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Abstract 

Deaf students have unique linguistic and cultural needs that are cultivated in social 

settings; however, these needs have received minimal consideration from school 

administrators and policy makers when designing and implementing educational 

programs. Inquiry regarding how Deaf people learn in social situations and whether these 

processes are present in formal educational settings is necessary to understand how to 

better serve this population in school. Observations were used to provide insight on how 

deaf people teach and learn from one another in social/informal settings. Individual 

interviews with 11 Deaf people ages 18 to 40 provided insight regarding personal 

experiences in formal and informal educational settings. Constructivism, sociocultural 

theory, and multiple intelligences theory were the conceptual frameworks for this study. 

Trustworthiness was established using member checking and detailed accounts of 

participants’ experiences in their educational placements. The findings revealed that deaf 

people value facets of Deaf culture in all aspects of their lives, including education. 

Participants expressed the need for school staff and administrators to understand cultural 

nuances that are important for deaf students, the need for barrier-free communication, the 

importance of self-identity, and the need for Deaf mentors and or role models in school. 

In social settings, deaf people use visual communication and require clear sightlines for 

communication, use expansion techniques unique to ASL, use scaffolding to support and 

mentor one another, and use repetition for clarity, understanding, and emphasis. The 

knowledge gained from this study can help actualize educational curricula that improve 

literacy and increase job and educational opportunities for deaf people. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study 

Culture is the gateway to identity. In Deaf culture, identity can involve both a 

hearing impairment or status as a sociolinguistic minority (McIlroy & Storbeck, 2011). 

This dual definition is at the center of the deaf education debate and is the basis for deaf 

education programs. Three teaching philosophies attributed to culture and identity are: 

Total communication, bilingualism/biculturalism, and oralism. However, these 

philosophies focus on how to communicate with deaf children in teaching environments 

versus the educational needs of deaf children overall. While communication is a cultural 

gateway, research and education that focuses on this community must be more cognizant 

of the lives of deaf people beyond hearing loss and their status as a linguistic minority 

(McIlroy & Storbeck, 2011). However, the intricacies of Deaf culture that encourage and 

support learning and how these fit in deaf education programs has been largely ignored.  

The discrepancies in deaf and hearing education have been attributed to many 

factors, including the lower cognitive functioning of deaf people and their inability to 

grasp the English language, their social isolation due to being deaf, lack of qualified 

teachers of the deaf, and modes of communication used in deaf education programs. 

While there have been significant advances in deaf education, a paucity of attention has 

been paid to integrating Deaf culture in educational interventions. However, there is a 

lack of research on culturally-informed educational interventions.  

Social change is perpetuated by research, as documented evidence can determine 

the fate of a purported theory (Creswell, 2014). When considering the implications of 

research involving those who are deaf, empirical data specifically addressing this 
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community can positively impact deaf literacy and increase educational and employment 

opportunities for deaf people. This chapter presents the research topic, background about 

the topic, the purpose of the study, the research questions used to guide the investigation, 

and the nature of the study. It also provides definitions of key terms and assumptions that 

are significant to this study. Scope and delimitations, limitations of the study, and the 

significance of the study are presented. Lastly, the main points are summarized and 

provide a transition to Chapter 2.  

Background 

A major component of culture is communication. When discussing deaf 

education, modes of communication embedded in teaching philosophies guide current 

practice. Total communication integrates multiple communication methods during 

instruction, particularly spoken language simultaneously matched with its sign 

counterpart (Nussbaum, 2011). This method is also known as simultaneous 

communication (simcom) and is typically used when the instructor is well versed in 

signed and spoken English. This technique is controversial because it perpetuates the 

myth that ASL is a visual code for English. ASL and English are two distinct languages 

with different grammatical structures. Simcom maintains the linguistic properties of 

English. However, the nuances of ASL such as facial expression and conceptually 

accurate sign choices are lost (Baker-Shenk & Cokley, 1980, p. 64; LaSasso & Crain, 

2015; D. Mitre-Smith, personal communication, February 8, 2010).  

The bilingual/bicultural approach uses ASL as the primary language for teaching, 

with English taught as a second language (Nussbaum, Waddy-Smith, & Doyle, 2012). In 
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this environment, sign language is not a means of understanding spoken language but is 

used by children and teachers throughout the school day to actively communicate 

(Mounty, Pucci, & Harmon, 2014). This method is often preferred by members and allies 

of the Deaf community as it promotes ASL while teaching a second language. Learning 

ASL and English creates a bidirectional process that is supportive in developing literacy 

skills in d/Deaf children (Mounty et al., 2014).  

In contrast to bilingual/bicultural education, oral methods encourage the use of 

vocal communication complemented by assistive listening devices (Nussbaum, 2011). 

Students are discouraged from signing and encouraged to lip read regardless of the 

degree of hearing loss. Students in oral programs also receive intensive speech therapy 

and are trained to focus on the face and mouth for understanding (Nussbaum, 2011). 

However, it is debatable if this or other communication methodologies used in teaching 

deaf students are successful in promoting literacy because of the scarcity of empirical 

support. A historical overview of the emergence of total communication, 

bilingual/bicultural pedagogies, and oralism provides insight regarding this divide.  

Prior to the 19th century, deaf Americans were mainly educated by clergy or other 

religious leaders who sought to offer them religious redemption (Padden & Humphries, 

2005). As some Christian denominations shifted from the perspective of mandatory 

worship to free will, clergy decided that everyone should be enlightened and provided an 

opportunity to decide their fate. This included deaf children and adults who were 

educated in the church using an informal method of manual communication.  
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A deeper concern for the communication needs of deaf people happened when 

Minister Thomas Gallaudet noticed his neighbor’s deaf daughter and became interested 

in learning how to communicate with her. He traveled to Europe to study its approach to 

manual language. While there, Gallaudet traveled to various areas, many of which 

practiced oral communication. He did not agree with this method and traveled to France 

after hearing of a young man who was fluent in French sign language.  

Gallaudet returned to the U.S. along with a deaf protégé trained in French sign 

language. Their goal was to educate deaf people using this innovative language he 

witnessed. In 1817, he established the Connecticut Asylum for the Education of Deaf and 

Dumb Persons in Hartford using subsidized funds from the government and private 

donors. It was the first school for the deaf in America and was led by deaf teachers under 

the tutelage of Gallaudet and his protégé. Teaching involved gestures, symbols, and 

fingerspelling, which Gallaudet had observed during his European explorations 

(Gallaudet University, 2016).  

However, following the Civil War, educational reformists sought to replace sign 

language with oral communication. This was done to help deaf people assimilate into the 

greater society and obviate what some referred to as clan-like behavior (Rosen 2008). 

Several schools for the deaf erected during this time began to focus on teaching deaf 

students speech and lip reading and banned the use of manual communication. Oralism 

was highly popular and soon adopted as the preferred method for teaching deaf students.  

During the Conference of Milan in 1880, educators from around the world 

declared the impracticality of manual language in the education of deaf children and 
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called for a systemic ban on its use (Coryell & Holcomb, 1997). Deaf teachers were 

dismissed from their teaching positions and deaf students were not allowed to use sign 

language in the classroom. This movement stymied the development of self-identity and 

contributed to the ongoing debate about the education of deaf students in the United 

States (Eckert & Rowley, 2013). 

The literature on the presence of aspects of Deaf culture in deaf education 

programs is deficient, although there is research that focuses specifically on educating 

deaf children (Cannon & Kirby, 2013; Garberoglio, Cawthon, & Bond, 2014; LaSasso & 

Crain, 2015). To investigate the prevalence and continuity of studies addressing 

educating deaf students, particularly related to teaching reading and literacy, Luckner et 

al. (2005) combed electronic sources and conducted a manual search of American Annals 

of the Deaf, Volta Review, and the Journal of Deaf Education and Deaf Studies. Of the 

964 studies found, only 22 were eligible for analysis by satisfying the following criteria: 

all participants must be between the ages of three and 21 and recognized as deaf or hard 

of hearing, the study was published in a peer-reviewed journal between 1963 and 2003, 

research must include a narrative of the intervention and use a control group, and 

statistically relevant data must be included.  

The 22 selected studies were scrutinized for uniformity, similarities in the types of 

measurements and findings, and duplication. The authors found that all the studies were 

original research and no two studied the same aspect of literacy (e.g. reading 

comprehension, vocabulary, and writing). Therefore, the studies were not valuable in 
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providing empirical support for a central methodology useful in educating this population 

(Luckner et al., 2005). 

There is also significant research on the importance of culture and identity in the 

lives of Deaf people (Flaskerud, 2014; Van Cleve, 2016; Wang & Andrews, 2014). 

However, the role of culture and its influence and benefit in deaf education programs has 

rarely been considered. According to Ziv (2015), the complexities of educating this 

cultural minority demands that attention be given to equality and access versus 

rehabilitation. Exploring aspects of Deaf culture such as mentoring, communication, 

scaffolding, and chaining, and their presence in deaf education programs to foster 

learning offers opportunities to positively affect social change related to the development 

and application of pedagogy that will promote literacy in deaf students.  

Statement of the Problem 

Petrova (2013) found that culture is important in education, as it is a conduit for 

transference of skills crucial to cognitive development. According to Vygotsky (1978), 

learning that happens as a result of cultural experiences influence how people learn in 

formal academic settings; therefore, culture is a gateway to higher and more complex 

learning. Incorporating cultural tools that evolve as activities become more complex 

helps to develop higher cognitive potential and psychological processing (Petrova, 2013). 

However, the low literacy levels of d/Deaf adults demonstrates a lack of evolution in the 

formal education of this population. 

After decades of discussion regarding deaf education and education reform, the 

reading and literacy levels of d/Deaf students continue to be an issue among this 
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population. Lower literacy levels can lead to marginalization by and underrepresentation 

in society. The educational disparities between hearing and deaf students are evident in 

delays in literacy among deaf students (Luckner et al., 2012; Wang & Andrews, 2014). 

Comparing math and literacy proficiencies among deaf and hearing students, hearing 

students are far more progressive than their deaf counterparts in both subjects (Kritzer, 

2009; Kyle & Harris, 2006; Marschark et al., 2009). Additionally, the average deaf adult 

reads at a third or fourth grade level (Luckner et al., 2005; Marschark et al., 2009; Parault 

& Williams, 2010; Wang & Andrews, 2014).  

Repeated efforts to reform deaf education by creating national policies for 

children with disabilities have done little to diminish this disparity (Trezek & Mayer, 

2015). Lollis and LaSasso (2009) attributed this to the lack of educational curricula 

designed specifically for deaf learners and the continued use of inadequate assessment 

tools. The marginal presence of deaf instructors in the classroom is another prevailing 

issue in deaf education; therefore, diversifying the teaching pool can provide an array of 

proficiencies beneficial in teaching this cultural and linguistic minority (Simms et al., 

2008). However, there is limited research regarding whether there are aspects of Deaf 

culture that are valuable in the learning process of this population.  

Deaf culture has all of the nuances present in other cultures. Members of this 

cultural minority share a common language as well as similar beliefs and values. There is 

a deep sense of belonging characterized by affiliations with and immersion in social 

institutions, such as Deaf clubs and Deaf residential schools (Ladd & Lane, 2013). Deaf 

people share a rich history that is conveyed through literature and arts. Members of this 
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cultural minority have also experienced oppression, as decisions regarding Deaf affairs 

have traditionally been made by hearing people with little to no regard for the 

complexities of Deaf culture (Ladd & Lane, 2013). This is the case with deaf education. 

Many policies and pedagogies are adopted without empirical support or input from Deaf 

people. According to King (2014), programs that consider the cultural needs of Deaf 

children allow them an opportunity to assimilate into hearing culture while using aspects 

of their own culture in the educational process, but unfortunately, little current research is 

available to guide culture-based revisions to curricula.  

Purpose of the Study  

The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological ethnographic study was to 

examine how Deaf people learn in social situations and whether these processes are 

present in formal educational settings. It also sought to understand the meaning of Deaf 

culture from a Deaf person’s perspective. Knowledge gained will be used to assist 

administrators and educators in designing and implementing deaf education programs.  

Initially, the age range for participation was 18 to 30. This range was selected to 

garner the most detailed retrospective accounts of educational experiences from the 

participants’ memories. However, after observing Deaf people of varying ages during 

observations, it was discovered that they have vivid memories of their past experiences, 

and age was not a determinant of memory. Therefore, increasing the age range for 

participation would benefit and not hinder this study. Hence, the age range was adjusted 

to 18-40. 
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Research Questions 

Primary Research Question 

RQ1: What are the educational experiences of Deaf people in formal and informal 

learning environments? 

Secondary Research Questions 

SQ1: What is Deaf culture from a Deaf person’s perspective? 

SQ2: How do Deaf people learn in an informal learning environment with or from 

other Deaf persons?  

SQ3: What are the learning experiences of Deaf people in a formal learning 

environment?  

SQ4: How can educational programs improve reading and literacy in d/Deaf 

students? 

Conceptual Framework 

Three theories were used to develop the conceptual framework and conduct this 

study. Sociocultural theory, constructivism, and multiple intelligences theory provided a 

complementary foundation for how people attain and retain information. The 

sociocultural theory of learning is based on the mutual dependence of individual and 

social contributions to learning (John-Steiner & Mahn, 1996; McBride, 2011). According 

to Vygotsky (1978), social exchanges cultivate learning and language. Hence, culture 

inspires cognitive and communicative skills that are present in and enhanced by formal 

education (John-Steiner & Mahn, 1996; Petrova, 2013).  



10 

 

 

Scaffolding, a culturally applicable concept, is the process in which individual 

support is provided by more experienced individuals through multifaceted activities, and 

then steadily removed as autonomy develops (Engin, 2011). In Deaf culture, Deaf 

mentors assume this role and it is anticipated that instructors will continue this practice in 

an educational setting. Vygotsky also alleged that intelligence and motivation were best 

assessed during social interactions, He acknowledged the significance of language in 

culture and suggested that the phases of language development promote higher mental 

processing and organization of thoughts evidenced by the evolution of external speech to 

internal self-talk (Kozulin et al., 2003).  

The learning theory of constructivism is based on the belief that knowledge is 

contrived through personal experience and reflection, both of which encompass language 

(Gisladottir, 2014; Miller, 2010). According to Gisladottir (2014), the literacy process 

incorporates meaning gathered from one’s understanding of the world, making social and 

cultural perspectives an asset to the educational environment. People take new 

information, weigh its legitimacy and pertinence, and apply or dispose of it based on 

competencies learned through the cultural tool of language (Petrova, 2013).  

Howard Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences (MI) is based on the premise 

that individuals possess various frames of intelligence that activate processing and 

generate intellect (Gardner, 1983). The eight frames are linguistics, logical/mathematical, 

spatial, bodily/kinesthetic, musical, interpersonal, intrapersonal, and naturalist (Gardner, 

1999). For this research, spatial intelligence is of interest because it involves the ability to 

comprehend and recreate the visual world and bodily-kinesthetic intelligence which is the 
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skilled use of the body for the purpose of expression and problem solving (Gardner, 

1983).  

To determine the effect of MI theory on the academic achievement of students, 

Bas (2016) conducted a meta-analysis of 75 quantitative studies conducted between 1998 

and 2014. The researcher found that MI-based instruction was positively correlated with 

students’ academic achievement. Moreover, Alqatanani (2017) studied the use of MI 

theory to improve critical reading skills in 59 secondary English language learners. Thirty 

students were in the experimental group and received instruction using MI based methods 

and 29 students were in the control group and were taught using conventional methods. A 

critical reading skills test was administered to both groups before and after 

instruction.The results showed a statistically significant difference between the post-test 

scores of the control and experimental groups with the experimental group showing 

improvement on the post test. Therefore, it was suggested that teachers incorporate MI 

strategies to enhance critical reading skills.  

Brand (2006) examined the value of using a MI approach to cultivate literacy in 

kindergarten-aged children. The results indicated that the 13 subjects who participated in 

the MI-based literacy activities demonstrated a 20.69 score increase in patterns of speech 

sounds and an 18.38 score increase in nonsense word fluency as well as a 41.29 score 

increase in word use fluency, as measured by the Dynamic Indicators of Early Literacy 

Skills post-test. Because the language processing centers of the brain are the same for 

spoken and signed language, this activity should be repeated with deaf students to see if it 

will yield similar findings.  
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According to Temur (2007), a MI theory-inspired activity in classroom instruction 

can make use of skills acquired in everyday life. Activity menus are a list of activities 

students can choose from to demonstrate their knowledge and understanding of a 

particular topic (Gardner, 2011). For example, English as second language learners at a 

university in New York chose dance, art, or writing to express their future goals 

(Gardner, 2011). This was an antecedent to other activity menus that helped the students 

learn to read and write English (Gardner, 2011).  

The Ernest C. Drury School for the Deaf in Milton, Ontario, incorporated video 

technology and fostered Deaf identity in an elementary classroom setting. The researcher 

noted that the incorporation of storytellers in the lesson helped the students’ 

understanding of ASL and increased their awareness of real life. Students in each grade 

stated that they felt a connection with the storytellers because they were Deaf; moreover, 

Snoddon (2010) suggested that ASL- fluent Deaf adults can be a valuable asset to the 

classroom. This project developed Deaf identity by allowing students to integrate 

traditional Deaf storytelling while demonstrating proficiency in writing the introduction, 

body, and conclusion of an English paper (Snoddon, 2010). 

Socio-cultural theory, constructivism, and MI theory were used to frame this 

study and are directly related to the learning experiences of Deaf people in formal and 

informal settings. These ideologies provide a foundation for the acquisition and 

construction of knowledge and how that knowledge is stored and expressed. Deaf people 

learn in various ways and these variations allow them to make sense of society. A more 

thorough explanation is provided in Chapter 2.  
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Nature of the Study 

This study used a qualitative approach which allowed for the examination of a 

specific group of people in their natural environment to understand a phenomenon. The 

goal of this research was to examine how Deaf people learn in social situations and 

whether these processes were present in formal educational settings. According to 

Kozelski (2017), qualitative methodology provides the foundation for understanding the 

collective history that has naturally unfolded among members of the same culture. 

Qualitative research is open to the application of social science theories from other 

disciplines that may not be overtly related (Frankel & Devers, 2000). A 

phenomenological ethnographic approach was used for this qualitative exploration.  

Ethnography is designed for the examination of shared patterns and behaviors of 

an established cultural group (Creswell, 2014). Studying societies or cultures in their 

natural setting, through observations, provide a firsthand experience of interactions 

(Frankel & Devers, 2000; Smith & Bekker, 2011). Therefore, this method provided 

significant context for understanding how d/Deaf people facilitate learning with other 

d/Deaf people. Phenomenology involves interviews to gain further insight into the 

perceptions of the interactions experienced by those observed (Smith & Bekker, 2011). 

Moreover, the application of phenomenology has influenced ethnographic studies for 

decades (Desjarlais & Throop, 2011; Katz & Csordas, 2003). Semi-structured interviews 

provided firsthand knowledge about the culturally specific learning experiences of Deaf 

people in educational settings. Data collection and analysis is detailed in Chapter 3.  
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The data collection process included a screening questionnaire, observations of 

interactions of Deaf individuals in social situations, and individual interviews. The 

questionnaire was concerned with gathering demographic information (e.g. age, use of 

ASL) to determine eligibility for inclusion in this research study. Observations were used 

to provide insight regarding how Deaf people teach and learn from one another in social 

and informal settings. Individual interviews provided an opportunity to understand the 

lived experiences of Deaf persons in formal and informal educational settings.  Collected 

data was coded using common themes and analyzed as described in Chapter 3. 

Definitions 

American Sign Language (ASL): A visual language consisting of purposeful 

movements using the arms and hands, facial expressions and eyes, and body position 

(Baker-Shenk & Cokley, 1980; National Institutes of Health, 2015).  

Deaf culture/community: A group of deaf people with shared beliefs and norms, 

language, values, and other influences that shape identity and provide a sense of 

belonging (Hamill & Stein, 2011; Padden & Humphries, 2005). 

Deaf: Capital “D” Deaf refers to people who identify with the cultural minority 

and are proud to be Deaf (Hamill & Stein, 2011).  

deaf: Lowercase “d” deaf refers to individuals who have a hearing loss (Baker-

Shenk & Cokley, 1980; Hamill & Stein, 2011). 

Hard of Hearing/HOH/HH: A person with some hearing loss who may or may 

not identify as a member of the Deaf community (Padden & Humphries, 1988).  
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Signed Language: Denotes Signed Exact English or SEE (signs in English word 

order), Pidgin Signed English (a combination of ASL and ENGLISH), home signs, 

Rochester Method, or ASL. 

Assumptions 

This study entailed interviewing and observing members of Deaf culture and 

assumed that participants had access to the Internet and email during this study. It was 

also assumed that they understood ASL and or English. The presumption was that 

members of the Deaf community would be willing to participate in a study that examined 

culture and community and would feel comfortable sharing their educational experiences 

in formal and informal settings. According to Ladd and Lane (2013), social interactions 

are a valuable part of Deaf culture, and are often a source of teaching and learning. 

Lastly, it was assumed that participants would provide honest responses during 

interviews and engage in natural and unscripted behavior during observations.  

Scope and Delimitations 

The purpose of this study was to examine how Deaf people learn in social 

situations and whether these processes were present in formal educational settings. This 

study was initially limited to Deaf persons ages 18 to 30 who attended at least one 

semester of a post-secondary education program; however, the age range was extended to 

18-40. Also, participants were recruited from the Midwest area of the United States. Due 

to this study targeting a specific population within this community, the findings may not 

be applicable to all Deaf people or deaf education programs.  
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Limitations 

This study relied on information provided by the participants. Deaf community 

members may have tried to appease the hearing researcher by providing exaggerated or 

oversimplified responses about their educational experiences. The researcher had 

safeguards against this limitation. This included member checking and the interview 

procedure discussion which are described in more detail in Chapter 3. The language 

barrier also presented a limitation as there was a potential for misinterpretation. To 

reduce or eradicate this issue, an interpreting team fluent in ASL was used. They included 

a Deaf linguist, a nationally certified interpreter, and the researcher. 

Significance  

This research was unique in that it sought to present data regarding the 

intertwining of culture and education to promote reading and literacy in d/Deaf students. 

The results of this inquiry could promote the development and implementation of 

educational curricula that correspond to the needs of d/Deaf children. The findings could 

also impact how teachers of the d/Deaf and program administrators are trained regarding 

Deaf culture and the educational needs of d/Deaf children. It is anticipated that this 

research will promote positive social change for this underserved cultural minority by 

better equipping them with the tools needed to continue their education beyond high 

school and or obtain gainful employment.  

Summary 

The aim of this researcher was to examine how Deaf people learn in social 

situations and whether these processes are present in formal educational settings. 
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Research addressing Deaf culture and deaf education exclusively is prevalent; however, 

there is a gap in the literature regarding the relationship between the two. Teaching 

philosophies remain rooted in bureaucracy while the reading and literacy levels of d/Deaf 

children and adults remain subpar. The theories used to frame this research consist of the 

acquisition and cultivation of knowledge through social situations, and various 

intelligences used to process information. The research questions sought a better 

understanding of Deaf people’s perceptions of Deaf culture, their experiences in social 

situations with other d/Deaf people, and their educational experiences in formal 

situations. This researcher sought to elicit data that would answer the research questions 

and provide useful information for future research and application.  

Chapter 2 highlights literature related to literacy development in d/Deaf and 

hearing children, the history of deaf education, and trends in deaf education programs. It 

also discusses cultural influences on learning in the Deaf community, including self-

efficacy and cultural identity. Lastly, Chapter 2 details the necessity of researching this 

minority group due to deficiencies in documented studies on this population as they relate 

to culture and learning and formal education.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Introduction 

Higher educational pursuits and fruitful employment are said to be the results of 

hard work, determination, and intellectual acumen. During the formative years, 

significant emphasis is placed on the mastery of written and spoken English, as 

intelligence is strongly rooted in literacy (Godley & Escher, 2012; Paul, 2005). There is 

an abundance of literature regarding best practices to promote literacy development in 

hearing children; however, research exploring this topic with d/Deaf students is scarce.   

Deaf adults have substantially lower literacy levels than their hearing counterparts 

in math and English, regardless of ongoing unsubstantiated pedagogical reformations 

(Spencer & Marschark, 2010). In their expansive review of the evidence-based practices 

in deaf education, Spencer and Marschark (2010) researched the reliability and validity of 

the implemented practices. They found limited empirical support for many of the 

practices used in deaf education. O'Brien and Placier (2015) suggested that research on 

deaf education include investigations into the intricacies of Deaf culture and its 

usefulness in educating d/Deaf children. Understanding how deaf people perceive, 

process, and retain information can be valuable to curriculum design and development 

(Campbell, MacSweeney, & Waters, 2008; Holcomb, 2010; Lollis & LaSasso, 2009; 

Wang & Andrews, 2014). This study was inspired by the lack of existing research on the 

presence of informal teaching methodologies, as seen in social and cultural settings such 

as friendly gatherings or Deaf lead meetings, in the formal educational experiences of 

Deaf students.  



19 

 

 

The goal of this literature review was threefold. Current research regarding 

literacy development as well as the relationship between literacy and culture in the Deaf 

community was presented. Additionally, educational trends and identified practices for 

teaching d/Deaf children in a formal educational setting was expounded. The target age 

group for this study was adults ages 18 to 40 with at least one semester of post high 

school education. The educational specification was added to increase the possibility that 

participants have the experience, maturity, and comprehension to understand the context 

of this study. This chapter will conclude with key themes that emerge from the presented 

literature and a transition to Chapter 3, which explains the proposed study and research 

methodology.  

Literature Search Strategy 

A review of literature regarding literacy development in deaf students, deaf 

identity and culture, trends in the education of deaf students, and evidence-based 

practices is included. An extensive search of the following online databases was 

conducted: Academic Search Complete, ERIC, Education Research Complete, 

SocINDEX, PsychINFO, PsychARTICLES, and Google Scholar. Using deaf and hard of 

hearing as the primary subject headings, this researcher applied culture, identity, literacy, 

education, communication, and learning styles as interchangeable accompaniments. The 

time frame included works published between 2011 and 2018 to increase the potentiality 

of applicable research. However, research prior to 2011 was examined for relevance as 

well. Books presented during my undergraduate courses regarding Deaf culture and sign 

language were also consulted, particularly the works of Carol Padden, Paddy Ladd, and 
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Tom Humphries, all of whom are considered experts in the field of deafness and Deaf 

culture and are referenced in this study. 

Conceptual Framework 

The conceptual framework of this study manifests in three parts. Socio-cultural 

theory, constructivism, and MI theory provide a foundation for how people attain and 

retain information, as described in Chapter 1. Deaf people are more reliant on their other 

four senses, particularly sight, to comprehend. Increased understanding of how they 

interact with one another in a social setting and how they construct information could 

improve the quality of services to the d/Deaf population (National Association of School 

Psychologists, 2017). Spatial intelligence, which involves the keen ability to comprehend 

and recreate the visual world, and bodily-kinesthetic intelligence, which is the skilled use 

of the body for expression and problem solving (Gardner, 1983) were most pertinent to 

this research. Deaf people rely on both intelligences in their everyday lives. 

Adcock (2014) explored the longevity of MI theory in education and found that it 

continues to be relevant due to the diverse needs of learners. Using an informal survey 

distributed to 75 graduate students enrolled in a MI theory-based course at the University 

of Nebraska, Omaha, Adcock (2014) sought to gauge the students’ knowledge of the 

theory and its applicability in their teachings. Eighty-eight percent reported they had 

learned of MI theory through workshops and or courses, and 44% admitted to using this 

theory in their current lesson plans. Sixty-six percent of the participants benefited from 

the lessons developed during the course for teaching using MI theory, 16% found it 
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useful when learning about brain development as related to MI theory, and 11% shared 

that previous research was helpful in learning about MI theory.  

Three-fourths of the sample indicated that Gardner’s theory was essential in 

meeting the individual needs of students, allowing for a variety of teaching strategies 

(Adcock, 2014). Conjunctively, Szpringer, Kopik, and Formella (2014) agreed that 

providing students with opportunities for expansive development includes instructors 

tailoring programs specifically organized for the student. However, the usefulness of MI 

theory in education has been disputed.  

Waterhouse (2006) questioned the validity of Gardner’s intelligences, which she 

referred to as skills, by methodically examining the usefulness of MI theory in classroom 

settings. Waterhouse argued that MI theory did not have proven success in the classroom 

and should not be integrated in curricula, as there was no empirically driven data to 

support its application. Allix (2000) acknowledged that MI theory had been particularly 

useful in education because it offered a framework for identifying learning needs and 

responding to these needs appropriately. Allix found that research literature on this theory 

was unsubstantial and inconclusive and received mixed reviews regarding its usefulness.  

According to Allix (2000), MI theory was primarily observation-based, which 

historically lacks the validity necessary for substantiation or refutation. Moreover, it has 

also failed to provide working resources to adequately and thoroughly explain Gardner’s 

frames as intelligences. There is support for the use of MI theory as one of the principal 

schemas in this study. According to Tamilselvi and Geetha (2015), MI theory rebuts the 

traditional belief of one dimensional intelligence that is measured using a standardized 
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intelligence test and provides a framework for approaching students by building on their 

individual strengths.  

Literacy Development 

Parts of the brain responsible for language processing are similar for signed and 

spoken language users (Pickell, Klima, Kritchevsky, Bellugi, & Hickok, 2005). Campbell 

et al. (2008) identified the left hemisphere as the commonality between both spoken and 

signed languages. After presenting a brief overview of structures of the brain, including 

Broca’s and Wernicke’s areas, Campbell et al. examined an unspecified number of case 

studies that compared the effects of lesions in the same area of the brain for deaf and 

hearing people.  

Campbell et al. (2008) found overwhelming evidence that the location in both 

hearing and deaf people resulted in similar outcomes; left frontal injury caused spoken 

and signed production difficulties, whereas damage to the left temporal lobe resulted in 

comprehension problems (Campbell et al., 2008). Moreover, auditory abilities are 

independent of language processing, even though these regions are in close proximity in 

the brain. Inferences suggesting hearing people have a physical advantage in terms of 

language and literacy development because of their capacity to hear and speak, as well as 

differing brain size, are unsupported according to the research reviewed by Campbell et 

al., 2008.  

According to Mayer (2007), between the ages of four and seven children go from 

emergent literacy, a term used to describe a child’s knowledge of reading and writing 

prior to formal instruction, to conventional literacy or knowledge gained from formal 
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instruction.  It is during this period that deaf students begin to demonstrate below average 

reading and writing abilities. To examine parallel literacy development in hearing and 

deaf children, he examined written language samples of 30 deaf children between the 

ages of four and seven who were participants in a previous study. All of the children 

attended either a deaf or mainstream public school and all used sign or a combination of 

sign and speech for communication. Also, none of the children had a solid first language 

prior to entering school.  

All writing samples were divided into three levels previously proposed by 

Ferreiro (1990) and compared to samples from same age hearing children. Level one 

involved distinguishing lines in a drawing from lines used to create meaningful words. 

Level two was the identification of the differences among words and level three was the 

connection between written words and spoken or signed language. Mayer presented 

visual examples of both deaf and hearing students’ work at each level for comparison.  

Deaf children were found to be equal to their hearing counterparts in the transition 

from using lines in random drawings to making purposeful lines that formulate letters for 

words (level one) and to differentiate, sequence, and qualitate and quantitate words (level 

two). However, while deaf students understand there is a connection between written and 

spoken/signed language (level three), the strategies implemented to make the connection 

were unsuccessful, demonstrating the first obvious divergence in literacy between deaf 

and hearing children (Mayer, 2007).  

This divergence was clearly presented by Mayer (2007), as seen in the included 

writing samples in her study. Mayer attributed this deviation to several factors, some of 
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which appear to be formulated opinions unsubstantiated by research. First, Mayer 

recognized the syntactical differences between ASL and English as a possible cause for 

the deviation; however, it was not specified which portion of the sample used ASL versus 

signed language, as there are various forms of signed languages. Mayer also suggested 

that the difference may be attributed to the educational program and not the students’ 

abilities. However, information was not provided on their specific educational programs, 

other than to say they attended deaf or mainstream public schools. Overall, Mayer 

provided useful information for understanding early literacy development in deaf 

students.  

Certain grammatical structures in English are often more difficult than others for 

deaf and hard of hearing students to grasp. Cannon and Kirby (2013) researched this area 

to see if difficulties that plagued this population in years past continue to exist. Their two-

part study included reviewing literature from the past 35 years and identifying common 

themes in deaf and hard of hearing students’ struggles with English grammar. Then they 

conducted their own research to see if those issues had changed or remained the same.  

Cannon and Kirby (2013) found that historically, while deaf and hard of hearing 

students were familiar with individual words, they struggled with syntax and sentence 

structure. They also noted that this population had difficulty with auxiliary verbs, such as 

was and is, in relation to tenses, questions, voices, and negatives. Subject verb agreement, 

mainly in complex sentences, was also challenging.  

The latter study included 26 participants from a K-12 day school for deaf and hard 

of hearing students. ASL was the primary mode of communication for students and 
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teachers. Thirteen males and 13 females from kindergarten to fifth-grade used Language 

Links Intervention software 10 minutes a day for nine weeks. This software was designed 

for special needs students to teach definite articles, possessives, demonstratives, and 

interrogatives. It also taught tense, subordinate conjunctions, and relative pronouns and 

adverbs.  

The results showed that, similar to previous research, deaf and hard of hearing 

students continue to struggle with auxiliary verbs, specifically conjugating the be verb. In 

addition, locative pronouns such as here and there were also problematic. Students also 

had difficulty with regular noun singular and plural structures. Cannon and Kirby (2013) 

attributed some of this in part to students being taught individual lexical items as opposed 

to an entire syntactic process. Overall, the authors suggested that future research 

regarding strategies that teachers of deaf and hard of hearing students can employ to 

improve the above problem areas is warranted.  

Bowers, McCarthy, Schwarz, Dostal, and Wolber (2014) explored the spelling 

errors of deaf and hard of hearing children to determine the etiology. The authors 

suspected issues involving linguistic processing or learned mental depictions of words. 

Twelve sixth-grade and eight seventh-grade students were selected for participation. 

Nineteen of the students were deaf while one was hard of hearing. ASL fluency varied. 

The school practiced simcom as their communication philosophy.  

Using 19 of the 40 words from the Spelling Sensitivity Score, participants were 

given a spelling test by one teacher with a doctorate in education in addition to being 

fluent in ASL. For each word, the teacher showed a picture of the word while reading it 
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out loud in English. If a signed counterpart existed, the word was also signed. Lastly, the 

word was fingerspelled for meaning clarification. The authors rationalized the use of 

fingerspelling by equating it to the oral presentation of words for students with no hearing 

loss. The students were instructed to spell the word after it was presented in the varying 

forms.  

Words were coded as correct, attempted with one letter that matched, attempted 

with more than one letter that matched, or not attempted if left blank. The results showed 

that out of 380 words, the total of 19 words for each of the 20 participants, students 

attempted 308 of them with 149 correct spellings. Of the remaining 159 attempted but 

spelled incorrectly, 45 attempts included one correct letter and 114 had more than one 

correct letter. Seventy-two words were not attempted.  

The results showed that students struggled with phonological, semantic, or 

morphological knowledge. Phonology relates to sound, and errors were often made by 

adding letters not in the word or omitting needed letters. Semantic awareness involves the 

meaning of words. The subjects either used the wrong word or added a suffix to the 

correct root word causing the meaning to change. Morphological awareness errors 

included the incorrect use of prefixes and suffixes, and also tense change.  

One limitation of the above study is that the researchers did not consider the role 

of each linguistic process in the children’s native language. While phonology may not be 

of relevance, depending on the level of hearing loss, morphology and semantics are 

represented in ASL. Perhaps additional research should consider the role of each in ASL 
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as compared to English for a more comprehensive look into the spelling habits of deaf 

and hard of hearing students.  

Snodden (2010) investigated the following based on a literacy project at Ernest C. 

Drury School for the Deaf in Milton, Ontario, Canada: Ways to incorporate students’ 

linguistic and cultural knowledge in the classroom to develop literacy and the usefulness 

of technology to augment traditional literacy activities in reading and writing. Over the 

course of three weeks, six students in grade two, six students in grade three, and six 

students in grade five observed a member of the Deaf community telling a story. They 

later recorded and rerecorded their own stories incorporating strategies learned from the 

Deaf story teller and their English teacher.  

The students were able to tell their stories in ASL. They incorporated ASL 

features, learned from the Deaf visitors, such as nonmanual signals (facial expressions) 

and the use of space to identify time and or distance. At the same time, the story was told 

in sequence (beginning, middle, end) based on English syntax.  

Snoddon’s (2010) research focused on the linguistic and cultural importance of 

ASL in literacy development. The researcher noted that the teachers for each grade were 

trained on the ASL curriculum. They also played an important role by facilitating 

discussions on Deaf culture and language, self-awareness and identity, critical thinking, 

and cognitive engagement.  

Snoddon (2010) lauded the value of Deaf adults fluent in ASL in the classroom as 

a resource both culturally and educationally. She also stated that this project can be useful 

in bilingual ASL/English text; however, it is unclear how her study enhanced or can 
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enhance the reading and writing skills of Deaf students. This information was not 

illuminated and there was no mention of its applicability in future research.  

Dostal and Wolbers (2014) investigated the development of language and writing 

skills in both ASL and English using an approach known as Strategic and Interactive 

Writing Instruction (SIWI) in teaching. SIWI includes the following seven underlying 

principles: strategic, interactive, linguistic and metalinguistic, balanced, guided to 

independent, visual scaffolds, and authentic. Each principle is design so that students 

learn to diversify their writing based on audience and intent.   

Twenty-three students from a deaf residential school in the southeast participated 

in the study. The children’s hearing loss, language proficiency, and reading levels varied, 

and the school used total communication or simcom method as their mode of 

communication. Researchers conducted a 10-week quasi-experimental study with one 

fourth-grade class, two fifth-grade classes, and two sixth-grade classes. Students were 

subjected to interviews before, during, and after the intervention to measure their growth 

or lack thereof. Over the first five weeks, students participated in their regular writing 

instruction. During the next five weeks, the SIWI intervention replaced their standard 

writing instruction.  

The results showed that the students made significant progress in ASL and 

English during the SIWI instruction, regardless of language proficiency. This was 

attributed, in part, to the use of ASL and English separately during the intervention. 

Contrary to total communication that uses ASL and English simultaneously, separating 

the languages helped students to understand the vastness and differences of ASL and 
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English (Dostal & Wolbers, 2014). Also, the authors recognized that the use of ASL in 

teaching English writing concepts was not a hindrance.  

While the visual components of this type of instruction can be very beneficial, 

Dostal and Wolbers (2014) were unable to identify which of the SIWI principles were 

most effective and suggested that a long term study in this setting or another that uses a 

different communication philosophy would be more telling. The researchers also 

proposed that an interactive environment, a component of SIWI, allows students of 

varying language abilities to apply their individual comprehension and communication 

skills to understand shared ideas. It was suggested that a shared language between the 

teacher and student(s) may improve student success.  

LaSasso and Crain (2015) investigated the reading processes in deaf versus 

hearing readers, primarily to determine if there is a need for the formal reading 

instruction to be different among these two groups. The authors were careful to note that 

comparing members of either group as it relates to reading depended on several factors. 

These included language and linguistic environment in the home and school, previous 

knowledge, intellectual aptitude, and sociocultural factors such as parents’ level of 

education and financial status. Also, for this study, the authors noted that reading referred 

to reading comprehension and not patterns of letters combined to make sounds in spoken 

language.  

LaSasso and Crain (2015) suggested that if hearing and deaf children used 

English as their primary language in school and home, reading development can be 

qualitatively and quantitatively analogous; however, the opposite can be true if their 
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primary language is not English. Therefore, they concluded that deaf children need access 

to a clear, visual form of English to develop reading abilities.  

According to the LaSasso and Crain (2015), the most complete instructional 

method for deaf students is cued speech. Cued speech is a phonemic-based visual 

language that uses handshapes and mouth movements to distinguish between English 

sounds (National Cued Speech Association, 2016). However, the authors noted that there 

is no single instructional or communication methodology applicable to all children. Each 

case is different and all factors should be considered when implementing best practices.  

Garberoglio, Cawthon, and Bond (2014) investigated the impact of English 

literacy levels on the success of deaf and hard of hearing adults. Their study used data 

previously collected by a larger, federally funded study about the transition process of 

disabled students from secondary school to adulthood. The original study was conducted 

over a 10-year span and focused on numerous disabilities. However, for this study, 

researchers gathered information on deaf and hard of hearing subjects only.  

Garberoglio et al. (2014) found that English literacy measures were a predictor of 

the possibility of postsecondary enrollment, but not of completion. Deaf students who 

scored higher on the literacy measure were almost three times more likely to enroll in a 

postsecondary education program after high school. Their inability to complete the 

program, however, may have been indicative of other factors not presented in this study. 

English literacy was also a predictor of hourly wages, but not the chance of being 

employed or job satisfaction. Although deaf and hard of hearing individuals were able to 
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maintain employment, those with higher English literacy levels earned more money than 

those of lower literacy.  

Because English literacy measures predicted the probability of independent living 

and self-perception and beliefs, the effects of these measures on the lives of deaf and hard 

of hearing individuals may extend beyond financial status. Being subjected to numerous 

mandated assessments throughout the educational experience can influence self-

confidence and effect one’s ability to think positively about ones abilities (Garberoglio et 

al., 2014). A more in-depth look at the psychological impact of English literacy is 

necessary because of the high emphasis placed on such skills in this country (Garberoglio 

et al., 2014).  

Literacy and Culture 

Historically, Deaf clubs have been integral in maintaining the sanctity of Deaf 

culture. It was here that Deaf people gathered to discuss community events, newsworthy 

stories, personal triumphs and tragedies, tell jokes, and encourage fellowship (Lane, 

1999). Deaf clubs provided a place for Deaf people to encourage, empower, and educate 

one another, without focus on hearing loss (Lane, 1999). Mentoring, informing, and 

educating, all of which occurred in this environment, were important to personal 

development and forward movement of this population (Hadjikakou & Nikolariaizi, 

2011). Hadjikakou and Nikolariaizi (2011) examined the function of modern day Deaf 

clubs in Cyprus and Greece and found their purpose to be similar to clubs of old, 

although the number of clubs had declined dramatically.  
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Twenty-two participants expressed similar views when questioned about the role 

of Deaf clubs in Cyprus and Greece. Common themes included the clubs were an avenue 

to discuss political agendas related to local and national legislation involving deaf people, 

to relax and enjoy socializing in a signing friendly environment, and to exchange 

information that may not otherwise be accessible or communicated in ways deaf people 

can easily understand. Most notably, it was reported that Deaf clubs provided a sense of 

pride and helped to create and nurture identity. 

Understanding identity development and its relationship to the educational 

experiences of Deaf people was the focus of research conducted by McIlroy and Storbeck 

(2011). The ethnographic study consisted of nine participants ages 24 to 55, all of whom 

identified themselves as deaf, Deaf, or hard of hearing. Two participants reported being 

exposed to Deaf culture through Deaf family members, while the remaining seven were 

reared by hearing parents in an oral environment. One participant attended a school for 

the deaf throughout his primary and secondary education, three attended a mainstream 

program with placement in a hearing-impaired classroom, two participants were 

mainstreamed during their primary years then transferred to a school for the deaf, one 

person started at a school for the deaf and transferred to a mainstream program, and two 

participants attended a mainstream program with placement in a regular curriculum.  

Participants who attended deaf education programs also reported sign language as 

their first language and identified themselves as Deaf. Interviews revealed that the 

participants, although they understood the medical aspect of hearing loss, were not aware 

of how their deafness was perceived by hearing people until they entered school. All 
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reported feeling isolated and frustrated due to communication barriers and found 

themselves searching for a connection outside of the dominant hearing culture. McIlroy 

and Storbeck (2011) also found that deaf participants who attended mainstream programs 

viewed being deaf as a misfortune; however, those who transferred to deaf residential 

programs reported a sense of belonging and embraced the use of sign language socially 

and in instruction (McIlroy & Storbeck, 2011).  

In this same study, one participant recalled the struggle in accepting her deafness 

because it alienated her from hearing classmates. It was not until she became aware of the 

uniqueness of her Deaf identity that she began to feel empowered and have a sense of 

self. The researchers concluded that self-identity was missing from many of the 

participants’ educational experiences. It was suggested that the richness displayed in the 

interview narratives demonstrated the breadth of Deaf identity that extended beyond 

hearing loss (McIlroy & Storbeck, 2011).  

One noteworthy issue in the McIlroy and Storbeck (2011) study was the inclusion 

of one of the researchers based on his “fluid cross-cultural identity” (p. 494). McIlroy 

identified himself as bicultural, having meaningful affiliations in both the hearing and 

Deaf communities. While this is an ethically acceptable practice, to avoid researcher 

influence on shared perceptions, Fischer (2009) suggested that the data be examined and 

reexamined for imposed and alternative meanings. The process, if any, that the 

researchers undertook to avoid researcher-participant bias was not stated.  

Self-identity is a vital part of the educational experience. Sutton-Spence (2010) 

studied the role of storytelling in British sign language in helping deaf children develop 
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identity, particularly because over 90% of deaf children are born to hearing parents 

(Lane, 1999; National Institute on Deafness and Other Communication Disorders, 2000; 

Sutton-Spence, 2010). She argued that narratives told by deaf teachers present elements 

pertinent to maintaining linguistic and cultural traditions found in the Deaf community. 

In addition, exposure to these narratives provides the foundation for literacy development 

as they are interdependent.  

To defend her argument, Sutton-Spence (2010) interviewed seven members of the 

British Deaf community, all over age 40, regarding storytelling and Deaf folklore and 

analyzed actual stories common in this community. The interviews were conducted in 

British Sign Language (BSL) and translated by the researcher. Attention was paid to two 

BSL children’s stories told by two well-known story tellers in the British Deaf 

community. These stories were analyzed for cultural and linguistic content. Although 

participant excerpts regarding stories related to Deaf identity were included, the article 

did not clearly delineate the interview method or the findings. Because common themes 

were not well-defined, subject headings used by the author to present participant 

disclosures could be interpreted twofold: shared beliefs or researcher selected topics for 

presentation. In addition, Sutton-Spence (2010) identified herself as the translator but did 

not provide credentials to support her ability to do so. Overall, parts of this study were 

not clearly elucidated.  

Myers et al. (2010) investigated the impact of ASL skill, parental involvement 

and level of education, ethnicity and culture, and early reading experience on the reading 

levels of black and white Deaf students. The authors presented five hypotheses that 
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guided their research. Hypothesis one stated that ASL skill was positively correlated to 

higher reading levels in both groups. Hypotheses two, three, and four stated that both 

groups would report similar experiences in the following areas: communication practices 

among members of the immediate family, encouragement from family members to learn 

ASL and vice versa, and participation in literacy activities with family members. 

Hypothesis five predicted that white Deaf subjects would report that their parents had a 

higher level of education than the parents of the black Deaf subjects.  

The researchers sampled 47 individuals (17 black and 30 white), all subjects of a 

larger study, who identified themselves as Deaf. All participants were between the ages 

of 18 and 40. The 26 females and 21 males were recruited from Gallaudet University. 

Data were collected using the Visual Language and Visual Learning Background 

Questionnaire, the American Sign Language-Sentence Reproduction Test, the Early 

Reading Questionnaire, and the Woodcock-Johnson III Passage Comprehension subtest.  

The results showed significant differences among both groups in communication 

used among the family, encouragement of ASL use by parents, literacy-related activities 

between parent and child, and the education level of parents. However, the elements 

proposed by the researchers were not significant in predicting the reading skills of black 

Deaf subjects. This was attributed to the small sample size of 17 black Deaf participants; 

therefore, the authors proposed that the study be replicated using a larger sample for 

validity. 

To increase literacy, particularly in linguistic minorities, New Literacy Studies 

(NLS) postulated that literacy be expanded beyond our current understanding to include 
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social and cultural aspects (Gisladottir, 2014). Failing to consider this perspective and its 

influences on literacy can marginalize a group and put the students at a disadvantage 

from the start (Gisladottir, 2014). In her research, Gisladottir (2014) used the theoretical 

model of NLS to conduct a self-study to gauge her understanding of literacy and how this 

manifested itself in her classroom. Participants included four upper secondary level deaf 

students enrolled in a bilingual program at a public school in Iceland. Data were collected 

using participant observations, semi-structured interviews with the parents, student work 

and relics, and teacher journals. The researcher concluded that to make literacy 

instruction student focused, teachers needed to acknowledge and incorporate aspects of 

the students’ identity in learning, create a space for students to bring in their own literacy 

materials, and differentiate between diverging philosophies that have influenced deaf 

education. Gisladottir (2014) also found that the formality of the school texts did not 

allow for the promotion of individual strengths nor the illumination of the identity of 

students as literacy learners. The omission of self-identity in education is common in deaf 

education programs.  

According to Ziv (2015), the lack of equal opportunity for Deaf students in Israel 

is a result of language and cultural oppression, discrimination, typecasting, and low 

expectations. Sign language is not recognized as an official language in Israel and is not 

used in educating Deaf students. However, empirical data supporting its use has 

convinced some schools to teach in sign. In addition, a civil rights group for deaf people 

successfully advocated for interpreters and transcription services in universities, at the 

expense of the national government.  
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 Despite the proven usefulness of sign language, many hearing instructors and 

caretakers of Deaf children in Israel refute its importance (Ziv, 2015). They continue to 

believe that sign language impedes vocal and oral skills. Deaf children are not expected 

to become proficient signers and are often forced to read lips in classroom settings (Ziv, 

2015). According to Ziv (2015), the opposition regarding sign language is perpetuated by 

using subtle messages about the inferiority of sign language and its role in stifling 

learning.  

In addition, low expectations have become the standard and deaf children are 

channeled towards lower vocations. Vocational programs mostly offer manual work 

training such as carpentry and metal work; therefore, deaf students are not challenged to 

reason or think critically because program administrators question their capabilities. Also, 

the negative perceptions from teachers and administrators may cause deaf people to 

internalize them as factual and accept what is being erroneously touted (Ziv, 2015). 

Overall, the value of sign language and Deaf culture is very low in Israel, despite its 

substantiated pragmatism in the education and life of Deaf students. 

Marschark, Shaver, Nagle, and Newman (2015) examined the importance of 

language and education in the academic achievement of 500 deaf and hard of hearing 

secondary students. Researchers used the Woodcock-Johnson III subtests in math 

calculation, science, reading comprehension, and social studies for this study. All 

students attended regular secondary schools or state-sponsored special schools for deaf 

and hard of hearing students.  
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Marschark et al. (2015) found that the academic achievement of this population 

hindered on several factors related to the student’s characteristics, home environment, 

and experiences in school. For example, deaf and hard of hearing students who attended 

regular education programs scored higher than those who attended deaf or mainstreamed 

programs (Marschark et al., 2015). Also, there was a positive correlation between 

increased speaking ability and achievement scores. However, students with mild hearing 

loss had lower scores on the math subtest. The authors attributed this to the possibility 

that instructors assume that a milder hearing loss indicates higher functioning; therefore, 

these students may not get the support services needed to be successful.  

Additionally, African-American and Hispanic students scored lower than Whites 

in reading comprehension, social science, and science, but race was not a factor in math. 

This difference was attributed to socioeconomic status, which is a factor in predicting 

success in hearing communities as well. Overall, Marschark et al. (2015) were effective 

in presenting cultural factors that impact education and success. The use of the 

Woodcock-Johnson assessment demonstrated awareness of the needs of deaf and hard of 

hearing children, as this tool is appropriate for this population due to its adaptability for 

students with disabilities (Abu-Hamour, Hmouz, Mattar, & Muhaidat, 2012).  

Flaskerud (2014) addressed, among other things, the linguistic diversity of deaf 

people and the need for the merging of community and culture to enhance the lives of 

deaf people. She suggested that focusing on community rather than culture allows for 

acceptance of all levels of hearing, regardless of cultural affiliation. Taking a middle of 

the road approach, similar to other inclusive communities, can give this population more 
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influence and power within the dominant hearing culture (Flaskerud, 2014). For example, 

educating deaf people using the philosophy that best suits their needs, determined by 

substantiated research, as opposed to insisting that all deaf be taught using a uniform 

methodology. Allowing all deaf individuals to be members of the community can 

enhance social-emotional well-being and cohesion (Flaskerud, 2014).  

Artiles (2015) argued that the construct of culture, particularly in relation to 

disabilities, often leads to differences perpetuated by policy and law. These policies and 

laws aimed at providing resources to minimize inequalities propagate assumptions about 

disabled people (Artiles, 2015). Additionally, when cultural beliefs and practices are 

applied in the classroom, the issue of diversity among members of the same culture is 

ignored. Instead, research and policy continue to investigate issues related to culture and 

its members as a whole.  

According to Artiles (2015), culture is complex and includes dimensions that 

should be considered when studying its effects on individuals. These dimensions are 

regulative, (re)productive, interpretive and instrumental, and cohesive. The regulative 

dimension includes the rules that govern behavior within a culture and the (re)productive 

dimension involves the embraced traditions and beliefs that are renewed from generation 

to generation. Interpretive and instrumental dimensions are the psychological 

perspectives of cultural members as they navigate the world through daily activities. 

Cohesion can be seen through shared thoughts and actions. Artiles (2015) stated that 

learners should be viewed as individuals within a culture. Encouraging diversity within a 

group can help individuals to understand what each person contributes to the whole. In 
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doing so, administrators can design curricula that are beneficial for individuals as well as 

the group (Artiles, 2015).   

To understand the impact of shared reading on deaf children’s literacy 

development, Berke (2013) videotaped 10 deaf mothers, on at least two occasions, 

reading to their deaf children. The sessions lasted about 45-60 minutes each and mothers 

were asked to engage in their typical story time routine during these sessions. All the 

mothers had some post-secondary education experience and eight were in graduate 

school. All the children, diagnosed as being deaf in infancy, were between the ages of 3 

and 5 and had no other disabilities. The families were provided with narrative books that 

were new to them to read during the sessions.  

In reviewing and analyzing the taped sessions, Berke (2013) noticed a principal 

theme among the mothers. They all, in varying ways, connected their visual language to 

the written text. For example, some used a technique referred to as chaining. This 

consists of pointing to a written word, fingerspelling the word, then using a picture 

representation of the same word. Others provided English definitions for unknown words.  

Words that depicted sound such as “whoosh” (fast wind) and “zing” (fast bell) were 

described as such and explained as noises made during an action. When the text 

displayed a larger and or darkened font, the mothers showed this as an increase in 

importance using facial expression and intensified signs. In addition, English 

grammatical features were incorporated to explicate the source language for the child’s 

understanding.  
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One feature used by the mothers to keep the children’s attention during the story 

was the establishment of name signs for the main characters. The children were asked to 

create signs for the characters, thereby providing them an active part in the narrative. 

Name signs serve an important role in the Deaf community because they establish 

identity (Holcomb, 2013). Rather than fingerspelling someone’s full name, Deaf people 

create shortened versions of names based on personal characteristics or professional 

attributes. For example, the name sign for a tall, thin woman named Jenny may be the 

signed letter J that is elongated to represent her long frame.  

Overall, the author noted that the deaf mothers in this study used a variety of 

techniques during storytelling for understanding and learning. Teaching the nuances of 

English while telling the stories in the child’s primary language help bridge the 

connection between both languages (Berke, 2013). These skills and strategies can be 

applied in the classroom to foster literacy development and navigate real world 

experiences.  

Educational Trends 

Moores (2010) noted that the movement towards inclusion began at least 25 years 

prior to IDEA. The definition of inclusion can vary, depending on the source; however, in 

this context, it refers to deaf students’ placement in the least restrictive environment. This 

typically means deaf children are placed in predominantly hearing classrooms with 

assistive listening devices or interpreters that allow for their participation in their 

educational environment (U.S. Department of Education, 2007).  
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Moores (2010) stated that the concept of inclusion as the preeminent academic 

environment for deaf students is ongoing and empirically unsubstantiated. Andrews 

(2006) referred to inclusion as a fallacy, particularly in regards to language proficiency. 

Using impassioned phrases such as “colossal failure” (p. 295) and “deaf students are 

starving” (p. 295), Andrews (2006) characterized a generation of deaf students who have 

not mastered ASL nor English in inclusionary programs. It is suggested that inclusion 

based programs be reformed to incorporate instruction rich in ASL and English 

(Andrews, 2006).  

The inclination towards inclusion has researchers alarmed by its social 

ramifications because programs tend to focus on inclusive classrooms rather than an 

overall inclusive environment (Storbeck & Martin, 2013). Most (2007) argued that 

academic experiences go beyond simply preparing a deaf student to function in the 

hearing world. Programs should consider the benefits of all-encompassing extracurricular 

activities and provide interpreters and transportation for such activities to avoid social 

segregation and isolation (Antia, Jones, Luckner, Kreimeyer, & Reed, 2011).  

Most (2007) examined feelings of isolation and lucidness as it related to speech 

comprehensibility in 19 deaf students ages 12-14. Using the Loneliness Questionnaire, 

the Sense of Coherence scale, and a tool for measuring speech comprehensibility, the 

study investigated individual student placement as well as group placement in special and 

regular classes in hearing schools. The researcher found that neither group showed 

significant differences in loneliness or coherence; however, speech intelligibility scores 
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were higher for students in the individual inclusion track, strengthening the argument for 

mainstreaming.  

In another study, 34 deaf/HOH adults shared their educational experiences and 

personal development in hearing dominated classrooms. Leigh (1999) purported that 

being the only deaf/HOH student in a hearing classroom profoundly effects self-

perception, social growth, and peer relationships. Open-ended questionnaires revealed 

that students in supportive educational environments had a more positive school 

experience, while those who were regularly reminded of their deafness and marginalized 

because of being deaf reported negative encounters. All of the participants understood the 

importance of interfaces with hearing peers and 24 out of 34 subjects described feeling 

lodged between the deaf and hearing communities and expressed a need to be able to 

function in both.  

Kreimeyer, Crooke, Drye, Egbert, and Klein (2000) explored the educational and 

social gains of classroom instruction jointly taught by a regular education teacher and a 

teacher of the deaf, also known as a co-enrollment program, using findings of the 

Stanford Achievement Test, administrative interviews, and classroom accounts provided 

by a member of the instructional team. The 25 deaf and HOH students enrolled in the 

Arizona program scored above the deaf/HOH standard for reading vocabulary and 

comprehension and problem solving during their second and third years of enrollment 

(Kreimeyer et al., 2000). Socially, deaf/HOH and hearing students interacted more in the 

classroom setting than outside of this environment. 
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Marlatt (2014) speculated that educational programs are becoming clinically 

focused as they promote speech-language pathology and audiology. This is due to the rise 

in cochlear implants and the notion that implantation fully restores hearing to normal 

levels; however, this is not the case. Sounds may be amplified, but are often 

indistinguishable and the same applies to words. It is thought that deaf students do not 

need the one on one attention provided by resource rooms and can function in general 

education environments (Marlatt, 2014). As a result, teacher education programs geared 

toward deaf learners are being cut, leaving future teachers ill-equipped to serve the deaf 

population. Marlatt called for experts in the field of deaf education to unite against the 

demise of individualized education and teacher education programs.  

Ausbrooks, Baker, and Daugaard (2012) noted a lack of diversity among the pool 

of deaf educators compared to the multiculturality of deaf students in the classroom. They 

investigated the priorities for selecting a college among 474 preservice students pursuing 

a degree in deaf education. While the results showed varying perspectives between 

hearing and deaf students regarding the importance of faculty diversity, linguistic and 

cultural background, cost of attendance, curriculum, program reputation, and available 

academic support, the authors recognized that their sample was almost 84% female and 

81% white. This is the population who tends to become deaf educators and the group who 

currently makes up the majority of the teaching force. While their own research lacked 

diversity, the researchers called for increased efforts to diversify deaf education teachers.  

Healy and Ferreira dos Santos (2014) questioned the preparation of teachers to 

instruct in an inclusive and diverse setting, particularly in a mathematics classroom. The 



45 

 

 

authors suggested that mathematical concepts such as reasoning be modified to include 

strategies that empower the student. Researchers and teachers should come together to 

develop scenarios that are inclusive of all learners. Through collaborative research 

projects, teachers can develop their knowledge of inclusion for students with differences 

not deficiencies (Healy & Ferreira dos Santos, 2014).  

Miller (2014) experienced many trends in deaf and hard of hearing education 

firsthand as the supervisor of a public school program in a regional education agency for 

this population. He noticed that technological advances such as cochlear implants 

increased emphasis on sound acquisition causing school administrators to question the 

usefulness of specialized teachers of the deaf. Miller (2014) suggested that if a program is 

student focused and school personnel are flexible and are able to adapt and incorporate 

changes, current or future trends will not negatively impact these students or the 

educational program.  

Evidence-Based Practices 

Recent changes in deaf education have centered on inclusion; however, there are 

insufficient empirical data to support its implementation (Ayantoye & Luckner, 2016; 

Mitchell & Karchmer, 2006). Parental consent requirements for minors, the 

unwillingness of poor performing districts to set aside time to participate in research, and 

HIPAA and FERPA regulations are some of the reasons insufficient data exists (Mitchell 

& Karchmer, 2006). Gardiner-Walsh, Kemmery, and Compton (2014) stated that the lack   

of faculty studying and researching deaf education has also impacted available data. 

According to Mitchell and Karchmer (2006), insufficient data is a concern because 
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evidenced-based practices, as necessitated by federal policies, have overlooked this 

population.  

The lack of data driven practices is emphasized in an editorial by the American 

Annals of the Deaf (2006/2007). After publishing three articles in its 2006 winter issue 

pertaining to 20 practices used to educate deaf and hard of hearing children, the author 

noted that research does not substantiate the use of active learning, technology in 

learning, and independent reading. Although these practices are logically based, they lack 

the empirical support delineated as an expectation or requirement by the “No Child Left 

Behind” legislation (American Annals of the Deaf, 2006/2007).  

Easterbrooks, Stephenson, and Mertens (2006) went further and questioned 37 

teachers of the deaf with Master’s degrees about the 20 most used practices (e.g. use of 

technology, language used during instruction, scaffolding, etc.) to teach math, science, 

and literacy. The practices were based on the content standards identified by the state. 

The researchers found that none of the teachers could pragmatically support nor 

denounce any of the perspectives applied. The subjects also suggested that implemented 

practices be investigated for validity and usefulness (Easterbrooks, Stephenson, & 

Mertens, 2006).  

 In her review of the book Evidence-Based Practice in Educating Deaf and Hard-

of-hearing Students, Hortt (2011) commended authors Spencer and Marschark (2010) for 

their unbiased examination of practices used to educate this population. They encouraged 

practitioners to critically analyze data and, based on their analyses, implement practices 

that are empirically supported, regardless of the method or practice. Focus should be on 
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the most befitting program for the student and not what is most convenient for the district 

administration. The book concluded with a breakdown of the practices that have proven 

to benefit the educational development of deaf and hard of hearing students. According to 

Hortt, this book is a useful resource for experts who seek to implement strategies to 

improve the education of this fledgling population.  

In an attempt to determine an effective practice for teaching writing to deaf 

students, Strassman and Schirmer (2012) reviewed 16 studies conducted over a 25-year 

period on writing instruction for deaf students. The authors were dismayed to find only 

16 studies over this time frame. Moreover, approximately 50% of the included studies 

were published over 15 years ago. The studies were marred by several mitigating issues. 

The absence of a comparison group to help eliminate variables that may manipulate 

results, the use of only a qualitative design which offers context and not necessarily 

effectiveness, and the lack of study replication to validate strategies were noted by the 

researchers. Strassman and Schirmer (2012) concluded that extensive research as it 

relates to writing and literacy is a necessity for deaf students. Currently, the research base 

is limited and inconsistent. Therefore, the empirical support for practice implementation 

is based on insufficient data (Strassman & Schirmer, 2012). This insufficiency could lead 

to misrepresentation when reporting progress as required by the NCLB. 

Cawthon (2011) expressed concern over the issues of teacher and school 

accountability mandated by the NCLB and how this could impact schools for deaf and 

HOH students. Methods used to gauge students’ growth measures students in a cohort 

rather than individually, and are not disability specific. However, growth models, a 
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method used to measure individual improvement outside of grade level benchmarks, were 

implemented by some districts across the United States. The goal of these models was to 

recognize the improvement of students, regardless of grade, in districts that serve below 

grade average students. According to Cawthom, this model is more applicable to deaf and 

hard of hearing students because most deaf students are below grade level in reading and 

literacy. Another aspect of NCLB uses state test scores to determine teacher 

effectiveness. Cawthon expressed unease over the link between merit pay and student 

performance.  Schools for deaf or hard of hearing students rarely meet the AYP 

requirements. Therefore, teachers in these institutions are at a disadvantage. 

Reauthorizing NCLB to account for deaf and hard of hearing learning communities is 

important to the future of these students (Cawthon, 2011).  

Summary 

The presented literature addressed several themes that informed this study. First, 

areas of the brain responsible for literacy development are the same in hearing and d/Deaf 

people, regardless of hearing capabilities (Campbell et al., 2008). Secondly, culture 

provides a sense of belonging and serves as a foundation for knowing and learning and 

Deaf culture is no different. Personal identity and self-empowerment are unsung cross-

cultural components important to personal development and they do not cease in 

educational settings. Lastly, the state of deaf education is wanting and in dire need of 

empirically based curriculums to promote student success.  

According to Miller (2010), our construction of knowledge in a formal 

educational setting depends on our experiences during informal or social interactions. It 
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is during these interactions that individuals discern the validity and applicability of what 

is received and how it is categorized and relayed to others. This ability helps create a 

sense of belonging to a particular group and develops personal intuitions that maintain 

individuality. Research regarding the presence of facets of Deaf culture in educating deaf 

children is scarce. Although deaf education has undergone several reforms and significant 

advances, particularly involving technology, culture has been omitted from acts of 

reformation. The following chapter will discuss the research design and methodology 

used to explore this topic, issues of reliability and validity, and the role of the researcher. 
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Chapter 3: Research Method 

Introduction 

The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological ethnographic study was to 

examine how Deaf people between the ages of 18 and 40 learn in social situations and 

whether these processes are present in formal educational settings. Vygotsky’s 

constructivism, Howard Gardner’s theory of MI, and the socio-cultural theory were used 

as a guide to uncover experiences and present a basis for future research. Chapter 1 

reviewed the history of deaf education in the United States and the emergence of ASL 

and oralism, and introduced the problem of low literacy rates among deaf people. The 

chapter included background on various communication modalities such as total 

communication, oralism, and mainstreaming. It also addressed the challenges that deaf 

persons have faced with the educational system such as the lack of diversity among the 

teaching pool, inadequate curricula, and inappropriate assessment tools.  

Chapter 2 reviewed the literature related to trends in deaf education programs and 

evidence-based practices and legislation related to the education of d/Deaf students, as 

well as the role of identity and culture in literacy. There is insufficient evidence 

supporting any one pedagogy in deaf education (see Lollis & LaSasso, 2009; Miller, 

Kargin, & Guldenoglu, 2013); moreover, deaf students’ reading levels have failed to 

improve despite several reforms (Marschark et al., 2009; Paul, Wang, & Williams, 2013). 

This chapter details the study design and procedures used to obtain and analyze data. It 

also discusses the role of the researcher, including bias and ethical considerations. 
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Research Design and Rationale 

The research questions were designed to address the limited knowledge on the 

presence of cultural factors in the formal educational experiences of Deaf people ages 18 

to 40. The questions provide direction regarding the course of the study and were used to 

facilitate the interviews. The interview questions were semi-structured to allow for 

discussion about the experiences of Deaf people in formal education and the presence of 

facets of Deaf culture that foster learning in this same environment. The research 

questions for this study were as follows:  

Primary Research Question 

RQ: What are the educational experiences of Deaf people in formal and informal 

learning environments? 

Secondary Research Questions 

SQ1: What is Deaf culture from a Deaf person’s perspective? 

SQ3: How do Deaf people learn in an informal learning environment with or from 

other Deaf people?  

SQ3: What are the learning experiences of Deaf people in a formal learning 

environment?  

SQ4: How can educational programs improve reading and literacy in d/Deaf 

students? 

A qualitative approach was chosen for this study for several reasons. Examining a 

specific group of individuals in their natural environment for subjective experiences is 

too complicated for quantitative methods (Crain & Kluwin, 2006; Smith & Bekker, 
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2011). Qualitative research requires in-depth interactions to understand the shared history 

that has naturally unfolded amongst a population or group (Frankel & Devers, 2000; 

Kozelski, 2017). It also allows for the incorporation of various theories rooted in 

numerous social science disciplines that are directly or indirectly related (Frankel & 

Devers, 2000). For this study, a phenomenological ethnographic approach was used.  

The goal of ethnography is to observe societies or cultures in their natural setting 

to understand the meaning of interactions (Frankel & Devers, 2000; Smith & Bekker, 

2011). This approach provides a relevant framework for understanding how d/Deaf 

people teach and learn from one another. Phenomenology adds to ethnography by using 

interviews to gain further insight into the meaning and implication of interactions 

experienced by those directly involved in the interaction (Smith & Bekker, 2011). This 

allows for the identification of influential factors in learning from a cultural perspective 

and how these factors are manifested in formal education programs. Gathering 

information directly from participants provides a firsthand perspective regarding 

experiences in formal and informal education.  

For this qualitative study, interviews and observations were the chosen 

methodologies, and three interviewing formats were considered: informal conversational 

interviews, standardized open-ended interviews, and the general interview guide 

approach. Informal conversational interviewing typically occurs while the researcher is 

immersed as an active participant in a particular environment (Turner, 2010). The 

questions are informal and guided by interactions; hence, they are constructed in an 

improvisatory style and require flexibility and innovation (Turner, 2010). However, this 
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style of interviewing lends itself to inconsistencies and unanswered questions, as the 

interviewees may be unable to articulate their experiences (Creswell, 2014; Turner, 

2010).  

The general interview guide approach, while flexible, is more structured than 

informal conversational interviewing. Formal questions are prepared, but the researcher 

can adjust these questions based on participant responses to previous questions, and this 

type of interview can be conducted in a prescribed as well as a social setting (Turner, 

2010). The standardized open-ended interview format has the most structured questions 

(Turner, 2010). While the questions are the same for all participants, the open-endedness 

allows for an array of responses unique to each person and returns data that are plentiful 

and more accurate (Turner, 2010). However, the researcher must sift through these 

responses to find common themes, which can be time consuming.  

After careful consideration, the researcher used the general interview guide 

approach. The nature of deaf people and Deaf culture is rich with narrative (Ladd & 

Lane, 2013; Padden, 1980). Using a more structured interview approach may obviate 

negative descriptive attributes associated with this cultural minority.  

Observation is optimal for ethnographic studies, and data, if collected 

appropriately and recorded correctly, can produce valuable information that may not be 

acquired using other methods according to both Ballie (2013) and Creswell (2014). 

According to Creswell, observations can be conducted in several ways, and the role of the 

researcher and extent of disclosure to the participants is crucial for establishing a 

relationship with participants (Watts, 2011). Qualitative observers can be full 
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participants, which allows for direct experience with those being observed; however, 

personal information observed or gathered may be exempt from reporting to avoid 

violating unspoken confidentiality rules within that specific group (Creswell, 2014).  

There is also the complete observer, whose role is concealed as they observe from 

a distance, not participating in the interaction (Creswell, 2014). While this option may 

provide raw and genuine data, researchers have an ethical obligation to respect the 

privacy of the participants and avoid deception (Ballie, 2013). Participant as observer 

refers to the researcher revealing themselves, yet still partaking in their host environment. 

Observation is secondary as the researcher tries to be an active participant (Ballie, 2013; 

Creswell, 2014; Mulhall, 2002). Information can be recorded in real time and researchers 

can freely interact and ask questions without being intrusive (Ballie, 2013). The observer 

as participant method was chosen for this study.  

Role of the Researcher 

The role of the researcher in this study is to explain the lived experiences of Deaf 

people in education, particularly as it relates to culture. This information was reported 

based on observations and interviews. The researcher was an active participant while 

observing the interactions and remained neutral during data collection to help eliminate 

bias in record keeping. According to Driscoll (2011), remaining neutral helps to present 

findings without assumptions or interpretations. Furthermore, this researcher did not have 

any personal or professional relationships with participants and did not foresee any 

conflicts of interest. 
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Researcher Bias 

Data collection and analysis were the core of this research study; therefore, it was 

necessary to identify potential researcher bias that could invalidate these processes and 

govern the researchers’ approaches and findings. My interactions with the Deaf 

community are extensive, as I am a certified sign language interpreter. I have interpreted 

in a variety of settings, including medical and educational. I also worked in the sign 

language department of a local university where hearing and Deaf faculty advocated for 

educational equality, sign language proficiency, and cultural competence in secondary 

and post-secondary deaf education programs.  

My experiences with K-12 deaf education programs have been in a mainstream 

setting and revealed deaf education teachers and faculty with little to no sign language 

skills, limited knowledge of deaf culture and the role of identity in deaf students, and the 

placement of students in classrooms that did not meet their educational needs. For 

example, a high school resource room teacher with five ninth-grade deaf students, who 

used ASL as their primary mode of communication, did not sign, assigned primary level 

stories written in English for the students to read, then required them to respond to 

questions also written in English.  

Similarly, a special education kindergarten classroom consisted of three students 

with very different needs. Two of the students were deaf, both of whom understood sign 

language; however, only one was able to consistently reciprocate communication, as he 

had no other compelling diagnoses and the other was autistic. The third student was 

hearing, completely nonverbal, and required the constant assistance of an aide.  
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The teacher was an older male with a special education background; however, he 

had no experience with deaf students and interacted with the students as if they were 

older than their years. A typical day started with a question on the board that the students 

could not possibly answer. Then printed worksheets were distributed for practicing letters 

and numbers, but the students were given limited time to complete them and often 

showed frustration when their paper was collected prior to completion. After lunch, the 

students sat around a table and watched various sing along videos and episodes of 

Sesame Street. Some days they would be given educational toys to play with or 

worksheets for coloring. There were very few structured activities typically seen in a 

kindergarten classroom to foster learning. Also, with the diverse needs of these students, 

the instructor did not know how to alter his methods or separate activities for each 

student’s needs. 

These experiences are noted to identify the researcher’s skepticism of the 

effectiveness of current deaf education programs. This researcher believes deaf students 

should be taught using a visual, not spoken, language and should be educated in an 

environment that incorporates culture and fosters self-identity in learning. However, as an 

ethically driven researcher, one is required to draw upon principles and theoretical 

models to guide this study (Watts, 2011). This reinforces the focus on content and 

conduct rather than emotions during research.  

As the data collector, it is important that the researcher avoids bias. The 

researcher minimized bias by setting aside any assumptions, recording data in real time, 

and including all data in the results. Also, according to Fischer (2009), acknowledging 
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potential bias helps to bracket influences that may propagandize information and skew 

results. It also helps to enhance the breadth of research beyond personal understanding 

and to find other meanings that may appear in the process (Fischer, 2009).  

Methodology 

An accurate count of the number of deaf people in America is not available 

(Harrington, 2014). The U.S. census has not included this information in their data since 

1930 and the most recent private survey regarding the deaf population was conducted in 

1971 by the National Association of the Deaf (NAD; Harrington, 2014). Therefore, 

according to the Gallaudet Research Institute (2014), there are approximately 38,225,590 

people in the United States classified as deaf, hard of hearing, some hearing loss, or 

trouble hearing. The number of deaf and hard of hearing persons in Michigan is also 

unclear. Several sources reported information that was either outdated or unsubstantiated. 

A report generated in 2006 by a private organization for the Michigan Department 

of Civil Rights’ Division on Deaf, DeafBlind and Hard of Hearing, and the Michigan 

Department of Education stated that a definitive count of the number of deaf and hard of 

hearing in the state was unavailable for reasons stated above (Public Policy Associates, 

Inc., 2006). The deaf and hard of hearing community estimated that there may be as 

many as one in ten or one million deaf people in Michigan; however, this remains 

unconfirmed (Public Policy Associates, Inc., 2006). In addition, only a very small 

proportion of these individuals are members of the Deaf community. 
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Participant Recruitment 

A multi-stage sampling procedure was used to recruit participants for this study. 

Participants were recruited through the following local organizations: Black Deaf 

Advocates, Deaf C.A.N., and the Detroit chapter of the National Alliance of Black 

Interpreters. Flyers were distributed to the organizations for distribution (see Appendix 

A). Flyers were also posted on social media websites. To identify eligible participants 

and stratify the sample, a screening questionnaire was used (see Appendix B). It 

contained questions about age, highest level of education completed, elementary and 

secondary school placement, mode(s) of communication and primary language, hearing 

classification (deaf, HOH, etc.), and age at onset of deafness. The questionnaire took 3 

minutes to complete. 

A link to the questionnaire was made available for those with computer and 

internet access. The electronic questionnaire was available via streaming video 

interpreted in ASL by a Deaf person fluent in English and ASL. The questionnaire was 

also available in written English and hard copies were interpreted live in ASL for those 

requiring this modality. Each questionnaire requested valid contact information for 

follow up, if necessary.  

Criteria for inclusion in this study were Deaf male or female adults between the 

ages of 18 and 40 with at least one year of post high school education. The age range was 

adjusted to maximize retrospective accounts of educational experiences. Also, post high 

school educational experience potentially allowed for a greater understanding of the 

concepts and language presented in this study. Participants had some experience in a 
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mainstream program. Excluded were non-native ASL users, oral deaf with no sign 

language skills, any Deaf who used another form of sign language (e.g. Spanish Sign 

Language, French Sign Language, etc.), and hearing people with or without ASL skills.  

The sample size was 11 Deaf adults who completed the screening questionnaire 

and matched the criteria for this study. The original sample size of 15-20 was chosen for 

several reasons. An increase in self-awareness has strongly impacted self-identification 

(Lane, 1999); therefore, influencing how deaf people refer to themselves. This has 

created diversity among a community of people previously grouped together based on 

being deaf (Crain & Kluwin, 2006). In addition, deaf people are no longer concentrated 

in certain areas, as technology and professional opportunities have contributed to their 

distribution across the country. It is increasingly difficult to gather information from this 

minority population (Crain & Kluwin, 2006). Furthermore, multiple diagnoses such as 

blindness, a learning disability, or other cognitive impairments as well as varying 

communication modalities can limit the size of the sample, particularly if these additional 

factors are not a focus of the research (Crain & Kluwin, 2006).  

According to Seidman (2013), in-depth interviewing that occurs with 

phenomenology may provide insight on shared experiences that outweigh the issue of 

sample size. However, adequate sample size remains a factor because too large a sample 

wastes time and money and too small a sample produces data not applicable to the larger 

population (Francis et al., 2010). Saturation was reviewed throughout the interview 

process with the researcher using a chart to ensure that no new themes or concepts 
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emerged. Saturation occurred at 11 interviews; hence, the interviews ceased, and data 

analysis began.  

After reviewing the information from the prescreening survey, those who satisfied 

the criteria for inclusion were added to a list of potential participants. The researcher 

considered widening the participant pool to include non-native ASL users if the 

saturation level was not met, however, this was not necessary. All potential participants 

were contacted via email about joining this study.   

Upon agreeing to participate, the researcher revealed the purpose and structure of 

the study and informed participants of the procedure. Interviews lasted from 27 minutes 

to 75 minutes and included the following in written form: consent to participate and be 

videotaped, the right to withdraw from this study, at any time, without consequence, and 

the role of the researcher. Participants were also informed of their right to privacy and the 

potential use of additional certified American Sign Language interpreters and Deaf 

professionals for video review and or clarification.  

Data Collection Instrumentation 

Data were collected using observations and the general interview approach. This 

allowed for the gathering of multiple forms of data typically seen in qualitative research 

(Creswell, 2014). The researcher attended a Deaf organization meeting, two Deaf Bible 

study group meetings, and a social event involving a group of Deaf friends and 

acquaintances for observation. The time frame of the events varied. According to 

Creswell (2014), seeing individuals behave in their natural environment reduces the risk 

of a staged or manipulated outcome.  
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Everyone expected to be present at the Bible study group were informed of the 

researcher’s plan to attend and the intent of this study and asked to consent to observation 

prior to the meeting. Consent to attend the organization group meeting was approved by 

the organization’s executive board and granted by the organization president prior to 

attending. Two participants at the social event agreed to be included in the observations. 

Information was recorded in real time as participants were observed for behaviors 

specific to this community that are used to relay information and foster understanding. 

These behaviors include expansion techniques commonly used in ASL, as well as 

scaffolding, chaining, and the use of written or spoken English and or signed language.  

The observational protocol that was used for recording information was a single 

page divided in half. One side consisted of descriptive notes: physical setting, date and 

time, type of event, and register of the dialogue, participants, and dialogue reconstruction. 

The other column included the researcher’s reflective notes, such as impressions and 

ideas. The data collected from the observations were analyzed for the elements stated 

above and compared with themes procured from the interviews. Information gathered 

was also used to help guide follow up interview questions related to the social and school 

experiences of deaf people. 

During the face to face interviews, which lasted approximately 27 to 75 minutes, 

the researcher used predetermined researcher produced questions and added follow up 

questions based on participant responses. The questions were determined based on the 

researcher’s knowledge and experience in the Deaf community (see Appendix D). The 

videotaped interviews were conducted in sign language and transcribed into English by 
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the researcher and the translation team. Videotaping helped to preserve original data and 

accuracy of transcriptions (Seidman, 2013, p. 117).  

Following the interviews, participants were thanked for their time and debriefed 

on the importance of not discussing the study or their contribution therein with 

individuals outside of the research team. They were also reminded of the purpose of the 

study and informed that they could be contacted later for follow up information. Lastly, 

they were provided the contact information for the researcher in case they have additional 

questions.  

Data Analysis 

Common passages identified in the first interview were coded into ordered 

themes. Coding is the process of chunking information and denoting the commonality 

with a word or phrase (Creswell, 2014). The themes were divided into primary and 

secondary based on their relevance to the research topic and theoretical framework 

presented in the previous chapters. According to Yin (2014), developing a standard for 

pattern matching will avoid the inclusion of indirect or misinterpreted themes. This was 

done by using the original transcript as a guide.  

As suggested by Smith and Osborn (2008), the initial transcript analysis was used 

to inform the examination of the remaining transcripts. Lastly, the data from each 

interview was synthesized and documented (see Figure 1). Common themes were 

extracted. Cross-case synthesis analyzes individual interviews as though they were a 

separate study, then aggregates findings from each to increase the strength of the research 

(Yin, 2014). The results were translated into narratives and illuminated in Chapter 4. 
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A range of practices was suggested for translating the questionnaire into multiple 

languages and interpreting the data collected. This researcher focused on the 5-step 

method outlined by Forsyth, Kudela, Lawrence, Levin, and Willis (2006). This process 

includes translation, review, initial adjudication, cognitive interview pretesting, and final 

review and adjudication. A translation team was assembled for translation and evaluation, 

as a committee approach is more expansive and allows for input from individuals who 

complement each other (Forsyth et al., 2006; U.S Bureau of the Census, 2005). The 

participants were offered an opportunity to review the transcripts as well. The team 

included the following persons fluent in ASL: a Deaf linguist, fluent in sign language and 

English; a nationally certified sign language interpreter; and the researcher, who is a state 

certified sign language interpreter and also a graduate of a sign language studies program.  

During the translation phase, the team worked together to ensure that the source 

and target languages were semantically equivalent (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2005 ). 

The translations were reviewed for accuracy and the original translation was revised as 

necessary. The cognitive interview pretest was not appropriate for this research, as it 

pertained to the translation of open-ended, comprehensive surveys. Lastly, a final review 

and adjudication between the source and target languages was conducted and the final 

transcript was used to inform this study.   

Trustworthiness 

According to Creswell (2014), while a researcher may validate findings, it is 

important for the researcher to employ strategies to check for accuracy of the findings 

and gain the confidence of readers. Bias clarification as it relates to the researcher was 
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previously discussed. This is addressed again in Chapter 5. Member checking was used to 

ensure that the participant provided honest responses.  

During the interviews, the researcher rephrased or recapped information and 

questioned the participant to determine consistency (Harper & Cole, 2012). This allowed 

for the participant to gauge whether the summarized information accurately depicted the 

accounts (Harper & Cole, 2012). The presentation of information that counters the 

general perspective of the themes was also included. Contradictory evidence adds a real-

life dimension to the research because everyone does not share the same viewpoint 

(Creswell, 2014). 

The researcher used the observational data to inform the interview data by 

providing a cultural baseline for how Deaf people learn from and interact with one 

another in a social setting. This type of data collection can be unfiltered and genuine, as 

the participants are in their natural environment (Ballie, 2013). The information gained 

from interviews supplemented the observational data and allowed the researcher to 

investigate the educational experiences of participants and their beliefs about these 

experiences in relation to learning in Deaf culture. According to Creswell (2014), both 

data collection methods focus on the application of meaning by an individual or group of 

individuals.  

Ethical Procedures 

The researcher protected participants’ rights by allowing them to freely participate 

without coercion or force. They were informed of the study details, including the use of 

information obtained and protection of their privacy. Also, the pre-screening 
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questionnaire did not ask for identifying information such as name and address and it 

provided the opportunity for the participant to decline involvement. Lastly, because the 

local deaf community is relatively small and concentrated, all consulting interpreters and 

Deaf professionals were required to sign a non-disclosure/confidentiality agreement (see 

Appendix C).  

All hard copy documents and videotapes are secured in a locked cabinet, only 

accessible by the researcher. This information will be secured for a minimum of five 

years per the University’s requirements. Identifying information was removed from 

transcripts. Following the required storage time, paper records will be shredded, and 

videotapes will be physically destroyed. Walden University’s Institutional Review Board 

approved this research. The approval number is 01-04-18-0261563. There are no known 

risks to the safety or well-being of participants involved in this study.  

Summary 

This chapter provided a detailed description and rationale for the proposed 

research design. Using a qualitative approach that applied an ethnographic lens through 

participant observations and face to face interviews, the researcher captured the 

phenomenological experiences of members of the Deaf community between the ages of 

l8 and 40. Participants were recruited through various local organizations and using 

social media and selected based on eligibility determined by a screening questionnaire. 

Potential researcher bias and ethical considerations were also presented. The use of 

coding, pattern matching, and cross-case analysis was used to synthesize and analyze 

data. Chapter 4 presents the results of this study. 
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Chapter 4: Results 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to gain knowledge regarding the learning 

experiences of culturally Deaf adults ages 18-40 in social/informal situations and the 

presence of these processes in their formal educational experience. The primary research 

question was: What are the educational experiences of Deaf people in formal and 

informal learning environments? The secondary research questions were: 

SQ1: What is Deaf culture from a Deaf person’s perspective? 

SQ2: How do Deaf people learn in an informal learning environment with or from other 

d/Deaf persons?  

SQ3: What are the learning experiences of Deaf people in a formal learning 

environment?  

SQ4: How can educational programs improve reading and literacy in Deaf students? 

This chapter presents the findings of this qualitative phenomenological 

ethnographic study. This includes a synopsis of each participant’s responses and 

descriptions of the methods of data collection and analysis procedures, as described in 

Chapter 3. The themes extracted from the participants’ experiences as well as observed 

behaviors were also identified. 

Settings 

Interviews were conducted over a 5-month period in Southeast Michigan. The 

video-recorded face-to-face interviews occurred in locations agreed upon by the 

researcher and the participant to preserve confidentiality and maximize each participant’s 



67 

 

 

comfort. Nine interviews happened in private areas at various public libraries. One 

interview occurred in a conference room of an office building and another in a secluded 

area of a public cafeteria. The settings included a table and at least two chairs. The video 

camera was placed on the table, beside the researcher, and faced the participant for 

adequate recording. Since it is appropriate in Deaf culture and for optimal interaction, the 

participant and researcher sat directly across from one another to maintain a clear line of 

sight when communicating.  

The observations occurred at a public library during Bible study, an auditorium 

during an organization meeting, and a bowling alley. The library was mostly quiet, with 

adequate lighting and seating. Participants sat around a rectangular table on the third floor 

in view of everyone. The organization meeting occurred in an auditorium with stadium-

like seating and a stage. The room was moderately lit, with bright lights illuminating the 

stage area. Attendees sat in the auditorium seats while the executive board sat on the 

stage, behind a rectangular table facing the attendees.  

The bowling alley was moderately lit as well. There were chairs near the lanes as 

well as a raised counter with tall chairs behind the lanes. Attendees sat in the chairs and at 

the bar, and some stood around the area. There were no conditions that impacted the data 

collection processes (see Table 1).  
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Table 1 

Observation Schedule 

 

 

Participant Demographics 

This study included 11 participants who resided in Southeast Michigan. Due to 

the close-knit nature of the community from which I recruited participants, to maintain 

confidentiality, the specifics of each participant were not discussed. Instead, information 

about the nine women and two men who completed the screening questionnaire and 

satisfied the criteria for inclusion are presented in Table 2. The average age of 

participants was 28.5. All participants attended an educational program that used an 

interpreter, with some attending more than one type of program. Also, 90% reported 

having used an assistive listening device and one person denied the use of any aids. 

 

 

 

Observed Group Location Number of 

Observations 

Number of 

Attendees 

Duration 

Bible study Library 2 8 

9 

 

1.25 hours 

1.25 hours 

Bowling Event Bowling 

Alley 

 

1 12-15 2 hours 

Organization 

Meeting 

 

Auditorium 1 28 1.5 hours 
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Table 2 

Participant Demographics  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Category N 

Age range 

18-21 

22-25 

26-29 

30-34 

35-40 

 

 

1 

2 

5 

1 

2 

Self-identification 

Deaf 

HOH 

 

 

11 

0 

Primary language 

ASL 

Signed English 

 

 

11 

0 

Educational program (some participants attended more 

than one type of program) 

Public mainstream with interpreters 

Deaf residential school 

Oral deaf school 

 

 

10 

5 

1 

            Home schooled      

 

Assistive listening device (s) used 

Hearing aid (s) 

Cochlear implant (s) 

None  

1 

 

 

5 

5 

1 
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Data Collection 

Data were collected via interviews and observations. To recruit participants for 

interviews, the researcher partnered with local deaf and interpreting organizations and 

agencies who agreed to post and distribute the recruitment flyer (see Appendix A). The 

flyer contained information to complete a screening questionnaire to determine eligibility 

to participate. In-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted over 5 months with 11 

participants (see Appendix D). The interviews lasted 27 to 75 minutes and were 

videotaped with the participants’ consent.  

 Interview data collected varied from the plan presented in Chapter 3. The plan 

was to interview 15 to 20 individuals, as research deems this within the appropriate range 

to reach saturation (Namey, Guest, McKenna, & Chen, 2016). To monitor this, following 

each interview, the researcher charted themes and found that no new themes emerged 

after interview three. Therefore, inquiry ceased after 11 interviews.  

Hennik, Kaiser, and Marconi (2016) found that thematic saturation was reached   

after nine interviews. They concluded that a small sample could be sufficient to capture 

repetitive themes, although additional data are needed for a deeper understanding of those 

themes. However, the usefulness of additional data are determined by the parameters of 

the study (Hennik et al., 2016) and the level of saturation required Namey et al., 2016).  

The observations focused on observing Deaf people in social/informal situations. 

Members of the Deaf community were contacted regarding the dates and times of Bible 

study, organization meetings, and social events. Observations occurred over a span of 5 

months as follows: twice at a library (Bible study), once in an auditorium (organization 
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meeting), and once at a bowling alley (bowling event). Everyone in attendance was 

informed of the researcher’s presence and only those who gave prior consent were 

recorded in the written observation notes. Observations lasted from 90 to 150 minutes 

and data collection proceeded as stated in Chapter 3.    

Data Analysis 

Interview data were translated by the translation team as described in Chapter 3. 

The team consisted of the researcher, a Deaf linguist, and a nationally certified ASL 

interpreter. Following translation and transcription, the data were reviewed for accuracy 

by the team. There were no discrepancies; however, minor changes were discussed and 

agreed upon regarding sign meaning, based on the facial expression and body language of 

the participant. For example, participants discussed being upset with their placement in a 

mainstream classroom. A quick version of the sign upset can represent a minor feeling of 

being upset, and an exaggerated production of this sign along with eye rolling can be 

translated as very upset. The original transcript was revised to reflect changes, and a final 

review yielded the data for this study.  

Following the final transcription, the researcher coded the first interview into 

themes based on the research questions. This transcript was used to guide the remaining 

interview transcripts. Common themes related to each research question were extracted 

and documented as shown in Figure 1. There were no discrepant cases in this study.  
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Figure 1. Research questions and corresponding themes. 

Observational data were collected about the participants’ use of expansion 

techniques commonly seen in ASL, as well as chaining, scaffolding, and communication 

methods. In addition, data were analyzed for the following: physical setting, type of event 

and style of language used in the dialogue (register), and dialogue reconstruction. Dates, 

times, and participant descriptions were omitted to maintain participant anonymity and 

confidentiality. 

• teach and understand Deaf 
culture

• teach and use ASL

• have Deaf mentors/role models

• spend more time teaching 
English 

• the importance of interpreters in 
their educational programs

• communication/language 
barriers

• feelings of 
inadequacy/inferiority in their 
mainstream program

• use of visual aids

•visual communication and 
clear sightline

•use of expansion techniques 
(reiteration, explaining by 
example, chaining, and 
faceting) during interactions

•use of repetition

• scaffolding.

•use of ASL

•shared experiences in school 
and at home

•the significance of Deaf 
mentors/role models

•the importance of self-
identity

SQ1

What is Deaf culture from 
a Deaf person’s 
perspective?

SQ2

How do Deaf people learn 
in an informal learning 
environment with or from 
other Deaf persons (i.e. 
social situations)?

SQ4

How can educational 
programs improve reading 
and literacy in Deaf 
students?

SQ3

What are the learning 
experiences of Deaf 
people in a formal learning 
environment?
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Evidence of Trustworthiness 

During data collection and analysis, trustworthiness was assessed using member 

checking. First, the researcher repeated information relayed by the participant during the 

interview for accuracy. Secondly, the researcher asked follow-up questions to determine 

consistency. According to Harper and Cole (2012), these safeguards are beneficial for 

member checking and provide an outlet for participant disclosure. Providing detailed 

descriptions of their experiences adds credibility, as the participants were able to tell their 

story in their native language. Details of the methodology used in this study, as described 

in Chapter 3, attest to transferability of results. To demonstrate confirmability, the 

researcher acknowledged areas of bias and interviews were recorded and translated by the 

translation team and not just the researcher. 

Findings  

The purpose of this study was to understand the formal and informal educational 

experiences of culturally Deaf adults. Information was obtained through observations and 

interviews. Results are presented using themes related to the four secondary research 

questions. These, in turn, informed the primary research question.  

SQ1 

What is Deaf culture from a Deaf person’s perspective?  

The themes that were found were the use of ASL, shared experiences in school 

and at home, the importance of self-identity, and the significance of Deaf mentors and or 

role models. 
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Use of ASL  

All participants described Deaf culture as sharing a common language. Seven 

participants specifically recognized ASL as the common language, and one participant 

stated that the culture accepts any signed language, not just ASL. Participant 5 stated that 

Deaf people have different language preferences, based on their background, but that 

does not mean they do not value ASL.  

Shared Experiences 

According to participants, Deaf people have shared experiences, regardless of 

background, which include oppression, communication barriers, and identity confusion. 

Participant 3, who is a fluent ASL user, recalled an interaction with an oral HOH woman 

with limited sign skills. They discussed their experiences with the dominant hearing 

world. 

I watched as she told her story and I realized that it didn’t matter if she was a part 

of the Deaf community, or if she signed, our experiences were the same. We had 

the same problems. Communication is an issue because we both come from 

hearing families. Her husband and children are hearing, so communication at 

home is a struggle. It doesn’t matter where she is, communication is always a 

struggle for her. I thought the same goes for me. 

Self-Identity 

Nine of the participants in this study are from hearing families who know little to 

no sign language.  Being a part of Deaf culture provides a sense of belonging and identity 

and is a place of support and inclusion. Participant 3 stated, “it’s the culture that binds 
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us.” Participant 7 stated that deafness does not determine cultural affiliation. Hearing 

people can be a part of Deaf culture if they share in and relate to the Deaf experience. 

This means that they participate in events, use sign language, and value the history and 

traditions associated with the culture.  

Deaf Mentors/Role Models 

 Eleven participants reported having a Deaf mentor(s) or role model(s) who 

guided them and showed them how to accept their deafness. Participants 6 and 8 came 

from Deaf families and were exposed to the culture from birth. However, the remaining 9 

participants met their mentor(s)/role model(s) during their adolescence or later.  

Participant 1 was introduced to Deaf culture and Deaf identity, while in middle 

school, through a local organization that hosted events for the Deaf community. She 

relayed being in awe, as the number of Deaf people was much larger than she thought. 

She also felt disappointed that she was not exposed to the culture before:  

Honestly, it was overwhelming. I realized that there were other deaf people out 

there, and they signed. It wasn’t this small group of deaf people like I thought. We 

were everywhere. Then in high school, senior year, I started learning about Deaf 

culture. I started getting out and seeing stuff. I learned about the Deaf university 

Gallaudet and that there are famous deaf people out there. I felt like I was learning 

this stuff late. I became fascinated. (Participant 1) 

Likewise, participant 5 started to understand his Deaf identity through his Deaf 

mentor who worked at a local organization. His mentor embraced her deafness and taught 

him lessons about health and wellness that stayed with him: 
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She was really happy with who she was. She didn’t care about being deaf. She 

was always herself and the world was her oyster. I wanted to follow her lead and 

be like her. (Participant 5) 

Participant 10 was in in high school when she learned to be proud of her deafness 

because of her Deaf role model:  

She showed me to never give up and that deaf people can do it. I became proud of 

my Deaf identity because of her. She’s a role model. She taught me things in a 

different method than the hearing school. (Participant 10) 

Participant 3 recalled joining a local Deaf club in high school. It was here that she 

learned of her rights and how to advocate for herself. “They started telling me about my 

rights and accessibility. I was still in high school, so I went to the administration and 

expressed my needs as a student.” She also relayed how members of the club accepted 

her without question and what she learned left her feeling empowered: 

I never felt embarrassed or ashamed of my deafness with the club. I remember 

thinking ‘we have that many deaf people.’ I was shocked. I thought ‘where have 

you been and why didn’t you visit my school?’ (Participant 3)  

Participant 2 reported having Deaf role models as an adult, but as a child, he did 

not have any Deaf people to admire: 

To be honest, I did not have any deaf role models growing up. I wanted someone 

to look up to and I was motivated, but there was no one. It was hard for me 

because I wanted to learn more about Deaf culture and life but, there was no one 

to teach me. (Participant 2) 
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Participant 2 also reported that he had a hearing mentor as a teenager. The mentor 

was fluent in ASL and taught him money management, self-respect and identity, and 

appropriate behaviors in public. Participant 1 had a hearing mentor who was fluent in 

ASL and familiar with Deaf culture. Her mentor was encouraging and helped develop her 

vocabulary and encouraged her to attend college.  

SQ2 

How do Deaf people learn in an informal learning environment with or from other 

Deaf persons (i.e. social situations)? 

The themes that emerged relative to this research question were collected from 

observational data and interviews. The themes are visual communication and clear 

sightline, use of expansion techniques (reiteration, explaining by example, chaining, and 

faceting) during interactions, scaffolding, and use of repetition. 

Visual Communication and Clear Sightline   

Sign language was the primary mode of communication used at each event, 

regardless of hearing status or signing ability. During Bible study, the ministerial leader 

started the meeting by referencing previously distributed written notes that included 

biblical themes and scriptures. The participants took turns signing scriptures in English, 

as written in the Bible. If the participant was unsure of the conceptually accurate sign for 

the English word, a biblical sign dictionary was available for use. Participants also helped 

one another with signs for accuracy and context. 

For example, in ASL, there are several signs for the English word “over,” 

depending on context. In this instance, the signer used the sign for over that typically 
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represents “crossing over something;” however, the scripture referenced something 

happening “all over the land” which is a different concept and, therefore, a different sign. 

Participants corrected the signer for conceptual accuracy. 

During the organization meeting, members and participants used ASL only. The 

meeting agenda was in written English, and the bullet points were signed as the meeting 

progressed. A PowerPoint presentation was used as a visual aid and this was also 

presented in English and explained in ASL. Communication at the bowling event was in 

sign.  

The seating arrangement at each observation was such that the signer was clearly 

visible. The Bible study group, consisting of nine attendees including the researcher, sat 

around a rectangular table with no visual impediments on the table. The discussion leader 

sat at the head of the table. The location of the table was conducive to intimate group 

discussion and clear communication, without the interference or visual distraction of 

people passing by. The signer waited for everyone’s attention prior to beginning the 

scripture reading. Figure 2 shows the seating arrangement.  

 

    Participants      

          Leader           Participants 

         

    Participants 

 

Figure 2. Bible study seating arrangement. 

The organization meeting was held in an auditorium with stadium like seating. 

There was a raised stage at the bottom of the room. The seating arrangement is shown in 
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Floor 

Figure 3. General members and visitors sat in the stadium like seating and the executive 

board (president, vice president, secretary, and treasurer) sat on the stage.  

 

 

  

           

       Stage 

 

Figure 3. Organization meeting seating arrangement. 

When members of the executive board signed, they stood on the raised stage. 

Whenever an audience member signed one of three things occurred: the signer moved to 

the floor area between the stage and the seating, the signer stood on the stage, or the 

signer signed from their seat and another member copy signed for the people whose view 

was obstructed. Whichever method was chosen, the goal was to provide a clear line of 

sight to the signer for all attendees.   

 The configuration of the bowling event was that of a typical bowling alley, as 

previously described. When attendees were interacting, they clustered in a circle or semi-

circle in the same area, making sure that everyone was visible. If there was distance 

between individuals communicating, during which people would walk in the line of sight, 

one or more persons moved to create a clear sightline and maintain eye contact.  

Expansion Techniques 

 During Bible study, following the scripture reading, the Bible study group leader, 

a minister, summarized the passage. The minister signed slowly and deliberately, waiting 

   Seating 
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for everyone’s attention before starting. For English words that were fingerspelled during 

the reading, the minister explained the meaning of the word as it related to the scripture. 

For example, the word Pentecost was fingerspelled, but during the summarization, the 

minister explained that this meant the coming of the holy spirit to save the people and 

allow them to be witnesses about the works of Jesus, as predicted by Jesus. 

Another passage referenced being “born again.” The signer signed this phrase 

using the signs for “born” and “again.” However, during the summarization and 

discussion, participants indicated that the true meaning of this phrase could be understood 

as living a new life, becoming a part of God’s family, accepting Jesus Christ as your 

Savior, and giving up your old ways. Members nodded in agreement as participants 

chimed in with their interpretation.  

At the bowling event, the use of reiteration was prevalent. One participant used 

reiteration to emphasize points of concern or importance. For example, signs such as 

“excite,” “satisfy,” “sure,” and “awful” were used at the beginning and the end of an 

utterance. When these signs were used in this manner, those involved in the conversation 

responded accordingly with a smile, a laugh, a nod, or a scrunched face. The intensity of 

the non-verbal response seemed to coincide with the reiterated sign.  

 Explaining using examples was exhibited by participant 4 when describing her 

struggles with the English language. In attempting to decode the English idiom “bring 

home the bacon,” she explained that she asked people how to sign this in ASL. When 

someone signed it for her, they used English but clarified it using ASL signs to show that 

it meant someone going to work, earning money, and using that money to take care of 
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their home and family. This provided a real-life application using ASL that was 

confusing to her in English.   

When discussing Deaf culture, participant 3 used real life examples to explain 

how she learned about turn-taking and respecting the ideas or opinion of others. Referring 

to her experiences with a Deaf teacher, she stated, “For example, if we were discussing 

something and someone disagreed, the teacher encouraged discussion. She showed us 

how to disagree respectfully.” 

Scaffolding 

Scaffolding was evident at the organization meeting. The new executive board 

relied on the former, more experienced board members for direction during the meeting. 

These included issues of quorum and approval of the minutes from the previous meeting. 

Instead of providing direct answers to questions by the new executive board, the former 

board members gave prompts that helped the new board remember procedure. Also, the 

former board members allowed the new executive board to conduct the business and did 

not take over the meeting when it seemed that the new board members did not know how 

to proceed.  

Use of Repetition 

Repetition was also used during the observations and interviews. During 

observations, information communicated between individuals was repeated twice, 

sometimes three times. It was done to clarify a point, check for understanding, or for 

emphasis. For example, during the organization meeting, the process of making a motion 

for voting was stated repeatedly by former board members.  
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During the interviews, all 11 participants repeated at least one of the interview 

questions back to the researcher for clarity or used the interview question in their answer. 

For example, when asked, “What does it mean to be a member of Deaf culture,” 

Participants 1, 2, 3, 6, 7, 9, 11 responded with “Being a member of Deaf culture 

means….” Participant 9 asked for clarity on several questions by paraphrasing the 

question and waiting for the researcher to respond.  

SQ3 

What are the learning experiences of Deaf people in a formal learning environment?  

The themes which emerged were the importance of the interpreter in their 

educational programs, language/communication barriers, feelings of inadequacy or 

inferiority in their mainstream program, and not enough visual aids to accompany the 

written or spoken lessons.  

Importance of Interpreters 

Ten of the 11 participants specifically referenced the importance of interpreters in 

their educational experience. Participant 11 did not rely on interpreters in her educational 

program because she attended a Deaf residential school where the teachers, hearing and 

deaf, were required to sign. However, she recognized that interpreters were important in 

other aspects of her life. 

Participant 1 recalled how interpreters were helpful and encouraging during class. 

She also stated that interpreters took the time to explain information that was not clear, 

particularly the meaning of English words.  
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Interpreters helped with questions and repeated information if I wasn’t sure. 

Sometimes, if I were afraid to ask the teacher, they would tell me to not be afraid 

and to go ahead and ask. They helped build my confidence. They said you can ask 

the same as hearing students. I was thankful for the confidence and I didn’t feel 

shy. Sometimes they would explain things to me. I didn’t feel like they looked 

down on me or told me that I can’t do it. They would tell me I’m smart. They 

helped me a lot. (Participant 1) 

Participant 2 described his experiences with interpreters: 

Some interpreters weren’t clear, and I couldn’t understand them. I needed the 

interpretation to match what the teacher said. Other interpreters were clear and 

supportive, and I learned a lot. I appreciated when the interpreter asked if I 

understood what was said. (Participant 2) 

In her mainstream program, participant 3 stated, “The interpreter was my 

interpreter, teacher, and friend.” She felt the interpreter was her teacher because the 

actual hearing teacher rarely interacted with the deaf students. According to her, “it’s like 

we, the deaf students, were a class within a class.” She recalled how she never knew who 

was speaking because she had to watch the interpreter. “In mainstream classes, I just 

watched the interpreter and I never knew who said what. Sometimes the interpreter 

wouldn’t interpret because they didn’t understand what was being said. So, I just sat there 

out of the loop.”  However, participant 3 also recalled how the interpreter helped her fit in 

by doing things that made the other students laugh so that she could be included in the 

joke.  
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Participant 5 admitted that he never had a one on one experience with his 

teachers. Instead, the interpreter explained things and he typically understood. Participant 

8 stated that she used interpreters throughout her educational experience. “Some 

interpreters did their job and that’s it and others went above and beyond to make sure I 

understood what was going on around me.” When she began college, participant 8 

noticed that the interpreters were different from her younger years. They no longer 

provided that support she was used to. According to her,  

When I graduated high school and started college and started working, I saw a 

different kind of interpreter. They came to do their job and that’s it. I realized that 

I missed that more hands-on interpreter from my younger years. 

While recognizing the positive contribution of interpreters to her educational 

experience, participant 6 also discussed the downside of interpreters. “There were times 

when interpreters would not interpret things going on around me. When I asked they 

would tell me it wasn’t important or that the person was talking to them not me.” 

According to her, these types of occurrences felt oppressive and did not foster self-

identity or help with incidental learning, both of which she considered essential for Deaf 

people.  

Participant 10 stated that interpreters were very helpful during her school 

experience; moreover, she preferred interpreters who were more expressive, otherwise, 

she lost interest in whatever was being communicated.  

If the interpreter signed with more expression, I was interested and paid attention. 

Each interpreter is different, it depends. If they signed plainer, I lost 
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interest.…Interpreters helped a lot. If I didn’t understand they would explain to 

me. Of course, they were important because they were my ears. I prefer 

interpreters with expression over plain interpreters. They are boring. (Participant 

10) 

Communication/Language Barriers 

Another resonating theme was communication and or language barriers. Ten of 

the 11 participants in this study reported that, in their mainstream program, they often felt 

left out or disconnected from the teacher and their peers during classroom time and 

extracurricular activities. Contrarily, in the deaf classroom or Deaf residential schools, 

they felt comfortable and thrived in their surroundings. 

Participant 3 disclosed that during her years in a mainstream program she felt like 

she was the last to know about things going on around the school. She also stated that she 

only participated in sports because there was minimal talking required. The school did 

not provide an interpreter, so she caught on by watching other athletes. However, her 

experiences were vastly different at the Deaf residential school.  

In the deaf school, the teenagers would be signing so fast and I would try to keep 

up. It was overwhelming at first, but then I caught on and it became the norm. I 

was excited to be able to keep up and included in the discussion. I enjoyed 

watching the teacher because she didn’t shush people or force them to wait their 

turn. She allowed everyone to speak and she would comment towards whoever 

was speaking. Then she would summarize their thoughts. I realize that’s the 

culture. It was happening in the classroom and I had missed that. (Participant 3) 
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Participant 5 recalled that, because of his Deaf mentor, he grew to love sports, but his 

experience in school was limited because of communication barriers.  

During track, the interpreter couldn’t run with me. During practice, before the 

race, the interpreter would talk to me and explain everything. Sometimes the 

interpreter would leave after the event started and not come back. I felt it wasn’t 

fair sometimes because the hearing kids could talk to each other during the race, 

but I had no one to talk to.…I was stuck because of the communication barrier. 

(Participant 5) 

Participant 10 had a similar experience with sports. 

In school when I played sports, an interpreter showed up but didn’t come 

consistently. Sometimes the coach would write back and forth with me, but he 

wasn’t always in the mood to write because he was focused. (Participant 10)  

She went on to say: 

I joined the softball team too, but the coach said I couldn’t play because I was 

deaf. I felt defeated. It really hurt. That’s the reason I left that school. That really 

crushed me. At the Deaf school, I was in the drama club, on the bowling team, 

and played sports.  

Participants also discussed communication barriers related to class size and seating 

arrangement. In her Deaf residential program, participant 11 stated that there were six to 

ten students in each class and seating was always arranged so that everyone could see 

each other. “It has to happen this way in Deaf culture,” she said, “so we can maintain that 

line of sight and we don’t have to look around someone else.”  
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Participant 2 stated: 

Fewer students was better because we could interact with each other. I was more 

comfortable sitting in a ‘u’ shape. I could see everyone’s face versus a hearing 

classroom with rows where people sat one behind the other. We had tables that 

we set up to face each other or we all sat at a round table. That is better and more 

comfortable  

Participant 5 recalled the seating in the deaf classroom was in a “u” shape, whereas the 

seats in the hearing classroom were arranged in rows from left to right.   

As long as I could see, and the communication was clear, I didn’t mind the 

seating arrangement. In the mainstream class, I preferred to sit in the front or 

second row because it was comfortable. I wanted to feel like the rest of the 

students. In the deaf classroom it didn’t matter where I sat because I could see 

everyone from any seat. I had no preference of one seating arrangement over 

another. (Participant 5) 

Participant 7 stated that the deaf classroom had fewer students compared to the 

mainstream classroom.  

The deaf classrooms tended to be small. The mainstream classes were bigger. If 

no interpreter, I preferred a smaller class size. It was easier to pay attention, see 

the teacher, and get the information. The teacher had more time for one on one 

interactions. (Participant 7) 

 According to participant 10, being in the larger hearing classroom was 

embarrassing for her because she had to sit in the front to see the interpreter. However, in 
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the smaller deaf classroom the seats were arranged so that everyone could see one 

another.   

There were a lot of students in high school, but the class size was small. Maybe 

about eight students in a class. We all sat facing each other because of visual 

communication. We didn’t have to look around anyone to see. Hearing 

classrooms were set up in rows, and I had to sit in the front. I hated sitting in the 

front. I felt like everyone was looking at me. I preferred sitting in the back. I had 

to sit in front because of the interpreter, but I was embarrassed, and my 

confidence was low. I didn’t like it. (Participant 10) 

Participant 4 also expressed her desire to choose her seat in the hearing classroom 

and the results of being forced to sit in front. 

In the hearing classroom, I sat near the back, but when the interpreter came, they 

told me I had to sit in the front. But, when I sat in the front, the teacher kept 

walking back and forth in front of the interpreter, so I had to look around the 

teacher to see the interpreter. 

Feelings of Inferiority or Inadequacy 

Feelings of inadequacy, inferiority, or insecurity in their mainstream programs 

were also expressed by participants. Participant 1 reported that she felt afraid to ask or 

answer questions or speak up in hearing classrooms. “It was such a challenging 

experience because I was the only deaf and I felt like I stood out.”  

Participant 2 stated: 
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In the hearing classroom, I didn’t always feel comfortable asking questions or 

answering them, but in the deaf classroom I was very comfortable answering and 

raising my hand. I was more confident because we were all the same, equal. 

(Participant 2) 

Participant 3 expressed her fear of being placed in an English class with hearing students: 

The English teacher told me that I didn’t belong in the deaf class for English. I 

was like ‘what, where do I go?’ She said I should go to the hearing English class 

and I was totally opposed to that! I was very insecure because English was not my 

language. (Participant 3) 

In her mainstream program, participant 6 reported feeling inferior to the hearing 

students, even though she was more advanced than other deaf students. Participant 7 

stated that in her deaf oral program, she still felt inferior to hearing students, even though 

she had some hearing and could lip read.  

 Participant 9 reported feeling afraid about attending a hearing program; 

For high school, I went to a hearing school and it was my first experience at a big 

school. I was so scared and didn’t feel confident again. I was raised around a 

hearing family where communication was gestures and now I was back in that 

environment at the high school.…I was terrified! 

Use of Visual Aids in Teaching 

The last resounding theme was the minimal use of visual material in the 

participants’ educational program. Participant 2 acknowledged that sometimes, with 

lecture only, she did not understand what was being taught. However, if the lesson was 



90 

 

 

accompanied by visual aids, such as a PowerPoint presentation, it helped her 

comprehension.  

Participant 5 reported that his hearing teacher in the deaf classroom often used 

pictures, more so than words, to teach the lesson. He also revealed that “If the 

mainstream program used pictures, I would have felt like the classes were equal.” 

Participant 6 reported that there were not many visual aids used in her mainstream 

program.  

Participant 7, who has experience in a deaf oral program, stated: 

I feel that the oral deaf program needs to focus more on visual because deaf 

people are more visual learners. Sometimes the school focuses more on sound and 

words and speaking and that bothers me. If it were more visual, it would help 

students. (Participant 7) 

Likewise, participant 8 expressed the importance of visual aids in her educational 

experience: 

Sometimes the mainstream classroom was so focused on lecture with no visual 

aids and the information would go right over my head. I needed visual aids in 

addition to lecture to help me make the connection. (Participant 8) 

In her Deaf residential program, participant 11 stated that teachers used 

PowerPoint presentations, a projector, and written texts for lessons. She also stated that if 

the students did not understand a word, they were encouraged to try and figure it out 

using a dictionary. If the students still did not understand, the teacher explained it using 

ASL.   



91 

 

 

SQ4 

How can educational programs improve reading and literacy in Deaf students? 

The themes which emerged were teach and understand Deaf culture, teach and 

use ASL, have Deaf mentors and or role models, and spend more time teaching English.  

Teach and Understand Deaf culture 

All participants in the study referenced some aspect of Deaf culture as necessary 

for improving reading and literacy in Deaf students. Participants 1, 3, 5, 9 and 10 stated 

that schools need to teach or understand Deaf culture. Participant 1 explained that 

understanding Deaf culture helps teachers to challenge Deaf students and not limit them. 

She added, “Deaf have rights, and in Deaf culture, we support each other and learn from 

one another.” Participant 3 stated, “schools must teach Deaf culture and have a Deaf 

heart, and the same goes for the administration.”  

According to participant 5,  

Educators should know why Deaf culture is important to us. Deaf culture is really 

different from other cultures. It will help them identify with the language and who 

we are as a people. They will realize that we can understand what’s going on in 

our lives, in politics, and education. I feel proud to be Deaf and am happy to see 

people keeping our culture and community alive. (Participant 5) 

Participant 9 expressed her desire for school staff to realize the intricacies of Deaf culture 

and shared her experiences because of this missing piece.   

My 9th grade year was challenging, but I became more comfortable in the 10th and 

11th grades. In the classroom, the teachers didn’t understand Deaf culture and 
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neither did the students. They didn’t understand accessibility.…I wish educators 

and the like would research Deaf culture. I wish they would interact with the Deaf 

students and Deaf staff.  

Teach and Use ASL 

In relation to teaching and using ASL, except for participant 2, all participants 

referenced the significance of ASL in the educational process. Participant 3 stated the 

following regarding the choice of language used in school: 

I wish SEE would be tossed out. It should be ASL. If Dr. Seuss can play with 

language, we should have the same for deaf students with ASL. It’s fine if deaf 

children can speak, but ASL is also important. It doesn’t matter if they have 

minimal hearing loss. (Participant 3) 

Participant 4 described how ASL is important to enhance English words and add 

visual meaning to a story.  

To help deaf kids with English, signing paints a picture. The action and facial 

expressions and everything involved bring the story alive. It helps to see the story. 

When a story is read from a book, those are just words with no life. ASL is 

descriptive and English is just words. The meaning gets lost with words only. 

“Deaf people are behind,” said participant 11, “so I would say use their language 

first, then English.” Participant 7 emphasized that deaf people are visual learners and 

schools should focus on visual stimulation to help deaf students learn.” Likewise, 

participant 10 stated: 
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There needs to be more visual things for learning. They also need to teach about 

ASL because it’s our first language. We can pick up ASL fast. We struggle with 

English. Programs need to hire Deaf teachers…or hearing teachers that sign. 

(Participant 10) 

Deaf Role Models/Mentors 

The need for Deaf mentors or role models was also mentioned by 6 out of the 11 

participants. Participant 2 recalled not having a Deaf mentor or role model growing up 

and expressed the need for Deaf kids to have someone to admire.  

Deaf students need more support, so they can set goals and learn how to think 

deeply. They also need other deaf to look up to and learn from so that they can 

know that they can be successful too. They need someone they can make that 

connection with to help motivate them to learn. (Participant 2)  

Conversely, participant 8 had a Deaf role model and recognized the influence that this 

had on her life.  

It’s important to be a role model for these children. I remember when I was young 

I had a Deaf role model and I really looked up to her. She taught me language 

before I knew how to read or write, maybe around the age of 3. She taught my 

parents too. We learned to sign as well as understand ASL. She taught me how to 

read and write English.…seeing more and more deaf people helped me to feel I 

can do it too. It helped me to feel encouraged about my future and future success. 

(Participant 5) 
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Spend More Time Teaching English  

The theme of schools spending more time teaching English was referenced by 3 

participants. Participant 1 stated, “Give us time to learn English because we are in a 

hearing world and it’s important for writing and communicating.” Correspondingly, 

participant 4 stated: 

English has words we don’t use in ASL like ‘it’ and ‘to,’ so you have to change 

the message for us to understand. These kinds of words need to be explained so 

we know how to use them in English and we can make the connection. 

(Participant 4) 

Furthermore, she stated, “there should be more time spent teaching English to make sure 

the understanding is there. The lesson shouldn’t be short.”  

According to participant 11,  

There’s a big difference between English and ASL so we need to know how to 

translate English into ASL to help us understand more. The foundation needs to 

be explained. She reiterated the importance of foundation in understanding 

English. Foundation is really important. Some struggle with the foundation and 

you really need that. We need to understand how and why things are certain ways. 

Words like ‘are,’ ‘is,’ ‘to,’ we don’t have in ASL, so it needs to be explained how 

to use these. (Participant 11) 

Summary  

Using data collected from interviews and observations, this chapter presented the 

lived experiences of Deaf participants in formal and informal educational settings. The 
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importance of understanding Deaf culture resonated throughout the findings. This 

included being tolerant of the visual needs of deaf students, respecting their language and 

identity, making after school activities and sports and other activities accessible for deaf 

students, and the necessity for Deaf mentors and or role models in the educational 

process of deaf students. Chapter 5 discusses the implications of these findings and 

suggestions for social change.   
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Recommendations, and Conclusion 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to explore the formal and informal educational 

experiences of Deaf people and whether there is overlap between the practices 

experienced in informal settings and those in formal environments. Understanding the 

learning processes of this population can be used to assist in the creation and 

administration of deaf education programs that improve literacy among deaf students. It 

can also be used to inform policy related to educating this population.  The average deaf 

adult reads at an elementary school level (Wang & Andrews, 2014), and efforts to 

improve reading by reforming policies have been unsuccessful (Trezek & Mayer, 2015).  

An ethnographic phenomenological approach was used to gain knowledge and 

data were collected using interviews and observations. Ethnography allows for the 

observation of cultures in their natural setting to understand interactions among its 

members (Frankel & Devers, 2000; Smith & Bekker, 2011). Therefore, this methodology 

provided a relevant framework for understanding how deaf people teach and learn from 

each other. Phenomenology complemented ethnography through interviews to garner a 

firsthand in-depth understanding of factors that influenced their educational experiences. 

This research was initially planned with 15-20 interviews; however, saturation was 

reached at 11 interviews.  

This study found that Deaf people value aspects of Deaf culture that are important 

for them to learn in a formal educational environment. Participants expressed feelings of 

insecurity and inadequacy when placed in a classroom with their hearing peers. However, 
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in deaf classrooms, they felt equal or even superior to their classmates. They recognized 

the value and limitations of having interpreters throughout school and the impact this had 

on their education. The participants specifically expressed the need for improved 

language and communication, understanding of the culture, and fostering of Deaf identity 

in formal education to enhance their experience and foster educational growth.  

Interpretation of the Findings 

The process of educating deaf children has been debated among academic 

scholars and researchers alike. Deaf education programs have been subjected to 

reformations that measure progress, improve accountability, and provide an inclusive 

experience for deaf students (Cawthon, 2011; U.S. Department of Education, 2004). 

However, the implication of culture and its value in the educational process has been 

vastly ignored. According to Gisladottir (2014), deaf students are at an immediate 

disadvantage when educational programs do not consider the contribution of Deaf culture 

in improving literacy.  

The themes derived from the data suggest that aspects of Deaf culture related to 

learning are rarely present in the formal educational experiences of Deaf people. The 

identified themes are presented in relation to the secondary research questions. Therefore, 

the primary research question was addressed using the themes identified from the 

secondary research questions.  
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Secondary Research Questions 

SQ1: What is Deaf culture from a Deaf person’s perspective? 

The themes that emerged from this question were the use of ASL for 

communication, shared experiences in school and at home, Deaf mentors and or role 

models, and the importance of self-identity. This finding substantiated previous research 

regarding the meaning of Deaf culture and its significance in the lives of Deaf people. 

According to Ladd and Lane (2013), these themes make up Deaf ethnicity and create the 

way for deaf people to change their sense of self from having a disability to identifying as 

part of a specific culture that develops self-pride.   

Use of ASL 

This study found that participants consider ASL to be an essential component of 

Deaf culture that is shared by members of this community. The visual and grammatical 

nature of ASL adds meaning to obscure English words and is a way for Deaf people to 

interact and exchange information. Ladd and Lane (2013) referred to language as one of 

the ethnic properties of members of an ethnic group. ASL is a means of self-expression 

and identity. However, not all participants agreed that ASL use is a determining factor in 

cultural affiliation.  

Shared Experiences  

 Participant 3 described her interaction with a HOH woman, during which they 

communicated using gestures, broken sign language, and voice. Although the woman had 

limited sign skills, the participant credited their shared experiences as creating a bond 

between them. Even though the participant is fluent in ASL, communication is still a 
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struggle. Similarly, the HOH woman’s English fluency and ability to speak did not fully 

close the communication gap she experiences in a hearing world. These and other 

collective experiences unique to deaf people were evidence that Deaf culture includes 

people from various communication backgrounds. The use of ASL, while important to 

Deaf culture, is only one facet of a much greater cultural identity (Ladd & Lane, 2013).  

Self-Identity 

 Participants in this study indicated that understanding one’s identity is important 

for Deaf people. This aligns with previous research by Flaskerud (2014), Van Cleve 

(2016), and Wang and Andrews (2014). All participants acknowledged that they realized 

their identity through interactions with members of Deaf culture and, as a result, became 

more involved with the Deaf community. They also expressed feelings of pride and 

empowerment in understanding and developing their identity. Carter (2015) studied the 

importance of identity in Deaf people and factors that influence self-identity, and found 

that the more deaf people actualized their identity, the more their attitudes regarding their 

deafness shifted. They felt more comfortable associating with other Deaf people and had 

higher self-esteem.  

Deaf Mentors/Role Models 

 All participants in this study reportedly benefited from having a Deaf mentor/role 

model, and 10 out of 11 of them did not meet a mentor/role model until adolescence or 

older. The role model/mentor was central in exposing the participants to Deaf culture and 

the Deaf community, as well as helping them increase their self-esteem and feel 

empowered. Approximately 90% of deaf children are born to hearing parents and 
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therefore, these families have little to no experience with deafness, thus making Deaf role 

models even more important.  

Deaf mentors are a valuable resource for deaf children and their families 

according to Roberson and Shaw (2015), who investigated the educational and familial 

experiences of Deaf senior citizens from Deaf and hearing families and found that older 

Deaf people are an asset to the Deaf community. They suggested that families with deaf 

children seek out Deaf senior citizens as mentors because they can offer guidance and 

support to families who face decisions and challenges relative to rearing a deaf child. 

Deaf mentors can also be the gateway to language and communication, as well as events 

in the Deaf community. Roberson and Shaw posited that including older Deaf people in 

the lives of younger deaf people shows that families with deaf individuals are vested in 

their children’s well-being, something that several participants in this study missed 

growing up.  

SQ2: How do Deaf people learn in an informal learning environment with or from 

other Deaf persons?  

In informal learning environments, deaf people learn through visual 

communication and clear sightline. They use expansion techniques such as reiteration, 

explaining by example, chaining, and faceting during interactions. Additionally, the use 

of repetition, and scaffolding are the themes extracted from this research question.  

Visual Communication and Clear Sightline   

 The importance of visual communication and a clear sightline was a reoccurring 

theme identified during interviews and observations. Data for this study was collected 
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using and observing sign language and translated into English by the researcher and 

translation team. In the interviews, participants as well as the researcher used sign 

language to communicate, and during observations, participants used sign for 

communication. Baker-Shenk and Cokely (1980) identified ASL as a visual-gestural 

language that uses precise movements of the body, including hands, face, arms, posture, 

and eyes to convey meaning and intent; therefore, a barrier-free line of sight is warranted 

for clear communication.  

 During interviews, participants sat directly in front of the researcher, close enough 

to prevent others from walking in between, yet, far enough to maintain personal comfort. 

Participant 6, who arrived at her interview location before the researcher, had determined 

the seating arrangement prior to the researcher’s arrival and it was the same setup. During 

the Bible study meeting, participants sat around a rectangular table, and when people 

arrived late, those around the table shifted left or right to allow the latecomers a seat at 

the table. Likewise, the seating arrangement at the organization meeting was such that 

everyone could see one another. In the case where view was obstructed, participants were 

told to stand on the stage to sign or they signed from their seat and someone else with a 

clear path copied their signs for everyone to see. This finding parallels the definition of 

ASL as a visual-gestural language.  

Expansion Techniques 

 Expansion or contextualizing is an ASL linguistic feature used to clarify, provide 

detail, or relay intent (Quinto-Pozos & Reynolds, 2012). During observations of the Bible 

study group, participants fingerspelled English words that do not have a specific sign, 
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then used ASL to explain the meaning of that word. This expansion technique is known 

as chaining. According to Quinto-Pozos and Reynolds (2012) and Higgins (2016), this 

strategy is commonly used in teaching to help students make connections between 

varying texts. In this instance, written text was converted to a fingerspelled word and that 

was converted to a concept using ASL.  

 Throughout the interviews, participants also used expansion techniques when 

answering questions. When participant 10 described her fears about going to college, she 

signed nervous, not confident, and future don’t know. Using faceting, a technique in 

which signs are sequential and go from general to specific, she clarified her feelings and 

they became more specific. Participants also reiterated points of importance. For 

example, when asked about Deaf culture membership, participant 7 reiterated that 

hearing loss does not determine membership by saying, “Anyone can be a member of the 

deaf community. You don’t have to be deaf. If you sign, or have a deaf spouse you can be 

a member.” Likewise, participant 11 reiterated that her Deaf residential school provided a 

good education. She stated, “School taught us everything. During senior year, they taught 

us things to help plan for life after school. The school taught us a lot.”     

Scaffolding 

 The process of scaffolding was evident in the Bible study and organization 

meetings. Throughout both interactions, the more experienced participants guided the 

other participants. The leaders appeared to provide enough support for the participants to 

feel confident in their ability to lead future meetings on their own. Participants 

demonstrated understanding by nodding in agreement during guidance and taking charge 
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when asked the meaning of a Bible verse or facilitating discussions. According to 

Kuntze, Golos, and Enns (2014), scaffolding activities can provide the support children 

need to understand written English while fostering independence. This includes asking 

open-ended questions and offering examples.   

Use of Repetition 

 When participants were interviewed, they often repeated the interview questions 

back to the researcher or included the questions in their response. This grammatical 

feature is common in ASL and is typically done for clarity, emphasis, and understanding. 

Similarly, during observations, information was repeated several times and participants 

nodded to show understanding or agreement. This discourse marker is another element of 

ASL that fosters understanding by adding cohesion to an utterance, as well as creating 

visual stimulation because of its rhythmic movement. This finding extends previous work 

by Ladd and Lane (2013) who stated that cultural groups have specific rules for behavior 

that includes discourse formation.   

SQ3: What are the learning experiences of Deaf people in a formal learning 

environment?  

The findings related to this question are the importance of the interpreter in their 

educational programs both as interpreters and role models. Also, the formal learning 

experiences included themes iterating problems areas such as language/communication 

barriers, feelings of inadequacy, inferiority, and insecurity in their mainstream program. 

The lack of visual aids in teaching was a theme since Deaf people are visual learners. 
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Importance of Interpreters 

 The importance of interpreters in formal education, beyond facilitating 

communication, resonated with all the participants. Although participant 11 attended a 

Deaf residential school and did not utilize an interpreter in the classroom, she recognized 

their worth as well. This finding corroborates the results of a study by Ayantoye and 

Luckner (2016) who found that deaf children valued the contributions of interpreters to 

their educational achievement.  

Participant 1 stated that, during her elementary school years, she had low 

language skills and struggled to match signs with the meaning of words. She recalled, 

“Now my language is more expansive, but back then it wasn’t. That interpreter was very 

supportive though. They spoke up for me, encouraged me, and told me to be positive.” 

Other participants positively recalled instances where interpreters were their only friend 

in school, provided support and encouragement, acted as an advocate for them, and 

provided instruction.  

This finding correlates with research conducted by Antia and Kreimeyer (2001). 

They found that the role of the interpreter extended beyond facilitating communication 

and interpreters helped with tutoring, instruction, and peer interactions. They suggested 

that the interpreter is a valuable member of the deaf child’s educational experience and 

should be treated, to some degree, as a full-participant, and not just a translator, in this 

environment.  
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Communication/Language Barriers 

 The importance of language and communication was reverberated by all 

participants in this study; however, except for participant 11, all participants experienced 

communication or language barriers in school. Many reported feeling left out of 

classroom and peer interactions as well as extracurricular activities because peers, 

teachers, and administrators did not use sign language. Antia, Jones, Luckner, Kreimeyer, 

and Reed (2011) found that deaf or hard of hearing students who had access to peer 

communication in the classroom and participated in extracurricular activities had more 

positive social interactions and social skills. Additionally, removing barriers related to the 

physical environment can also improve classroom communication (Antia et al., 2011). 

Therefore, issues such as seating arrangement can be altered to improve communication.   

Feelings of Inferiority, Inadequacy, or Insecurity 

 Participants reported that they often felt inferior, inadequate, or insecure during 

the educational journey. Many stated that these feelings centered around communication 

and their low English skills and felt like they were not as smart as the hearing students. 

Participants indicated that they were reluctant to ask or answer questions and rarely 

raised their hands in class. Participant 4 stated, “I used to be embarrassed when I made 

mistakes.” However, this was in stark contrast to their feelings in the deaf classroom or 

residential school. Participant 2 reportedly felt equal to her deaf peers and was not afraid 

to participate in class. Likewise, after feeling embarrassed in mainstream classrooms, 

participant 4 changed following interactions at the Deaf residential school.  
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People would tell me not to feel that way. It was ok. Everyone makes mistakes. 

So, I learned from that. It helped me to grow and become strong and proud. It 

helped me to have high self-esteem. I am proud to be deaf. (Participant 4) 

Research shows that students who feel comfortable with their deafness and are not afraid 

to be assertive in class are more likely to have a successful educational experience 

(Ayantoye & Luckner, 2016). 

Use of Visual Aids in Teaching 

 Over half of the participants in this study stated that their educational programs 

used very few visual aids. In the mainstream classes, lessons consisted mostly of spoken 

and written English. Teachers used the chalkboard and a smartboard, not for illustrations, 

but to present written material. Participant 8 reported that she needed visual aids to 

supplement the material in her mainstream classroom. Participant 7 stated that more 

visual aids are necessary because deaf people are visual learners. This finding reiterates 

the need for more visual support when interacting with deaf people as found by Hayashi 

and Tobin (2014) and Shuler, Mistler, Torrey, and Depukat (2014). 

How can educational programs improve reading and literacy in Deaf students? 

The themes that emerged from this question are that Deaf people want deaf 

education programs to teach and understand Deaf culture and to teach and use ASL in the 

educational environment. Also, having Deaf mentors and role models for students is 

important to identity development in deaf students. Lastly, Deaf people think programs 

should spend more time teaching English. 
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Teach and Understand Deaf culture 

 All participants stated that educational programs with deaf children should 

understand and teach Deaf culture. According to participants, culture is an important part 

of deaf identity and school personnel would benefit from realizing the significance of 

culture in the development of deaf children. This finding supports research by 

Hadjikakou and Nikolariaizi (2011) regarding the importance of culture. Deaf culture is 

cultivated in places such as Deaf clubs and it is here that Deaf people embrace and 

maintain the meaning of culture by participating in actives that promote personal 

development and empowerment. Participant 3 credited her involvement with a Deaf club 

as the catalyst to her Deaf identity. Flaskerud (2014) investigated the meaning of Deaf 

culture and found that the intricacies of being d/Deaf far exceed the ideas people have 

about this minority group. Higgins (2016) stated that recognizing deaf children as a 

cultural minority increases awareness regarding their potential to positively contribute to 

society.  

Teaching and Using ASL 

 A noteworthy aspect of culture is language and, for the participants in this study, 

ASL was identified as the core of Deaf culture. This was evident during observations and 

interviews and was reverberated by interviewees. Participants repeatedly stated that being 

immersed in an ASL rich environment fostered learning and boosted self-identity and 

self-empowerment. Participant 4 explained how she thrived in the Deaf residential school 

because of her exposure to ASL. Participant 3, whose mainstream program used SEE, 

was exposed to ASL in her late teens and reportedly felt an immediate connection to the 
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language. Participant’s 7 and 10 reiterated that ASL, not English, is visually stimulating 

and more appropriate for visual learners. Yet, ASL was not taught in any of the 

educational programs that the participants attended, including Deaf residential programs.  

This supports the findings of O'Brien and Placier (2015) who noted that, although ASL 

was sanctioned at a Deaf residential school, there were no classes dedicated to teaching 

ASL. Higgins (2016) recognized that most teacher preparation programs focus on theory 

in teaching deaf students, and ignore the benefits of ASL proficiency. He suggested that 

programs provide an in-depth study of ASL, perhaps requiring a license in second 

language learning rather than special education. Higgins (2016) also suggested that 

schools seeking to hire teachers of the deaf vet candidates by evaluating their ASL skills 

and requiring numerous years of ASL experience before being appointed.   

Deaf Mentors/Role Models 

 Another component of Deaf culture is the significance of Deaf mentors and or 

role models in the lives of deaf children. The participants credited their Deaf mentors and 

role models with teaching them about the culture and language, encouraging them to 

never give up, and showing them that deaf people can lead successful lives. Participant 3 

recalled her amazement that members of the club readily accepted her.  

A few years later I asked, ‘why did you accept me? I knew nothing about the 

culture; I was a girl. He said it was because I accepted ASL. I grew up signing 

SEE. He said I wasn’t afraid to jump right in and if I didn’t understand something 

I wasn’t afraid to ask. I started picking up the language really quickly and 
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advocating at my high school. He said that I didn’t come in judging or criticizing, 

instead I had an open mind. 

This confirms the research of Baker and Scott (2016) who suggested that certified deaf 

interpreters or language mentors are assets in the language learning process. Likewise, 

Plue (2003) recommended that schools examine the impact of multicultural Deaf role 

models by providing students with resources about such.   

Spend More Time Teaching English 

 Most of the participants in this study stated that they struggled with reading and 

writing English. Research supports this, as the average d/Deaf adult reads at an 

elementary school level (Luckner, Slike, & Johnson, 2012; Marschark, et al., 2009; Wang 

& Andrews, 2014). Participants stated that, because of the vast differences between ASL 

and English, more time needs to be dedicated to teaching English. Several participants 

specifically acknowledged issues with understanding and applying English prepositions 

and conjugating the be verb.  

Primary Research Question 

 The primary research question asked about the educational experiences of Deaf 

people in formal and informal learning environments. The findings show that, while 

culture is the crux of informal educational experiences, cultural nuances are not a key 

factor in deaf education programs. This resonates with research conducted by McIlroy 

and Storbeck (2011) who interviewed participants regarding their views about their 

deafness. Participants in mainstream programs lacked self-identity and viewed deafness 

as a calamity.  
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Additionally, participants experienced communication barriers and longed to 

connect with other deaf. Gisladottir (2014) found that materials used in school are 

standard and lack identity development. She concluded that teachers need to incorporate 

elements that foster identity and individuality. Ziv (2015) found that cultural oppression 

of Deaf students in school has resulted in a lack of opportunities and low performance. 

Artiles (2015) postulated that the complexities of culture and its influence on people are 

considerations when determining policy, laws, and education programs.  

  Constructivism contends that language helps to construct knowledge and assign 

meaning (Gisladottir, 2014). This process starts in our social interactions and extends to 

our educational experiences. Therefore, language helps develop mental processing and 

thought patterns (Kozulin et al., 2003). This was evident in the experiences relayed by the 

participants. Language and communication were barriers in the formal educational 

experiences of the participants in this study. Many participants repeatedly stated that their 

school programs did not prioritize their primary language, leaving students to rely on 

interpreters for interactions with teachers, administrators, and peers. Conversely, 

participants who attended a Deaf residential program reported that interactions and 

discussions with other Deaf students, teachers, and staff helped them to better understand 

and feel comfortable with their education.  

The socio-cultural theory of learning states that social interactions contribute to 

individual knowledge and are further developed in formal educational settings. Vygotsky 

(1978) asserted the importance of culture in developing language and cognition, two 

processes vital to the educational experience. Scaffolding, a cultural nuance in which 
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individuals are supported through an activity or event until self-sufficiency develops, was 

lacking in most of the participants’ formal education programs. Participants in this study 

reported finding Deaf mentors later in life, outside of their school setting, who helped 

them navigate certain areas in their lives. However, scaffolding was observed during the 

Deaf Bible study group and the organization meeting. Both groups were led by 

individuals with expertise and knowledge of the subject over which they presided. Yet, it 

was evident that they had been prepared to assume these positions, as in the case of the 

organization meeting, or were being prepared to become leaders, as evident with the 

Bible study group.  

During observations of the Bible study group, participants were able to refer to 

their own experiences to interpret complex Bible verses and their applicability in 

everyday life. Similarly, during the organization meeting, instances of turn-taking and the 

use of formal language during group discussions and informal language during more 

intimate discussions was also observed. These findings are significant because they 

contribute to the notion that characteristics of Deaf culture, such as ASL and its 

grammatical features, learned during informal interactions, are beneficial to overall 

knowledge acquisition as suggested by Vygotsky (1978).  

MI theory is based on the premise that individuals possess frames of intelligence 

that can be activated in various ways (Gardner, 1983). During observations of the Bible 

study group, participants were observed using space to recreate stories from the Bible as 

well as their own narratives. The use of space fostered understanding of the material and 

is a grammatical tool significant to ASL. Likewise, observations at the organization 
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meeting revealed that written material was supplemental to visual aids, which is opposite 

of school curricula. These findings contribute to the perspective of spatial intelligence 

proposed by MI theory, as Deaf people use space to reconstruct visual images, with 

precision and clarity, that are not present.  

Limitations of the Study 

This study relied on information provided by the participants. Deaf community 

members may have embellished or diminished their experiences to placate the researcher. 

The researcher had safeguards to diminish this limitation, including member checking 

and the interview procedure discussion. Participants were provided the purpose of this 

study, measures taken to ensure confidentiality, and future uses of the results. This 

encouraged honest and forthright answers in response to the interview questions. The 

language barrier also presented a limitation as there was the potential for 

misinterpretation. To minimize this issue, a translation team fluent in ASL was used. 

They included a Deaf linguist fluent in ASL and English, a nationally certified 

interpreter, and the researcher.  

Recommendations 

Future research regarding the educational experiences of Deaf people in formal 

and informal settings can provide a more in-depth look regarding the educational needs 

of this population. First, including specific demographic information of Deaf adults with 

respect to race, socioeconomic status, age at onset of hearing loss, and parental hearing 

status and educational background could provide additional information useful to these 

findings. Because hearing loss is measurable and being a member of Deaf culture is a 
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choice, this could inform individual’s feelings about their deafness and their interactions. 

This is especially relevant since resounding themes of this study were related to culture 

and self-identity.  

Secondly, conducting observations in various deaf education classrooms could 

confirm or deny the presence of cultural nuances and supplement participant interviews. 

The results of this study found that the participants felt that communication was a key 

component in their educational process that was lacking. However, researchers recognize 

that the communication backgrounds of deaf children are highly varied (Allen, Letteri, 

Choi, & Dang, 21014) and what some may deem as inadequate communication, others 

view as acceptable and understandable.  

The last recommendation would be to conduct several interviews with the 

participants to gain more in-depth knowledge about their background. The first interview 

would gather background information on how they became deaf, family response to their 

deafness, and experiences in familial settings. The purpose of this information would be 

to gain insight into what it is like to be deaf. Although, Paul (2014) argued that we can 

never really know what it is like to be deaf, he does acknowledge that educators need to 

be sensitive to cultural diversity, particularly in addressing issues related to academic 

development and achievement. Thus, the second interview would include more detail 

about the formal educational experiences of this population and could inform the 

development and modification of deaf education programs.  
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Implications 

Positive Social Change 

The results of this study reveal that Deaf people value the nuances of Deaf culture 

in all aspects of their lives. The participants in this study recognized that culture is the 

core of who they are, and through cultural experiences, they have developed a sense of 

self that was otherwise missing. Participant 6 described it by saying, “I always felt like 

something was missing. At that time, I was being mainstreamed and, in that environment, 

my identity wasn’t there.” The participants revealed that during their educational journey, 

they often longed for a connection with others, but felt like there was no one else. This 

often led to feelings of sadness, insecurity, and inadequacy related to their hearing loss.  

Participant 3 stated that she was in school when she learned that her deafness was 

permanent. She reported that this was a very traumatic event because, in her mind, if she 

was a good girl, as reiterated by the hearing adults in her life, she would grow up to be 

hearing. The adults did not tell her this, but she equated being able to hear with being a 

good person. When participant 3 saw two Deaf adults signing and the teacher explained 

that they were Deaf and using sign language, she was stunned, and the teacher was 

surprised by her reaction. “It was an awakening for her and she brought in Deaf mentors 

because, as kids, we were missing that component.” 

Continued investigation into the educational needs of deaf students is necessary to 

develop policy and laws, as well as educational curricula, that meet the needs of this 

population. Most studies related to deaf education focus on incorporating these students 

into the larger hearing culture and measuring their progress based on hearing standards 
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(Garberoglio et al., 2014). Research dedicated to the relationship between education and 

culture among this community is lacking (LaSasso & Crain, 2015).  

According to Creswell (2014), research can be a catalyst for social change. 

Policies and laws tend to be influenced by data; therefore, empirical data addressing the 

educational needs of deaf students, particularly in relation to culture, can positively 

impact literacy. Improving literacy in deaf people creates post-secondary education and 

employment opportunities previously unattainable. Deaf people have the ability to 

succeed academically, but the state of the current education system has stifled many 

(Danmeyer & Marschark, 2016).  

The findings of this study can help educators of deaf children to become 

culturally sensitive to the needs of deaf students in their teaching. Teacher training 

programs that specialize in teaching deaf students can integrate aspects of Deaf culture 

into their curriculum, thus, creating a foundation that can later be cultivated in the 

classroom. Integrations include providing ASL classes to future teachers and providing 

courses or seminars on how to create a barrier-free environment regarding 

communication. Teacher preparation programs can also explore, in-depth, the importance 

of self-identity and the significance of Deaf mentors in deaf education programs, and the 

importance of visual aids in classroom instruction. Spencer and Marschark (2010) found 

that the teaching methods used to educate deaf students are not consistent, as the research 

available on best practices is paradoxical, thereby, rendering achievement measures 

unreliable.  However, according to Marschark, Spencer, Adams, and Sapere (2011), 

improved student success can be accomplished and measured by studying the techniques 
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of teachers of the deaf who have managed to effectively teach based on the needs of their 

students. 

Lastly, findings from this study can be used to inform interpreter training 

programs regarding the value of interpreter student relationships. All the participants 

valued the interpreter as a communication facilitator, and many also viewed them as an 

ally in the educational setting. Many participants reported that the interpreter was their 

only friend in school, and several still have a bond with their interpreters as adults.  

Cultivating a relationship with clients on a more personal level is a debatable 

issue among interpreters and in interpreter training programs. Therefore, interpreters are 

challenged with establishing a rapport with clients while maintaining professional 

boundaries. By considering the deaf students’ perspective of the interpreter/student 

relationship in formal educational settings, programs can place more emphasis on the 

benefits of such relationship and its impact on students’ overall development.   

Conclusion  

Culture is the foundation of self-identity and it is within culture that we amass the 

necessary tools to negotiate the outside world. This study provides a glimpse into the 

educational experiences of Deaf people in formal and informal educational settings. It 

also illuminates the importance of culture in all aspects of their lives, including 

education, as told by the participants. During interviews, participants reiterated the need 

for culturally competent educational environments that include barrier-free 

communication, access to ASL in instruction and interactions, and encouragement and 

development of self-identity.  
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The research findings also corroborated the ethnographic and phenomenological 

methodologies used to frame this study. Interactions between Deaf people in social and 

informal settings were observed for meaning. Observations provided information on how 

Deaf people teach and learn from one another in this environment. Observations were 

augmented by interviews that provided further insight into the meaning of interactions 

from the perspective of the participant.  

Overall, the findings of this study contribute to the push for attention and the need 

for change in the education of deaf students. Policy makers, school administrators, 

teachers, and interpreters are members of the pedagogical community who have 

opportunities to positively influence the educational experiences of d/Deaf students. A 

more purposeful approach to educating this population can be achieved if all constituents 

commit to revamping a system that is failing d/Deaf students.  
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Appendix A: Participant Recruitment Flyer 

 
 

Have you attended at least one semester of post high school education? 

Did you attend a mainstream program? 

 

Deaf men and women ages 18 to 30 to participate in a research study!  

 
 

 

 

 

You are invited to participate in a research study conducted by Stephanie 

Beatty, a doctoral student at Walden University. The purpose of this research 

is to understand if aspects of Deaf culture that nurture learning are included 

in the educational experiences of Deaf people. The screening questionnaire 

for inviting participants takes approximately 10 minutes and can be found at 

https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/662F6GT.  

If invited to participate, the interview will take 45-90 minutes. 

 

Information is confidential and no identifying information will be requested.  

You will be asked to provide a working email address at the end of the 

questionnaire and will be contacted if you are eligible to participate. 

Questions? Contact Stephanie at stephanie.beatty@waldenu.edu  

https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/662F6GT
mailto:stephanie.beatty@waldenu.edu
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Appendix B: Screening Questionnaire 

Online questionnaire available at https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/662F6GT  

 

 

 

1. Age: ________  

 

 

2. Are you (choose one) 

Deaf    Hard of Hearing   Deaf/blind   Hearing 

 

3. Do you use or have you ever used any of the following assistive listening devices          

(choose all that apply) 

Hearing Aid    Cochlear Implant       

Other (please describe): ______________ 

 

4. What is your first language (choose one) 

ASL    English   Signed English  Other: _________________ 

 

5. Do you currently use ASL to communicate?  

Yes    No  

 

6. Have you attended at least one semester of college or vocational school? 

Yes             No   

 

7. What type of educational program did you attend for elementary, middle, and 

high school (choose all that apply) 

Public mainstream (w/interpreters)  Deaf residential school    Oral program   

Home School   Private School  

 

 

 

Please enter your Email address: __________________________________________ 

https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/662F6GT
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Appendix C: Non-Disclosure/Confidentiality Agreement  

 

Name of Signer: ________________________________________________  

  

During the course of my activity in collecting/viewing/analyzing/translating 

data for this research, I will have access to information, which is confidential and 

should not be disclosed. I acknowledge that the information must remain confidential, 

and that improper disclosure of confidential information can be damaging to the 

participant.  

 

By signing this Confidentiality Agreement, I acknowledge and agree that: 

1. I will not disclose or discuss any confidential information with others, including friends 

or family. 

2. I will not in any way divulge, copy, release, sell, loan, alter or destroy any confidential 

information except as properly authorized. 

3. I will not discuss confidential information where others can overhear/oversee the 

conversation. I understand that it is not acceptable to discuss confidential information even 

if the participant’s name is not used. 

4. I will not make any unauthorized transmissions, inquiries, modification or purging of 

confidential information. 

5. I agree that my obligations under this agreement will continue after termination of the 

job that I will perform. 

6. I understand that violation of this agreement will have legal implications. 

7. I will only access or use systems or devices I’m officially authorized to access and I 

will not demonstrate the operation or function of systems or devices to unauthorized 

individuals. 

 

Signing this document, I acknowledge that I have read the agreement and I agree 

to comply with all the terms and conditions stated above. 

 

Signature:_______________________________________Date:___________________ 
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Appendix D: Interview Questions 

1. What is Deaf culture from a Deaf person’s perspective? 

2. How do Deaf people learn in an informal learning environment with or from other 

Deaf (i.e. social situations)?  

3. What are the learning experiences of Deaf people in a formal learning environment?  

4. How can educational programs improve reading and literacy in Deaf students? 

 

Interview Questions to address Research Questions #1 and #2 

1. What is your definition of Deaf culture?  

2. What does it mean to be a member of Deaf culture? 

3. Think of one or more conversations you have had with other members of the Deaf 

community that were memorable or impactful. Tell me about those experiences and what 

you learned from that person or persons.  

4. During your memorable interactions described in question 3, who were the people or 

person involved (older, younger, relative, friend, etc.)? Who was the leader in the 

conversation? How did they help you to understand or learn (did they use explanations, 

comparisons, real life examples, etc.)?  

5. Who were your Deaf mentors, advisors, supporters and why? How did having this 

person or persons support make you feel (ashamed, empowered, embarrassed, proud, 

etc.)?  
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Interview questions to address Research Questions #3 and #4 

6. Describe your educational experiences in school. How did you interact with other 

students and teachers/administrators? What was the class size? Methods of 

communication? What types of teaching aids were used? How did you feel in this 

environment (isolated, a valuable member of the educational community, connected or 

disconnected from peers, etc.)?  

7. What role, if any, did interpreters play in your education?  In what ways did having 

an interpreter make school easier for you? In what ways did it make school harder for 

you? 

8. Who were your non-Deaf mentors, supporters, advisors during your educational 

experiences and why? How did having this person or persons support make you feel 

(ashamed, empowered, embarrassed, proud, etc.)?  

9. Comparing your memorable social interactions in the Deaf community with your 

educational experiences, what suggestions do you have to enhance/improve the education 

of Deaf people? Which parts of Deaf culture do you think would be helpful in a formal 

education setting?  
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