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JOURNEYING TO INDEPENDENCE AND AUTONOMY:  
TRANSITION NORMS AND EMPOWERING ADOLESCENTS WHO ARE 
DEAF AND HARD OF HEARING 

Abstract 

When discussing transitions of deaf and hard of hearing adolescents, we have to 
perceive them holistically, and to recognize the nature and complexity of the relation-
ships between traditional transitions. Measures of ‘successful’ or ‘unsuccessful’ transi-
tions, do not necessarily align with the traditional events-based and institutional tran-
sitions. We need to broaden our understandings of transitionary processes and desir-
able outcomes. Successful transition begins with trusting deaf and hard of hearing stu-
dents to lead their own transition planning.  

Autonomy of deaf adolescents is linked to better employment with more oppor-
tunities for advancement and higher income. Autonomous beliefs, capacities, and ac-
tions are associated with improved outcomes for students with disabilities. When we 
are discussing employment opportunities, it is evident that there has been a shift of the 
traditional parameters of the industrial society. The old traditional occupations are 
replaced by the necessity for individuals to adapt to new standards of work and chang-
ing labour market conditions, by for example, re-training or switching occupations. To 
support development of autonomy, environments must facilitate opportunities for the 
individual to take control over their own lives, to make choices and decisions freely.  

When we discuss independence and autonomy, we must also relate it to new 
and uprising technologies. Technology can mean increased access, independence, and 
reliance of oneself. With high expectations from parents and teachers and using tech-
nology for meaningful education, these deaf and hard of hearing adolescents will be 
ready for college and careers. 
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Introduction 

Transition is a complex and drawn-out process at the best of times, par-
ticularly so for disabled young people (Winn&Hay, 2009). There are particular 
problems associated with making the transition to adulthood for young d/Deaf 
people,1 who often miss information due to the absence of unproblematic 
                                                        
1 It is a convention in the field of Deaf studies to capitalise the word ‘Deaf’ to represent 
the Deaf community or members of the Deaf community (Padden and Humphries, 
1988). 



398                                                                 FACULTÉ DE PHILOSOPHIE SKOPJE  

 

communication with family, peers, teachers and other professionals who tradi-
tionally provide support through this period (Gregory, Bishop&Sheldon, 1995). 
This lack of incidental learning can have serious effects on young d/Deaf peo-
ple’s ability to make informed decisions about their education and employ-
ment, and can delay their transition to adulthood and independence. Success-
ful transition begins with trusting deaf and hard of hearing students to lead 
their own transition planning (Martin, Marshall, & DePry, 2001). 

The Deaf community in North Macedonia is a socio-linguistic group 
that has its own sign language, Macedonian Sign Language (MSL), and has its 
own culture, history, beliefs and traditions. Many young d/Deaf people go 
through identity transitions at some point in their lives, from deaf to Deaf. 

Historical overview of Transitions 

Transition is the link, or bridge, between the educational experience and 
eventual integration into the community for individuals with disabilities (Bry-
ant, Bassett&Webb, 2008). Historically, work opportunities for persons with 
disabilities have never been plentiful. Equal opportunity has never been uni-
versally practiced, and disability imposes further limitations on educational 
opportunity (Clark & Kolstoe, 1995, p. 4). 

Halpern (1994) expanded the concept of transition to go beyond em-
ployment. He called for the model to include dimensions of adult adjustment 
and community involvement. Harmon, Manlon and Beach (2019) also under-
score the point that transition and success encompass more than postsecondary 
employment. They point out that working comprises only approximately one-
third of a person’s day. The remaining two-thirds involve adult living skills. 
Gerber and Reiff (1991) note that recent models of transition do extend beyond 
the concept of school-to-work transition and include school to postsecondary 
education and training and transition to independent community living. 

More consideration should be given to the specific needs of d/Deaf 
young people in transition planning, and the unique knowledge and experi-
ence of d/Deaf professionals should be harnessed more effectively in creating a 
policy that affects young d/Deaf people. 

d/Deaf transitions in the hearing world 

Ninety-five per cent of D/Deaf people are born into hearing families 
(Valentine&Skelton, 2007). The first introduction that their parents have to D/ 
Deafness is usually as a result of medical professionals’ definitions that their 
child is ‘not developing in a typical manner’. In the case of D/Deaf people this 
usually means offering D/Deaf children hearing aid technologies (and cochlear 
implants) and training in oral methods of communication (lip-reading and 
speech). Hearing parents usually have little or no knowledge of Deaf culture 
and of the possibilities of using MSL as a method of communication in the fam-
ily and signing based educational opportunities. As such, the limited opportu-
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nities that D/Deaf young people have to understand or communicate with 
hearing people mean that they often feel very isolated from the world around 
them, receive limited support and thus a poor start in terms of the acquisition 
of literacy and language (Gregory et al., 1995; Corker, 1996; Foster, 2003). Such 
experiences of hearing family life also mean that deaf young people have low 
expectations of opportunities in the wider world.  

Moorhead (1995) characterizes D/Deaf people’s experience of making 
the transition to adulthood in the hearing world as one of struggle and chal-
lenge. Most notably they struggle to understand the world around them, to 
access information to enable them to make their own informed choices, and to 
control their own lives in the face of the hearing people’s stigma of deafness 
and the professionals and institutions that impose meanings on their experi-
ences (Corker, 1996). As a result, mental health problems are prevalent am-
ongst Deaf young people.  

Family protectiveness, which is often seen as negative, can be very posi-
tive if it builds a young person’s self-esteem and confidence and so supports 
school-to-work and housing transitions. Deaf persons who lacked such domes-
tic support and had to make their own way in the world might be regarded as 
more independent and therefore as having made a positive transition to adult-
hood, yet have experienced negative outcomes, such as unemployment, be-
cause they have lacked support at crucial moments. In this way, dependence 
and independence are not mutually exclusive or contradictory states in which a 
young person moves from one to the other in a one-off process (Jones & Wal-
lace, 1992). Rather, dependency in one context may support independence in 
another context, and vice versa some forms of independence, if premature or 
unsuccessful, might reproduce other forms of dependency. It is therefore cru-
cial to look at transitions in a holistic sense, recognizing relationships between 
different transitional elements, and that people might be simultaneously de-
pendent in one aspect of their lives yet independent in another. Moreover, al-
though simple definitions of independence and dependence are being replaced 
by more complex analyses of different transitions to adulthood, individual 
autonomy is still assumed to be the outcome. 

Measures of ‘successful’ or ‘failed’ transitions, do not necessarily accord 
with the traditional events-based and institutional transitions. Nor do they 
necessarily occur within a fixed age range. Rather, D/Deaf young people’s em-
phasis on the importance of MSL and making the transition to an independent 
identity in the Deaf, instead of (or as well as) the hearing world, demonstrates 
the need for social scientists to broaden our understandings of transitionary 
processes and desirable outcomes away from ‘normal’ measures of desirable 
pathways. This is perhaps best achieved through grounded research with 
young people themselves, that acknowledges their agency in defining and 
managing their own life transitions. 
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Transition towards employability 

Successfully obtaining employment is a pivotal developmental mile-
stone for many young adults, yet for some, it is beyond reach. Despite ad-
vances in accessibility legislation and academic attainment, deaf young adults 
in North Macedonia continue to face underemployment and underpayment. 
One has to ponder about the role of autonomy in the developmental process 
for deaf adolescents as they navigate the transition from adolescence to early 
adulthood and enter the workforce. The findings indicate that autonomy plays 
a significant role in the transition towards sustainable employment for deaf 
young adults. Parental expectations emerged as important antecedents of 
autonomy development for deaf adolescents, contributing both to autonomous 
motivations and independent functioning. Deaf adolescents’ autonomy is lin-
ked to employment opportunities with greater opportunities for advancement 
and higher income, and thus offers the field a potential avenue for strengthen-
ing pathways towards sustainable employment for deaf individuals. 

Despite promising high school completion rates and increasing rates of 
postsecondary enrolment and training among young adults (Erickson, Gilden-
gers&Butters, 2013), deaf individuals continue to be underpaid and underem-
ployed compared with hearing peers over the course of their lives. Clearly, 
there are additional factors that contribute to successfully obtaining sustainable 
employment, beyond education and training. The transition to the workplace 
requires navigating multiple contexts, including home and school, and each of 
these contexts may have differing levels of salience for deaf individuals as they 
move from adolescence to early adulthood. 

One constant that holds throughout the navigation of multiple contexts 
throughout the transition process towards employment settings is the presence 
of the individual’s sense of self. Individual agency is a key factor that facilitates 
positive postsecondary outcomes, as explored through a variety of theoretical 
lenses such as resilience and self-determination (Wehmeyer, 1995). Youth with 
higher levels of individual agency are more likely to engage in actions that con-
tribute towards achieving their goals. For example, students with disabilities 
who actively engage in their own transition planning are more likely to ac-
complish personally salient goals during high school and beyond. 

Independence 

Traditionally, young people’s transitions from a state of dependent 
childhood to an independent adult identity have been measured in terms of a 
developmental stage model. However, it is increasingly being recognised that 
young people are not a universal category and that their transitions need to be 
understood within the diverse context of peers, family, and communities. 

The key markers of adulthood have commonly been regarded as: leav-
ing full-time education and entering the labour market; moving out of the pa-
rental home to establish an independent household; and marriage/co-habita-
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tion and parenthood (Morrow&Richards, 1996). Coles (1997) has summarized 
these as the school-to-work transition, housing transition, and domestic transi-
tion. 

Autonomy 

Autonomy of deaf adolescents is linked to better employment with 
more opportunities for advancement and higher income. Autonomous beliefs, 
capacities, and actions are associated with improved outcomes for students 
with disabilities (Algozzine, Browder, Karyonen, Test&Wood 2001; Chambers, 
Rabren&Dunn, 2007). When we are discussing employment opportunities, it is 
evident that there has been a shift of the traditional parameters of the industrial 
society. The old traditional occupations are replaced by the necessity for indi-
viduals to adapt to new standards of work and changing labour market condi-
tions, by for example, re-training or switching occupations. To support devel-
opment of autonomy, environments must facilitate opportunities for the indi-
vidual to take control over their own lives, to make choices and decisions freely 
(Wehmeyer et al. 2011). 

Wehmeyer’s functional self-determination theory is often utilized in re-
search with individuals with disabilities to examine how such groups exercise 
individual agency to achieve important life outcomes including overall well-
being and enhanced quality of life (Algozzine et al. 2001; Wehmeyer, 2007). 
Wehmeyer’s theory of self-determination focuses less on internal psychological 
processes but rather on the skills, actions, and behaviours that render an indi-
vidual self-determined (Wehmeyer&Garner, 2003). Self-determination, as de-
fined in Wehmeyer (1995), is the process by which individuals achieve their 
desired level of personal control within domains that they perceive to be im-
portant. This functional model of self-determination identifies four essential 
actions that characterize self-determined behaviour, which include: (a) acting 
in an autonomous manner; (b) self-regulation of behaviour; (c) responses to life 
events in psychologically empowering ways; and (d) acting in a manner that is 
self-realizing (2003; 2006). Autonomy, specifically, is conceptualized as cogni-
tions or behaviours that are self-directed, initiated according to personal inter-
ests, and free from external influence (Wehmeyer 1995). Autonomy is an im-
portant outcome of the individuation process in which people behave in ways 
that are in accordance with their own preferences, and most importantly, free 
from excessive external influence. 

However, in order to support autonomy development, environments 
must truly facilitate opportunities for the individual to exert control over their 
own lives, to make choices and decisions freely, as supported by the person-
environment interaction theory. Opportunities to exert autonomy are stronger 
contributors to self-determination, development than traditionally modelled 
personal characteristics such as IQ. 
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Clearly, becoming self-determined requires both the capacity, and the 
opportunity, to do so. Despite the understanding that self-determination de-
velopment requires opportunity, real-world opportunities to exercise self-
determined behaviours are frequently limited for students with disabilities. Stu-
dents with disabilities face contextual challenges including reduced access to 
participation in extracurricular activities, difficulty gathering the needed infor-
mation for decision making, and unhelpful feedback regarding their strengths 
and limitations, which may result in an external locus of control which weak-
ens their sense of volition and sense of career maturity (Biller 1985). Indeed, 
students with disabilities who live or work in more restrictive environments, or 
perceive barriers in their environments, exhibit lower levels of self-determi-
nation (Wehmeyer&Garner, 2003), are less confident in leading their transition 
process and less likely to act on their career goals. Autonomy development is 
thus a critical domain to examine, particularly when considering the transition 
of deaf students from secondary into post-secondary settings. 

For many, the earliest opportunities to develop self-determination take 
place in the home and family context. An often-studied antecedent of auton-
omy development is parental beliefs, attitudes, and practices. Parental beliefs 
and practices can foster environmental conditions in which their child can 
strengthen their sense of agency and volition. Youth with disabilities whose 
parents hold optimistic expectations about their abilities and potentials are 
more likely to exhibit independent behaviours during high school, such as as-
suming household responsibilities, earning higher grades, joining extracurricu-
lar activities, engaging positively in the classroom (Newman 2004), and leading 
their own transition planning meetings. Parent expectations about their child’s 
future potential play a significant role in the development of their child’s indi-
vidual agency, creating conditions for the formation of self-determination 
(Rodriguez&Cavendish, 2013) and autonomy (Doren, Gau&Lindstrom, 2012; 
Soenens&Vansteenkiste, 2005). In the general population, parental expectations 
of their child’s future independence appear to be strongly linked with auton-
omy-supportive practices, behaviours that encourage youth to make choices, 
decisions, and engage in problem solving independently (Wong, 2008). Beyond 
supporting autonomy development and autonomous behaviours in high 
school, parental expectations also contribute to increased academic achieve-
ment. When parents hold low expectations about their child’s potential, as 
found in parents of deaf youth (Michael, Cinamon&Most, 2015), questions 
arise as to whether this results in reduced conditions for autonomous devel-
opment.  

The previous findings largely reflect research conducted with general 
populations, or those with disabilities. The research base is less robust when 
considering how parental expectations interact with the development of deaf 
youth. It is well documented that deaf youth often encounter low expectations 
about their potential for success in home, or in school (Borders, Browder, Kar-
yonen, Test&Wood, 2018). The vast majority of deaf children have hearing par-
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ents (more than 95 %) and most of these parents have minimal knowledge, if 
any, about the experience of being deaf. This limited knowledge often results 
in communication difficulties between the parent and the child and low expec-
tations about deaf people’s potential. Deaf young adults across the world en-
counter low expectations of their future achievement, a result that has been 
replicated cross-culturally, despite varying levels of access and opportunity for 
deaf people in each country (Danermark, Antonson&Lundstrom, 2009; Parasnis, 
Samar&Mandke, 1996). Previous research has revealed that parental expectations 
of their deaf adolescents’ future achievements are strong predictors of future 
outcomes, from independent living, postsecondary enrolment and completion, 
and employment (Cawthon, Caemmerer, Dickson, Ocuto, Ge&Bond, 2015). 

Exercising Autonomy in the Transition to Employment 

Autonomous functioning is a developmental process; individuals with a 
well-developed sense of autonomy are likely to exercise and build upon that 
autonomy throughout multiple settings if opportunities are present. Addition-
ally, autonomy is positively linked to enhanced social, academic, and vocation-
nal wellbeing. Socially, autonomous behaviours lead to self-determined friend-
ships, prosocial behaviour (Gagné&Deci, 2005) and feelings of social compe-
tence (Soenens&Vansteenkiste, 2005). Autonomy is also linked to outcomes 
within educational environments. Higher autonomous orientations were asso-
ciated with higher grades (Soenens&Vansteenkiste, 2005) and the greater like-
lihood of taking a leadership role in transition planning meetings in high 
school (Sanford, Newman, Wagner, Cameto, Knokey&Shaver, 2011). When 
considering postsecondary environments, autonomous motivations are also 
linked to increases in enrolment, engagement, and completion of postsecond-
ary programs for students with disabilities (Simonsen&Neubert, 2013). 

Importantly, beyond educational environments, autonomous motiva-
tions have been linked to a wide range of employment processes and out-
comes, indicating that the effect of autonomy holds constant through multiple 
contexts and developmental milestones. Adolescents and young adults with 
autonomous orientations are likely to engage in independent job-seeking be-
haviours (Soenens&Vansteenkiste, 2005) and to be committed to having a job 
even when unemployed.  

As previously mentioned, among students with disabilities, self-deter-
mination was found to predict early work experience, but did not have a direct 
effect on later work experience (Shogren, Wehmeyer, Palmer, Rifenbark&Little 
2015). Rather, these early work experiences predicted later work experiences. 
In general, employment experience during high school predicts competitive 
employment after the high school years for students with disabilities (Weh-
man, Sima, Ketchum et al., 2014).  

Taking a closer look at specific employment processes offers a more ac-
curate picture of early employment trajectories that may be most effective in 
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sustaining employment over longer periods of time. Increased work experi-
ence, as measured by the number of jobs held by the student, predicts future 
employment for young adults with disabilities (Benz, Lindstrom&Yovanoff, 
2000), and specifically those with visual impairments (McDonnall&Crudden, 
2009; McDonnall, 2010). For deaf youth, there was a positive relationship be-
tween having employment for at least 12 months and their future employment 
(Rabren, Dunn&Chambers, 2002). Taking an even closer look at the type of 
early work experience is even more enlightening, as emergent findings suggest 
that school-sponsored work experience has little to no impact on future em-
ployment, while those work experiences that were independently obtained did 
so (McDonnall, 2010. These independent actions clearly have a relationship 
with future employment outcomes, yet the pathways from autonomous orien-
tations and actions to future employment outcomes for deaf individual re-
mains to be explored. 

Technology 

Technology enables young deaf learners to take charge of their own 
learning and to succeed. When we discuss independence and autonomy, we 
must also relate it to new and uprising technologies. Technology can mean in-
creased access, independence, and reliance of one-self. With high expectations 
from parents and teachers and using technology for meaningful education, 
these deaf and hard of hearing adolescents will be ready for college and ca-
reers. (Bricker, 2015). Devices and technology have enabled deaf students to ex-
perience more independence and educational success. 

Access to instruction is key to students’ success. Deaf and hard of hear-
ing students who gain skills to become independent learners are better pre-
pared to pursue higher-level education with confidence and to have independ-
ence in the work place environment (Anderson, 2014). 

Technology benefits everyone, but perhaps especially deaf and hard of 
hearing students; it allows them direct access to the world around them and 
continued connection with others. Technology can mean increased access, in-
dependence, and self-reliance. 
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