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Socioeconomic and Career Attainments of College Alumni
With Hearing Loss: Results from a National Longitudinal Survey

Objectives: The purposes of this presentation are to: (a) present key results from a four-stage 15-
year follow-up survey of deaf and hard of hearing graduates from 47 colleges and universities, (b)
exemplify some of the strengths and weaknesses of long-term alumni surveys to document
institutional accountability, and (c) demonstrate the effectiveness of quantitative measures to assess
graduates’ occupational and career accomplishments. :

Perspectives: Passage of federal legislation such as the Rehabilitation Act of 1974 and the
Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 has prompted the nation’s 5,000 colleges and universities
to make their campuses and classrooms more accessible to students with disabilities. One federal
survey estimated that there were 258,000 students with hearing loss enrolled at the nation’s
campuses in 1989-1990 (USDED, 1993). Watson and Schroedel (2000) calculated that 197,000 of
these students were hard of hearing, 52,000 deafened at or after age 19, and 9,000 deafened before
age 19. In contrast to the one-time provision of curb cuts or wider doorways for students with
physical disabilities, accommodating students with hearing loss, especially those who are deaf,
requires on-going support services (e.g., interpreters, note takers, tutors), special methods of
instruction, smaller class sizes, and specialized communication devices. These expensive
accommodations place a hardship on many institutions of higher education.

In response to external constituencies such as governments, parents, alumni, and other
donors, colleges and universities conduct surveys of their graduates to establish the “economic pay-
offs” of postsecondary training. Administrators, faculty, and support staff use the results of these
surveys to modify instructional curricula, career-preparation programs, and on-campus services.
Specific institutions with numerous deaf and hard of hearing alumni have conducted periodical
surveys of their graduates (e.g., MacLeod-Gallinger, 1998; Olson, 1991; Rawlings, King, Skilton,
& Rose, 1993; Thompson & Lucas, 1981). Whereas these studies provided evidence on the successes
of their alumni, each was limited to one college. Only a few researchers have simultaneously
evaluated the attainments of deaf and hard of hearing graduates from multiple colleges and
universities (Crammatte, 1987; Quigley, Jenne, & Phillips; 1968; Schroedel & Watson, 1991).

In general, colleges differ in the degree to which they provide support services to students
with hearing loss. Some colleges offer a comprehensive array of academic support services for a
significant number of these students on campus. By contrast, other colleges provide a limited range
of services to few deaf and hard of hearing students. These and other differences in the type of
specific college attended (e.g., special vs. regular) significantly influence the level of acquired
degree, type of occupation, and earnings of alumni (Crammatte, 1987; Schroedel & Watson, 1991).

One drawback from all of these studies is that they have gathered information from one point
in time from respondents. Thus, time confounds comparisons between the results of surveys done
at different points in time with different participants. Longitudinal surveys overcome many of the
limitations of one-point studies. By repeated contact with one group over time, such surveys can
assess progress in the careers of alumni and identify explicit factors contributing to long-term socio-
economic attainments. A career is defined as working in a sequence of related jobs over time to
accumulate advantages which enhance prospects for higher socioeconomic attainments.
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Methods and Sources of the Data: Survey participants were deaf and hard of hearing graduates
in the classes of 1983, 1984, and 1985 from 47 institutions of higher education in 23 states. All of
these colleges provided special support services and had 15 or more students with hearing loss
enrolled. They were selected from a national directory prepared by Rawlings, Karchmer, and DeCaro
(1983). These alumni were surveyed by mail in 1985, 1989, 1994, and 1999. The 1985 survey was
limited to graduates in the class of 1984 (Schroedel & Watson, 1991). A total of 490 alumni in the
classes of 1983-1985 responded to the 1989 survey (El-Khiami, 1993). Contacts by mail and phone
successfully located 400 (82%) of these 490 participants, among whom 325 (80%) completed
questionnaires for the 1994 survey (Geyer & Schroedel, 1998). In preparation for the 1999 survey,
311 of the 400 (76%) respondents in the 1994 survey were successfully traced and 240 of these 311
alumni (77%) returned questionnaires after three contacts by mail and one by special telephone.
Although tracing and survey response rates were reasonably high for all surveys, the number of
respondents decreased from 490 in 1989 to 240 in 1999.

Adaptations were made in the Career Satisfaction Scale (Greenhaus, Parasuraman, &
Wormley, 1990) and Your Prospects for Promotion instrument (Smith, Kendall, & Hulin, 1969) to
account for the unique reading and cognitive styles of these students. Deaf college graduates
typically have an eighth-grade reading average (Schroedel, 1982). The Socioeconomic Index (SEI)
is a better measure than the U. S. Bureau of the Census three-digit codes to quantitatively assess
respondents’ occupations (Featherman & Hauser, 1977; Nakao & Tres, 1994; Stevens & Hyun Cho,
1985). To more accurately evaluate changes over time in the socioeconomic attainments of alumni,
comparisons were limited only to respondents who participated in all surveys during 1989, 1994, and
1999.

The sample in the 1999 contained 240 residents in 39 states. Their average age was 38 and
53% were female. As for ethnic background, 93% were white and 7% were of color. The under-
representation of the latter alumni reflected their chronic under-participation in postsecondary
education (Schroedel & Watson,1991). Seventy-one percent identified themselves as deaf'and 29%
as hard of hearing. Recalling that the alumni in this study graduated from colleges that provided
programmatic support services, the hard-of-hearing graduates were probably dissimilar compared
to hard of hearing alumni from regular colleges and universities. By 1999, 28% of survey
participants had earned a vocational degree, 24% an associate’s degree, 32% a bachelor’s degree,
15% a master’s degree, and 1% a doctorate.

Results:

Labor force participation: Eighty-five percent of 1999 survey respondents were in the work
force in contrast to 90% of college graduates without disabilities (Hale, Hayghe, & McNeil, 1998).
Among the former, 5% were unemployed compared to 2.5% of associate’s degree recipients and
1.9% of bachelor’s degree recipients among workers without disabilities (U.S. Bureau of Labor
Statistics, 1999). A factor contributing to the higher unemployment rate among deaf and hard of
hearing college graduates is that they were three times more likely (75% vs. 24%) to acquire sub-
baccalaureate degrees than their counterparts who hear (Schroedel & Watson, 1991; U.S. Bureau of
the Census, 1995). Higher degree recipients are less likely to be unemployed.

Underemployment: An underemployed person is one who works in an occupation less
demanding than the skill level or educational credentials usually required for that job (Clogg, 1979).
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_Using a degree-related definition of underemployment, we determined that 13% of alumni were

underemployed in 1994 and 15% in 1999. Comparatively, 27% of the non-disabled workforce with
completed college degrees were similarly underemployed (Survey of Income and Program
Participation, 1993). A major source of underemployment in the latter national sample were female
bachelor’s degree recipients working in clerical jobs. Among deaf and hard of hearing college alumni
those most at risk to underemployment were vocational degree completers. Differences between the
two samples prohibit comparing the respective rates of underemployment among alumni with and
without hearing loss. Schroedel and Watson (1991) found an upward socioeconomic response bias
in the1985 stage of the survey which probably extended into later stages of data collection. In effect
this means that the prevalence of underemployment in the 1994 and 1999 samples was under-
estimated.

Occupational attainments: Most respondents in 1999 were well established in their jobs:
their average tenure on their current job was between 4-5 years and 24% had the same job for 9-plus
years. The 195 employed alumni in 1999 worked in 70 different occupations. Overall, there was
much less occupational clustering, a factor which limits upward career mobility, than reported in
studies of deaf workers without a college education (Barnartt, 1985; Terzian & Saari, 1982). These
results imply that access to broader career training options expands employment opportunities and
subsequently reduces occupational segregation. The mean SEI score for respondents’ occupation in
1994 was similar to the average SEI scores for other samples of their similarly educated deaf peers,
but lower than the socioeconomic quality of the occupations held by comparably educated workers
who hear (Geyer & Schroedel, 1998; Schroedel, 1987; Schroedel & Watson, 1991). This implies that
these workers with hearing loss are not converting their educational attainments into occupational
attainments as equally well as their counterparts who hear in the general workforce. The lower
academic achievement, especially with English skills, is a primary factor in this pattern (Schroedel,
1982; Schroedel & Geyer, in press).

Trends in educational and occupational attainments: Between 1983-85 and 1999 more
alumni completed master’s degrees and entered professional, managerial, and technical occupations.
However, in 1999 there was a larger percentage of males over females in these occupations. This
reversed a trend since 1985 in which females in this study predominated in these occupations (El-
Khiami, 1993; Schroedel, Geyer, & Mc Gee, 1996; Schroedel & Watson, 1991).

Economic attainments: The annual 1998 earnings of alumni were strongly influenced by
the level of completed degree: vocational degrees (31 5,000-$19,999), associate’s degrees ($25,000-
$29,999), bachelor’s degrees ($20,000-$24,999), and master’s or doctorate degrees ($35,000-
$39,999). However, these alumni at all degree levels earned less than college graduates who hear:
associate’s degrees ($31,700), bachelor’s degrees ($40,100), and master’s degrees ($50,000) (U.S.
Bureau of Labor Statistics, 1999). Why did deaf and hard of hearing recipients with associate’s
degrees earn more than their peers with bachelor’s degrees? Although there was not any significant
difference in the proportion of males and females among these degree recipients, gender did
influence this disparity in earnings. This discrepancy is primarily rooted in the long-term effects of
gender patterns in choice of college majors (Fisher, Harlow, & Moores, 1974; MacLeod-Gallinger,
1992; Schroedel, 1986; Schroedel & Watson, 1991). In short, males are more likely than females to
be trained in scientific and technical fields leading to higher-paying jobs.

Between 1988 and 1998 males made consistent and larger gains in income than their female
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counterparts. The 30% gap in earnings favoring deaf males over deaf females has been documented
since the 1960s and persists into the 1990s (Schroedel, et al., 1996). This pattern continues despite
the fact that females were more likely to acquire higher degrees than their male counterparts
(Schroedel, et al., 1996; Schroedel & Watson, 1991).

Getting promotions: Forty-five percent of alumni had obtained promotions between 1995
and 1999 in contrast to 48% between 1989 and 1994. Significant factors inducing promotability
since 1994 were: (a) either changing employers or obtaining promotions and transfers with the same
employer, (b) longer work tenure with the same employer, (c) working full-time rather than part-
time, and (d) increased requests for workplace accommodations (Schroedel & Geyer, in press).
However, if accommodations preceded promotions or vice versa is not clear. Less statistically
significant, but otherwise informative indicators of gaining promotions were: (a) having a mentor,
(b) being younger in age (e.g., 34-38), (¢) working in white-collar rather than blue-collar jobs, and
(d) being employed in private industry or government rather than in schools or service agencies for
deaf persons.

Other career attainments: As measured by Likert-type scales, respondents had positive
attitudes towards their prospects for promotions and their careers. Furthermore, those who were more
frequently promoted had more favorable attitudes towards their prospects for promotion than those
promoted less often. Seven variables accounted for 58% of the variance in job satisfaction: the most
significant being a supportive supervisor and high-quality on-the-job communication, followed by
levels of degree, work performance, and income, along with intentions to stay on the job and
availability of a retirement plan (Geyer & Schroedel, 2001). Job satisfaction in turn, is a significant
predictor of job-search intentions.

Importance of the Study: By numerous criteria this study found that a majority of these alumni
were successful in their socioeconomic and career accomplishments. One merit of well-designed
longitudinal surveys is their capacity to assess long-term trends in the attainments of graduates. The
validity of surveying the career success of a given group of college-educated workers (such as those
with the shared attribute of loss of hearing) is enhanced by inclusion of alumni from multiple
colleges and universities.

However, there are two broad disadvantages to this type of study. First, the longer the period
since graduation, the less one is able to infer benefits directly due to completing college, because
extraneous variables intrude upon subsequent employment and economic achievements. Second,
unless sample sizes are sufficient, utilizing graduates from multiple colleges limits what may be
inferred from earning a degree from a specific college. This lessens the value of such research for
purposes of institutional accountability. The ideal type of survey to assess institutional effectiveness
is a longitudinal follow-up of the same cohort of graduates from one college or university.

Furthermore, the quality of survey research is strongly influenced by the degree of effort put
into updating mail lists which are essential to enhance response rates. Funds spent in tracking down
hard-to-locate graduates to reduce sample attrition are a good investment. Use of an obsolete address
list can reduce the rate of survey response by as much as 22 percentage points (Schroedel, 1984).
Finally, persons who desire more information about the measures of occupational and career success
used in this study are welcome to contact the lead presenter.
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