Abstract

This article reports on a preliminary exploration of the perceptions of identity and its formation held by a small group of profoundly pre-lingually deaf young Australian adults who are the only deaf person in their family. While much has been written about identity formation, identity formation for this group of people is poorly understood, and therefore, the purpose of this study was to gain accounts directly from a small number of these young people on their perceptions of identity and its formation. In-depth interviews were conducted with three deaf young adults and based on information gained directly from these participants, a preliminary model of the process of identity and its formation as described by these participants was developed.

The participants expressed the notion of two ‘worlds’: the Deaf world and the hearing world. All participants identified as members of both the Deaf world and of the hearing world. In effect, they saw themselves as bi-cultural.  

Although it is evident that the participants in the study felt a sense of identity with the culturally Deaf people they met, from their perspective, it was the decision to join in and socialise with culturally Deaf people that gave them the option to form a bi-cultural identity.

“Comfortable in Both Worlds” 

An investigation into the perception of identity formation held by deaf young adults from hearing families

Introduction

In their daily lives, D/deaf
 people are repeatedly confronted by a label of disability. This label is given under the ‘medical-disability model’ which conceptualises deafness as a condition or disease situated ‘in’ the individual (Ladd, 2005; Power, 1996). Within this model, deaf people are perceived as biologically deficient beings in need of assimilation into hearing society (Power, 1996).

However, since the 1970’s deaf people themselves have begun to collectively argue against the master narratives of deafness as deficit or disability (Padden, 1996), arguing that they can do everything that hearing people can do, except hear. This view, conceptualised as the social-cultural model of deafness, lies in sharp contrast to the medical-disability model. From the perspective of the social-cultural model, Deaf people contend that they are a cultural and linguistic minority, a Deaf community, based on their use of sign language and cultural mores built around the visual, rather than the aural. Hence, for culturally Deaf people, deafness is seen as a positive and essential part of oneself, recognised as a Deaf identity 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
(Carty, 1994; Kannapell, 1993; Power, 1996)
. Thus for Deaf people, most typically those with Deaf parents and/or siblings, identity is based both on deafness as a positive, essential part of oneself, (Carty, 1994) and on membership in the Deaf community (Kannapell, 1993). 

Yet, ninety percent of deaf children are born into hearing families, (Gregory & Knight, 1998) the majority of whom have never had contact with a profoundly deaf person, and who “have no idea of the linguistic, psychological, social and educational implications of early childhood deafness” (Meadow-Orlans, 1990, p. 7). Thus, for deaf children born into hearing families, membership in the Deaf community and access to a Deaf identity is not a foregone conclusion. Moreover, research suggests that there are also marked differences in the experiences of those growing up as a deaf child within a hearing family from those of deaf children who have Deaf parents 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
(Harris, 1995; Mitchell & Karchmer, 2004; Schlesinger & Meadow, 1972)
.

The dilemma of how to communicate with their deaf child is often amongst the important issues raised by parents as part of their initial reaction to the diagnosis. As Beazley and Moore (1995) have argued, communication provides vital access to information, education and opportunity throughout life. Most importantly, as Kannapel (1993) found, language choice has the most significant impact on how the deaf child views their identity.

Theoretical frameworks

Two main theoretical frameworks were used to guide this study, that of Erikson’s Epigenesis of Identity and Corker’s Deaf identity theory. Erikson (1983) posits that identity formation is a psychosocial developmental task that takes place over the lifespan of an individual, with a normative crisis in adolescence. The second main theoretical framework used in this study was Corker’s (1995) Deaf identity. Corker (1995), a Deaf writer, uses Erikson’s theory as a basis for discussing the differences between the formation of the ‘disabled identity’ and the ‘Deaf identity’. 

Corker posits that the disabled identity is formed in deaf people from hearing families as a result of lack of access to a Deaf identity in their formative years. Erikson’s theory argues for the importance of events which occur in early childhood, particularly the significance of the child’s relationship with his or her immediate family. Erikson contends that ”the child looks for models by which to measure himself (sic) and seeks happiness in trying to resemble them in order to achieve self-esteem” (Erikson, 1959, p. 19). Thus, Corker concludes that for a deaf child in a hearing family, identity formation takes place in an ‘alien environment’, often resulting in the formation of an ‘inconsistent identity’, which is premised on deafness as a disability (Corker, 1995, p.24). 

As Corker (1995) points out, however, although cultural Deafness is a valid representation of one Deaf reality, it is not the only deaf reality (emphasis in the original). Reagan (1990) has described individuals who are born deaf and who are audiologically rather than culturally Deaf as constituting an ‘intermediary’ group between the Deaf world and the hearing world.
This intermediary group includes:

· those educated in oral programs (who have never learned to sign, including cochlear implant recipients), 

· those taught Signed English in the education system, and 

· those individuals with sufficient residual hearing to function effectively in the hearing world (Reagan, 1990, p. 79). 

Further, as Reagan notes, members of this group share many of the frustrations and life experiences of the culturally Deaf, but who generally identify more with the hearing population rather than with the Deaf community. This group can exist between the world of the Deaf and that of the hearing, and are in general, not accepted by the Deaf community.
Identity for audiologically deaf people 
As detailed above, deaf people born to hearing parents can experience the effective closure of opportunities for them to live in, or experience membership in, the Deaf community (Corker, 1995). 

Ridgeway (1998) supports Corker’s view, and points out:

Continuous immersion in hearing environments, lack of access to Deaf awareness, Deaf history, sign language and lack of contact with culturally Deaf peers and positive role model interaction are all important factors that limit the development of a Deaf identity (Ridgeway, 1998, p. 13). 

Additionally, Harris (1995) found that those deaf children who live in families where every significant other is hearing may experience difficulty in their identity formation.  

However, when Deaf children of Deaf families attend the same school as deaf children from hearing families, their cultural Deafness and natural language, sign language, can be transmitted. The transmission of cultural Deafness to the deaf children from hearing families opens up the option of a pathway for the latter to enter into the Deaf community as they reach late adolescence or adulthood. This then provides an avenue for deaf children from hearing families to find their way into the Deaf community as long as they can sign fluently in Auslan
 (Emerton, 1996; Power, 1996). It is the perceptions of their identity and its formation held by those deaf people from hearing families who have grown up with either oral or Signed English communication that were the focus of this study.

An examination of the literature on identity formation for deaf people from hearing families has revealed that there is a paucity of information on this topic. Glickman and Carey (1993) and Glickman and Harvey (1996) have developed a set of Deaf Identity Development Scales (DIDS), which aim to measure “how some audiologically deaf people acquire a culturally Deaf identity” (Glickman & Carey, 1993, p. 276). Glickman and Carey (1993) and Glickman and Harvey (1996) have proposed that there are four types of deaf identities that originate from specific life experiences common to deaf people. These identities, arranged in stages, are hearing, marginal, immersion and bicultural. With respect to the particular experience of profoundly pre-lingually deaf people born into hearing families, Gickman and Carey (1993) posit that most deaf/H people will have a marginal identity. “Culturally marginal deaf people do not, by definition, have a well-formed prior identity. Rather they exist in a state of identity confusion and cultural marginality from the beginning” (Glickman & Harvey, 1996, p. 133).

Other writers from the Deaf sector such as Carty (1994), posit that as most deaf people are born to hearing families, and therefore do not experience early inculcation into the Deaf community, the acquisition of a Deaf identity and entry into the Deaf community happens in stages. Moreover, Carty, (1994) believes that “the experiences of deaf people from hearing families who develop a Deaf identity are of great importance, as they offer conclusive evidence of the attraction of Deaf culture” (Carty, 1994, p. 42). The findings of Leigh, Marcus, Dobosh and Allen (1998, p. 336) have suggested that “the experience of being deaf with hearing parents influences one’s identity development in a way that is significantly different from identity development for a hearing or deaf person of deaf parents.” 

Kappapell (1993) states that the question of Deaf identity is extremely complicated, and as only a few studies exist that deal exclusively with the concept of identity among Deaf people, more research is required into this area. However, despite these recent contributions to the body of work on Deaf identity formation, as writers such as Colangelo Fischer & McWhirter (2001) and Kannapell, (1993) maintain, comparatively little research exists on identity formation amongst the overall population of D/deaf people including those who are the focus of this study.  
Additionally, as Hindley, Hill, McGuigan, and Kitson  (1994) noted, the majority of previous research on the psychosocial development of deaf children and adolescents was undertaken without asking the deaf subjects a single question. Instead, the parents and teachers were asked the questions on the assumption that their answers represented the views of the deaf people concerned. This research strategy, it was claimed, was necessary due to the difficulties in communicating with the deaf individuals who were the focus of the research. 

Thus, the views of the deaf people were not sought in the majority of previous research, which, when taken in concert with the dearth of research in the specific area of identity formation for deaf people in Australia and overseas, has led to a lack of understanding about this critical process. Therefore, the purpose of this study was to conduct an initial investigation to counter these assumptions by asking deaf people from hearing families themselves about their perceptions of the identity formation process and the factors that impact upon its development. 
Methodology – gathering the perceptions of identity and its formation
The aim of this study was to explore the perceptions of identity and its formation held by a small group of profoundly pre-lingually deaf young adults with hearing families who have grown up using either the oral method or Signed English as their main communication mode. To this end, the interpretive paradigm (Blaikie, 2002; Neuman, 2003) and hermeneutic tradition were considered appropriate to guide the exploration of how participants viewed their identity, and those factors impacting on its development. The interpretive paradigm recognises that meaning is produced in social interaction, (Rubin & Rubin, 1995) and that the researcher using this paradigm is interested in the construction of that ‘meaning’ by the people being studied (Neuman, 2003, p. 76). Neuman (2003) explains hermeneutics gives pre-eminence to finding the meaning embedded within a text through a process of detailed examination and reading. It is also “the critical theory of interpretation” (Rundell, 1995, p. 10), focusing on meanings and interpretations (Liamputtong & Ezzy, 2005). Alvesson and Skoldberg (2000) argue that modern hermeneutics can be used to interpret human action in a similar way to interpreting a text. 

Participant invitation procedure
Deaf/H participants were invited to be part of the study who met the following criteria relevant to the study; that is, profoundly pre-lingually deaf young adults aged between 18 and 25 years of age who were the only deaf person in a hearing family, and who grew up using either Signed English or oral communication as their primary communication modes. The participants were not known previously to the researcher, but were recruited through professional contacts. Each professional contact had access to the individuals who were potential participants (as outlined above) in the study. Therefore, sufficient information and invitation kits, consisting of an acceptance form and stamped return-addressed envelope were prepared by the researcher, placed in a blank envelope and given to each contact to be addressed and distributed by them on the researcher’s behalf to potential participants. Those people interested in participating were invited to return the acceptance form in the stamped return-addressed envelope supplied or to contact the researcher directly by text message or email. Included in the acceptance form was the opportunity for the participant to request an interpreter if desired. 

This strategy was adopted to protect the privacy of the people being invited, as the researcher had no knowledge of which individuals were given invitations and the contacts had no knowledge as to which individuals had indicated their interest to participate.  It should also be noted that the sole involvement of these professional contacts in the study was the issuing of the invitations to the potential participants. Importantly, this invitation procedure also ensured that each contact remained unaware of those people, with whom each participant is associated, who choose to take part in the study.

The age of participants was also of critical importance, as Erikson states that an identity crisis occurs in adolescence. Therefore, for the purposes of the study, participants who were past adolescence and embarking on adulthood (18 to 25 years old) were considered to be the most informative on their identity formation. It is not known by the researcher how many potential participants were invited, however, of those invited, three people meeting the above criteria agreed to participate in the study. Relevant details of each participant are outlined below. Pseudonyms have been used and some identifying details have been changed to protect anonymity and maintain the confidentiality of their information.

The study participants

Jenny is 22 years old, and attended primary and secondary mainstream schools until Year 11, when her parents placed her into a special unit for deaf students attached to a mainstream school. Jenny is profoundly deaf and up to the time she went to the special unit, she was taught via the oral communication method. However, when she was attending the special unit, she learned Signed English. Jenny was given speech therapy every week for the 10 years she attended a mainstream school. Currently, although Jenny prefers speech as her main communication mode, she also uses Signed English and has begun to acquire Auslan. Until a few years ago, Jenny resided in the family home but now lives alone.  

John is 22 years old, and was educated in another state in Australia. He was taught via the oral method in both ‘deaf’ and mainstream hearing schools until in Year 11, when his family moved to Queensland where he attended only a mainstream hearing school. He is profoundly deaf, but received a cochlear implant when he was a young boy. He uses oral communication, but has acquired some Signed English and Auslan skills. John resides with his family in the family home.

Tom is 22 years old, and was educated using Signed English in a special unit for deaf students attached to a mainstream school. He is profoundly deaf, and while growing up used Signed English as his primary communication mode. He has now acquired Auslan, and prefers that as his primary communication mode.  Tom resides with his partner.

All participants were born profoundly deaf, and are thus considered to be pre-lingually deaf for the purposes of the study.
Interview procedure 

The in-depth interview, described by Hesse-Biber & Levy (2006) as “a meaning-making endeavour embarked on as a partnership between the interviewer and his or her respondent” (p.119), was considered the most appropriate technique to garner participant expertise on the issues of concern. An interview guide, which simply provides suggested topics to be explored in the interviews, was used. The guide focused on participants’ views on their identity formation, notions of D/deaf identity and disability identity; use of communication modes (oral and sign language); the Deaf Community and other identity issues raised by the participant. This format provided a means of data collection to generate a ‘thick description’ of identity formation from the perspectives of the participants themselves. Throughout the interview, checks were made with the participants to both ensure they had the opportunity to have input into the interview agenda as well as to ensure that the researcher’s interpretations of their views were accurate 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
(Charmaz, 2006; Knox, Mok, & Parmenter, 2000; Sandelowski, 1993)
.  

The interviews were conducted by the first author who is well experienced in working with deaf people. The interviews took place in a location suitable to both the participant and the researcher. While in the process of making arrangements for the interviews, each participant was asked if they would prefer a sign language interpreter to be present at the interview. Jenny and Tom requested an interpreter. John (who uses oral communication and a mixture of signed English and Auslan) declined to have an interpreter present at the interview. Therefore, for this interview, only the researcher and John were involved. Oral communication was used by both the researcher and the participant, John.

The use of an interpreter was seen as a strategy to address any potential misunderstandings in communication due to the somewhat lower level of the first author’s Signed English and Auslan skills, and to provide a ‘live’ translation of spoken English that could be recorded. The interpreter was required to sign a confidentiality agreement. All interviews were taped and notes written immediately after their completion, which then formed the data for the study. 

Consistent with the qualitative approach taken in the study, the focus of the analysis was the identification of the themes emerging from the data and the relationships among these themes. These themes and their relationships were developed using the grounded theory principles as described by Strauss and Corbin (1998) and Minichiello, Aroni, Timewell and Alexander (1995). Rubin and Rubin (1995) state that qualitative interviews provide information to form explanations and theories that is grounded in the data. Charmaz (2003) explains that a grounded theory methodology is comprised of flexible strategies for advancing qualitative data collection and analysis. This is achieved through a set of inductive steps which lead the researcher from examination of the social phenomena to the development and provision of a conceptual understanding of it. 

Analysis of the data from each participant was undertaken separately by each author and then discussed and further refined to ensure consistency. A preliminary theoretical understanding of perceptions on identity and the processes of its formation held by the participants has resulted. 

Interview findings – The story so far…

Participants expressed the notion of two “worlds”, relevant to their lives as a deaf person; these being the Deaf world and the hearing world. Participants indicated that they now have a choice as to their involvement in either or both worlds. They detailed the following three distinct phases of choice in their lives:-

A. THEN – limited opportunities for choice
Participants indicated that while they were growing up, they lived entirely in the hearing world. While growing up in the hearing world, the participants experienced limited opportunities for communication with their hearing family and difficulties in their education. At that stage, participants also had limited opportunity to live in both the hearing world and the Deaf world. They expressed this limitation by describing their experiences during this time as THEN. 

B. TRIGGER FOR CHANGE – opportunities for change open up
Participants indicated that the opportunities for change in their lives were triggered by having the opportunity to meet culturally Deaf people either at various stages of their High School career, or through their participation in Deaf Camp. As a consequence, participants were able to choose to live in either the Deaf world, or the hearing world, or to live in both. These participants made the choice to live in both the Deaf and hearing worlds. 

C. NOW – living in both worlds
Participants indicated that they now have a choice as to which world to live in, but don’t want to deny either world; that is they indicated a wish to live in both the Deaf and the hearing worlds. Participants described how their decision to live in both worlds has impacted on their lives. They described the impact of this decision as NOW. 
As an outcome, NOW they feel comfortable in both worlds, which has had an impact on how they see themselves; their identity. 

This process is depicted in Figure 1 – Comfortable in Both Worlds (attached to the end of this article)
A – THEN – limited opportunities for choice in the hearing world
Participants were asked to describe their life when they were growing up as a deaf person in a hearing family. At this stage of their lives, all participants lived solely in the hearing world. All three participants indicated the following two critical aspects of this stage of their lives: their experiences around communication in the family, and their experiences at school. A sample of these experiences are described below. N.B. Due to limitations in size, only a small amount of data is included in this article.
i) Experiences around communication in the family:

Being the only deaf person in a hearing family meant that for these participants, there were limited opportunities for communication with members of their family, and limited opportunities to feel part of the family. 

For example, Jenny experienced limited opportunities to communicate with her family which frustrated her, and left her feeling isolated. She said “I found it really difficult, communication is the worst. When I was growing up I found really really difficult, because my family has never never signed to me, and only oral read lips, but I get very very frustration with my family. I found really really hard and I felt like, I’m left out, and I’m so alone”.

Tom’s communication was limited to a few members of his family who could use Signed English. He explained that he had a lot of “confused feelings and conflicting feelings” when he realised he was different from his family.
John spoke of his limited opportunities to interact in any group situations with his family. “Yeah with the whole family I speak, but mostly I would be quiet, and when they are all talking, I would sit there, and I was going, (demonstrates looking at different people in a group to read their lips) trying to think, what they are saying? They all talking at once, look like blah blah blah...”
ii) Experiences at school

Participants were asked to describe their experiences as a deaf person at school. All three participants indicated that they experienced difficulties at school, and in particular how their educational opportunities were compromised. John’s family were not comfortable with using Signed English, and wanted him to learn to speak. Therefore, he had to simultaneously attend an oral deaf school to learn how to speak, but to a hearing school to be educated. Thus, John spent significant time travelling between schools on the same day in the endeavour to both learn to speak as well as to receive an education. Tom’s education was compromised by the lack of skills in Signed English of the teacher’s aides supporting him during high school. 
Jenny described her feelings about the lack of support in the classroom she felt disadvantaged her. For her, the hardship of being educated using only the oral method of communication was compounded by the social isolation she felt as the only deaf child in a hearing school. She said, “Go to school a lot of kids picking on me, because there is no deaf people live up there, and only me by myself in the hearing school, and I have no friends, I feel so alone at lunch time, I just really really lonely at lunch time”.

B. TRIGGER FOR CHANGE - Opportunities for change open up

Participants indicated that the trigger for change in their lives came about as a result of opportunities opening up for them to access the Deaf world while they were attending High School. These came about through the opportunity to meet and mix at school with culturally Deaf students and the opportunity to participate in Deaf Camp, (a camp for deaf High School students held annually in various states around Australia). 
For example, Tom described how he met culturally Deaf students at High School, and was exposed to Auslan and to Deaf students who knew about the Deaf community. 
“I got up to Grade 11 and 12, some of the older people had already met other Deaf people and were going to things like the Deaf Festival, that had an influence on me, I mean that was me looking for people to communicate with in Auslan, and at lunch time I’d go with the Deaf group, and so I became fully culturally Deaf”. 
Jenny attended a special education unit for deaf students where she met other deaf students for the first time in her life, some of whom were culturally Deaf.  “I was in special education unit for Year 11, 12, and also other deaf people were there too. I feel really happy, cos it help my life change”.

John explained the pleasure that the opportunity to participate in Deaf Camp gave him. “Went to Deaf Camp three or four times, really good experience, for me, probably the best time, in my life, you know, have a good time with them”.

C – NOW – living in both worlds
All participants indicated that they currently live in two worlds: the Deaf world and the hearing world. All maintained that they have made the choice to live in both worlds, as a consequence of having the opportunity to meet culturally Deaf people at High School or at Deaf Camp. This is despite the fact that they could have chosen to live exclusively in one world or the other. Not only did the three participants choose to live in both worlds, but they also indicated that they were happy living in both worlds. Jenny commented on her ability to choose now “I can choose both!” John succinctly summarised this view with his comment “I’m comfortable with both of them.” Similarly Tom indicated his satisfaction with this situation with his comment “I’m mixing now with both, I’m stronger, either way”.
NOW - Strategies to live in both worlds
For these participants, their decision to live in both worlds has necessitated the development of strategies to access each world. The participants also explained the strategies they have developed to live in both worlds. Learning Auslan was identified by all participants as a necessary step to gain access to the Deaf world. Jenny and Tom described Auslan as being quicker and more visually expressive than Signed English. As a strategy to live in the Deaf world, all participants have accommodated the differences between Signed English and Auslan, and use Auslan to access the Deaf world. 
To live in the hearing world, learning to speak, and practising speech every day have been important strategies used by John and Jenny. Other strategies, such as written English and gestures are important strategies that Tom has used to communicate in the hearing world. For all participants, the decision to live in both worlds, and the strategies they have employed to do so, have been successful, and have led to their expressing feelings of satisfaction and comfort with living in both worlds. 
NOW – Comfortable in both worlds

All participants indicated that they felt comfortable in both the hearing and Deaf worlds. They all described how their lives felt ‘now’, as a result of the choice to be involved in both the Deaf world as well as the hearing world, as depicted in Figure 1. 
For example, Jenny spoke of going to parties in the Deaf community, and feeling less isolated because of her friendships with Deaf people. “Yes, I see them a bit last year, Christmas party, oh in the Deaf community few parties, see my friend from school”.
John enjoys spending time with his Deaf friends because they go nightclubbing, and to parties. Tom indicated that he feels a sense of involvement in the Deaf community. “I go to parties, meet people at the pub, go to different events in the community.”
A bi-cultural identity
All participants see themselves as a member of both the Deaf world and of the hearing world, and in effect, they see themselves as bi-cultural. Their perception of themselves as bi-cultural was indicated by the following:

Jenny described how she could choose to live in one world, but has chosen to live in both worlds. “I mean I’m thinking, why not have two worlds, hearing plus have Deaf world, I heard one of Deaf friends tell me, you can choose one world, I can, but I can have two, because I rather have two because I experienced with hearing world all my life, but I’m starting a little bit with Deaf world, so that’s why I’m trying to learn more!”

John talks about himself as ‘half/half’, because he spends time with both Deaf and hearing friends, and because he can communicate with people from both worlds. “Yeah, I have a good time with deaf, and then, I just half/half. But it’s good to have both of them. I can understand both of them which is pretty good!”

Tom also considers himself bi-lingual as he can communicate with both hearing and Deaf people.  “I think I would be considered as bi-lingual person, I’m culturally Deaf too, but any kind of interaction I have with hearing people are smooth and pleasant enough. It can be with hearing people or with Deaf people, and hearing culture, I have an idea in regard to that, and in regard to Deaf things.”

Thus, these participants perceive themselves as living comfortably in both the hearing and the Deaf worlds. This has resulted in the formation of a bi-cultural identity for these deaf young adults. This bi-cultural identity is reflected in their current lifestyle. All participants indicated very clearly that they have chosen to live in both worlds and despite having the opportunity now to choose to live in one world only.  
As shown in Figure 1, to live comfortably in each world, participants have devised a variety of strategies they use to access and interact in each world. Finally, the formation of a bi-cultural identity has meant an expanded network of friends, which in turn has somewhat ameliorated earlier experiences of social isolation and feelings of difference from their family. This change would not have been possible previously, given the limited opportunities for choice to live in both worlds.  

Discussion 
As stated above, participants were selected for this study based on their ability to meet the specific criteria of the topic; that is, profoundly pre-lingually deaf young people from hearing families who grew up using either the oral method or Signed English. This study sought to portray the knowledge and expertise on identity and its formation from the perspective of deaf people from this target group. A deeper understanding of the topic required the use of the interpretive paradigm and hermeneutic tradition to gain insider views of a small group of participants, and the use of in-depth interviews to generate a ‘thick description’ of identity and its formation from the participants themselves. While the study has given a rich understanding of the perspectives of these three participants, the findings of this study are not, however, generalisable to the larger population of D/deaf people.

Nonetheless, the stated aim of the research was to gain information on the perceptions of their identity and its formation held by participants themselves. Importantly, this study has provided a rich description of identity and its formation and its processes from these participants, and has added to the relatively new area of research around the life experiences of D/deaf people from hearing families, particularly for Australia, as the vast majority of research around D/deaf people originates in America and England. Additionally, the study has contributed significantly to the understanding of bi-culturalism as an emerging outcome for the identity of D/deaf people.   

A bi-cultural identity and its formation

As previously discussed, the participants in this study experienced feelings of difference from their hearing family. Baker (1999) contends that these feelings of difference are commonly experienced by other deaf/H people. He points out: 

There often comes a time in deaf people’s lives when they realise or feel that their natural identity lies not in being part of the hearing world but in being allied with other Deaf people. They feel sense of identity, a feeling of oneness and involvement with other people who are deaf. For example, deaf people in their teenage years and early twenties often sense that they belong to a world of similar Deaf people and not to the hearing world (Baker, 1999, p. 132). 

However, although it is evident that the participants in the study experienced a sense of identity with the culturally Deaf people they had met, it was their decision to join in and socialise with culturally Deaf people which gave them the option to form a bi-cultural identity formation. Thus, entering the Deaf world gave them an option previously not open to them. 
As Emerton (1996) has argued, there are benefits to having a bi-cultural identity. “A person who is bi-cultural is often said to have the best of two or more social environments – the ability to participate in two cultures and the freedom to choose the best combination” (Emerton, 1996, p. 137). Importantly, although participants indicated that concerted effort was required to live in both worlds, they also indicated that a bi-cultural identity has served to ameliorate their earlier feelings of isolation and difference and had enabled them to live comfortably in both worlds. 

Thus, for these participants, the opportunity to choose to live in either world, or both worlds was a critical factor in their formation of a bi-cultural identity. However, if they had met culturally Deaf people earlier in their lives, the distress participants indicated they experienced in their younger school years might have been avoided. This study has shown the benefits that the participants gained from access to the Deaf world. As stated earlier, meeting and mixing with culturally Deaf people has enhanced their social networks, lessened feelings of isolation and has helped resolve the participant’s earlier identity confusion. Finally, a deeper exploration about the formation of a bi-cultural identity, and the factors that influence its formation, for example, as highlighted by participants, the choice of communication mode, and educational placement, is also indicated. 

Possibly, as de Klerk, (1998) maintains, “it seems not unlikely that deaf teenagers will develop a double self-image – one that is based on their functioning in the Deaf community and one that is based on their contacts in hearing society” (de Klerk, 1998, p. 206). The experiences of the participants in the present study would certainly seem to indicate that this is a strong likelihood in the future. 
As the findings of this study have demonstrated, it is critically important that information be gained directly from the deaf/H participants themselves as the experts on the lived experience of growing up deaf in a hearing family. The participants in this study are part of an emerging generation of deaf young people who have grown up in the hearing world, and who have felt the full impact of the technological advances in cochlear implants, current trends towards a mainstream education, and the educational policies around oralism and Signed English on their identity formation. However, it is also the participants, as part of this emergent generation, who are exhibiting a bi-cultural identity. 

Conclusion

This article has discussed the implications from the findings of the study. Drawing on the issues and themes that have emerged from the data, a comparative analysis has been undertaken with the identity theory of Erikson and Corker’s Deaf identity on the process of identity formation for participants in this study. The influence of communication in the alien environment of the hearing family and the educational experiences of the participants were found to have a significant impact on the process of identity formation. The serendipitous occurrence of meeting culturally Deaf people, and the strategies developed by the participants to live in both worlds were also a significant factor in the formation of a bi-cultural identity. 

Perhaps it is timely to finish with the words of Emerton, (1996) who has envisaged that the future identity outcomes for D/deaf people will incorporate functioning in both cultures. He states: 

The social changes that have been experienced during the past twenty-five years have contributed to the social development of a group of young deaf people who want to be part of more than one group, to use more than one language, and to function in more than one culture (Emerton, 1996, p. 143).
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Figure 1 - Comfortable In Both Worlds
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� It should be noted that throughout this study the term ‘Deaf’ (upper-case D) refers to culturally deaf people or the social/cultural model of deafness as an identity that should be celebrated. In contrast, ‘deaf’ (lower-case d) refers to the audiological condition of deafness.  Additionally, ‘deaf/H’ will be used to denote deaf people from hearing families and ‘D/deaf’ refers to all groups of deaf people as a whole.  
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