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The story behind the research

Have you ever struggled to hear a friend in a noisy restaurant or at
a party, relying on guesswork to keep up with the conversation?
Or been on a phone call where the other person’s voice fades in
and out, making you ask them to repeat themselves? For people
with hearing loss, these challenges are part of everyday life. Some
can hear certain sounds but still find conversations difficult to
follow. Many rely on hearing aids, while others use sign language
to communicate.

Hearing is often taken for granted, making it easy to overlook
the experiences of people with hearing loss. Assistant Professor
Tsung-Lun Alan Wan from the Department of Foreign Languages
and Literatures studies their spoken language and identity in
Taiwan. His research offers insights into this community, helping
us better understand their daily lives and explore ways to create a
more inclusive society.
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Reflecting on what led him to this field, Professor Wan noted
that sociolinguistics often examines race, gender, and social class
but rarely addresses the linguistic experiences of individuals with
disabilities. He also recalled a middle school classmate who was
bullied because of his hearing loss. While he and some classmates
tried to support him, others mocked his speech, imitating the
way he spoke to tease him.

For Professor Wan, this experience left a lasting impression,
reinforcing that language is more than just a tool for
communication as it shapes identity and social belonging. When
he later entered academia, he returned to this overlooked issue,
dedicating his research to understanding the challenges faced by
people with hearing loss and has been working in this field ever
since.

When hearing is the expected norm

Misunderstandings about people with hearing loss often arise
from a lack of awareness. Unlike a wheelchair or a white cane,
hearing loss is not immediately visible, making it easy to overlook.
When someone does not respond right away or speaks with an
unfamiliar accent, the reaction is rarely one of understanding.
Instead, some may wonder, “Why are they ignoring me?” or
assume, “They must be a foreigner” These assumptions can
sometimes lead to unfair judgments.

Public spaces and schools are generally designed with the assumption
that everyone can hear. Few people take a moment to consider that

Assistant Professor
Tsung-Lun Alan Wan
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Each person has unique life experiences.
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some individuals struggle to process the sounds around them. It is
like watching a foreign-language film without subtitles; you might
catch a few words but have to guess the rest. Since most people
don’t question their ability to hear, the needs of those with hearing
loss often go unnoticed.

Medical and educational institutions often reinforce the idea that
hearing loss is something to be “fixed” Hearing aids and cochlear
implants are commonly presented as solutions that return a
person to a so-called normal state, as if wearing a device eliminates
all challenges. In reality, experiences vary; some find these tools
helpful, while others struggle to adjust or choose not to use them.
Despite these differences, social pressure remains: “Can't hear? Get
a hearing aid” This perspective fails to consider personal choice
and how people with hearing loss define their own identity.

Understanding life experiences

Societal expectations profoundly shape the experiences of
individuals with hearing loss. A person’s life experiences include
every interaction and challenge they have faced in relation to
their condition, influencing both their self-perception and how
others see them. For those with hearing loss, these experiences
involve accepting their condition, managing societal expectations,
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and making decisions about assistive technology.

Growing up in a supportive environment without major obstacles
can lead to viewing hearing aids or cochlear implants as practical
tools that improve daily life. In contrast, individuals who have
experienced bullying or discrimination may associate assistive
devices with negative memories. Some recall being mocked,
having their hearing aids stolen or deliberately damaged, or
watching their families struggle to afford replacements. Such
experiences can create resistance to assistive technology or even a
desire to conceal their hearing loss.

Bias related to speech and accents plays a significant role in
shaping these experiences. Professor Wan's research indicates
that many individuals with hearing loss are often mistaken
for foreigners due to differences in pronunciation. Female
participants raised this issue more frequently, possibly because of
societal expectations for women to speak clearly and precisely.
Being misidentified also affects how they see themselves. Those
mistaken for someone who is Japanese or Korean tend to
experience friendlier interactions, while those assumed to be
migrant workers are more likely to face discrimination. This can
lead to anxiety and encourage individuals to modify their speech
in an effort to avoid unwanted assumptions.
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These examples illustrate that life with hearing loss is shaped

by more than just physical factors. Language, gender, and
cultural background all influence how individuals experience it.
Their perception of hearing loss and willingness to use assistive
technology are shaped by personal experiences.

Technology impacts people in different ways. Professor Wan shared
the story of an elderly man with hearing loss who refused to use a
hearing aid, saying, “Life has never been better.” His younger brother
had bipolar disorder and often shouted at home. As his hearing
declined, he found peace in the quiet and felt less overwhelmed
by noise. For him, regaining hearing was not a priority. Instead, the
absence of sound improved his quality of life.

“This is what | always emphasize. Needs are shaped by life
experiences,” Professor Wan explained. “Some people love hearing
birdsong because they believe it makes the world more beautiful,
while others just find it noisy.” Technology should not be judged
solely by its ability to restore hearing. Rather, it should be evaluated
based on how well it meets individual needs.

The role of user experience in assistive technology

Professor Wan also examines how assistive technology impacts
the daily lives of individuals with hearing loss. These devices do
more than simply amplify sound; their real-world application is
far more complex than it may seem.

“Product developers often fail to consider the actual needs of
users,” he explained. Cochlear implants, for example, are primarily
produced by a few major companies in Europe, the United States,
and Australia. Since most engineers involved in their design have
normal hearing and speak languages without tonal distinctions,
they did not account for the tonal variations in Mandarin and
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Taiwanese, making adaptation more challenging for users. Hearing
aids, on the other hand, have a lower technical barrier, allowing
more companies to develop them. However, smaller startups,
including some founded by people with hearing loss, struggle to
compete with industry giants.

“User feedback should be integrated from the start rather than
considered only when a product is nearly ready for launch,”
Professor Wan pointed out. He shared an example of an electric
wheelchair that was tested only after its design was finalized,
revealing that it got stuck on carpets. This issue could have been
avoided if real users had been involved earlier. Hearing aids face
similar challenges, from difficulties reducing background noise
in crowded settings to struggles distinguishing overlapping
conversations. Users best understand where noise reduction is
needed and which sound frequencies should be adjusted for
better clarity.

“The true experts are the users themselves,” Professor Wan
emphasized. When product developers and society recognize
these needs, assistive technology can better serve its users,
ensuring that everyone’s voice is heard.

Change begins with awareness

Understanding people with hearing loss and other marginalized
communities starts with awareness. Many people go about their
daily lives without realizing these communities exist, making
it harder to adjust interactions and increasing the chances of
misunderstandings or conflict. When someone speaks with an
unfamiliar accent, the immediate assumption is often that they
might be a foreigner, without considering that differences in
speech patterns might stem from hearing loss or other conditions.

Raising awareness is the first step toward fostering a more
inclusive society. Once people recognize that these groups are
part of everyday life, their approach to communication naturally
shifts. Challenging long-standing assumptions, such as casually
asking, "Where are you from?" or assuming that social interactions
are effortless for everyone, can lead to greater acceptance. Minor
changes in how we see things can help make the world a more
welcoming place for everyone.
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