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High expectations for postsecondary success includes believing in deaf* individuals’ capability to 
succeed and not viewing their opportunities as limited because they are deaf. These expectations are 
a necessary component of deaf youths’ environment to successfully navigate the transition from high 
school to postsecondary education or training. Many people hold low expectations for the abilities 
of deaf people.10, 30 Deaf individuals’ expectations about their abilities and future attainment do not 
develop in a vacuum; teachers, parents, and other professionals make a significant contribution to 
how those expectations and beliefs are formed.3, 7, 25

What can be learned from the existing literature on promoting high expectations for success of deaf 
individuals?

STRENGTHS-BASED APPROACHES TO PROMOTE  
HIGH EXPECTATIONS 

Using strengths-based approaches, as opposed to focusing on deficits, provides opportunities for 
deaf individuals to develop autonomy, self-determination skills, and self-advocacy.

Strengths-based interventions that promote self-determination include training in activities like 
goal setting, problem solving, and knowledge of self and the “soft” skills needed to navigate social 
interactions.24, 29 

• Establishing “learning partnerships” with other deaf individuals in the classroom setting may be 
a beneficial approach to bolstering social and academic skills needed to thrive in postsecondary 
settings.20, 14

• Strong social skills in deaf high school students have been linked to higher rates of 
postsecondary attendance and graduation. Therefore, activities that promote social skill 
development in secondary school may have benefits that extend beyond high school graduation.3 
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*In this report, we use the term deaf in an all-encompassing manner to include individuals who identify as Deaf, hard of 
hearing, hearing impaired, late deafened, and deafdisabled.
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• Parents’ expectations have been found to contribute to a stronger sense of autonomy in deaf 
adolescents and the likelihood of deaf individuals graduating from college and obtaining 
employment in the future.4, 8

• Many supervisors at internship and practicum sites have doubts about deaf applicants’ abilities 
to perform well. Educating supervisors about the benefits of cultural diversity and the unique 
communication skills of deaf applicants can help change attitudes toward deaf applicants.9

POSTSECONDARY PLANNING PROCESSES TO PROMOTE HIGH 
EXPECTATIONS

Postsecondary planning includes holding annual individualized education program (IEP) or admission, 
review, dismissal (ARD) meetings; identifying postsecondary goals; organizing a plan for the identified 
goals (including alternative strategies); and providing support and resources to achieve such goals. 
Postsecondary planning is highly individualized, so other planning activities may be warranted. 

Comprehensive planning activities (e.g., focus on short- and long-term goal-setting, identification 
of strengths and areas of growth, exploration of career interests) during secondary grades lays the 
foundation for student success in postsecondary settings. 

• Current research demonstrates a lack of adequate transition preparation and instruction for deaf 
individuals after high school.15, 16 

• An estimated 60% of deaf students who enroll in postsecondary settings do not graduate, as deaf 
students are often underprepared to navigate the postsecondary environment, especially in terms 
of their academic and self-advocacy skills.12, 17, 19

• Educational and transition instruction needs to include tailored strategies and support for deaf 
students.26

• It is critical to integrate self-advocacy training into transition planning for deaf individuals so 
they are prepared to be assertive when requesting necessary accommodations or clarifying 
misconceptions about deaf people.22

ROLE MODELS TO PROMOTE HIGH EXPECTATIONS

Role models serve as examples of the attitudes, values, and behavior associated with diverse types of 
roles in a community. Role models can provide comfort, support, guidance, and motivation, especially 
in cultural minority populations. Deaf teachers, coaches, community members, and professionals are 
all examples of possible role models.5

Role models and mentors address a critical need for deaf individuals and serve an important function 
in developing social capital. Deaf role models can also positively influence cultural attitudes and 
expectations held by hearing individuals toward people who are deaf. 
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• Deaf role models have been found to benefit families, improve parent expectations and 
attitudes toward deafness, and increase young deaf individuals’ self-identity and belief in their 
capabilities.5, 20

• Deaf residential schools provide the opportunity for deaf students to access strong role modeling 
through deaf faculty and staff members.18

• Recruiting older deaf students or members of local organizations to serve as role models or 
mentors can help students adjust to life in postsecondary settings.1

PARENTS AND TEACHERS’ ROLE IN PROMOTING HIGH EXPECTATIONS 

There is a significant need to educate parents and professionals about deaf individuals’ true potential 
for success. 

• Teachers of deaf students can provide support and guidance through sharing high expectations 
for their students’ achievement, teaching them to be self-advocates, and supporting their healthy 
self-concept and socioemotional development.25

• Professionals who were previously trained in deafness or deaf issues reported more positive 
attitudes toward deafness.6

• Administrators can support the development of high teacher expectations for deaf students by 
introducing cultural perspectives from deaf experiences into special education teacher training 
and preparation programs.11

• Parental expectations are an important contributor to long-term outcomes (living independently, 
enrolling in college, completing college) of deaf individuals.4

• Deaf adolescents whose parents have higher expectations about their future potential have a 
stronger sense of autonomy, are more likely to find their jobs independently, and have more job 
experience.8

• Among deaf students with high expectations for themselves (e.g., the expectation that they 
will attend college), research provides evidence that their parents tend to have similarly high 
expectations. Additionally, family support has been found to bolster deaf students’ expectations 
for their own success.23

TAKE-AWAYS

Promoting a strengths-based approach works toward shifting the culture to recognizing the strengths 
of deaf individuals working toward attaining their postsecondary goals. Early relationships, such as 
those formed with parents, caretakers, and teachers, influence the formation of deaf individuals’ self-
beliefs and self-concept. Optimistic expectations for the success of deaf individuals can have a big 
impact on student development, including their motivation to pursue and persist in postsecondary 
education. The information presented in this brief shows that evidence-based strategies such as 
comprehensive career and college planning, mentor programs, and parent and professional education 
have the potential to raise expectations of deaf individuals.
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