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Abstract: This paper is part of a broad study that looked at the impact of hearing loss on literacy skills 

development. The paper explores the role of the home and the school in the development of literacy skills among 

learners with hearing impairments. The study employed mixed methods where both qualitative and quantitative 

techniques were used. However, the case study design largely underpinned the study.  The representative sample 

was composed of five educators (two teachers and three administrators) and 10 parents who were conveniently 

selected. Questionnaires, interviews and observation were the data gathering tools used. The results showed that 

no workshops were ever held to staff develop teachers on the teaching of students with hearing impairment. There 

was also no meaningful communication and direct contact between teachers of the deaf and parents of deaf 

children. The present curriculum does not support both English and Zimbabwe Sign Language needed for literacy 

development in student with hearing impairments. The study recommended that educators must be provided with 

solid training in Special Needs Education, at both pre-service and in-service levels. It was also recommended that 

Language development should be the primary consideration when teaching students who are pre-lingually deaf 

(either born deaf or became deaf before acquiring language).   
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I.     INTRODUCTION 

Literacy provides students with hearing impairment with opportunities to enter the world of literature and enjoy videos, 

television with captioning and other forms of entertainment with their hearing peers.  It allows them to access information 

through all types of media.  Opportunities to read and enjoy books alone, with friends or with teachers are important 

learning experiences for all students.  Exploring the written word through drawing and writing also benefits all students 

(Briggle, 2005).  Children who are hearing impaired, like their hearing peers, participate in literacy events and use written 

language in many typical ways.The current situation in which, learners with hearing loss experience difficulties in 

achieving normative standards of literacy in spoken and written language, is not new.  However, as already stated, the 

consequences of low literacy skills for people with hearing impairment this digital era are far graver than at any other era.  

High levels of literacy achievement are now more important than ever before.  Literacy skills have become central to the 

daily communication and information requirements of students with hearing impairment.  Leigh (2000) noted that, for 

most individuals with hearing impairment, access to telephone communication is via a text message in a cellular-phone.  

In these situations, communication is totally dependent upon their literacy skills and those of their communication 

partners who, in a large percentage of cases are deaf themselves. 

Similarly, in regards to news and information on public affairs, a strong dependence on literacy skills is again evident.  In 

a society where so much information is conveyed through the electronic media, this represents a very high degree or 

reliance upon print-based media.  Strong literacy skills are also needed to allow students with hearing impairment to 
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complete in the job market.  Students with hearing impairment, who use sign language to communicate, live and interact 

in an English speaking world.  They are expected to read and produce English in assignments at school.  Students with 

hearing impairment are required to be functionally bilingual to effectively participate in their community.  However, 

literacy development in students who are impaired is a multifaceted issue.  Literacy achievement in a spoken and written 

language is a challenge for students with hearing impairment (Rottenberg and Scarfoss, 1992).   

1.1 Statement of the Problem 

Students who are deaf experience poor reading and writing performance in schools (Padden and Ramsey, 1993).  There 

are reported significant lower levels of attainment in literacy in students with hearing impairment when compared with 

their hearing age peers.  Most students with hearing impairment in Zimbabwe today (roughly 80 percent) are placed in a 

mainstream school environment, that is, in integration units hearing peers and teachers (Salend, 2001).  As students with 

hearing impairment are increasingly being educated in mainstream public school programs and are required to be 

functionally bilingual to effectively participate in their community, there is a need to critically analyse the factors 

affecting literacy development as these factors affect the student‟s educational success. 

1.2 The Research Question   

Are there any literacy provisions that have been put in place to facilitate literacy development of students with hearing 

impairment in resource units? 

1.3 Delimitation of the Study/ Scope 

The study focused on factors affecting literacy development in students with learning impairments who are in an 

integration unit at primary school level.  Out of the two primary schools with integration units of students with hearing 

impairment in Epworth- Mabvuku/Tafara District in Harare, the research was carried out at Epworth Primary School in 

Epworth, a township located North-East of the capital city, Harare . The community that makes up the township is of 

different cultural groups, the Shona, Ndebele and Deaf.  Furthermore, these students with hearing impairment that are 

enrolled in this school are neither of English nor part of the Deaf cultural group. 

1.4 Theoretical Framework 

Theoretical framework which informed this study emerged from the socio-cultural model of literacy development relating 

to students who are hearing impaired and with limited English proficiency.  According to Rodda and Eleweke (2000), in 

socio-cultural model, it is considered that people who are deaf have a culture and language different from hearing people 

and are linguistic minorities for whom the learning of English literacy skills must be considered a second language 

learning.   

II.     LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 Literacy Development (conceptual definition) 

Literacy has been commonly defined as the ability to read and write at an adequate level of proficiency that is necessary 

for communication (http://issues.tigweb.org/literacy downloaded on 29-10-2011).  For hearing children, who speak the 

language of instruction in their school, the task of learning to read means decoding a language they already know.  

Children learn to decode (read) and encode (write) words that, for the most part, they understand.  They usually develop 

their emergent literacy skills working with concepts and contexts that are very familiar to them, including home, family, 

and the neighbourhood (Chamberlain and Mayberry, 2000).  However, for children with hearing impairment, reading and 

writing have long been the techniques used to teach them language (Gioia, Johnston, and Cooper, 2001).  Therefore, for 

children with hearing impairment, reading isn‟t decoding a language they know; instead it is very often  the vehicle for 

learning  English.  While reading instruction for students with hearing impairment has moved away from the model that 

taught English through reading, this does not mean that students who are deaf do not learn English through reading.  

Gioia, Johnston, and Cooper (2001) revealed that students who are deaf must learn to read and English while they are still 

learning English.  Students who are deaf and who read a lot better and their English improves (Kuntze, 1998).  There is a 
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cyclinical aspect to the reading process.  By reading, the reader learns more about English, more vocabulary, more 

grammar, and so on.  Thus the two processes, reading English and learning English, are entwined for learners who are 

deaf.  Furthermore, skilled readers who are deaf continue to use reading to build their English language skills.  Marschark 

and Harris (1996) also describe a phenomenon they call „reciprocal caution‟ which is although more  reading helps 

readers improve, poor reader can‟t improve by reading because reading is such a difficult task. Language acquisition and 

literacy development are inextricably linked processes, particularly in the education of students with hearing impairment.  

It is important to consider the fact that learning to read is a language process, and children don‟t learn to read if they don‟t 

have a language in place. 

2.2 Provision optimal for the development of literacy in students with hearing impairment. 

2.2.1 Language as a foundation for literacy         

Mildred Groht (1955), cited by Garner (20030, wrote that reading should be built on a foundation of spoken language, 

recognizing that language acquisition should precede reading development for children who are deaf, just  as it does for 

hearing children.  While it is known that hearing loss leads to language deprivation, it is important to consider the fact that 

learning  to read is a language process, and children do not learn to read if they do not have  a language in place (Garner, 

2003).  Language acquisition and literacy development as already stated that are inextricably linked processes particularly 

in the education of students with hearing impairment. 

Reading requires two related, but separable, capabilities: (1) familiarity with a language, and (2) understanding the 

mapping between that language and the printed word (Chamberlain and Mayberry, 2000).  Children who are profoundly 

deaf are disadvantaged on both counts.  Not surprisingly, then, reading is difficult for children who are profoundly deaf.  

But some children who are deaf do manage to read fluently.  How? Are they simply the smartest of the crop, or do they 

have some strategy, or circumstance, that facilitates linking the written code with language?  A priori reason one might 

guess that knowing Sign Language would interfere with learning to read English simply because Sign Language does not 

map in any systematic way onto English.  However, recent research has suggested that individuals with good signing 

skills are not worse, and may even be better, readers than individuals with poor signing skills (Chamberlain and 

Mayberry, 2000).  Thus, knowing a language (even if it is not the language captured in print) appears to facilitate learning 

to read.  Nonetheless, skill in signing does not guarantee skill in reading, reading must be taught. 

Learning to read and write, even in a perfect alphabetic writing system, would still depend on having the oral language 

with which to understand the morphemes and it would still depend on being able to connect letter sequences to their 

pronunciation.  Sounding out is based on the assumption that children know the meanings of the words they are decoding.  

Phonics works only if the string of produced letter sounds approximates a recognizable word (Juel, 2006).  Even for 

hearing children who are learning English as a second language, the basic argument is that it is very difficult to learn to 

read and write a language that is unfamiliar in its meaning and sounds and that for literacy development there needs to be 

at least minimal familiarity with the target language, although how familiar is unclear (Foorman, Goldenberg, Carlson, 

Saunders, and Pollard- Durodola, 2004).  This raises questions as to what level of English  fluency (in speech and / or 

sign) is necessary as a precursor or concomitant condition to help ensure that children with  hearing impairment will be 

successful at learning  to read and write. For all beginning literacy learners, written text and face-to-face language must 

come to make sense in terms of each other, constituting a symbolic relationship that young children need to unravel 

(Homer and Oslon, 1999).  Hearing children do this by using the structure of their speech as the fodder for making sense 

of text and in turn, the text provides a model of rethinking the nature of the spoken language (e.g., the concepts of word 

and letter).  There are ways as stated by Olson (1994), in which print brings spoken language into consciousness, thus 

helping the younger reader and writer make the connections between the two. 

2.2.2 Interactive language in literacy development 

An extensive body of research on early language and literacy development, including literacy development in low-income 

and minority families has identified the features of home literacy environments that result in school literacy (Dickinson 

and Tabor, 2001).  Without this early scaffolding, which is also linked to home through support from their families, 

children with hearing impairment can not thrive.  When the early literacy experiences of learners who are deaf are 

postponed, it will be difficult for those students to ever attain grade level literacy skills in English (Erting, 2003).If 

bilingual approaches can be effective, they need to be embedded in the earlier caretaking experiences so that they prevent 
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a delay in literacy learning for children who are deaf (Erting, 2003).  However, far too often, children with hearing 

impairment do not acquire sufficient language interactions that are crucial for building literacy.  Children with hearing 

impairment must engage in sustained interactive discourse with fluent adults inorder to lay the foundation for literacy 

(Erting, 2003) and this is no different from what hearing children need (Dickinson and Tabor, 2001). 

2.2.3 Exposure to accessible language 

Visual language, according to Kuntze (1998), makes language accessible to children who are deaf and students who are 

deaf are often described as visual learners.  Sign Language is described as a language that is biologically suited to learners 

who are deaf (Kuntze, 1998).  Marschark and Harris (19960 stated that  young deaf children‟s early access to an 

environment that combines  sign in  any form (i.e. Manually Coded English , MCE, or Sign Language ) and experiences 

with English facilitate the child‟s later success in reading. Rich preschool experiences are critical for all young learners, 

and without them, literacy development of learners with deafness is adversely impacted.  The young child with deafness, 

who is deprived of early exposure to accessible language input from fluent language users, may never catch up and never 

develop age level English literacy.  Therefore one reason so many children with hearing impairment lack English literacy 

is the fact they have limited exposure to an accessible language as infants and toddlers. 

III.     METHODOLOGY 

The study employed mixed methods where both qualitative and quantitative techniques were used. However, the case 

study design largely underpinned the study.  In this case the single unit of study was an institution, Epworth Primary 

School Integration Unit.  As stated by Merriam and Simpson (1984), a case study tends to be concerned with investigating 

many, if not all, variables in a single unit.  In this case study of Epworth Primary School Integration Unit, both the two 

teachers of students with hearing impairment in the Integration Unit, together with their three supervisors, the school 

head, deputy and teacher in-charge were part of the population.  All the sixteen parents and caregivers of the students in 

the integration unit also constituted the population.  Of the two integration units of students with hearing impairment at 

primary level in Epworth – Mabvuku/Tafara District, the Epworth Primary School Integration Unit was purposively 

selected for the study because it exhibited characteristics of interest to the researcher.  It was the integration unit of 

students with total hearing loss that was so severe that they could not process linguistic information through hearing, with 

or without amplification. All the five educators (two teachers and three administrators were made part of the sample due 

to small numbers. Convenient sampling was used to select 10 parents from the 16 parents. Questionnaires, interviews and 

lesson observation were the data gathering tools used. A pilot study was carried out at one of the primary schools with an 

integration unit in Hatfield.  The five respondent educators who participated in the pilot study were selected by 

convenience and were not included in the main research.  The researcher also pilot-tested the interview research questions 

scheduled for parents of student who are deaf on four parents of children with hearing impairment who had come to fetch 

their children home after school.  These parents were also not included in the main research. 

IV.     RESULTS 

4.1 Demographic Data 

Table 4.1: Characteristics of the two classes 

   

Class Code A B Total % 

No of Boys 6 5 11 58 

No. of Girls 5 3 8 42 

Total Enrolment 11 8 19 100 

Male Teachers 0 0 0 0 

Female Teachers 1 1 2 100 

Total No. of Teachers 1 1 2 100 

Teacher: Pupil Ratio 1:11 1:8 1:10  

The striking feature of table 4.1 is the high teacher: pupil ratio of Class A. 
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Figure 4.1: Distribution of Educators by Professional Qualification 

 

Figure 4.1 indicate that all educators were qualified teaching professionals.  However only one teacher was a specialist 

educator and the rest were regular educators 

 

Figure 4.2 Experiences in Teaching Students with Hearing Impairment 

 

The striking feature of figure 4.2 is the vast experience of educators in teaching students with hearing impairment but 

without training in Special Needs Education 

4.2 Provisions that facilitate Literacy Development 

The key research question sought to find out if there were any provisions that had been put in place to facilitate literacy 

development.  It also sought to find out how competent the educators were in Zimbabwean Sign Language not only to 

teach it but to use in curriculum delivery. 
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Table 4.2:  Responses on the availability of provisions for literacy development 

(N=15) 

Provisions for literacy Development Responses    Modal Response 

Yes No Yes No  

a) Are there any Government 

initiated public awareness campaigns in 

your area to promote Special Needs 

Education of Students with hearing 

impairment 

0 0 15 100 N0 

b) Are there any pre-school services 

that are being offered to children with 

hearing impairment in your area? 

0 0 15 100 No 

c) Are you proficient in Zimbabwean 

Sign Language 

2 13 13 87 No 

d) Did you get any support to learn 

Sign Language officially? 

1 7 14 93 No 

Aggregate     No 

 

Table 4.2 indicates that the majority of educators is not proficient in Zimbabwe Sign Language and therefore faces 

difficulties interacting with students with hearing impairment. 

 

Table 4.3: Educator’s Responses on school environment that can promote literacy development 

(N=5) 

Provisions for literacy Development Responses Modal Response 

Yes No  

 No. % No. %  

a) Have you ever held any staff development 

workshop on the teaching of students with hearing 

impairment? 

0 0 5 100 No 

b) Have you ever had any workshop with 

parents of learners with hearing impairment? 

0 0 5 100 No 

c) Does the present curriculum support both 

English and Zimbabwe Sign Language needed for 

literacy development in student with hearing 

impairment? 

     

Aggregate     No 

 

Table 4.3 above indicates that there are no internal and external educational support services to effectively enhance 

literacy development in integration units.  The majority of educators felt that the curriculum did not support both English 

and Zimbabwean Sign Language needed for literacy development in students with hearing impairment. 

Table 4.4: Data on Educational provision Preferred by Educators and Parents 

(N=5) 

Educational Provision Educators Parents Total 

No % No % No % 

Special School 4 27 4 27 8 53 

Integration Unit 1 7 5 33 6 40 

Regular Class 0 0 1 7 1 7 

Total 5 33 10 67 15 100 

Table 4.4 indicates that most educators and some parents preferred having children who are deaf taught in special schools 

to integration units. 



 

International Journal of Novel Research in Interdisciplinary Studies 
Vol. 2, Issue 1, pp: (1-9), Month: January - February 2015, Available at: www.noveltyjournals.com 

 

Page | 7 
Novelty Journals 

 

Table 4.5: Educator’s views on school environment that can enhance literacy development 

(N=5) 

Home and School literacy 

environments 

  Responses    Modal 

Response 

SD  A  N  D  SD   

No % No % No % No % No % N0 

a) Administrators in 

integration units do not have 

experience in teaching 

students with hearing 

impairment. 

1 20 3 60 0 0 1 20 0 0 Agree 

b) There are not 

enough monetary incentives 

to attract more educators 

(already practicing) to train 

in the instruction of children 

with hearing impairment. 

4 80 1 20 0 0 0 0 0 0 Strongly 

Agree 

c) Administrators in 

Integration Units need 

training in Special Needs 

Education to supervise the 

teaching and learning of 

students with hearing 

impairment. 

3 60 1 20 1 20 0 0 0 0 Strongly 

Agree 

d) Use of computers 

enhances literacy 

development of students 

who are deaf. 

0 0 3 60 4 40 0 0 0 0 Agree 

e) The parents‟ and 

educators‟ hearing status has 

a bearing on literacy 

development in students 

with hearing impairment. 

1 20 3 60 0 0 1 20 0 0 Agree 

Aggregate           Agree 

 

There was an agreement to the assumption that administrators in integration units have no expertise in the teaching of 

students with hearing impairment and need to undergo Special Needs Education training.  Most of the respondents agreed 

that the hearing status of educators and parents impacts negatively on literacy development of students with hearing 

impairment. 

V.     DISCUSSION 

Eighty percent of the respondent educators felt that the curriculum did not support both English and Zimbabwean Sign 

Language equally as needed for literacy development in the teaching of students with hearing impairment.  From the 

observations and interviews carried out, it was established that there was no equal time allocation on the timetable to both 

languages.  There was no formal teaching of Zimbabwean Sign Language as a subject like English.  There were no 

materials that could be used in the teaching of Zimbabwean Sign Language.  In Zimbabwe there is not much 

documentation in sign language except for the Zimbabwean Sign Language dictionary that can be used by specialist 

teachers to learn some signs.   However, the teachers of students with hearing impairment did not have the dictionary.  

They only had a few charts with signs and the alphabet as teaching material. 
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The study also established that there was no proficiency testing of Zimbabwean Sign Language at Grade 7 Public 

Examinations by Zimbabwe Schools Examinations Council (ZIMSEC).  It was difficult for educators to assess the 

progress made by students in Zimbabwe Sign Language.  Currently, much assessment carried out is inevitably based on 

procedures for considering the student‟s English language skills but this is not appropriate when considering students with 

hearing impairment.  English assessment, for example, often focuses on use of tenses or proportions yet these are 

differently realized in Zimbabwean Sign Language. 

Both parents and educators preferred haring students who are deaf receive their education in special schools.  They felt 

that special schools had adequate resources needed for the education of students with hearing impairment compared with 

integration units in regular schools.  Their perceptions of special school contradicted with Briggle (2005) who felt that 

students who are deaf can benefit from many of the literacy activities already in place within the regular education 

classroom. From the interviews with educators, Interview Item 4, it was established that there were attitudinal problems 

that impeded the literacy development of students with hearing impairment.  The results established that these attitudinal 

problems emanated from socio-economic factors.  80% of the respondent educators strongly agreed that the socio-

economic factors where a lack of monetary incentives to attract more (already practicing) regular teachers to acquire skills 

in the instruction of students with hearing impairment, traditional beliefs and misconceptions of deafness, society‟s lack 

of knowledge about socio-linguistic issues in general and deaf issues in particular. Sixty percent of the respondent 

educators agreed to the assumption that the hearing status of parents and educators had a bearing on literacy development 

of students with hearing impairment while 20% of them strongly agreed to the assumption.  All the respondents were 

culturally hearing people who are not native signers and as a result a situation whereby  students with hearing impairment 

were learning sign language from people who were learning it as well as created.  This in turn impacted on the literacy 

development of students with hearing impairment.  The only way these students can improve their signing is through 

interaction with their peers who are deaf also as suggested by Dickson (2001).  Interactive language enhances literacy 

development (Erting, 2003). 
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