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Abstract: The SDeaf Design Lab was established under the Special Education Integration
Program of SMK Taman Sutera, Johor. The lab provides a unique opportunity for deaf
students to acquire creative skills in graphic design. It is an interactive, multi-sensory
environment that allows students to engage with digital media to best develop their design
creativity through assigned projects. This study aimed to investigate the impact of
assigned projects on the creative design skills of deaf students. In this study, a qualitative
focus group research method was used to explore the opinions, experiences, and attitudes
of a group of 8 deaf students by having an in-depth discussion about the assigned projects
they had worked on. Data were collected through the discussions with these 8 deaf
students and the in-depth interviews with the 2 managers from the related graphic design
industry. The results of this study demonstrate that the design projects assigned at the
SDeaf Design Lab have a significant positive impact on the creative design skills of deaf
students. These projects provide opportunities for self-expression, collaboration, and skill
development while boosting confidence and preparing students for future professional
endeavors in the field of graphic design.
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Introduction

Students with Special Educational Needs (SEN) are a group of students with
disabilities and learning difficulties who require special teaching resources, exceptional
teaching methods, and special facilities (Ministry of Education Malaysia, 2020; Mohd Nasir,
2016). Students with Special Educational Needs (SEN) face challenges in planning their
future due to their learning disabilities, which make it difficult for them to further their
studies at higher levels of education (Yusof et. al., 2014). Students with disabilities are often
excluded from the regular high school curriculum and need to be provided opportunities to
gain vocational skills through service learning that can help them integrate into the
workforce and community. To address this issue, the Malaysian Ministry of Education has
included technical and vocational education and training (TVET) in the curriculum for SEN
students (Binti Seman, 2022). TVET education emphasizes skill learning and focuses
primarily on industrial practice (Ismail & Hasan, 2013). TVET education should be included
in the curriculum for SEN students and provides an opportunity for SEN students to obtain
Malaysian Skills Certification after passing the qualification phase in specific vocational
courses. Deafness is defined as a state of hearing loss that causes a person to be unable to
catch numerous stimuli, particularly through his sense of hearing (Apriliani & Aprilia, 2022;
Sany & Wardhani, 2022; Ningsih et al., 2022).

The Special Education Integration Program of SMK Taman Sutera, Johor, is the first
school in Malaysia that had successfully recognized by the Department of Skills
Development, Malaysia, as an accredited center to implement the Malaysian Skills
Certificate Program among the students of SEN. In this regard, the Multimedia Artist -
Visual vocational course was one of the implementations of the Malaysian Skills Certificate
Program for deaf SEN students in the school (Malle et al., 2015). The SDeaf Design Lab
was established in 2019 after the deaf SEN students participated in design skills training for
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3 years. The SDeaf Design Lab is a sheltered workshop that enhances the design skills of
deaf SEN students and is a bridge between deaf SEN students and local industries in need of
digital marketing services such as digital media advertising and short video production. This
interactive, multi-sensory environment enables students to engage with digital media and
enhance their design creativity through assigned projects (Landmark et. al., 2010). However,
the impact of these assigned projects on the creative design skills of deaf students has not
been thoroughly explored.

This study aimed to investigate the effects of assigned projects on the creative design
abilities of deaf students at the SDeaf Design Lab. By examining the opinions, experiences,
and attitudes of the students themselves, as well as gaining insights from industry
professionals, researchers can gain a comprehensive understanding of how these projects
contribute to the creative development of deaf students (Aulia, 2023). The impact is
important to assess the effectiveness of the SDeaf Design Lab in improving the skills and
knowledge of SEN graphic design students. In addition, this study provided insight into the
specific benefits of the design projects for deaf SEN students, such as improved creativity,
problem-solving, and self-esteem (Ahmad et al, 2021). Furthermore, the findings help
develop a framework for future SEN design labs, including identifying best practices,
potential challenges, and strategies to overcome these challenges with equal opportunities
for learning and skill development for SEN students' vocational education (Abdullah, et al.,
2015). To achieve the aims, the specific objectives of this research are as follows:

1. To explore the opinions, experiences, and attitudes of deaf students regarding the
assigned projects at the SDeaf Design Lab.

2. To examine the impact of assigned projects on the creative design skills of deaf
students.

3. To gain insights from industry managers regarding the value of the assigned projects
in preparing deaf students for future careers in graphic design.

Method

This study utilizes a qualitative research approach, specifically employing a focus
group research method and in-depth interviews. This methodology allows for a
comprehensive exploration of the opinions, experiences, and attitudes of deaf students, as
well as gaining insights from industry managers (Ochieng et al., 2018). A focus group study
is a research method in which individuals participate in a guided discussion about a specific
topic. The goal of a focus group is to gather data that is rich, and in-depth, and allows for a
range of perspectives to be heard (Krueger, et al., 2000). In this case, a focus group
consisting of 8 deaf students from the SDeaf Design Lab is conducted to collect data. Focus
groups provide a platform for interactive discussions and allow participants to share their
perspectives and experiences openly. The group discussions are guided by a set of
predetermined questions related to the assigned projects, and their impact on creativity,
collaborative learning, confidence, and self-esteem (Focus Group., 2023). The focus group
discussion was conducted for about 4 hours using the sign language communication method
and was assisted by two SEN students’ Management Assistants in a quiet and private
location. The discussions are video-recorded with the participants’ consent and transcribed
for further analysis.

Meanwhile, an in-depth interview is a research method that involves a face-to-face
conversation that was conducted with 2 managers from the graphic design industry who have
experience working with deaf individuals or on inclusive design projects. An in-depth
interview is more structured to collect detailed and nuanced data, allowing the participant to
share their opinions and experiences regarding the work performance of deaf SEN students
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(Rutledge, P.B., et al., 2020). These interviews aim to gather insights from industry
professionals regarding the value and impact of the assigned projects in preparing deaf
students for future careers. The interviews follow a semi-structured format, allowing for
flexibility to explore specific topics and themes in detail. The interviews are audio-recorded
and the data is then analyzed using content analysis and rendered into narratives (Ochieng,
N. T, etal., 2018).

Table 1. Sample and Sampling Technique for Focus Group Discussion

Respondents Period Attending Design Projects
Identity Sex Age Vocational Training Skills Involved
Course

1 M 17

P M 18 All had trained Graphic Design for

3 F 17 All already 3 years in using Adobe Facebook, Shopee, and

Multimedia Artist Visual Illustrator, Lazada advertisements

4 M 17 Vocational Training Photoshop, and

5 F 18 program PowerDirector

6 F 18 Editor YouTube video

7 M 19 production

8 M 18

Table 2. Sample and Sampling Technique for In-depth Interview

Respondents Sex Age Position Industries Experiences
Identity

A M 38 Digital Marketing Manager 10 years

B F 46 Digital Marketing Manager 15 years
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The focus group discussion results with the 8 deaf SEN students were analyzed in at
least 3 rounds of video recording transcription to fully understand the data and reach
meaningful findings. The researcher is satisfied with the answers provided by the 8 deaf SEN
students.

1. Can you describe your experience of participating in the SDeaf Design Lab?

The responses #1:
“ A very good experience for me because I went through the real process of designing the
FB and IG ads using the graphic applications.”

The responses #2:
“I am very satisfied because I can practice my design skills and master the design tools in
graphic applications.”

The responses #6:
“I discovered some design techniques which are easy to apply in my design artworks.’

’
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2. How do you think the SDeaf Design Lab impacted your learning experience?

The Responses #3:
“It makes me more alert of applying the colors and the design layout for the ads.

2

The Responses #4:
“Learn to identify the design specification that must be fulfilled with the requirements of
clients”

The Responses #8:
“Knowing the current trend in design and manage to apply the modern design in design
projects.”

3. In your opinion, what were the most valuable aspects of the SDeaf Design Lab for
you as a deaf SEN student?

The Responses #7 :
“The design projects enhanced me to adopt new design skills and techniques.”

The Responses #6:
“Knowing the new insights and perspectives on a design challenge.’

’

The Responses #4:
“Learn to refine and improve my design skills through feedback and critique.”

4. Were there any challenges or difficulties you faced while working on your assigned
project? If so, how did you overcome them?

The Responses #2:
“Yes, cannot think much more, and every design jobs seem to be the same! To overcome
this, I try to do a Google search and learn the idea from the other designers and make sense
of my own design.”

The Responses #5:

“Yes, especially video production needs a lot of ideas and patience with every step of the job
in order to produce creative video. I will watch the YouTube video, explore the ready-made
video, and get the ideas from the video.”

The Responses #6:

“Yes, video production is a tough journey, handling the video camera and the technical issue
of shooting quite challenging. Do more practical training, mastering the video editing tools
and slowly will overcome the challenge.”

5. Do you think the SDeaf Design Lab helped you to develop any new skills or abilities?
If so, can you describe them?

The Responses #5:
"Yes, I develop new skills, such as text effects, and generate new ideas according to market
demands for graphic design."
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The Responses #6:
"Yes, the design project has improved my ability to create content that meets the needs of
the audience."

The Responses #8:
"Yes, the new techniques like creating masks and color overlays are very useful in designing
the ads."

The findings of this study indicate that the deaf SEN students at the SDeaf Design Lab
had positive experiences and gained valuable design-related skills and techniques. Through
their participation in the lab, these students had the opportunity to develop hands-on
experience and proficiency in using design tools within graphics applications (Landmark et.
al., 2010). They were able to acquire knowledge about essential design elements such as
colors, layout, addressing specific client needs, and staying up to date with current design
trends. While some deaf SEN students initially encountered challenges with creativity and
generating new ideas, they demonstrated resilience and resourcefulness in overcoming these
difficulties. They found inspiration by exploring the works of other designers, watching
videos or tutorials, and seeking additional hands-on training and experience. Through these
efforts, they were able to enhance their creative thinking and problem-solving skills,
gradually developing their own unique design style (Aulia, 2023).

The SDeaf Design Lab played a crucial role in facilitating these learning experiences
and skill development for deaf SEN students. The hands-on approach and practical training
provided in the lab environment allowed them to apply theoretical concepts and techniques
in real-world design projects. The interactive nature of the lab fostered engagement and
active participation, enabling the students to grasp design principles and enhance their
technical abilities effectively (Suriati et. al., 2023). Furthermore, the supportive and
inclusive atmosphere of the SDeaf Design Lab played a significant role in the student’s
learning journey. The lab provided a space where the students felt encouraged and
comfortable to express themselves creatively, collaborate with their peers, and receive
guidance from instructors. This inclusive environment contributed to a positive learning
experience, enhancing the students' confidence and motivation to further develop their
design skills (Li, J., 2013). It is important for educators, institutions, and stakeholders to
recognize the significance of specialized programs like the SDeaf Design Lab and provide
continued support and resources to promote the educational and professional development
of deaf SEN students in the field of design (Ismail & Hasan, 2013). By doing so, we can
create more inclusive opportunities and pave the way for the full integration and success of
deaf individuals in the creative industries.
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The in-depth interview with the two managers from related graphic industries who
were in charge of the design projects resulted in the following responses:

1. What do you think of the design skills and abilities of the deaf SEN students you
have worked with?

The Responses #A:

“In my experience, deaf SEN students, possess unique strengths and skills that are valuable
in the design field. I believe that their communication and problem-solving skills, attention
to detail, and creativity are assets that can contribute to the success of design projects.”

The Responses #B:

“Overall, I have a positive view of the design skills and abilities of deaf SEN students and
believe that they have the potential to excel in the design field with the right support and
opportunities.”

2. In your experience, what skills and qualifications are important for a designer to
have in order to successfully get hired in your company?

The Responses #A:

“In my experience, the most important skills for a designer to have to successfully get hired
in our company are a strong portfolio demonstrating creativity and technical proficiency,
the ability to work collaboratively with others, excellent communication skills, a willingness
to learn and adapt to new technologies, and a good understanding of design principles and
industry trends.”

The Responses #B:

“A strong portfolio of past work demonstrating creativity, technical ability, and a range of
skills is essential for any designer to have. In addition, a designer should be proficient in
relevant design software and have a strong understanding of design principles and
techniques. A strong creative vision and ability to develop innovative ideas are crucial for a
designer to succeed.”

3. Do you want to share any other insights or perspectives regarding the SDeaf
Design Lab and its potential?

The Responses #A:

“Yes, I believe that the SDeaf Design Lab has great potential to be an innovative changer in
the design industry. Providing opportunities for deaf SEN students to develop their design
skills, opens up a whole new pool of talented designers who may have otherwise been
overlooked. The design industry can benefit greatly from the diverse perspectives and unique
approaches that deaf designers can bring to the table.”

The Responses #B:

“For me, the SDeaf Design Lab can help promote inclusivity and diversity in SEN students
in the workplace. By hiring deaf designers, companies can create a more diverse and
inclusive environment, which can lead to better creativity and problem-solving skills. It can
also show the public that the company values diversity and is committed to creating a more
inclusive workplace.”
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The findings of this study indicate a recognition and appreciation for the design skills
and abilities of deaf SEN students. The responses from industry professionals acknowledge
that given the opportunity, deaf SEN students can excel in the workplace. They emphasize
the importance of showcasing a strong portfolio, technical proficiency, and a willingness to
learn and adapt in order to be successfully hired in the marketplace (Aulia, 2023). The
industry professionals also acknowledge the value of diverse perspectives in the design
industry. They believe that the participation of deaf SEN students in the industry can bring
about innovative changes and fresh ideas. By providing opportunities for deaf SEN students
to develop their skills and contribute to the field, the SDeaf Design Lab can play a crucial
role in fostering inclusivity and diversity in the industry. In conclusion, they underscore the
belief in the capabilities of deaf SEN students and their potential to thrive in the workplace.
The SDeaf Design Lab has the opportunity to bridge the gap by providing deaf SEN students
with the skills, knowledge, and practical experiences needed to succeed in the design
industry (Ahmad, H., et al., 2021).

CONCLUSIONS

This study has provided valuable insights into the impact of assigned projects on the
creative design skills of deaf students at the SDeaf Design Lab. The qualitative focus group
discussions and in-depth interviews with both deaf students and industry managers have shed
light on several important aspects related to the effectiveness of these projects (Ochieng, N.
T., et al., 2018). Firstly, the assigned projects at the SDeaf Design Lab have been found to
significantly enhance the creativity of deaf students. Through the multi-sensory environment
and engagement with digital media, students are able to express their unique perspectives
and develop their artistic talents. The collaborative nature of the projects also promotes
teamwork and communication skills, fostering a positive and inclusive learning environment
(Yusof et. al., 2014). Moreover, the assigned projects have a positive impact on the
confidence and self-esteem of deaf students. By successfully completing design projects and
receiving recognition for their work, students gain a sense of pride and belief in their creative
abilities. This newfound confidence extends beyond the lab and positively influences their
overall academic performance and personal growth (Yusof et. al., 2014). The insights from
industry managers highlight the value of the assigned projects in preparing deaf students for
future careers in graphic design. These projects equip students with creativity, adaptability,
and technical proficiency, making them valuable assets in the industry. The recognition and
validation of their work by industry professionals further contribute to their professional
development and prospects.

Overall, this study contributes to addressing the treated problems of understanding the
impact of assigned projects on the creative design skills of deaf students and the effectiveness
of the SDeaf Design Lab. The study highlights the significance of providing opportunities
for deaf students to develop their creative abilities, fostering a sense of inclusion and
empowerment (Ahmad, et al., 2021). The results also contribute to the broader field of
inclusive education and shed light on the potential of deaf individuals in the graphic design
industry. In addition, the impact has been beneficial for both teachers and parents, as the
sheltered workshop (SDeaf Design Lab) has remarkably created a better future for deaf SEN
students in the marketplace. The implications of this study have produced several positive
outcomes in which these discussed best practices (SDeaf Design Lab) have empowered deaf
SEN students through access to more inclusive and effective vocational education programs;
and increased awareness and advocacy for ensuring equal educational and employment
opportunities, accessibility, and support for deaf SEN students in various vocational
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education settings (Li, 2013). In addition, this study may serve as a model for other
vocational education institutions or programs that serve deaf SEN students. It may inspire
them to adopt similar best practices and seek continuous improvements in their teaching
practices and support systems.
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