Deaf adolescent’s identity and oral vs. sign language communication – new psychological perspective 

Abstract

The studies concerning the identity of deaf adolescents are dominated by the issue of social (cultural) identity of deaf persons. The presented research takes into consideration also the psychological aspect of the deaf person’s identity in interpersonal approach (Stern 1985, 1995).

The research included adolescents prelingualy deaf (n=20), ages 18-22, having high competence in oral language (n=10) or sign language (n=10) with hearing parents as well as hearing adolescents (n=40). For the description of personal identity were used I-Others Questionnaires (modification of Traits Questionnaire by Jarymowicz) and for the description of social (here: cultural) identity DIDS (Deaf Identity Development Scale by Glickman, 1996). The tools were culturally and linguistically adapted, including the translation into Polish language (paper version) and interpreting into Polish sign language (DVD version).

Results show that it is the deafness, not the language (oral or sign) that co-determines personal identity of deaf adolescents with high language competence and hearing parents, which relates to the positive polarity of self-perception and denial of negative characteristics. Social identity (here: cultural) of the deaf adolescents is different in groups distinguished based on the type of language: deaf adolescents with high competence in oral language identifies with hearing persons, their language and values; deaf adolescents competent in natural sign language identifies with Deaf persons, their language and culture. It should be remembered that both groups of deaf adolescents include, following Erikson, persons with the foreclosed identity. This fact is also confirmed by the results of the presented research which allow us to describe the deaf personal identity.

Introduction

Most studies of deaf adolescents' identity are concerned with deaf cultural identity, which is not solely based on hearing status but also convictions and values related to deafness v. hearing, as well as primary communication mode, that is oral and/or sign language.  N. Glickman (1996) proposed a 4-category model of deaf cultural identity adapted from racial identity development theory. The model comprised the following stages of development:

1. Hearing stage, where the deaf person identifies herself/himself with hearing people and their values (deafness is a handicap). The primary communication mode is oral language and speech.

2. Marginal stage – at this stage the deaf person identifies herself/himself with neither the hearing nor the deaf. This ambivalence is tied with the difficulties in experiencing self as the deaf person, also in a positive sense, and usually leads to social isolation.

3. Immersion stage, where the deaf person identifies herself/himself with the Deaf, their culture and sign language. Here deafness is a positive value.

4. Bicultural stage, where the deaf person identifies herself/himself with both hearing and deaf people and their values. Oral language and sign language are equally important and the deaf person strives to find their place in both the world of Deaf and hearing people

The present study (Kobosko, 2007) also deals with the psychological aspect of deaf identity, that is deaf personal identity, within the framework of interpersonal approach (Stern, 1985, 1995, Zalewska, 1998). This identity is defined as self experiencing deafness v. hearingness in relationships with other people.

Methods

Subjects: 1) Prelingually deaf (n=20) adolescents, aged 18-22, with high competence in oral (n=10) or sign (n=10) language, hearing level 90 dB and more in the better ear, and hearing parents. 2)  Hearing adolescents (n=40) with hearing parents as a control group.

Measures: 1) Questionnaire I-Others (a modification of Character Questionnaire by Jarymowicz; in: Kobosko, 2007), where the description of personal identity includes 20 traits of character.

2) Deaf Identity Development Scale (DIDS) by Glickman (1996) comprising 4 subscales

(Hearing, Marginal, Immersion, Bicultural) which are used to describe deaf cultural identity.

These tools have been adapted and translated into Polish (paper version) and Polish sign language (DVD version).

Results

Deafness and adolescents' personal identity (experiencing themselves in selected traits)

Deaf personal identity 

(self perception – Questionnaire I-Others)
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■ Deaf adolescents with high competence in oral or sign language perceive themselves as: 

less malicious (t-Student test – t(58) = 3,904; p<0,0005), less hearing (t-Student test – t(58) = 6,146; p<0,0005), less lazy (t-Student  test – t(58) = 2,999; p<0,004), less ugly (t-Student test – t(58) = 2,070; p<0,043) and less sensitive (t-Student test – t(58) = 2,309; p<0,025) in comparison with hearing adolescents. Also they think of themselves as possessing negative traits (10 traits) (t-Student test – t(58) = 1,713; p<0,034) of less intensity than those of hearing youths.
■ Deaf adolescents perceive themselves as more polite (t-Student test – t(58) = -2,061;

p<0,044 and more handicapped (t-Student test – t(58) = -1,886; p<0,064 – statistical tendency) than hearing youths.

Oral v. sign language and personal identity of deaf adolescents (self-perception 

of selected traits)

■ Deaf adolescents using sign language perceive themselves as less sensitive than deaf adolescents using oral language.

Oral language v. sign language and deaf adolescents' cultural identity (Hearing, Marginal, Immersion, Bicultural)

Deaf cultural identity
Deaf Identity Development Scale (DIDS) by N. Glickman
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■ Deaf adolescents using oral  language obtain significantly higher results in the Hearing subscale than deaf adolescents using sign language.

■Deaf adolescents using sign language obtain significantly higher results in the Immersion subscale than deaf adolescents using oral language.

■There are no differences between results obtained by deaf adolescents (oral language) and deaf adolescents (sign language) in the Marginal subscale and Bicultural subscale.

Conclusions

Personal identity and deafness

1. It is deafness and not the language used (oral or sign language) that codetermine the personal identity of prelingually deaf youths with high competence in oral or sign language.

2. As far as personal identity (self perception) is concerned,  there is positive polarization in deaf adolescents, who perceive many of their traits more positively than hearing youths do.

3. Deaf adolescents tend to deny their negative traits.

Deaf personal identity and oral or sign language
4. The psychological aspect of personal identity (self perception)  in deaf adolescents with hearing parents does not depend on whether they use sign or oral language. The only exception is sensitivity. The results are in general concordant with the results of Leigh et al. (2009), in which it was shown that: „Despite the differences in acculturation [Deaf or hearing], the two groups [CI users and hearing aids users] nonetheless do not significantly differ in the other psychosocial outcomes. This suggests that the differing acculturative experiences between these two groups – alignment with either the majority hearing society or with Deaf culture – do not have a differential effect on the psychosocial outcomes of self-esteem, satisfaction with life and loneliness when reported by adolescents themselves…” (Leigh et al., 2009, p. 11).

Deaf cultural identity (Deaf v. hearing acculturation) and oral or sign language

5. Deaf adolescents using sign language and those using oral language have different deaf cultural identities, whereas their personal identities do not seem to differ (very much).
6. "Signing" deaf adolescents identify themselves (or declare identification) with deaf culture and sign language – they are likely to be Deaf acculturated.

7."Oral" deaf adolescents identify themselves (or declare identification) with the hearing community and oral language – they are likely to be acculturated to hearing society.

8. The results of our study of personal identity also show that there are false identifications (foreclosed identity by Erikson) in both groups of deaf adolescents (e.g. deaf adolescents deny having any negative characteristics, unlike their hearing peers).
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Fig. 1. Results obtained by deaf adolescents in the Questionnaire I-Others (means) in comparison with their hearing peers 
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Fig. 2. Results obtained by deaf adolescents in four DIDS sub-scales by N. Glickman: a/ deaf adolescents with high competence in (Polish) sign language  b/ deaf adolescents with high competence in oral (Polish) language  
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