My Hearing Impairment

by

Rebecca Orton

Personal Experience Paper

Introduction to College Writing

Section 15

Taught by Evelyn Wood

Spring 1990 Semester

At the University of Northern Iowa

Cedar Falls IA

Purpose: To provide the reader with an understanding of the difficulties I experienced because of my hearing impairment.

2/1/90


I was born January fourth, 1967, but it was not until I was three years old when my hearing impairment was remedied with a hearing aid. My parents suspected mental retardation because my speech was delayed, and there was a family history of mental retardation. My grandmother was the one who discovered that I was hearing impaired. She just knew by the way I acted. My mother enrolled me into a special preschool along with regular preschool. When I was seven years old, my father took me to an IQ testing, and the administrator diagnosed that I had an IQ of 143.  Two years later, a professional evaluation suggested that my hearing disability would impair my language development and educational advancement unless I had language enrichment experiences. I had already been attending an elementary school that provided special resource room classes for the deaf and hard of hearing, from kindergarten until third grade.  Then I distinctly remember asking if I could go to a regular school. "Mom, I want to go to Missy's school." With the weekly help of an itinerant teacher for the deaf, I was transferred to the school my sister went to and mainstreamed into regular classes. Throughout the years, my itinerant or traveling teacher probably had a hard time keeping track of me because my family moved around so much.  A speech pathologist sometimes met with me to work on my pronunciation and speech. In junior high and high school, I scored better and better on yearly achievement tests administered by my itinerant teacher, until I surpassed the scores equivalent to those of high school graduates while I was in tenth grade. I took a test designed to measure the intelligence of deaf students, and I scored 100 percent plus in all categories. Later, I was taking classes that my itinerant teacher could not help me with. I graduated in the top five percent of my high school class, and 1 received 4 scholarships toward tuition at Cornell College in Mount Version. I was fortunate to attend even a year at Cornell College because my family still was not settled down nor financially secure. I had to transfer to the University of Northern Iowa because I could not afford to attend Cornell College anymore. Compared to Cornell College and the University of Northern Iowa, high school was a breeze. The only problems in high school I had concerning my hearing impairment was when my high school teacher talked so fast that I could not understand him. I dropped his class after a full-scale conference with the teacher, my guidance counselor, my itinerant teacher and my mother. The teacher told me that there were a lot of college classes with rapidly speaking teachers. He was only partly right. There were many college classes I could not take, but not because the teachers talked too fast.

At Cornell College, I dropped a Freshman English class because I had emotional problems dealing with my parents' bankruptcy of their business. I tried to explain to my teacher my reasons for dropping the class. My teacher sent a letter criticizing me to the petition council that was to consider whether to let me drop the class early. My teacher seemed to believe that since he had a deaf student take his c1ass before, he was a good judge of me. I really dropped it early because there was no sense in waiting until the official drop date. All I could do in class is listen to discussion. I had finished all the reading material long before. I did not want to keep trying to listen to what was being discussed if I was going to drop the class anyway. My classmate who was my note-taker for that class gave me the notes for the time after I dropped the class, and I understood more about what was discussed that way than if I had stayed in class.  According to my classmate's notes, I missed hearing more than half of the discussion when I attended the class. I also tried to get a closed captioned machine through the handicapped services office, but they could not get it, even after I decided to pay for it myself. Think of all the understanding and pleasure from the television shows I could have had since then. Years later, I was able to appreciate close captioned television only because Donna Hansen and her daughter Gretchen who is deaf, let me watch television with their machine while they stayed at my parents' motel. After I finished one year at Cornel College, I wanted to stay in Mount Vernon over the summer. For two weeks, I was working at two jobs and living in my own apartment. Then the social security administration cut off my supplemental security income that I receive for my hearing disability. I did receive a warning earlier during the school year, but since that was the first year that I had SSI, as the disability income is called for short, I did not understand what the letter really meant. The social security administration sent me a letter saying that I should call or meet with them about my annual evaluation for SSI and that if I did not, they would cut me off. I tried to get a friend to call, since I did not have a car to travel 15 miles from Mount Version to Cedar Rapids. He could not get through and they said they were going to call back, well, they never did. As a result of my funds being cut off, I had overdraft fees in excess of 50 dollars. I could not even start to live independently. I moved back in my parents' motel and transferred to the University of Northern Iowa in a hurry.

At the University of Northern Iowa, I tried to get the same handicapped services that I received when I attended Cornell College. The handicapped services coordinator was a temporary employee that was just hired. When I requested help, she did not know how to help me, and I had to explain to her what she should do. For example, I told her to pick out and call up students to find out if they could take notes. I found out that the handicapped services office had a previous temporary employee before her so she had no on the job training (OJT). I ended up picking my own note-taker. 1 asked one of my classmates in Calculus to write notes on carbon paper provided by the coordinator. I found out quickly enough that the University of Northern Iowa did not have a special fund for disabled services like Cornell College did. So my classmate had to take notes for me without being paid. Afterwards, my classmate told me that she believed that she received a lesser grade as of result of taking notes for me. She explained that she did not fully understand everything while she was busy taking notes for me. I understood how she felt. While I was taking the class, I was sure to miss something if I even glanced away. I also had a COBOL class where I had the teacher ask the students to volunteer to take notes for me. No student volunteered because there was too much competition between the students. I tried to get the teacher's notes but she did not understand that I needed more than what she had given me. I needed notes on what she said in class about assignments too. I did not understand the assigned programming projects very well and did not have enough time before the deadlines to go over them with her. My last program I never finished. Recently, the handicapped services provided by the university did help me with finding note-takers for some classes, but only due to the outside funding from Vocational Rehabilitation. Also, a permanent handicapped services coordinator replaced the temporary, but I found that the career counselor was more experienced in dealing with hearing disabled students and their problems. The career counselor understood the frustration I felt. When time came around to sign up for and to attend new classes, I ended up crying because I could not find classes that I could take. Because of my hearing loss, I had barely kept myself in full time status. Some of the reasons are that I could not understand the teacher because he had an accent. Or the class was a discussion class. Or the classroom had bad acoustics and echoed badly. The size of the class mattered to me as well. One of the reasons I went to Cornell College was because all classes were limited to a size less than 50 students. Some classes at the University of Northern Iowa typically contained three hundred students in huge echoing auditoriums that scared me to death. Not until my junior year did the registrar's office have a policy of early registration and put me on the list of disabled students that were to receive the privilege.  By contrast, the Tomahawk Club made available its handicapped services to me before I finished my first semester. Once I wanted to receive some credits by CLEP testing. I knew Spanish well enough and when I took the test for placement in Spanish at Cornell College, I received top placement.  I could take any advanced Spanish class I wanted to while I was at Cornell. But when I tried to take a Spanish CLEP exam at the University of Northern Iowa, it was a disaster. The testing center never heard of getting a transcript for the test tape so that an oral interpreter could read aloud the verbal test to me. A transcript was ordered from the CLEP headquarters but was never sent. Arrangements were made for my high school Spanish teacher to come to the university and give the verbal test to me. At first, she kept postponing the appointments, but finally a suitable arrangement was made, but the delay was unbearable. I took the written test and came within four questions of having enough to pass when time ran out. Since I thought my Spanish teacher had not arrived yet to give me the verbal test, I went to an appointment I had. I found out that she was there already, and the two test administrators, my Spanish teacher, and I argued about delaying the verbal test until the next day. I wanted to finish the test with no more delays. Everyone else wanted to wait. While I was taking the written test, my Spanish teacher was trying to transcribe the test tape by hand but she was not able to complete it in time that day. She tried her best to give me hints in Spanish while I was taking the test with her. I was tiring quickly after she started to rewind the tape repeatedly to hear what it said, and I did not want to complete the rest of the test with the tape recorder. I must commend her for her patience with me. She told me that the test was "challenging." I had never taken a test so hard as that Spanish CLEP that I suspect that the test was even too hard for students who completed four years of high school Spanish, like I did. I petitioned for a pass on the test since I figured that I would receive some overall scoring compensation for my hearing disability, but it was denied because I did so well on the verbal test. I was very close (5%) to passing and I thought that the foreign language CLEP tests should have lower standards for passing the hearing disabled. Area 7, an agency that deals with disabled students in the local high schools, tried to find out if there are any college norms for hearing disabled students. There seemed to be no college norms at all for any kind of disability for any college testing situation. I would think that with so much being done for the disabled in Iowa high schools, that colleges and universities would follow suit! I had problems with the general education program the University of Northern Iowa had when I was admitted. I took a correspondence class for a general education category all the classes of which I could not take for one reason or another. For an example, one class consisted of films and students evaluated them for credit. I took a substitute class that was opened for the new program to fulfill another category in the old program that I am on. I resent all these educational program changes because I have to beat around the bush to finish my degree. The requirements for a Bachelor of Arts degree were changed just before I was admitted to the university, and thus all the deaf students on the previous program had not experienced the problems I have with the program I am on. Then to make matters worse, the program was changed again after I have been attending the university for a while so that all the incoming hearing disabled students would not be able to sympathize with me either! I also had problems with the computer science major degree requirements that the university had. When I signed up for Software Design and Development class in my sophomore year, I discovered that an acquaintance of mine Elizabeth Wolfe also signed up for it, too. I chatted happily with her the first day of class until the teacher Walljasper walked in. As he started talking, I could not hear him very well. I concentrated harder on listening to him, but I realized that this teacher is one of those that I could not understand. He mumbled, talked softly, and had a beard and a mustache that obstructed his lips. Only if he looked straight ahead would I be able to read his lips, to compensate for the poor voice. But he looked down a lot and moved around, especially when he wrote on the blackboard. I thought that I could take the class later, when I became a junior. I told Elizabeth that I could not hear the teacher no matter what I did, and that I was going to drop the class that very day. I heard later, perhaps the next semester, that Elizabeth had a nervous breakdown, dropped the class too late to avoid receiving a failing grade, and even changed her major! I was left with an impression that this class was the horror of all computer classes and only seniors should take it. I heard from my Calculus classmate that in this Software Design class, 500 to 5000 lines of code was assigned to students to debug for errors in order to 1earn techniques of complex programming.  Students also learn how to work with client proposals for software design and development, and in class they are expected to work in teams. This information did not bide well with me, since I liked to work independently and with manageable amounts of code. When I saw that my major required me to take either Software Design and Development or Project Management in order to complete it, I felt that I could not. Both classes were taught by Walljasper. I asked my advisor if I could take some other class as a substitution and he said that there was no other class. While I was suggesting that I submit a student request to complete my major without taking it, he strongly said that every computer science major should learn software engineering techniques and this class was the only class that taught them. He did say that during the following year, the department was hiring new teachers and I should wait and see if any of those might teach the Software Design and Development class. Later, I found out that the new employees on the staff taught elementary computer classes. During my senior year, I tried to find out whether a cooperative education job could fulfill the software engineering requirement, and the head of the department would not allow that. I tried to take the class elsewhere during my junior and senior years and failed for reasons I will describe.

I applied to the University of Iowa and was accepted. I received a degree audit, but my major classes were not evaluated for acceptance into their Bachelor of Science degree. I would have had to actually attend classes before my yet to be assigned advisor would tell me which credits would be accepted. I got an impression that the University of Iowa considered my major courses at the University of Northern Iowa to be beneath their standard, and that only the classes I took at Cornell College would qualify for degree credit. This was the last straw, but before I gave up, I found out about the exchange program between the three Iowa public colleges from my boss that I worked for at the Academic Advising Services. I was working as a data entry clerk, and as a result of this information that he gave me I knew I had to quit when I was about to move to Iowa City to attend school. I had the paperwork almost completed except for the signature and stamp of approval from the registrar's office at the University of Iowa. I went down to Iowa City with my father during their finals week to find a place to live. I thought finals week was the best time to look because a lot of graduating students would be leaving their apartments. I went over to the handicapped services office and one counselor helped me locate an ideal place by phone. My father liked the place, but I saw that the room was too small. We went to the student union, and my Father made some phone calls before locating another place. We went to see the apartment and the girl that was renting it out was not the landlord but someone that lived there. I told her to call the 1andlord and make sure that dogs were allowed in the apartment. Turned out that the landlord did not allow dogs, and the girl was mistaken when she advertised in her classified ad that all pets were allowed. Only cats were allowed. My father and I went back to the union and before long my father wanted to go home because all of the phone he made were futile. Most landlords did not allow dogs, some that did charged too much for rent, and the rest were busy or never answered. A week later, my boyfriend and I rented a car and traveled to Iowa City. He made all the phone calls for me but the result was that we did not even find an apartment.  The handicapped services office was closed for Christmas break and so I could not receive additional help. I cried because I thought if I could not find a place soon, I would not be able to attend classes in January.  I had quit my job at the University of Northern Iowa, and I regretted doing so. I was determined to keep trying, as long as I had hope of attending the University of Iowa. I talked to the career counselor at the University of Northern Iowa and asked her to help me find out whether my dog could be certified as a hearing dog and that way I possibly might receive special consideration by landlords. My dog helps me to hear someone knock on the door when I am sleeping or watching television. She said that the Iowa Civil Rights Commission would take to court anyone I filed a complaint for discrimination against me in renting an apartment because of my dog. I was to have a witness with me when I went to look for a place. I thought that it was too much trouble and I would rather find a place that allowed dogs regardless of how much the rent would be. I drove to Iowa City alone during that summer and made a lot of phone calls, in spite of my frustration understanding people on the phone. I waited a while until I figured there would be some people available who could not answer the phone earlier.  As a result, I located an apartment I really liked. I talked to the person who lived there and was renting out the apartment because he was getting married and moving to Europe. I would have gotten some free furniture and reduced rates during the summer months. The lease was to be sent in the mail, signed, and sent back. I traveled home and told my parents about it. They said that the rent was too expensive, and I could not really expect to afford the apartment in the fall. Then I received the lease in the mail from the landlord and found out that dogs were not allowed at all! Only certain pets like cats, hamsters, and fish were allowed. I called up the guy renting the place and told him about the pet policy and that I decided not to rent the place anyway. During the fall of my senior year, I asked my mother to call down to the University of Iowa and find out who was being rotated to teach the Software Engineering class. We found out earlier that the teachers rotate for this class every year, and the teacher that was going to teach it in the fall was yet unknown at the time. I was sitting with my mother when she heard the teacher's name. I heard myself say "oh no" and felt that my fate was sealed at that moment. I asked my mother to talk directly to Mr. Chung on the phone when she could reach him and later she said that she could not even understand him, his accent was so strong.

In resignation, I signed up for the Software Design and Development class for this semester at the University of Northern Iowa and made arrangements with a classmate I knew to take notes for me. Vocational Rehabilitation is paying a lot for my note-taker, too. After all that I went through to take the Software Engineering class at the University of Iowa, I find that the Software Design and Development class here at the University of Northern Iowa is within bearable limits. All the classes and work experience that I have accumulated helped to my advantage, and I had talked to Walljasper before the previous semester ended. He soothed my fears about flunking the class and said that he would help me when he could. Nonetheless, I still have difficulty hearing and understanding him. Sometimes I had to ask my not-taker to tell me more about class material and assignments. I will always have problems with people like Walljasper. Since a college education does not cover all there is to know, someone giving an explanation to me is the only way I find out about subtle things. Some people think I am too naïve. For example, a few years ago I had an accident at my high school that landed me in the hospital. The judge decided in my favor that I was too naive to know better than to climb up the football equipment. The bars tipped over and I fell to the ground with the bars on top of me. I have compressed vertebrae in my back and recurring backaches. But I bought a computer with the insurance settlement. Also, I do not like to hear "never mind,” "skip it," and "you don't want to hear it." A related problem is when somebody repeats something to me over and over again, and finally gives up. Some people claim that I do not hear something because I do not want to hear it, but this is not true. I have selective hearing like anyone else. I use my eyes and my hearing aid to hear, but I understand with my mind. I am a good predictor when it comes to filling in the words that I could not hear, and a good actor when I have to answer a question I did not understand. I cannot read minds, even though people seem to expect me to. Although at times I understand people better than they understand themselves. If not for my intelligence, I would be in an institution for the deaf and speaking sign language. I am proud to be what I am. I try my best like everybody else who is chasing the American dream.

