
Population Deaf students, aged 5-18 years of age.

Concept Friendships (peer relationships), social inclusion, sense of belonging,
friendship patterns), peer attitudes

Context Mainstream schools, both primary and secondary schools.

Friendship
Experiences

73% of DHH participants described shared interests and intimacy in their
friendship (Terlektsi et al, 2020). 
Deaf studenta are more likely to be socially neglected and less likely to have
reciprocal friendships within the classroom (Nunes et al, 2001; Wolters et al, 2014)

Social Inclusion
and Participation

Several studies highlighted the value of contact with other deaf peers, suggesting
that shared experiences and communication styles supported belonging and
identity development (Powers, 2002; Brunnberg, 2005; Terlektsi et al., 2020).
Other authors argued that mainstream settings provided broader opportunities
for interaction with hearing peers and development of social competence (Martin
and Bat-Chava, 2003; Punch and Hyde, 2005; Keilmann et al., 2007).

Barriers to
Inclusion

Deaf students in these studies frequently reported missing information during
conversations, particularly within noisy or multi-speaker situations.
Negative peer attitudes, limited awareness of hearing loss, and experiences of
exclusion further contributed to difficulties in forming and maintaining
relationships (Nunes et al., 2001; Powers, 2002; Terlektsi et al., 2020)

Communication

Pragmatic language skills  are important for friendship quality, including
conversational turn-taking, interpreting social cues, and maintaining interactions
(Wolters et al, 2012; Paatsch and Toe, 2020; Eichengreen et al; 2025).
Increased listening effort was also reported, potentially reducing participation in
spontaneous peer interactions (Martin and Bat-Chava, 2003; Todorov et al., 2021).

Facilitators of
Positive

Relationships

Positive outcomes were associated with supportive school cultures, deaf
awareness, inclusive teaching practices, and positive peer attitudes (Powers,
2002; Terlektsi et al., 2020).
Confidence, self-advocacy, coping skills, and resilience were associated with more
positive social experiences (Martin and Bat-Chava, 2003; Punch and Hyde, 2005;
Rieffe et al., 2018).

Emotional
Impact

Positive peer relationships contributed to belonging, confidence, and higher
quality of life (Punch and Hyde, 2005; Hintermair, 2011; Choi et al., 2020)
Social difficulties were associated with loneliness, isolation, and reduced self-
esteem (Wolters et al., 2014; Eichengreen et al., 2025).

How Attending Mainstream School Affects Friendships and Inclusion of
Deaf Students Compared with Their Hearing Peers: A Scoping Review

Tiffany Wan¹, Helen Niemiec², Dr Edward C Killan¹

Introduction

Aim: To explore and summarise factors that influence friendship and inclusion
experiences of deaf children attending mainstream schools, such as communication,
styles, peer attitudes, teacher support, and use of assistive technology.

¹School of Medicine, University of Leeds      ²School of Education, University of Leeds

Method
Approximately 78% of deaf children in England attend
mainstream schools (CRIDE, 2025).

Background

School is an important setting for identity development, peer interaction, and social
participation (Verhoeven et al., 2019; Țepordei et al., 2023)
For deaf children, communication difficulties, peer attitudes, school culture, and access
to specialist support may all influence friendship formation and participation in school
life (Terlektsi et al., 2020)
Physical placement alone does not necessarily result in meaningful social inclusion or
successful peer relationships in mainstream schools (Brunnberg, 2005; Powers, 2000)

PRISMA ScR Flow Diagram of Study Selection

A scoping review was conducted following the Joanna Briggs
Institute (2024) guidance and Arksey and O'Malley's methodological
framework (2005).
Searches using keywords were undertaken in PubMed and Google
Scholar and supplemented through hand-searching reference lists of
relevant articles.
The PRISMA-ScR Checklist (2018) was used for reporting items.
Data were charted and analysed using thematic analysis.

Eligibility Criteria

Identification

Screening

Included

Results
18 studies published between 2001 and 2025 were included.
9 countries represented. Studies conducted across UK, Netherlands,
Germany, Australia, US, Portugal, Sweden, and China.
Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed method study designs used.
Participants were typically children and adolescents aged between 5 and 18
years old, with mild to profound hearing losses. 
Some participants used assistive hearing technologies such as hearing aids,
assistive listening devices (ALDs) or cochlear implants (CIs).

Eligibility

6 key themes were identified 

Key Findings & Conclusion:
Although mainstream settings provide opportunities for interaction with hearing
peers, inclusion depends on participation, belonging, and access to reciprocal
friendships rather than placement alone (Brunnberg, 2005; Powers, 2002). 
Deaf students are more likely to experience meaningful friendships and a sense of
belonging when schools actively promote deaf awareness, inclusive
communication practices, and supportive social environments.
These findings highlight the important role of Teachers of the Deaf, audiologists,
and school staff in working together to reduce communication barriers and
improve social inclusion for deaf students.
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