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Growing up I did not have, nor 
did I seek out, hard of hearing friends. 
Indeed, not until just recently did I 
begin to think of myself as hard of 
hearing, even though, since age four, 
I have been deaf in my left ear and 
progressively losing hearing in my 
right ear.
 Raised by hearing parents and 
surrounded by hearing peers, I 
could envision for myself no other 
existence; a “normal-hearing” world 
was all I knew, or cared to know.  
My hearing loss, as I first perceived  
it, was but a nagging inconvenience—
a daily burden that, while inescap-
able, was of little consequence.

“I am a Rock…I am an Island”
However, as I passed from childhood 
to adolescence and my residual 
hearing continued to fade, I was able 
to sustain this farce only with great 
difficulty, impelled by resentment 
and more so, by unrelenting fear. 
I shunned the reality unfolding 
before me, preferring to struggle in 
silence rather than suffer openly 

what I considered the humiliation 
of dependency and the agony of 
exclusion. I saw my hearing loss 
as an enemy, and fought against it 
in defense of my place in the only 
community to which I felt I belonged.
 It was a fight that, moreover, I 
resolved to wage alone. While I was 
tremendously fortunate to have the 
unflinching support of my family and 
friends, not to mention the counsel 
of highly-qualified hearing health 
professionals, there was no one to 
whom I could turn for the genuine 
empathy that only shared experience 
entails. No product of utter circum-
stance, my solitude was, in fact, 
adamantly self-imposed. Hopelessly 
in denial and yet, consumed with 
shame, I scorned my parents’ attempts 
at facilitating the hard of hearing 
community which, in retrospect, 
I so desperately needed. The mere 
suggestion that I might benefit 
from, let alone find comfort in, the 
companionship of other individuals 
with hearing loss seemed only to 
confirm what I feared most: that I  

was somehow unfit for the world  
in which I lived. 

I Thought I Blew It!
When I walked through the doors of 
HLAA for the first time in October 
of 2004, I had no idea what to 
expect. In Washington, D.C., for a 
gap-year before starting college, I 
was interested in politics and, thus, 
dutifully enlisted as an intern in the 
U.S. Senate. Yet, eager for a change 
after a few disillusioning months on 
Capitol Hill, I acted on the advice  
of a colleague and contacted HLAA 
(then SHHH) about a position in  
the advocacy department.
 A week later, I was in Bethesda  
for an interview with Brenda Battat 
and Terry Portis. Aware of my rather 
severe hearing loss, Brenda inquired 
whether it had been my habit to 
request assistive listening devices 
and other accommodations in 
high school. Answering truthfully, I 
confessed that neither had I sought 
such services, nor did I feel I truly 
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By Patrick Holkins

Among a community 
of individuals who shared 
in my frustrations and 
understood my fears, 
I summoned the courage, 
at last, to cast off the silly 
façade and make peace  
with a reality I had for  
so long denied.
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The Road to Acceptance 
continued from page 10

needed them, opting instead simply 
to ride out whatever difficulties I 
encountered.  
 Brenda, as those who know  
her could easily predict, was not 
pleased. Empowering hard of hearing 
Americans to help themselves, she re- 
minded me, is what this organization  
is all about. Flushed with embarass-
ment at my gaffe, I quickly stumbled  
to recover. ”I just blew the interview,”  
I said to myself.  
 Fortunately, Brenda agreed to give 
me a chance because I was willing to 
work for free. Thus began one of the 
most fulfilling and transformative 
chapters of my young life. Over the 
course of the next seven months, I 
learned a great deal about hearing 
loss, about the issues hard of hearing 
people face, and about myself. 
 Among a community of indivi-
duals who shared in my frustrations 
and understood my fears, I summoned 
the courage, at last, to cast off the silly 
façade and make peace with a reality  
I had for so long denied. To my im- 
measurable relief, I was no longer 
caught between seemingly conflict-
ing worlds, but was distinctly and 
delightfully at home. HLAA was my 
sanctuary, and I cherished each and 

every day I worked (and continue to 
work!) on its behalf. 
 Looking back upon my experi- 
ence growing up with hearing loss,  
I am startled both by all that which  
has changed and by all that which 
remains the same. It’s okay to ask for 
help—the first of many invaluable 
lessons that I would learn at HLAA, 
and also the one that I seem most 
prone to forget. Though I am, as I 
write, more at ease with my hearing 
loss and its demands than ever before, 
not a day goes by that I don’t catch 
myself, in a moment of anger or 
confusion, reverting to old habits.  
 I suspect such will always be 
the case. I now realize the need for 
community does not ebb and flow,  
but is just as persistent as my hearing 
loss. I am grateful that I will always  
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HLAA’s Young Adults Group—HearingLossNation
For more information about this effort and budding online social 
community, visit http://hearinglossnation.ning.com/

Succeeding in College with a Hearing Loss
Check out “Hard of Hearing Students in Postsecondary Education:  
A Guide for Service Providers,” a resource developed by the Postsecond-
ary Education Programs Network (PEPNet) and available online at: 

http://www.pen.ntid.rit.edu/newdownloads/resources/documents/
other/pepnet_resources.pdf

Ollie Cantos on Employment
Dynamic HLAA Convention Keynote Speaker Olegario D. Cantos, VII, 
Esq., Special Counsel, Office of the Assistant Attorney General, Civil 
Rights Division, U.S. Department of Justice wrote “A Systematic Approach 
to Arming Students and Job Seekers with Disabilities and Their Advocates  
in Securing Meaningful Employment, available on the HLAA website  
at www.hearingloss.org.

There is no reason why any  

American with hearing loss should  

feel cut off from a community  

that, in fact, numbers in the tens  

of millions. Though I was lucky  

enough to find HLAA, countless  

others have not been so fortunate.  

It it our responsibility to reach  

out to them by whatever means  

we have at our disposal.

be able to draw strength from my 
friends at HLAA.

A Network of Young Adults  
Who Are Hard of Hearing
I returned to Bethesda to the HLAA 
national office this summer with the 
intent of spearheading an outreach 
effort aimed at attracting younger 
generations of Americans with 
hearing loss to HLAA. Toward that 
end, in the past weeks I’ve begun to 
lay the foundation for an interactive 
social website through which hard 
of hearing individuals will be able to 
network, seek support, and organize 
events. There is no reason why any 
American with hearing loss should 
feel cut off from a community that, in 
fact, numbers in the tens of millions. 
Though I was lucky enough to find 
HLAA, countless others have not been 
so fortunate. It is our responsibility to 
reach out to them by whatever means 
we have at our disposal.  
 
Patrick Holkins was born and raised in 
Kansas City, Missouri, and is an incom-
ing senior at Harvard College, where he 
is majoring in Government. In his spare 
time, he plays rugby for the Harvard 
Rugby Football Club, listens to jazz and 
the blues, fuels his obsession with the 
upcoming U.S. Presidential election, and 
tries his luck at the odd crossword puzzle. 
Patrick plans to take a year or two off after 
college to work and travel before applying 
to law or graduate school. He has been 
hard of hearing since a bout with bacterial 
meningitis in 1989. He has also been 
diagnosed with Meniere’s syndrome,  
which causes periodic fluctuations in  
his residual hearing.
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In light of my own 

experience, the best 

advice I can give 

to hard of hearing 

students is to know 

your hearing loss 

and actively pursue 

the acommodations 

necessary to your 

success.

“

”
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Hearing Loss Magazine  
Asks Patrick Holkins…

Have you contacted the office of disability  
services at Harvard where you attend?  
If so, what accommodations do you use  
in the classroom or in other settings?

Yes, I’m registered with the University Disability Coordinat- 
or, as it’s called at Harvard; though, admittedly, it took more  
than two years for me to recognize that I needed their ser- 
vices. Since last fall, I’ve received note-taking accommoda-
tions in all my lectures in addition to using my FM system 
whenever helpful. Since I continue to struggle with fluctua-
tions in my residual hearing, I hope to arrange real-time 
captioning through the CART program for my classes  
next year. 

You play rugby. How do you manage  
with your hearing loss on the field?

Just as in the classroom, I’ve started to seek out accommo-
dations on the rugby pitch to ensure that I perform my best. 
For one, I generally rely on one or two of my teammates to 
keep me informed of all team calls so that I don’t miss or 
confuse an assignment. As a forward, moreover, one of my 
responsibilities includes occasionally jumping or lifting in 
line-outs (the rugby equivalent of an in-bounds play). Since 
I struggle to hear the line-out calls, we’ve developed a host of 
hand signals which, in addition to befuddling our oponents, 
help keep me informed. 
 Nevertheless, like other team sports, rugby demands 
constant communication, both in order to conduct a precise 
attack and to structure an effective defense. While I cannot 
expect to hear a call for support from across the field, I simply 
do my best to pay attention to the ever-evolving conditions  
n the pitch, and anticipate that call before it comes.

From your experience, what advice would 
you give any student with hearing loss in 
their search for a college?

In light of my own experience, the best advice I can give to 
hard of hearing students is to know your hearing loss and 
actively pursue the accommodations necessary to your success. 
As you conduct your college search, make sure to inquire into 
the existing services for deaf and hard of hearing individuals, 
both in the classroom and in general. Keep in mind that access 
to these services is essential; you should not have to settle for 
anything less than you need. 

If your dorm were burning and you could only  
grab one thing to take with you, what would it  
be? (This is assuming your friends are safe.)

It would be my passport. I love to travel, and passports seem 
to take forever to replace. 


