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To the Ally Who’s Ready to Listen
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You picked up this book because someone in your life has hearing loss, and you want to support them. That choice already makes you an ally. An "ally" simply means someone who chooses to show up with curiosity and compassion—regardless of the role you play in their life. Being an ally isn't about having all the answers; it's about being willing to learn and adjust.

Communication is a shared responsibility. When you prepare yourself to engage with intention and respond with understanding, you make genuine connection possible.

Your effort matters more than perfection. Every step you take helps ease isolation and lets the person you care about know they are not alone.

Thank you for showing up,

[image: An image of Katherine's signature. It is just her first name.]

Katherine



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1: Preparation
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Overview
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This book is designed to be read and applied at your own pace. Each chapter combines instructional content, ally applications, reflection prompts, and optional tie-ins that connect to your communication partner's guided journal (Becoming Hearing Empowered), if they are using that book. 

Do move through the chapters in order, because each chapter builds understanding for the next. You might spend a week on each of the eight chapters, finishing the book in about two months. Or take it more slowly, pausing when a chapter feels especially personal or when you want to practice the applications more deeply. Some readers set aside a weekend or retreat-style block of time to dive in more intensively.

This book also works well in a community. Consider joining or starting a book club with other allies, family members, or friends of people with hearing loss.

For readers who want to explore further, a free resource page at hearingoutloud.net/resources offers links to videos, organizations, hearing device manufacturers, assistive technology, and a book study facilitator's guide.

This Is Not Therapy

This book is a powerful tool for reflection and growth, but it is not a replacement for professional support. Hearing loss stirs up strong emotions, not just for the person living with it, but for you too. If you find yourself struggling with intense sadness, fear, anxiety, or other emotional challenges, please seek help from a qualified therapist, such as a licensed social worker, psychologist, or psychiatrist.

The intent of this book is to provide knowledge, guidance, and exercises that strengthen your role as an ally. It's about building skills, reframing experiences, and walking alongside your friend with compassion. If you ever feel overwhelmed, remember that finding professional support is valuable and empowering in and of itself.

Optional: An Empowering Book for Your Loved One

Alongside this book, my previously mentioned book Becoming Hearing Empowered: A Guided Journal for the Deaf and Hard of Hearing is written directly for people living with hearing loss. It invites them to reflect on their experiences, learn about hearing science, practice self-advocacy, and process the emotions that come with communication challenges.

Your friend with hearing loss might choose to work in that journal while you reflect through this ally book, creating parallel opportunities for shared understanding and conversation. The chapters and sections coincide between the two books, and there are opportunities for you to offer support every step of the way. If they aren't ready for Becoming Hearing Empowered, that's okay; this book stands on its own. The knowledge, strategies, and insights you gain here will still strengthen your role as an ally and improve your relationship.

If your communication partner chooses to work through Becoming Hearing Empowered while you are working in Becoming an Empowered Hearing Ally, understanding what that experience looks like will help you support them well.

Becoming Hearing Empowered is


	Transformative – It challenges internalized stigma, encourages reframing negative experiences, and applies growth mindset and cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) strategies.

	Educational – It explains hearing science, testing, and technology, helping them better understand their own hearing loss and options for support.

	Emotionally intense – It asks the person with hearing loss to revisit painful experiences of exclusion, frustration, or shame. This process may bring up sadness, grief, anger, or vulnerability.

	Creative and reflective – It uses writing, drawing, and color as tools for self-expression, which makes the work both therapeutic and draining.

	Positive – Some sections highlight identity, pride, resilience, and joy.



Important Landmarks in This Book


	Ally Perspective: Why This Matters: At the beginning of every section, these short intro paragraphs explain why the upcoming information matters for you.

	Ally in Action: Practical, concrete strategies and behaviors you can begin to use now.

	Ally Insights: Guided reflection questions for you to consider what you have read and how it impacts your relationship.

	Ally Connection: Becoming Hearing Empowered: Direct tie-ins to the Becoming Hearing Empowered book that connects you with your loved one's reflections if they are working through the guided journal.



A Note on Your Own Capacity

Before we go further, I want to acknowledge something: allyship is emotional labor. Reading about hearing loss, examining your own patterns, and learning new strategies takes energy. You may feel tired. You may feel defensive. You may need to put this book down and come back later.

That's not failure. It's pacing. Your loved one doesn't need a perfect ally. They need a present one. If a chapter feels heavy, bookmark it. Return when you're ready. This book will wait for you.
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Introduction
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"You don't listen to me."

My wife's voice was calm, but I heard the hurt underneath. She had told me something important the night before—a change in plans for the next day, a time we needed to leave—and when the moment came, I had no memory of it. I'd been standing right there. I'd nodded. I'd said "okay." And yet the information was gone, as if she'd never spoken at all.

I wanted to explain, but I didn't have the words. I knew that if someone gets my attention first, I can more easily understand what's being said. But that evening, after a full day of straining to follow conversations, my brain was already spent. She'd told me while I was in the kitchen, probably while I was doing something else, probably without first making sure I was ready to listen. And I hadn't known how to ask for that. I didn't have the language to explain: I need you to get my attention. Wait until I confirm I'm with you. Then tell me the important thing.

So we argued in circles. She felt invisible. I felt falsely accused. She thought I wasn't trying. I thought she didn't understand how hard I was trying. The real culprit was my hearing loss. By evening, my brain was running on empty. All my mental energy had gone into just decoding broken sounds into words, leaving nothing left for actually remembering them. But we didn't know that's what was happening.

It took years for us to build the routine we have now. Years of circular arguments before I could finally articulate what I needed: Get my attention. Wait for me to look at you. Then share the important information. It sounds so simple. But I didn't have the words for it, and she didn't know to ask.

That argument has happened more than once in our house. Maybe it's happened in yours, too.

This book exists so you don't have to wait years to find the words.

Why I Wrote This Book

I've lived with progressive hearing loss since childhood. I've worked as a Teacher of the Deaf and Hard of Hearing. I've facilitated groups where adults share struggles most hearing people never witness: the stigma, the fatigue, the isolation.

One message comes through again and again: "My family and friends don't really understand what this feels like."

I'm honored to walk alongside you in these pages as we explore what it means to become an empowered hearing ally.

For me, the challenge was never only about missing sounds. It was the feeling of being different. Of not being understood. I still remember getting my first hearing aid in elementary school, the standard "silly putty beige" that was supposed to be "invisible" in my ear. I tried to make light of it by calling it anything but a hearing aid. I knew that hearing aids weren't considered "cool." Even as a child, I felt the pressure that hearing loss was something to hide. I didn't have words for it, but now I know what I was feeling: stigma. Shame about something that should never have been hidden.

Over the years, what made the difference wasn't just technology or strategies, it was the people around me. The times I felt most connected were when family, friends, or colleagues were willing to listen, adjust, and truly try to understand. The times I felt most alone were when they didn't. I know how much an ally's support, or lack of it, shapes the experience of hearing loss.

The truth is, hearing loss is profoundly isolating. Adults who develop hearing loss frequently have no other person who understands the experience. On average, people delay nine years from diagnosis to obtaining their first hearing aid, largely because of stigma. Nine years of struggling in conversations, bluffing through misunderstandings, and quietly withdrawing from social life. A few "never mind" moments are enough to make someone stop trying altogether.

I wrote Becoming Hearing Empowered because I know firsthand how hard it is to live with hearing loss. For years, I struggled with the stigma, the exhaustion of bluffing through conversations, and the quiet grief of feeling left out. Each change in my hearing forced me to figure out how to keep going, usually just muddling through it alone. I wanted to create the book I wish I'd had earlier. A place to process the emotions, learn practical strategies, and discover that hearing loss is not something to hide, but a part of who we are. Since its release, people have told me that it put words to feelings they could never explain, helped them feel less alone, and gave them the courage to face their hearing loss with new strength.

But hearing loss does not affect only the person who lives with it. It also affects the people around them: their family, their friends, and their coworkers. My own allies don't do this perfectly; we still get frustrated, miscommunicate, or hurt each other's feelings. But we've learned that if I bring my advocacy and openness, and they bring knowledge, emotional intelligence, and a genuine desire to support me, together we create something powerful. They remind me that allies don't have to be perfect, they just have to be willing.

In the groups I've facilitated with people working through Becoming Hearing Empowered, one of the deepest pains they share is that the people closest to them don't truly understand what they are going through. They describe the loneliness of bluffing through conversations, the sting of being dismissed with a "never mind," and the frustration of not being believed when they explain what they need. Again and again, I hear the same longing: I just wish the people in my life could know what this feels like.

That is why I've written this book: Becoming an Empowered Hearing Ally. While Becoming Hearing Empowered gives people with hearing loss a space to reflect and grow, very few resources exist for the people who stand beside them. This book is that resource, written just for you: a parent, a coworker, a partner, a friend. It will help you bridge the gap, build understanding, and give you the knowledge and tools to support your loved one with confidence and care.

That's what this book is about: learning how to become a more empowered ally.

A Word About Words

Many terms describe hearing loss: deaf, hard of hearing, late-deafened, hearing disability, hearing impaired, and more. Each word carries its own history, emotions, and meaning. Some people strongly prefer one label; others reject the same word as offensive or inaccurate.

For example, hearing impaired has been widely debated. Some dislike it because "impaired" implies weakness or damage. Others choose to use it and find it fits their experience. There is no single "right" answer. What matters most is respecting the language each individual chooses for themselves.

In this book, I use hearing loss as a broad umbrella term for clarity. You'll see different terms throughout, giving you the opportunity to become familiar with them and to consider how your loved one wants to describe their own experience.

You'll also notice d/Deaf. This spelling acknowledges both groups within the broader community. Lowercase "deaf" refers to people who describe their level of hearing loss, while uppercase "Deaf" refers to those who primarily use sign language, connect socially with the Deaf community, and share its rich cultural traditions. You'll learn more about this distinction in Chapter 5, for now, just know that both terms honor real identities.

One more note: while I frequently use loved one to describe the person with hearing loss in your life, the guidance in this book applies much more broadly. An ally is anyone who chooses to support a person with hearing loss with awareness, compassion, and responsibility, whether you're a friend, partner, child, coworker, teacher, supervisor, or occasional communication partner. Hearing loss affects relationships of all kinds, not just family ties. If you're a boss, colleague, teacher, or teammate, you play an equally important role in creating understanding and access. This book is for you, too.

Throughout, I'll also use friend, person with hearing loss, and communication partner to reflect this range.

Ally Insights

You've decided to read and reflect through this book to learn more about hearing loss and how to become a stronger, more compassionate ally. This is an opportunity to consider how hearing loss affects your loved one, how it impacts your relationship, and how to support communication, identity, and self-care in ways that build connection instead of frustration.

Before you turn the page, sit with these questions:


	What moment made me pick up this book? What was I feeling?

	What do I most fear getting wrong?

	What would it mean, for me and for my loved one, if I got this right?



Let this be your starting point as you prepare to grow into the role of an empowered hearing ally.
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Chapter 2: Mindset
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There was a restaurant we used to love. Great food, nice atmosphere, always packed. My brother and I met there for lunch every few weeks for years. But after his hearing loss progressed, we stopped going.

"It's too loud," I said. "You can't hear anything there."

He didn't argue. We just... stopped.

A year later, a friend mentioned the restaurant started offering a quiet back room on weeknights. I hadn't known. I hadn't asked. I'd just decided it was impossible and closed the door.

That's when I realized: I'd been making decisions based on what I assumed couldn't work, instead of asking what might. I'd given up on places, on traditions, on possibilities, without ever really considering other options.

I wondered how many other doors I'd closed without checking if they were actually locked.
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Section 1: What is Mindset?
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Ally Perspective: Why This Matters

Mindset shapes how both you and your loved one approach the challenges of hearing loss. When you choose patience, openness, and encouragement, you not only support their growth, you strengthen your own role as an ally.

A key foundation to your communication partner's success in this whole process is their mindset. Everything they do, feel, and believe is profoundly influenced by the way they think. Mindset reframes beliefs about what they are capable of and opens new opportunities to discover empowerment. Researchers have discovered the power of mindset, and its principles are now applied in schools, businesses, relationships, and even parenting.

How do we think about our talents, our abilities, our disabilities, our skills? Does the way we think about these things change outcomes? How do these thoughts influence success in our jobs, our friendships, our families, and our favorite pastimes?

In this chapter, you will learn what mindset is, why it matters, the difference between fixed and growth mindsets, and how to nurture a growth mindset in your relationship.

What is Mindset?

Put simply, mindset is the attitude and the words we use to talk to ourselves when faced with a frustrating situation. A mindset is developed by reflecting on experiences; changing those thought patterns reshapes how someone views the world.

And because mindset is shaped by thinking, it is also changed through new ways of thinking.

Here's a glimpse into how mindset shows up in the life of someone with hearing loss:

Imagine your loved one is at a friend's house, ready to watch a movie. Their friend hasn't turned on the captions. After waiting a few minutes to see if their friend realizes they need the captions, the friend instead continues watching the movie and munching popcorn. Your loved one feels invisible or frustrated. This moment brings up other memories of times when they've felt excluded: missing a work announcement, not catching a joke, or feeling lost in a group conversation. Tonight is the last straw.

Thoughts and feelings are fueled and validated by their current mindset, and what happens next depends on their mindset: 


	They grab the remote, turn captions on with annoyance, and stew about how often they're overlooked.

	They snap and leave, deciding it isn't worth staying. 

	They pause the movie and tell their friend they are struggling and feel hurt, opening the door to connection.



Only one of these options feeds a sense of empowerment and supports your friend's positive self-esteem. But that option, pausing the movie and talking about their feelings, often feels like the hardest choice. When someone tells themselves, "What's the point? This will just happen again tomorrow," they fall into discouragement.

This is why mindset matters. Mindset profoundly affects the way we live our life, and for someone with a hearing loss, it impacts their ability to connect with others, to thrive socially, professionally, and personally. A fixed mindset fuels frustration and resignation, while a growth mindset makes room for self-esteem, resilience, and advocacy.

We can reframe our lives with a different mindset. We can find opportunity after opportunity to grow and become who we've always wanted to be, because of, and in spite of, a hearing loss, our childhood, or past difficult relationships. We can persevere in the face of adversity. We can expand and develop and change and adapt. We can discover our inner strength, build self-esteem, and develop empowering advocacy and ally skills that improve our relationships and move us forward on a new path. This is 100% possible for you, for your friend with hearing loss, for all of us.

This is the power of mindset.

The right mindset fuels opportunities to move from frustration and limitation toward resilience and empowerment. And as their ally, understanding this shift helps you recognize just how central mindset is in shaping your loved one's confidence and quality of life.

Ally in Action

Begin applying this idea right away by:


	
Observing: Pay attention to when your communication partner seems discouraged or energized in communication. This often reflects a negative or positive mindset at work.

	
Asking: Instead of assuming what they’re thinking, ask: “That situation seemed really frustrating. Do you want to share some of the thoughts you had when it happened?”

	
Modeling: Share an example when you recognized negative thoughts about a situation and you now see that those thoughts likely influenced how you felt.



Ally Insights


	When I notice my friend getting discouraged, do I usually step in, stay quiet, or change the subject? How might my response influence their mindset?

	Have I assumed their reaction was “overly sensitive” without considering how often they face these barriers?

	What is one small change to make this week to show my friend that I believe in their ability to grow and adapt?
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Section 2: Fixed vs. Growth Mindset
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