teaching to applied lip-reading strategies.”
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 expressed by IDI-01:
“I used a real-life connections which made lessons more engaging and relatable for my learners.”
(I used real-life connections which made lessons more engaging and relatable for my learners.)
In the same vein, IDI-04 highlighted the need for hands-on learning:
“Na observed nako nga ni improved ang comprehension sa learners through the use of multisensory approaches, including real-life objects and demonstrations.”
(I also witnessed that the comprehension of learners had improved through the use of multisensory approaches, for example real-life objects and demonstrations.)
To address the problems of teaching abstract ideas, teachers used creative methods as shared by IDI-05:
“For me, it was through visual storytelling and role-playing which made abstract concepts more accessible.”
Interactive and multisensory tools were also used in maintaining learner engagement. As noted by IDI-03:
“Flashcards, charts, visual aids and diagrams helped presents concepts clearly.”
In addition, IDI-04 also supported:
“I always check for understanding and encourage two-way communication using visuals and sign language.”
In the same vein, IDI-02 also shared:
“I integrated video content with captions and visual reinforcements for learners to have a better engagement.”
SPED teachers employed real-life connections, storytelling, and interactive lessons to engage hearing-impaired students.  They utilized visual aids, sign language, and multimedia to make complex topics more relevant and promote participation from everyone.


Experiencing Professional Growth
SPED teachers agreed teaching hearing-impaired students helped them improve professionally.  They became more patient, adaptable, and creative because of this.
As shared by IDI-01:  
Teaching pupils with hearing difficulties made me compassionate, understanding, and adaptive.”
IDI-03 also highlighted on the importance of creativity:  
“Para sa akoa, I felt nga mas naging creative and innovative ko sa pag prepare sa akong lesssons.”
(For me, I felt more creative and innovative in preparing my lessons.)
In the same vein, IDI-02 also shared the need for adaptability:  
“Ahmm..para pud sa akoa, I think need gyud nga naa ta anang patience and flexibility para dali rata maka adapt sa learning needs and challenges of our deaf learners.”
(Ahmm. for me, I think it is necessary to have patience and flexibility so that it is easy for us to adapt to the learning needs and challenges of our deaf learners.) 
In connection, IDI-05 also shared the importance of communication and reflection:
“Dako kaayo og helped pud ni sa akoa na mas mag grow in my skills, labi na sa communication and also this taught me the value of non-verbal communication.”
(It is very hepful for me since it improved my skills in terms of communication and also it taught me the importance of non-verbal communication.)  
As shared by the participants, teaching learners with hearing difficulties has been an interesting journey for them as it helped them shaped their professional growth through their creativity, and deeper understanding of inclusive practices. 
Embracing Values and Mindsets
The participants also emphasized the need for teaching with empathy, patience, and creativity, while also having stronger belief in the potential of their learners. 
As highlighted by IDI-01:
“Motudlo ta nga gikan gyud sa atong heart, og dapat naa’y taas na patience, empathy og pagsabot sa sitwasyon sa atong learners since they also have the unique differences.”
(We need to teach them with a heart and we should have longer patience, empathy and strong understanding on the situation of our learners since they also have unique differences.)
IDI-04 also shared the importance of of creativity in inclusive teaching:
“Para sa mga teachers, ahmm.. kailangan naay silay creativity sa ilang lessons para engaging and also they must adjust para mas ma cater pa ang individual learning styles sa mga bata.”
(For teachers, they must improve their creativity in their lessons to make their class more engaging and adjust their lessons to cater the unique learning styles of their learners.)
In connection, as emphasized by IDI-05:
“Kailangan naay ta’y pagsalig sa full potential sa atong learners, unya dapat motuo gyud ta sa kaya nilang maabot, maski pa og impossible because of their hearing problem.”
(We need to have beliefs on the full potential of our learners, and also we need to have trust in their capabilities even though it is impossible because of their hearing problem.)

The responses of participants emphasized their lessons and fulfillment in teaching learners who have hearing difficulties which also requires ones beliefs of the learner’s potential through empathy, patience, creativity and trust. 
Highlighting the lived experiences of SPED teachers in managing learners who have hearing difficulties, this part provides the findings of the study.  The experiences, approaches, and responses of SPED teachers teaching learners who have hearing difficulties are presented below:

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



Discussion
	This study revealed that participants teach deaf students in an engaging and empathetic way.  Effective communication or public performances help students feel valued and showcase the transforming potential of inclusive education. However, their self-doubt and frustration when learners struggled to understand the lessons emphasized the psychological challenges of this profession, which is often overlooked in policy discussions.
	These experiences of the participants supported the findings of Dewi (2024), who emphasized emotional resilience in inclusive education.  The present study strengthens on the concept by demonstrating that emotional resilience is a needed response to systemic failures such a lack of institutional support, specialized training, and classroom resources.
	The participants used of visual aids, sign language, and assistive technology had supported the claim of Ventista and Brown (2023) who found that multimodal strategies help students with communication problems.  Ramadani and Mustafa (2024) also noted that captioned movies and assistive gadgets improve engagement and communication for learners with hearing difficulties.  The use of teacher’s initiative and techniques of this study reveals that inclusive practices are typically maintained by human effort rather than institutional support.  This questions the effectiveness and inclusive education, particularly in rural or underprivileged communities, for example Cateel, Davao Oriental.
	Murphy et al. (2021) suggested that inclusive education depends on respect and empathy for each learner’s differences as well as the emphasis on compassion, patience, and continuous improvement of teachers. While admirable, these principles should not substitute for improvements. According to Derderian (2014), the effectiveness of special education depends on teacher commitment, institutional support, policy uniformity, and involvement from the community. In this study, it is recommended that school heads and educational leaders must offer specialized training and establish strong school-family connections in their institution.
	Finally, Pozas and Letzel-Alt (2023) stressed that teacher cooperation and professional development are needed for inclusion which was also reflected in the responses of participants. This research supports the importance of inclusive solutions and the challenges which might stakeholders encounter to meet the professional and emotional needs of SPED teachers, hence, the insights shared by the participants must guide targeted steps that extend outside personal commitment, such equitable education for all. 
Conclusion
	This short research article examined the lived experiences of participants, including their strategies in addressing the emotional and instructional problems of teaching learners with hearing difficulties. Participants shared their feelings of satisfaction and resilience with the use of visual aids, sign language, and assistive technology to communicate with learners.  These strategies did not only emphasized their individual effort but also highlighted limitations in terms of institutional support and professional development. To ensure sustainable and equitable inclusive education, the study proposes specialized training, collaborative approaches, and stronger school-family relationships.  
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