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I n 1986 at the age of 19, when I found out I had been 
born with sensorineural hearing loss, I didn’t know 
anything about it. My family, primary educators and 

school audiologist knew something was wrong, but 
no one ever told me I wasn’t hearing well. The only 
accommodation offered to help me in the classroom was 
to sit in the front and have the teacher face me. All the 
while, I was reading lips as a practice which I was never 
taught but did it automatically. Growing up without a 
mom who passed away when I was six weeks old and  
a dad and grandmother who both had hearing loss, 
reading lips was an easy gesture since I never knew I 
wasn’t hearing well anyway. As a result, I navigated 
through my early years just like my hearing peers, but  
the only difference was that I wasn’t hearing the same 
way as they were.
 I was inspired to not let my hearing loss identify 
who I am. I was driven with passion to understand it  
and live my life with purpose. Here I am today, the first 
elected African American President of the HLAA New 
Jersey State Association.
 When my mom passed, she left behind our dad and 
five other small children; she never made it home from 
the hospital. She never got the chance to nurture me  
nor finish raising her other three daughters or two sons.  
I grew up in Hamilton, Ohio, which is a small city outside 
of Cincinnati. Growing up in the 60s and 70s was a time 
of change for African Americans and all people across 
the United States. The Americans with Disabilities Act 
(ADA) mirrored the Civil Rights Act of 1964 which the 
ADA led to equal opportunities for people with disabil-
ities. While I don’t remember these major legislations 
happening during that time, I do remember how schools 
were making changes to prohibit segregation and increase 
integration. It makes sense now that it was unknown how 
to provide effective accommodations for students with 
hearing loss.
 As a student, I had excellent passing grades from 
kindergarten until the third grade. Then one day, my 
teacher told me I had to report to the nurse’s office to 
take a hearing test. I was scared, embarrassed and deter-
mined to pass the test. I was asked to repeat words that 
I never heard clearly and I tried very hard to fake the 

test results. Did it work? I always believed it did, but it 
did not. Although I was active in school and involved in 
extracurricular activities at and outside of school, I barely 
made it through high school or to my graduation due 
to my low academic performance. It was not because I 
didn’t want to do the work, it was because of my hearing 
loss that I had, but didn’t know about at the time.  
 Malcolm X said, “Never stop growing and dream-
ing and always believe education is the passport to the 
future, for tomorrow belongs to those who prepare for it 
today.” I was determined to be the smartest kid in school, 
work hard, get all As, etc. I had big dreams go to college, 
be a professional dancer on Broadway, lead a national  
corporation, learn many languages so that I could work 
for the United Nations and make my dad and family 
proud of me. I wanted to be successful. You can have 
many dreams and you can always change them.

New Jersey: Where I Accepted My 
Hearing Loss and Followed My Dreams
When my oldest sister invited me to leave Hamilton, 
Ohio, shortly after high school and move to New Jersey 
to live with her, I said yes! Living with my sister was a 
huge turning point for me. What is a turning point? It is 
when a very significant change occurs. My sister realized 
immediately that I had hearing loss. She took me to an 
audiologist; he tested me and explained that I needed 
hearing aids from the time I was born and that I had 
been reading lips all my life. He told me I could not  
hear high frequency sounds. Well, no wonder I never  
understood what was said in the cartoons I was watching! 
Anyway, I cried and was emotionally hurt, but my sister 
said, “Tish you will get the hearing aids and you will  
do well.” I fell back, but I didn’t stay down — I got up!  
I believed in myself, and my sister’s belief in me was  
a great motivator, too.   
 As a step toward my goal, I landed my job at Seton 
Hall University with the goal of completing my college 
education. I am still working at Seton Hall Law School. 
Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, more attention was 
placed on employees with disabilities, which provided 
me an opportunity to work in the Center for Social 
Justice as a paralegal. I finally said goodbye to the faculty 
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department I worked in for 30 years. Remember, going 
to college was a dream of mine. I was so excited as I saw 
my dream manifesting. I was determined to work harder 
especially after knowing I have hearing loss. I knew I 
needed additional assistance to learn in the classroom. 
When you’re looking forward to your dreams, you know 
you have to work hard to get where you want to go.  
 I advocated for myself, checked the disability 
support services and sought out my needs. The only 
accommodation the school offered for students with 
hearing loss was to record the professor via audiotape. 
The challenge was that no one signed up to transcribe. 
I knew college would require me to work harder. I kept 
my passion burning. Some of my friends took classes 
with me and took notes for me. The first semester of 
college I made the Dean’s List. As technology advanced, 
I enrolled in the University of Maryland Online Business 
Administration Undergraduate Degree program.  
 I understand the work you must put in to learn 
online. I didn’t let the academic workload stop me — 
I had faith over fear. I graduated with a 3.53 GPA.  
I fell back, but I didn’t stay there.

Turning Point to Seeking Hearing 
Loss Community Support
Let us talk about your dreams. I always dreamed about 
being famous and having a larger impact in life. Dreams 
are very important since dreams surround goals and 
more. They give your life a purpose, direction and mean-
ing. Dreams shape your life choices, help you persist and 
give you a sense of hope. Dreams do not come without 
challenges. I was overlooked for many opportunities; I 
wasn’t picked to be part of many activities. I know it was 
because of my hearing loss, but I don’t blame anyone.  
 Hearing loss is an invisible disability that is difficult 
to understand. I passionately break down those hearing 
loss roadblocks, which I see as an opportunity to be cou-
rageous, confident and go after whatever I put my mind 
to. It is the development of persistence that will equip 
you with seeking other ways to reach your goals. Did you 
know that persistence is the food of dreams? But how 
do you persist toward your dreams? You stay passionate 
about your dreams, wants and desires. You set a goal, 
pray and act. There’s no promise without the work.  
It took me a long time to understand how I heard to 
learn and comprehend. 
 One of the best experiences I had was participat- 
ing in the Gallaudet University two-year Peer Mentor 
Certified Program. I graduated in May 2021. Through 
this program, I learned more about audiology, aural 
rehabilitation, the psychological aspects of hearing loss 

and the anatomy of the ear. Know this — living well with 
hearing loss consists of persistence, willing to continue 
learning about it, finding support, staying active and en-
gaged and taking advantage of assistive listening devices.
 Let me share some of the roadblocks I faced while 
not knowing I had hearing loss. I took hearing tests but 
was never told I have hearing loss. I was only told to 
sit in front of the class and face anyone talking to me. 
My whole life I had been reading lips and did not know 
it. Remember when I said I wanted to be a straight-A 
student? Well, that did not happen while I was in elemen-
tary, middle nor high school. I struggled academically 
from the third grade until I graduated from high school. 
This was because I did not hear most of the lessons being 
taught, but I never lost my passion to want to learn and 
do well.
 In high school, a vocational teacher told me I had 
a bad attitude and would not amount to much. I was  
angry that I failed my secretarial tests and would argue 
with my teacher. All the while, I was not hearing the 
entire lesson. I was never a straight-A student as a young 
child, but I graduated summa cum laude with a 3.97 
GPA when I earned my master’s degree. 
 I recently graduated from the University of Arizona 
Global Campus receiving my Ph.D. in philosophy. My  
dissertation, “Perceptions of Deaf and College Students 
with Hearing Loss Work Readiness and Preparation,”  
will add to the missing body of literature to enhance  
academic training and accommodations for this marginal-
ized population.
 What kept me moving forward despite some  
setbacks was that I never stopped believing in my  
dreams and working toward them. I fell back, but  
I got back up.   

Latisha Porter-Vaughn, Ph.D., is a paralegal at Seton Hall 
University Center for Social Justice. She is also the president 
of the HLAA New Jersey State Association and chair of  
its Scholarship Committee. She is co-founder of the HLAA 
Essex County Chapter and a Deaf Snapshot Mentor of 
SPAN New Jersey. She is soon to self-publish her book, 
Sounds of the Heart: The Story of a HearStrong  
Champion Persisting Against All Odds. Latisha hopes to 
become a researcher for the National Deaf Center on Post-
secondary Outcomes to continue contributing to literature 
that will help improve education and employment outcomes 
for students who are deaf or have hearing loss. If you’re 
interested in reading Latisha’s research proposal, you can 
contact her at portermia@aol.com.
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What kept me moving forward  
despite some setbacks was  
that I never stopped believing  
in my dreams and working  
toward them. I fell back, but  
I got back up.   
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Latisha's husband and son celebrated with her when 
she received her Leadership & Dedication Award from 
the HLAA New Jersey State Association in 2019.

Latisha's dissertation will add to the literature to 
enhance academic training and accommodations 
for this marginalized population. 

Latisha received her master’s degree in strategic 
communications from Seton Hall University.
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