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Introduction
Deaf individuals are part of a complex cultural and linguistic community. Aspects of Deaf culture are 
potential assets for individuals as they transition from secondary to postsecondary settings, which 
is particularly important given the deleterious effects of internalized audism on resilience.7 However, 
existing structures that prepare students for postsecondary outcomes do not always incorporate 
Deaf culture as a resource. This research brief provides an overview of Deaf culture and its potential 
as a source of protection for deaf individuals as they prepare for postsecondary education and 
employment opportunities.

Deaf culture encompasses the following aspects: 
•	 Reliance on sight, with some evidence of greater visual acuity and sensitivity22 and 

communication via visual languages (e.g., American Sign Language)16

•	 The shared experience of oppression, negative attitudes, historical prejudices, and reduced or 
nonexistent accessible services at school or work15

•	 A culture of solidarity,6 in which a group experiences itself as a collectivist whole in the face of 
oppressive forces (deaf individuals have a high regard for role models, deep connections, and 
networking).4,13

Identification with Deaf culture is a protective factor for deaf individuals. A strong sense of identity 
as a deaf person is an asset that can contribute to an individual’s resilience, well-being, and self-
esteem.3,7 The following is important:

•	 Deaf identity is not static; it is fluid and may evolve over time.12

•	 Deaf youth who spent more time with deaf peers in secondary school settings had higher levels 
of self-esteem and stronger self-worth.17,23 Feeling connected to a community is an important 
factor in persistence toward degree completion and future employment success.1,20

•	 Deaf youth who used sign language in conjunction with speech reported reduced stigma 
associated with being deaf than youth who used speech as their sole mode of communication.10 
Young adults who have positive perceptions about being deaf have stronger psychological 
resilience than those who have negative perceptions about being deaf.7

What are some current challenges to incorporating Deaf culture 
strengths into transition planning? 

•	 Information gaps. There can be inadequate information sharing among parents, programs, and 
service providers.19 Lack of coordination, communication, professional expertise, resources, and 
strategies among different agencies can result in program gaps and service delivery failure.14

•	 Policies and structures. Many current policies do not incorporate Deaf culture into transition 
planning.14,15 Some current structures are not designed to 
adequately accommodate the diverse range of communication 
modality options used by the Deaf/hard-of-hearing 
community.14,15



•	 Professional capacity. Some professionals display cultural insensitivity.21 There are more 
reported inconsistencies and gaps between transition plans and actual services for Deaf/hard-of-
hearing individuals than for their hearing peers.3

Deaf Culture As a Resource
•	 Identity. The opportunity to develop a deaf identity through interactions with the deaf community, 

exposure to Deaf culture, and sign language development can be an asset.8
•	 Language accessibility. Language accessibility and cultural affiliation in the home environment 

play an important role in self-concept development for deaf individuals.9
•	 Parental influence. Parental influence has been reported as a positive contributor to deaf 

students’ postsecondary outcome.4,19 More specifically, deaf individuals with deaf parents were 
reported to have a higher level of self-determination and self-efficacy than those with hearing 
parents.22

•	 Educational context. Individuals who attend schools or programs for deaf students tend to value 
Deaf culture more than those who attend mainstream schools.21 

•	 Accommodations. Being prepared to discuss and pursue accommodations also appears to be 
a significant factor in successful transition outcomes.5 The quality of accommodations and 
services may affect how likely individuals are to complete a program and be prepared for the 
workforce.5

References
1 Boutin, D. L. (2008). Persistence in postsecondary environments of students with hearing 

impairments. Journal of Rehabilitation, 74(1), 25.
2 Bullis, M., Davis, C., Bull, B., & Johnson, B. (1997). Expectations versus realities: Examination of the 

transition plans and experiences of adolescents who are deaf and adolescents who are 
hearing. Rehabilitation Counseling Bulletin, 40(4), 251–264.

3 Carter, M. J. (2015). Deaf identity centrality: Measurement, influences, and outcomes. Identity, 15(2), 
146–172. doi:10.1080/15283488.2015.102344

4 Cawthon, S., Johnson, P., Garberoglio, C. L., Schoffstall, S., & Ocuto, O. (in press). Role models as 
facilitators of social capital for deaf individuals: A research synthesis. American Annals of the 
Deaf.

5 Cawthon, S., & the RES Team. (2012). Pepnet needs assessment. Retrieved from www.pepnet.org
6 Fantasia, R. (1988). Cultures of solidarity: Consciousness, action, and contemporary american 

workers. Berkeley, CA: University of California.
7 Hauser, P. C., Listman, J. D., Kurz, K. B., & Contreras, J. (2014, April). Self-perception as disabled is 

a resilience risk factor: Case of internalized audism. Paper presented at the Association of 
Psychological Science, San Francisco, CA.

8 Hintermair, M. (2008). Self-esteem and satisfaction with life of deaf and hard-of-hearing people: 
A resource-oriented approach to identity work. Journal of Deaf Studies and Deaf Education, 
13(2), 278–300. doi:10.1093/deafed/enm05

9 Koelle, W. H., & Convey, J. J. (1982). The prediction of the achievement of deaf adolescents from 
self-concept and locus of control measures. American Annals of the Deaf, 127(6), 769–779. 
doi:10.1353/aad.2012.1374



10 Kushalnagar, P., Topolski, T. D., Schick, B., Edwards, T. C., Skalicky, A. M., & Patrick, D. L. (2011). 
Mode of communication, perceived level of understanding, and perceived quality of life in 
youth who are deaf or hard of hearing. Journal of Deaf Studies and Deaf Education, 16(4), 
512–523. doi:10.1093/deafed/enr01

11 Lane, H. L. (1992). The mask of benevolence: Disabling the deaf community. New York, NY: Knopf.
12 Leigh, I. W. (2009). Beyond categories. In I. W. Leigh (Ed.), A lens on Deaf identities (pp. 1–24). 

Oxford, UK: Oxford Scholarship Online. doi:10.1093/acprof:oso/9780195320664.001.0001
13 Luckner, J. L. & Muir, S. (2001) Successful students who are deaf in general education settings. 

American Annals of the Deaf, 146(5), 435–446.
14 Luft, P. (2012). A national survey of transition services for deaf and hard of hearing 

students. Career Development and Transition for Exceptional Individuals, 37(3). 
doi:10.1177/2165143412469400

15 Luft, P., & Huff, K. (2011). How prepared are transition-age deaf and hard of hearing students for 
adult living? Results of the transition competence battery. American Annals of the Deaf, 
155(5), 569–579.

16 Moore, E. A., & Mertens, D. M. (2015). Deaf culture and youth resilience in diverse American 
communities. In Youth resilience and culture (pp. 143–155). Netherlands: Springer. 

17 Obrzut, J. E., Maddock, G. J., & Lee, C. P. (1999). Determinants of self-concept in deaf and hard of 
hearing children. Journal of Developmental and Physical Disabilities, 11(3), 237–251.

18 Rettenbach, R., Diller, G., & Sireteanu, R. (1999). Do deaf people see better? Texture segmentation 
and visual search compensate in adult but not in juvenile subjects. Journal of Cognitive 
Neuroscience, 11(5), 560–583. 

19 Rutherford, S. D (1988). The culture of American Deaf people. Sign Language Studies, 59(1), 129–
147.

20 Stinson, M. S., Scherer, M. J., & Walter, G. G. (1987). Factors affecting persistence of deaf college 
students. Research In Higher Education, 27(3), 244–258.

21 Williamson, C. (2007). Black deaf students: A model for educational success. Washington, DC: 
Gallaudet University Press.

22 Woolfe, T., & Smith, P. K. (2001). The self-esteem and cohesion to family members of deaf 
children in relation to the hearing status of their parents and siblings. Deafness & Education 
International, 3(2), 80–96.

23 van Gurp, S. (2001). Self-concept of deaf secondary school students in different educational 
settings. Journal of Deaf Studies and Deaf Education, 6(1), 54–69. doi:10.1093/deafed/6.1.54



This document was developed under a grant from the U.S. Department of Education, OSEP #HD326D160001. However, the contents do not 
necessarily represent the policy of the U.S. Department of Education, and you should not assume endorsement by the federal government.  

© 2019 National Deaf Center on Postsecondary Outcomes, licensed under Creative Commons BY-NC-ND 4.0 International 
Additional resources can be found at www.nationaldeafcenter.org 

www.nationaldeafcenter.org

