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The growth of sexual understanding in deaf children and teenagers 

Abstract

Aim: This contribution will present one of four studies of a programme of research investigating sex and relationships education for deaf mainstreamed children and teenagers. The research explores this topic from multiple perspectives, with a particular focus on: parents, Teachers of the Deaf and teachers, Year 6 pupils, and young people aged 16-25 years. The first study seeks to understand how parents view home and school sex and relationships education (SRE) and tries to gauge parents’ involvement in their deaf child’s SRE. The second study examines the challenges faced by Teachers of the Deaf and teachers, whilst the third study explores the sexuality knowledge of Year 6 pupils. The final study investigates the views of young deaf people aged 16-25 regarding their own sex and relationships education. 

Design: A number of empirical approaches are being used, including both quantitative printed and electronic surveys and qualitative interview elements. 

Results: Preliminary results will be presented and will be compared to results obtained from the hearing population. 

Conclusion: All children, but especially deaf children whose sensory loss interferes with incidental learning, require continuous, age-appropriate guidance and support in learning about issues related to growing up. As there is very little research looking into the growth of sexual understanding in deaf children, this research addresses the gap in the empirical literature. This research seeks to contribute to the healthy development of deaf children into responsible and well-informed young adults.   

Introduction
Learning about growing up is the most basic of all learning, for all and especially the vulnerable children. Children’s sexual curiosity and sexual questions are a normal part of growing up. Healthy sexual learning empowers deaf children to protect themselves and to stay safe, since all and especially deaf children are vulnerable to sexual exploitation.


Scientific studies on the sexual learning of pre-adolescent children are few; studies with deaf children fewer still. Reflecting the sensitivity of the subject, research on general sexuality knowledge has surveyed deaf university students or adults from Northern America (Swartz, 1992; Joseph, Swayer & Desmond, 1995; Tripp & Kahn, 1986) or focused on the HIV/AIDS knowledge of deaf secondary pupils (Luckner & Gonzales, 1993), deaf students attending Gallaudet University (Heuttel & Rothstein, 2001), and deaf young people and adults (Doyle, 1995; Bat-Chava, Martin & Kosciw, 2005). The extent of deaf children’s understanding of growing up has not been scientifically studied with the exception of the studies by Jones and Badger (1991) and Gibbons (1985) who measured deaf children’s knowledge of internal human anatomy, and Kleinig and Mohay (1990) who investigated deaf and hearing adolescents’ health knowledge.
Methodology:

The goal of this exploratory 3-year research project was to address some critical gaps in the research literature on deaf children’s sexual development. Deaf children’s sexual development was explored from multiple perspectives through measuring parents’, teachers’ and deaf young people’s attitudes towards and experiences of sex and relationships education. Furthermore, our child study explored deaf children’s knowledge of issues related to growing up and compared their scores to normally hearing children in the same sixth year of formal mainstream education.
Summary:
How deaf children see and feel about themselves and others affects their emotional well-being, their self-esteem, and ultimately their mental health. Learning about issues related to growing up empowers deaf children to take care about themselves, eliminates worries caused by misinformation and insecurities, and promotes the development of positive attitudes towards body and self. Deafness can affect the sexual learning process in a number of ways. Hearing parent – deaf child communication difficulties on sexual matters are frequently cited in the deaf literature (Gabriel & Getch, 2001). This research aims to address the concerns of deaf educators on sex and relationships education by providing empirical data that will contribute to current efforts to make sex and relationships education accessible to all deaf children. 
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