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Vanessa Vaughan 
Harmony Over Dissonance, 1992 
Mixed media and wood  
Collection: Deaf Culture Centre 
 
Meaning is layered in this social/political painting by Vanessa Vaughan. This is 
De’Via2 with its vibrant colours and symbols hinting at the values embedded in both 
the hearing and Deaf communities. ASL (American Sign Language) is hidden amidst 
the fingerspelled letters and written English. An audiogram, musical lines with no 
notes, and a cochlear implant are embedded in the design.  
 
Chains serve as a double metaphor: “linking” together, joining hands and forces  or 
being “trapped” by a clash of attitudes and philosophies that oppose freedom. 
 

“Harmony Over Dissonance ironically uses musical terms to reflect my deep 
inner yearning for one united community where all needs are respected, 
accepted and acknowledged – freedom of expression – coming together in 
harmony to overcome the ‘clash’ of dissonance. 

 
"As an artist, a part of me always wondered why I was not given access as a 
young child to stories from the signing deaf community, sign language 
(regardless of whether or not I was aural), the history of the Deaf. I am still 
and always will be deaf and want to embrace our history and stories regardless 
of my upbringing or what technologies I use.   It is the responsibility of ALL 
educators from ALL methods to expose our children to and to encourage our 
children to learn about our history and folklore, etc.  Just like any other culture.  
Hence, Harmony Over Dissonance." 

          
         Vanessa Vaughan 
 
 
 

                                                
 
 
 
 
 
2 De’VIA means Deaf View Image Art. De’VIA is created when artists explore Deaf experience 
on a personal, cultural, or physical level using formal art elements.  Many artworks 
instinctively or intentionally reflect De’VIA elements such as: 
• intense and contrasting colours 
• contrasting textures and values 
• emphasis on eyes, mouths, ears and hands 
• motifs, metaphors, insights and perspectives of Deaf experience  
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Foreword:  
The Role of Identity and Educational Achievement  
Jim Cummins, Ph.D.  
OISE/University of Toronto 

 
 
This monograph is of central importance to education in Ontario and 
elsewhere for several reasons: 

• It synthesizes the empirical basis for positing self-efficacy and the 
development of “identities of competence” as determinants of 
educational achievement for all students, but particularly for those 
whose sense of academic efficacy has been undermined as a result of 
the ways in which they have been located within the educational system 
(e.g., as “disabled” or coming from a social group viewed as inferior by 
the dominant societal group). 

• It highlights the historical role of schools in contributing to students’ 
marginalized status by, often unwittingly, encouraging them to 
internalize an identity of academic incompetence, which then becomes 
self-fulfilling. 

• It shows how historical and current policies regarding the education of 
Deaf students, albeit well-intentioned, are largely ideologically based in 
so far as they deny children access to active and functional bilingualism 
and biliteracy on the grounds that acquisition of ASL in the early years 
will impede children’s acquisition of English, a proposition for which 
there is absolutely no empirical evidence. In fact, in the broader 
literature on the effects of bilingualism in the early years, the cognitive 
and linguistic benefits of bilingualism have been overwhelmingly 
documented. 

• It outlines an evidence-based Minority Identity Development Framework 
that provides a foundation for organizing Deaf Cultural Spaces within 
the educational system and in other social spheres wherein students are 
empowered to develop a sense of agency to shape the personal, social, 
and academic trajectories of their own lives. 

 
It is important to note that ideologies, in themselves, are not in any way 
inherently problematic. For example, the authors of this monograph clearly 
share and promote an ideology that all children’s academic, linguistic and 
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cognitive potential should be promoted in schools. Ideologies become 
problematic only when the policies they promote are presented as evidence-
based when, in fact, they are demonstrably at variance with the empirical 
research. This type of ideological rationalization underpinned the physical and 
psychological punishment meted out over generations to minority group 
students, such as First Nations in Canada, when they were caught speaking 
their home languages in school. Current hospital policies in Ontario that 
preclude children who have had a cochlear implant from opportunities to learn 
ASL while they are receiving auditory verbal therapy (AVT) are similarly 
based on an evidence-free ideology that acquisition of ASL and resulting 
ASL/English bilingualism will undermine children’s knowledge of the dominant 
language. 
 
In highlighting the central role that identity negotiation plays in the 
educational experience of Deaf and other minority group children, Anita 
Small, Joanne Cripps and James Côté have also exposed the absence of 
consideration of identity-related issues in mainstream educational policy-
making. With some exceptions (e.g., Literacy and Numeracy Secretariat, 
2011)1, the term identity does not appear in books, reports, and official 
policies relating to school improvement in the vast majority of North American 
and European jurisdictions. But when we examine which students (in addition 
to Deaf students) are experiencing academic difficulties and are at risk of 
dropping out, there is a huge overrepresentation of students from socially 
marginalized communities (e.g., First Nations, African-Canadians in Canada, 
Latino/Latina and African-Americans in the United States, Roma and other 
vulnerable immigrant background students in Europe). There is extensive 
research evidence (see Cummins and Early [2011]2 for a review) pointing to 
the role of societal power relations, and their reflection in patterns of 
educator-student identity negotiation, in explaining patterns of achievement 
among these communities. Groups that experience long-term educational 
underachievement tend to have experienced material and symbolic violence 
at the hands of the dominant societal group over generations. A direct 
implication is that in order to reverse this pattern of underachievement, 
educators, both individually and collectively, must open up identity spaces 
within the classroom where the historical pattern of coercive relations of 
power can be challenged. 
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How do educators do this? Simply put, they place a priority on creating 
positive identity spaces within the school and classroom where students are 
enabled to experience identity affirmation in association with academic 
accomplishments. As the authors of this monograph so elegantly express it: 
“As pertains to Deaf children, the educational system amplifies ‘who they are’, 
rather than focusing on amplifying their hearing” (p. 36). Viewed from an 
identity negotiation perspective, the current focus on “inclusion” is insufficient 
to create positive identity spaces for Deaf students. Again, the point is so 
clearly expressed in these pages: “A Deaf student may gain access to the 
curriculum with an interpreter present, but the curriculum and environment 
still does not reflect Deaf role models, Deaf literature created by great ASL 
poets, Deaf historical figures who impacted society, and endless opportunities 
for social participation and leadership” (p. 36). 
 
The research reviewed in this monograph and the instructional implications 
highlighted by the authors point to the ethical responsibility of all educators 
and policy-makers to adopt evidence-based policies rather than simply 
cherry-picking evidence that conforms to certain ideological presuppositions. 
This requires acknowledging the roles of societal power relations and identity 
negotiation in the educational experiences of all students. Improvement in the 
overall performance of schools will result when policies take account of the 
causes of underachievement among students from marginalized communities 
and encourage pedagogical approaches that affirm rather than diminish 
student identities. 
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Chapter 1 :   
Self-Development and Ego Identity Formation  
James Côté, M.A., Ph.D. 

 
This chapter provides a synthesis of the psychological and sociological 
theories and research on the “normative”3 developmental pathways of 
self/identity of children, adolescents, and young adults as they transition to 
adulthood. The research synthesis in this chapter establishes the basis for 
understanding contextual influences on identity development presented in 
Chapter 2. Minority identity formation presented in Chapter 3 then provides 
the backdrop for discussion of developmental pathways and empowering 
contexts for Deaf youth4 presented in Chapter 4 and recommendations 
presented in Chapter 5. 
 
 The developmental bases of self/identity  
 
Three approaches define early investigations into the developmental bases of 
self and identity: symbolic interactionism, self-psychology, and ego 
psychology.5 Although there are numerous contemporary variants of each of 
these approaches, they share several fundamental assumptions and 
corollaries: 

• Development entails a broadening of people’s awareness of themselves 
in relation to their world. 

• Those who are proactive in their development of these forms of 
awareness through the exercise of personal agency tend to have more 
positive and optimal outcomes in adulthood. 

• Optimal outcomes involve learning and exercising personal agency, 
namely learning how to reflect upon, and regulate, one’s thought and 
behaviour in order to reach goals and maintain commitments and 
responsibilities. 

• The formation and maintenance of commitments and responsibilities is 
crucial to social integration and thus the effective transition to 
adulthood. 

These approaches have produced several concepts that are crucial for 
understanding self/identity development: “self-concept,” “self-esteem,” “self-
efficacy,” and “ego identity.” 
 
Early social experiences form the basis of a child’s self-concepts, which are 
formed through relationships with friends and family. In turn, each self-
concept is a potential source of self-esteem. This distinction between self-
concept and self-esteem is important: self-concept is a qualitative category 
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concerning a role or activity (e.g., “I am a baseball player”), while self-
esteem is a variable (quantitative) assessment of that self-concept (e.g., “I 
am a good/average/ poor baseball player”).6  
 
In addition to this fundamental sense of self as a type of person with 
positive/negative qualities, children develop various senses of self-efficacy. 
Self-efficacy is the sense that one’s actions can produce certain predictable 
outcomes in a given realm of life.7 It is a situationally specific form of 
personal agency that is based on beliefs about what one can do,8 rather than 
a judgment about the positive-negative nature of one’s physical or personal 
characteristics (such as one’s level of attractiveness). People’s beliefs 
regarding whether they can influence events in their lives are in turn 
important for them to reach higher levels of competence and performance.9 
These beliefs can produce certain outcomes because they influence whether 
someone thinks optimistically or pessimistically about those outcomes, and 
thus whether that person seeks courses of action that are self-enhancing or 
self-hindering.10 In this way, self-efficacy involves self-regulation in dealing 
with goal-challenges and outcome-expectations. Those who are generally 
more self-efficacious will choose to undertake more difficult challenges 
requiring more effort, will persevere longer in the face of difficulties, and are 
more likely to take failures as motivating rather than demoralizing. A strong 
sense of self-efficacy in general and in multiple areas of competence thus 
“inoculates” people from stress, anxiety, and depression, and provides 
resiliency in difficult situations.11 
 
On the basis of the sense of self that is developed during childhood, a sense 
of ego identity forms during adolescence and continues into adulthood. During 
adolescence and early adulthood, ego identity formation involves developing a 
capacity for a sense of personal sameness and continuity upon which to base 
the direction and purpose with which to adopt long-term goals and 
commitments and thus move into adulthood. To accomplish this, the person 
must establish a stable sense of temporal-spatial continuity (a sense of 
sameness over time and in different places), so that what is expressed as a 
goal/commitment at one point in time remains so at future points in time. 
 
A socially functional adult identity involves establishing three interrelated 
components: (1) ego identity - a sense of psychological continuity; (2) 
personal identity - a consistent behavioral style that differentiates the person 
from others; and (3) social identity - recognized roles and statuses within a 
community or society.12 Although related, with ego identity being the basis 
for other types of identity formation, ego identity is distinguished in the 
literature from personal identity (e.g., a person’s reputation and known 
personality and behavioral characteristics) and social identity (e.g., ethnicity, 
gender, etc.). Coordinating and stabilizing these three aspects of identity 
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formation can be problematic for many people in modern Western societies, 
as we see below.  
 
 Developmental trajectories of self and identity 
 
Developmentally, self-concepts provide the psychological basis for the social 
roles that young people can synthesize into a functional adult identity. In this 
sense, personal and social identities are more general than self-concepts, 
involving a consolidation of self-concepts, along with more abstract beliefs 
and values, into the social roles to which the person commits as an adult.13 

 
The development of self-concepts in childhood and adolescence 

 
The “self” is developed during childhood, and is then potentially strengthened, 
consolidated, and differentiated during adolescence. This differentiation 
during adolescence involves a greater focus on more abstract traits than is 
the case among children, culminating in the formation of self-schemas — 
cognitive structures that arrange self-concepts and filter information. While 
this ability to “abstract one’s self” has growth-enhancing potentials, 
difficulties in developing this ability can lead to self-esteem and self-efficacy 
problems. 
 
The empirical literature shows that self-esteem increases with age, with high 
school samples having below-average scores, college/university students and 
adults having average scores, and the elderly having above-average scores.14 
At the same time, self-concepts become more certain and differentiated with 
age, although the certainty and consistency appears to waver during early- to 
mid-adolescence.15  
 
There is evidence that declines in self-esteem during early adolescence are 
limited to a sub-population of adolescents, with most young adolescents 
maintaining a consistent level of self-esteem or increasing in self-esteem.16 
For example, in relation to the “on-time” onset of puberty, early maturing 
females can experience a decline in self-esteem, while early maturing males 
can experience an increase.17  
 
With positive experiences, though, the adolescent can learn that different 
contexts can evoke a range of subjective reactions and require different forms 
of behaviour management. Adolescents can thus come to intuit that there can 
be differences between a “role self,” that simply tries to please others, and a 
“real self,”18 acting on the basis of their own standards of conduct. 
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It also appears that research on self-development has been somewhat 
misguided because of beliefs in the unequivocal importance of self-esteem. 
More recent research suggests that higher levels of self-esteem can actually 
have some negative effects, as when the basis of a person’s high self-esteem 
is unrealistic or grounded in false feedback. That is, these negative effects are 
found when the person’s self-esteem is not based on realistic self-appraisals 
with respect to things like personal and performance competencies, especially 
educational and occupational ones.19 
 
For example, if a young person with low or average academic abilities is 
continually given false feedback that s/he is an “A student” in a subject (i.e., 
excels in it beyond his or her peers) and internalizes that designation as a 
self-concept, that person will eventually discover the truth if s/he goes far 
enough in the educational system. Along the way, this misled student may 
experience considerable anxiety and depression as it becomes increasingly 
difficult to maintain the illusion. Eventually, a dis-illusion will take place that 
can be the source of an intense personal crisis. This can include the 
realization by the person of having gone further and further in an 
educational/occupational direction for which s/he is not well suited. 
 
In contrast, a student who bases his or her academic self-esteem on a sense 
of self-efficacy — meaning that s/he is actually good in a subject or has a 
particular skill, and is therefore able to influence events in some positive way 
— subsequent educational experiences with that subject/skill will be 
rewarding and less stressful, and are more likely to take the person on a 
realistic trajectory through the educational system and into the labour force, 
providing a firm foundation for the transition to adulthood and the formation 
of an adult identity.20 
 
Self-esteem is thus not a “vaccine” for positive forms of development, and in 
fact, can place the young person at risk if it is unrealistically high. At the 
same time, low levels of self-esteem can be associated with poor adjustment 
and antisocial behaviour, although the cause and effect relationships among 
these factors are not clear (e.g., increasing someone’s self-esteem may not 
make that person better adjusted or less delinquent; in fact, low self-esteem 
may be a realistic consequence of poor adjustment). Low self-esteem has also 
been identified as an important predictor of suicidal ideation and suicide 
attempts among adolescents.21 
 
Finally, it should be noted that as with identity research, most of this research 
on the self is based primarily on White, middle class American samples. 
Consequently, the findings regarding situational sensitivity of self-esteem 
pose a problem in generalizing even to other Western samples. Contextual 
variations in self-esteem reflecting this issue are examined below.  
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The transformation of self-concepts into identities 

 
The consensus in the identity studies field is that ego identity in adolescence 
varies along a continuum ranging from identity diffusion/confusion to identity 
consolidation/synthesis. Consolidation/synthesis optimally involves the 
formation of a resilient sense of ego identity that provides a psychological 
basis for coherent personal and social identities. Indeed, the empirical 
research confirms that those with a more resilient sense of ego identity have 
greater self-esteem, more consistency in their self-concepts,22 and a greater 
sense of self-efficacy.23  This process begins in childhood and continues 
throughout the life course, with the critical developmental period during 
adolescence and early adulthood.  
 
In childhood, there is a reliance on identifications with role models. These 
identifications link self-concepts with the child’s social world. In adolescence, 
these identifications can become organized into a set of goals and 
commitments, as the young person’s experiences with the world expand. 
However, for most people this transformation of self-concepts into 
identifications, and then into a consolidated identity is a slow process 
occurring over the adolescent period.  For some, the formation of goals and 
commitments lasts into adulthood and for a minority, the process remains 
incomplete even in adulthood.  
 
The more agentic the person is, though, the more quickly this consolidation of 
self-concepts can take place in a wider array of settings. Adolescents differ in 
terms of how agentic they are in the identity stage as they formulate an adult 
identity. This variation has four agentic patterns:24 
 

• “proactive” approaches: involve a willingness to think ahead in one’s life 
in a planning and purposeful manner, exploring and experimenting with 
future possible selves and identities;  

• “active” approaches: entail a willingness to commit to courses of action, 
but do not involve exploration and experimentation; 

• “reactive” approaches: include exploration and experimentation without 
necessarily thinking ahead in one’s life; 

• “inactive” approaches: are characterized by a reticence to think ahead, 
experiment and explore, or to commit.25 

Thus, most people begin adolescence without an integrated set of self-
concepts and identifications — they have a “diffuse identity.” Others have a 
sense of themselves based on strong identifications with their parents’ 
identity, but this apparent strength can “foreclose” their own future identity 
formation. During adolescence, most people experience a strengthening in 
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their sense of ego identity as they reconfigure self-concepts and 
identifications to formulate goals and commitments based on the adoption of 
self-selected values and belief systems. At the same time, this process of 
realigning self-concepts and adopting new ones can unbalance the person, 
precipitating an identity crisis. Contrary to popular stereotypes about 
“adolescent storm and stress,” though, for most young people identity 
formation is a relatively unproblematic and gradually unfolding process that 
prepares them to function effectively as adults. 
 
Indeed, the empirical research indicates that only a minority of adolescents 
experiences a severe identity crisis (some 10-20%)26 that involves a major 
and precipitous life event. At the same time, it appears that the adult-identity 
formation process is now taking longer for many young people than it did in 
the past. Instead of being an adolescent phenomenon, certain areas of 
identity formation are now prolonged into the twenties for an increasing 
number of people.27 
 
The empirical literature also suggests that only about one-third of mid-
adolescents are inactive (i.e., with a diffuse identity). This proportion drops to 
about 20% in late adolescence/early adulthood, and to about 15% in 
adulthood.28 
 
In contrast, the majority of people appear to manage some form of identity 
synthesis into coherent adult identity in their twenties, either based on a 
continued (active) identification with their parents or as a result of their own 
proactive experimentation with values, beliefs, roles, and commitments. 
When these latter two types of commitment-based identity synthesis are 
considered together, the literature suggests that approximately one half of 
the young adults and three-quarters of the adult-aged population in Western 
countries can successfully synthesize a coherent framework linking the 
various aspects of their identities in a workable manner affording them 
effective participation in adult society.29  
 
The empirical literature identifies important personal and social differences 
among the four agentic patterns of ego identity formation. 
 

• Adolescents and young adults who take a “proactive” approach have 
been found, compared to the other approaches, to have: higher levels 
of personal agency;30 higher achievement motivation; lower neuroticism 
and use of defense mechanisms; more robust cognitive processes 
(functioning better under stress, exercising more balanced thinking, 
being more planful, and demonstrating higher levels of moral reasoning 
and ego development);31 and better interpersonal skills and mature 
interpersonal relationships (higher intimacy, self-disclosure, and most 
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secure attachments).32 They also tend to have strong relationships with 
family and friends (but are better able to resist peer pressure), greater 
self-efficacy, and are more reflective and self-confident.33 Importantly, 
and adding to the self-development literature, their self-esteem is more 
stable and less prone to contextual influences because of their greater 
capacity for internal self-regulation.34 

• Compared with those who are proactive, those who are “active” in their 
identity formation have been found to have lower forms of 
developmental complexity associated with a conformist and obedient 
orientation, as evidenced by such tendencies as authoritarianism, 
closed-mindedness, and rigidity,35 and over-identifying with their 
parents.36 

• Those who are “reactive” exhibit behaviours commonly associated with 
“storm and stress,”37 and indeed score highest on measures of anxiety 
and uncertainty.38 At the same time, they exhibit higher levels of critical 
thinking, open-mindedness, and can generate more alternatives in 
choice-making situations.39 

• Finally, those adolescents and young adults who are “inactive” in their 
identity formation show a litany of characteristics associated with lower 
levels of functioning. They are at highest risk of drug abuse, risky 
sexual behaviour, eating disorders, and susceptibility to peer influence 
and academic failure.40 In terms of adaptability, they have lower levels 
of self-esteem, difficulties adapting to new environments (like university 
settings), and are more self-focused. Cognitively, they tend to have 
disorganized thinking, an external locus of control, and a tendency 
toward procrastination and defensive avoidance of issues. And, they 
score lowest on measures of moral reasoning and ego development.41 
By its nature, inactivity can become a permanent approach to identity 
formation, although some people can pass through it as a temporary 
respite when they are not up to a particular developmental challenge or 
are confronted with an obstacle that precludes the formation of 
commitments. 

In sum, in individualistic Western societies, where most of the research has 
been carried out, the normative — or most typical — trajectory is for concrete 
self-concepts and identifications to be formed into hierarchies in childhood, 
and then integrated during adolescence into more abstract personal and 
social identities. In early adulthood, these identities can then become 
consolidated and synthesized into coherent adult identities, optimally based 
on commitments to a productive role in society and some shared belief 
system (whether of the dominant or a minority culture) . Personal agency 
stimulates both developmental trajectories: those who are more agentic tend 
to have the highest self-esteem, the most effectively consolidated self-



 
 
   
 

 

 
8 

concepts, are most self-efficacious, and are most proactive in their identity 
formation. 
 
Problematic trajectories are evident in difficulties during childhood in forming 
self-concepts and identifications into hierarchies that assist in social 
adaptation, which can compound during adolescence into inactivity in relation 
to identity issues — identity diffusion — such that the young adult either 
avoids making commitments that would consolidate into a coherent adult 
identity or passively accepts incoherent identities. These incoherent identities 
may involve an over-identification with popular culture-based self-concepts 
and identities, and under-identification with adult roles.42 Low levels of 
personal agency are associated with developmental arrest: those who are 
most inactive in their identity formation also tend to have the lowest self-
esteem, least effectively consolidated self-concepts, and fewer positive beliefs 
about their self-efficacy. 
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Chapter 2: Contextual inf luences  
James Côté, M.A., Ph.D., Anita Small, M.Sc., Ed.D. and Joanne Cripps, C.Y.W. 

 
The developmental trajectories described in Chapter 1 occur in a wide range 
of contexts, which exert their own influences.  In this chapter, those contexts 
and their impacts are described. 

 
 Early Theoretical Models 
   

Systems Theory 
 
Urie Bronfenbrenner, co-founder of Head Start, a programme providing 
comprehensive education, health, and parent involvement services to low 
income children and their families in the United States beginning in the 
1960s, presented an ecological systems theory of social development, now 
termed “bio-ecological systems theory” to recognize the complex “layers” of 
the environment that interplay with a child’s own biological development.   
 
Bronfenbrenner identified the “microsystem” as bi-directional relationships 
and interactions of the child with his immediate family, school, and 
neighbourhood.43 The interaction of structures within an environmental 
“layer” and interactions of structures between layers is key to his theory. 
Interactions at outer layers or contexts can also impact the inner contexts.  
 
The “mesosystem” refers to the impact of the inter-connections of the child’s 
microsystem44 such as between the child’s teacher and his parents, between 
his cultural community and his neighbourhood, etc.  
 
The “exosystem” defines the larger social system that impacts the child, such 
as workplace policies that impact parents’ schedules.  
 
The “macrosystem” incorporates cultural values, customs, and laws45  and 
impacts all other layers of Bronfenbrenner’s model.  
 
Finally, the “chronosystem” refers to time as it relates to the child’s 
environment. It can refer to the child’s chronological age or to the timing of 
specific events. Children may be particularly vulnerable or resilient at 
different times in their lives and thus respond differently to the same event 
depending on when it occurs in their development. 
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According to Bronfenbrenner’s theory46, children rely on the relationships in 
the immediate microsystem to establish the foundation to explore other parts 
of their environment. Children missing affirmation in the child/parent or 
child/other significant adult relationship may seek attention in other 
inappropriate ways. These deficiencies show themselves especially in 
adolescence as anti-social behavior, lack of self-discipline, and inability to 
provide self-direction.47 Bronfenbrenner and J.T. Addison highlight the potent 
impact of the environment on the child’s evolving state of being. 
 

 
 

Figure 1. Bio-ecological Systems Theory 
Bronfenbrenner, U. (1990). Discovering what families do. In Rebuilding the Nest: A 
New Commitment to the American Family. Family Service America 
http://www.montana.edu/www4h/process.html  
Berk, L. (2000). Child Development (5th ed.). Boston: Allyn and Bacon. 23-38 

 
 

Social Ground Theory 
 
Social psychologist Kurt Lewin posited the theory of “social ground” as early 
as 1939.48 He proposed that an individual’s behavior is determined by their 
perception of their objective environment and their personal relation to it.   
 
 “A person’s social ground is the understanding that he or she is an individual 
who is also a part of a wider minority social grouping. This concept applies to 
all people of every culture, religion and racial group. Children [and youth] in 
general, need to be equipped with the knowledge of who they are in a 
historical, [social] and cultural context [and to have that acknowledged]. 
When children are not allowed to know, understand and accept their social 
ground, they may feel isolated. [In contrast], social ground literally ‘grounds’ 
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the child by providing the background which relates specifically to him or 
her.”49   
 
Lewin’s social ground theory has evolved into “minority identity development 
theory” over the decades. While early social development theories were 
chronological, minority identity development theories tend to be 
experientially-based. Like Bronfenbrenner’s bio-ecological systems model, 
they clearly acknowledge the role of individual development as well as the 
impact of the environment in describing successive stages of development. 
Most notable is the work of Cross and Helms. 

 
 Recent Empirical Research on Contexts 
 
 Self-esteem and self-efficacy in context 
 
As mentioned in Chapter 1, the literature on the social contextual variations 
of self-esteem has reported some surprising and sometimes contradictory 
findings, especially in relation to popular understandings of self-esteem. For 
example, although delinquent adolescents appear to consistently have lower 
self-esteem than non-delinquent adolescents,50 the research is inconsistent 
with respect to social class,51 gender, and ethnicity. And, increasing the self-
esteem of delinquents does not necessarily decrease their delinquency; they 
might simply feel better about themselves. 
 
Moreover, in spite of the concept’s popularity both academically and with the 
general public, questions have been raised about the role self-esteem plays in 
causing behaviours, as opposed to merely being a by-product of them. A 
strong argument has been made that self-esteem is a mere epiphenomenon 
(a by-product of mental activity that has little subsequent causal influence on 
behaviour), and not the “vaccine” for positive development that some have 
contended.52 In support of this view, empirical research shows that high self-
efficacy is a far more important attribute in academic achievements than is 
high self-esteem, and that high self-esteem is more likely a consequence of 
circumstances than a cause of behaviour. This is especially evident in the 
disappointingly limited impact of interventions intended to increase self-
esteem without first engendering self-efficacy.   
 
As stated in Chapter 1 with respect to several studies, the literature on self-
esteem may also be highly ethnocentric, or even “Ameri-centric,” to the 
extent that studies have been carried out largely in the US, and even there 
largely among White, middle class young people. Since the 1960s, there has 
been a “self-esteem movement”, especially in schools,53 based on the 
assumption that if young people value themselves more they will have better 
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academic achievement and peer relations. This movement was fuelled in the 
1980s by concerns that the self-esteem of females dropped during 
adolescence, a finding that is now suspect from a normative point of view. 
But the focus on self-esteem may be more of a Western preoccupation. In 
some Asian cultures, like Japan, self-criticism is valued over self-esteem.  
 
Research in schools evaluating the self-esteem movement has raised serious 
questions about it. In response to the movement, over the past several 
decades, educators increasingly focused on enhancing students’ self-esteem 
with higher grades (thereby inadvertently producing grade inflation and other 
problems), especially at the secondary level, as a way of enticing students to 
become more engaged in school.  
 
However, the research conducted on the relationship between self-esteem 
and academic achievement (grades) reveals a weak statistical relationship.54 
Studies that have attempted to determine cause and effect between grades 
and self-esteem find that higher grades may temporarily increase self-esteem 
to a minor degree, but this minor gain in self-esteem does not have an effect 
on subsequent grades. 
 
The accumulating literature on the correlated,55 but distinct, concept of self-
efficacy shows more consistency. And, compared to the limited benefits of 
self-esteem, self-efficacy has been found to be empirically associated with: 
higher learning outcomes and academic aspirations and accomplishments; the 
ability to handle school transitions and poor teachers; the consideration, and 
pursuit of, a wider array of career options and greater persistence in pursuing 
chosen career paths (although there are gender differences in this realm in 
favour of boys); lower levels of risky sexual behaviours, and other high-risk 
activities; the ability to resist peer pressure; and more involvements in civic 
and prosocial activities. The value of self-efficacy has also been demonstrated 
in both individualistic and collectivist societies, although the mechanisms by 
which it develops and is exercised, as well as its purposes, may vary.56 

 
In addition, studies that have examined self-efficacy along with self-esteem 
have found that self-efficacy is a significant and substantial predictor of 
academic achievement while self-esteem is not.57 Studies have also found 
that those who are low in self-efficacy will reduce their academic aspirations 
and exhibit more problem behaviours, including internalizing problems, such 
as depression. If this descent in aspirations is not stemmed, occupational 
aspirations are lowered.58 Recent studies show that the negative effects of 
low self-efficacy can be addressed and reversed with educational 
interventions.59 
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To the extent that past skill-demonstrating performances enhance academic 
motivations, and these motivations can enhance future achievements, self-
efficacy appears to operate to produce favourable academic outcomes.60  
Those with higher levels of self-efficacy monitor their performances more and 
persist with task completion more, two activities that are likely to produce 
better outcomes. At the same time, certain school environments or 
educational experiences can undermine a student’s sense of self-efficacy. The 
transition from primary to secondary school can undermine a student’s sense 
of self-efficacy if less supportive teachers are encountered and less effective 
assessment criteria are used, as can classroom environments that emphasize 
group competition over individual mastery. In general, learning environments 
that set goals, and support attempts to reach those goals by focusing on each 
student’s task mastery enhance self-efficacy. A progressive educational 
philosophy that supports these positive learning environments appears to 
produce the best outcomes.61 Educational interventions have been developed 
to add to these positive effects or compensate for negative environments.62  
 
 Contextual variations in identity formation 
 
Significant variations in the contextual influences on ego identity formation 
have also been uncovered by empirical research, but not always in ways 
initially proposed by early researchers.63 As already described, the literature 
is consistent and clear that proactivity in identity formation is associated with 
better adjustment to Western contexts and higher levels of functioning. In 
contrast, inactivity in identity formation is related to most forms of 
maladjustment and lower functioning, especially if it persists into early 
adulthood.  
 
Western, individualistic societies place an onus on people to direct their own 
development, creating some difficulties for a minority of youth. The research 
shows that schools contribute little to the processes of ego identity formation, 
at least in terms of the inactivity-proactivity dimension, even at the post-
secondary level. However, parenting appears to play a larger role in identity 
formation, and parenting styles that encourage proactivity in general also 
stimulate more successful ego identity formation.  
 
Much of the research on family context has focused on parenting styles, and 
the extent to which parents grant psychological autonomy to their children: 
thinking for themselves and exploring their potentials and social 
opportunities. Adolescents who are granted more psychological autonomy, 
but who abide by parental guidance, tend to show the best outcomes in many 
areas of functioning.64 
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The most popular framework defines parenting styles in terms of two 
underlying dimensions: “demandingness” and “responsiveness.”65 
“Demandingness” refers to parents' expectations about their children's 
maturity and the parents’ demands for their children to comply with those 
expectations. “Responsiveness” is the parents’ sensitivity to their children’s 
signals, needs, and states. Cross-tabulating the two dimensions produces four 
parenting styles: the “authoritative” style is high on both responsiveness and 
demandingness, which sets the stage for the effective granting of 
psychological autonomy. The “authoritarian” style exhibits high 
demandingness but low responsiveness. The “indulgent” style is low on 
demandingness but high on responsiveness. And the “indifferent” style is low 
on both responsiveness and demandingness. These last two styles are 
permissive styles of parenting.  
 
The ego identity formation literature confirms predicted relationships between 
parenting styles and identity formation. Parental warmth and support — 
responsiveness — and parental encouragement and companionship, have 
been found to be positively associated with proactive identity formation.66 
However, excessively high levels of responsiveness can impede identity 
explorations if the parental warmth and support leads to an over-identification 
with the parent.67 At the same time, moderate demandingness or democratic 
parenting can enhance identity exploration,68 while excessive parental 
attempts to control adolescent behaviours can discourage identity 
explorations.69  
 
Authoritative parenting is clearly the most favourable type of parenting for 
ego identity formation outcomes because it encourages independent problem 
solving and critical thinking,70 and thus provides opportunities for young 
people to engage in the proactive exploration of ideas.71 One study assessed 
the relationship between parenting styles and adolescent use of coping 
strategies, finding that those socialized by authoritative parents tend to 
employ adaptive, task-oriented strategies that are associated with prosocial 
identity formation.72 Over- and under-controlled adolescents are more likely 
to engage in task-irrelevant or passive behaviours that are characteristic of 
inactive identity formation. Indeed, the literature suggests that young people 
raised by parents employing permissive styles are not socialized to become 
self-regulating and the result can be greater impulsivity and lower self-
reliance and orientation to work.73  
 
As one would expect, authoritarian parents can discourage the proactive 
exploration of ideas and independent problem solving, and instead encourage 
an unquestioning dependence upon their control and guidance.74 A study of 
delinquent adolescent females revealed relationships in which mothers 
invalidated the daughter's positive identity statements or contradicted the 
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daughter’s positive and negative assertions about her own identity. 
Consistently negative or ambiguous feedback from a parent reflects an 
unresponsive relationship and is unlikely to encourage identity exploration.75  
 
Thus, the empirical literature shows that young people who are over-
controlled by authoritarian parents or under-controlled by permissive or 
neglectful parents are not provided with the encouragement and opportunities 
to practice exploration of ideas and self-regulation of behaviour. The result 
can be the development of maladaptive strategies to problem solving 
concerning personal goals. The literature suggests that a moderate degree of 
connectedness, reflected through shared affection and an acceptance of 
individuality, provides the psychological foundation and security for 
adolescents for proactive identity formation.76 In contrast, weak affectionate 
bonding with parents and poor communication levels, reflected by rejection or 
psychological withdrawal, seems to provide an insecure or constricted 
psychological base for identity explorations and experimentation. In addition, 
extreme affection that blurs the self-boundaries between young people and 
their parents, and limited family tolerance for individuality, can discourage 
proactive identity formation.  
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Chapter 3: Minority development 
Anita Small, M.Sc., Ed.D., Joanne Cripps, C.Y.W. and James Côté, M.A., Ph.D. 

 
The research presented in Chapters 1 and 2 makes clear that children need to 
know what they are good at and be encouraged to proactively develop their 
strengths for optimal development to occur. It is much more important to 
have these things fostered than to boost self-esteem by encouraging 
unrealistic expectations in areas of lesser competencies. For self-
development, it is more important to focus on self-efficacy than self-esteem. 
Self-esteem will form around the sense of self-efficacy, but self-efficacy 
cannot form around unrealistic or artificially bolstered self-esteem.  
 
In Chapters 3 and 4, we see how these findings are relevant to minority 
youth, including Deaf youth, who are often unrealistically reinforced for their 
spoken English abilities above other skills while other competencies, for which 
they have far greater skill, are ignored.  
 
 Self-esteem in minority youth 
 
Research has already been cited that does not support popular conceptions of 
the importance of self-esteem in majority populations.  Using gender and 
ethnicity as exemplars of minority youth, research in those populations yields 
similar findings.77  
 
Early American research found that self-esteem played different roles in male 
and female development,78 with females experiencing a lowering of self-
esteem during adolescence, in contrast to increases experienced by males. 
Part of this difference in self-esteem development may involve physical self-
concept, with males being more positive about their bodies as part of a 
simpler physical self-conception. In contrast, these adolescent females may 
have a more complex body image that would be more prone to dissatisfaction 
with different parts of the body.79 The extreme sexualization of the female 
body in American culture may play a role in a greater self-consciousness of 
the physical self, as well as greater dissatisfaction when the unrealistic ideals 
promulgated by the media are internalized as points of reference for physical 
appearance.80 
 
However, these same gender differences are not found in studies of non-
White American ethnic groups, particularly among African-Americans, who 
have higher self-esteem than White adolescents by some measures.81 Studies 
find that African-American females judge their own physical appearance quite 
differently than do White females, feeling far more satisfaction with their body 
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image. One study found that most African-American females were satisfied 
with their bodies (70%), while almost none of the White females were 
(10%).82 African-American females are also more likely to endorse being 
overweight as acceptable, as part of a greater flexibility in their self-
acceptance. Thus, the self-esteem difficulties found among White adolescent 
females are not found among ethnic groups in which unrealistic body image 
ideals are not internalized. Indeed, there is some evidence that females in 
these groups have higher self-esteem than their male peers.83  
 
The implications of these empirical findings for self development are clear: 
while self-esteem is important, the development of self-efficacy is more 
important in terms of its causal influence on positive outcomes. These 
implications correspond to the common developmental finding already noted, 
namely, that proactivity is key to positive forms of development. At the same 
time, contextual variations in both self-esteem and self-efficacy must be 
taken into account in drawing any wide-ranging conclusions about either form 
of self-development. 
 
 Ego Identity Formation in Ethnic Minorities 
 
The significance of proactivity, discussed in Chapter 1, also applies to identity 
formation among minority groups. Initial attempts to study ethnic identity 
formation that conceived of ethnicity solely in terms of respondents’ ethnic 
group “membership” met with limited success. Moving beyond this simplistic 
group-membership approach, the empirical study of minority ethnic identity 
formation that mirrored the ego identity formation approach, postulated a 
three-stage process of ethnic identity synthesis.  
 
In the first stage, ethnicity remains unexamined, having been internalized 
from significant others in the family/community. The unexamined stage is 
more common in early adolescence.84  It usually takes a significant 
experience of prejudice or discrimination to make a person’s ethnicity salient, 
by triggering the second stage — a period of exploration leading the person to 
question what it means to have that ethnicity in his or her society. A person 
who becomes proactive in this way will explore cultural differences between 
his or her ethnic group and the dominant group in the society. In this model, 
this proactive period is optimally followed by a third stage involving a 
“commitment to a particular way of being a member of their group.”85 
 
Research based on this three-stage framework finds that there is significant 
movement through these stages between ages 16 and 19, and that 
college/university students score at higher stages of ethnic identity synthesis 
than do high school students.86 According to Phinney, only about one quarter 
of ethnic minority adolescents reach the third stage by the end of high school, 
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and there appears not to be an increase in the proportion reaching this stage 
in young adulthood, even among those who attend college/university.87  
 
Still, those who attend college/university are more likely to explore their 
ethnicity. And, those who proactively synthesize an ethnic identity are more 
likely to become involved in cultural activities that further strengthen their 
sense of ethnic identity, while those with a weaker sense of ethnic identity 
may withdraw from these cultural activities and experience a further 
weakening of that identity.88 Those who have proactively resolved these 
issues have also been found to have higher self-esteem89 and self-efficacy,90 
as well as better psychological well-being in terms of coping ability, mastery, 
optimism, and lower levels of loneliness and depression.91 In addition, they 
have more positive attitudes toward other groups and mature intercultural 
thinking,92 along with the highest scores on psychological adjustment and ego 
identity.93  
 
These findings have been partially replicated in Canada,94 but there is little 
reason to doubt that a general replication will be found when a sufficient 
number of studies are conducted among ethnic groups here.95 Still, American 
research based on this model finds that the meaning and strength of ethnic 
identity differs among ethnic groups, with African-Americans having the 
strongest ethnic identities, presumably in response to the stronger negative 
stereotypes and more severe discrimination they can face daily. Asians and 
Latinos also have strong ethnic identities, but score lower than African-
Americans. European Americans have the lowest scores, even those living in 
diverse communities and attending mixed schools.96 
 
Other minority groups have not been studied as extensively in terms of their 
ego identity formation. The general default hypothesis would be that young 
people with other forms of minority status, such as learning disabilities, LGBT 
youth, or those with family-origin issues like adoption, would face additional 
external perspectives that present challenges with respect to proactive types 
of identity formation. Given that so many young people in normative samples 
have difficulties with less severe obstacles, it would be reasonable to expect 
that those with additional external challenges would be less active in their 
identity formation, possibly even internalizing the stereotypes about 
themselves. However, there are so many types of minority youth and youth 
with external negative perspectives to contend with and so much possible 
variation of needs within each type, that generalizations are impossible.97  
 
Indeed, some researchers suggest that young people facing different 
circumstances can develop positive identities based on their minority status 
similar to the three-stage ethnic identity formation model. In some cases, the 
circumstance can be constructed as a positive resource for growth and the 
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proactive processes of exploring and experimenting to develop this positive 
identity can have developmental benefits.98 The same logic applies to all 
young people who experience a stigma because of a social identity ascribed 
to, or chosen by, them, including children with learning disabilities, LGBT 
youth, adopted children and others with a difference. Although systematic 
study of this assumption is yet to be undertaken, work done by Cross and 
Helms provides a basis for understanding positive minority identity 
development. Their work focuses on the interaction of identity development 
among minority youth as they interface with majority youth. 
  
 Minority-Majority Social Identity Development Theory 
 
In the early 1990s, Cross described minority identity development and Helms 
described majority identity development as it impacted relations among 
African-American and Caucasian students.99 
 
These frameworks were examined and found to be extremely useful when 
applied to cross-cultural interaction among Deaf and hearing educators in the 
first bilingual schools for Deaf students in the United States.100 They were 
later adapted for bilingual bicultural Deaf education teacher training.101  
 
In Cross’ and Helms’ models, minority and majority individuals cycle and 
sometimes re-cycle through distinct stages of development. The chart below 
presents a range of scenarios that may occur when individuals naturally 
interact with each other as they go through majority and minority identity 
development. For example, an individual from the majority in the Pseudo-
independent stage will be inclined to want to be with individuals from the 
minority while perhaps still unintentionally perpetuating racism.  If that 
person interacts with a minority individual in the Immersion/Emersion stage 
who is inclined to wish to be only with other minority individuals, the two will 
in all probability, clash. However, both are progressing along in their identity 
development and at some future time could collaborate beautifully with one 
another to eradicate racism in their midst and promote an empowering 
educational environment.102  
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 Minority Identity Development 
 

Stages Values Strategies 

Pre-Encounter Think majority is better Think minority has nothing to 
do with his or her personal 
life 

Encounter Events force him or her to 
confront racism 

Forced to focus on his identity 
as a member of minority 

Immersion/Emersion Denigrate majority and 
glorify minority 

Surround with symbols of 
minority identity and avoid 
symbols of majority 

Internalization Secure in minority 
identity 

Build relationships with 
members of majority who 
demonstrate respect 

Internalization/ 

Commitment 

Commitment; proactively 
recognize and go past 
oppression 

Point of departure to discover 
universe 

 
Figure 2. Minority Identity development adapted by Small, A.  
Cross, W. In Tatum, B.D., (1992). Talking about race, learning about racism: The application of 
racial identity development theory in the classroom. Harvard Educational Review, 62 (1), 1-24.  
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 Majority Identity Development 
 

Stages Values Strategies 

Contact Lack of awareness of 
cultural and institutional 
racism and own privilege 

Stereotypes 

Disintegration Awareness and guilt, 
shame, anger, cognitive 
dissonance 

Denial or attempt to change 
significant other’s attitudes of 
minority group; withdrawal 

Reintegration Pressure to accept status 
quo 

Guilt and anxiety redirected 
as fear and anger at minority; 
blame minority for discomfort 

Pseudo-independent Abandon beliefs but may 
still unintentionally 
perpetuate system 

Actively affiliate with minority 
and/or alienated from 
majority who haven’t begun 
to examine their own racism 

Immersion/ 

Emersion 

Uncomfortable being 
White; can’t be anything 
else 

Seek to learn from White 
anti-racists 

Autonomy 

 

Newly defined sense of self Energized to confront 
racism/oppression; can forge 
alliances because more 
consistent anti-racist 
behaviour  

 
Figure 3. Majority identity development adapted by Small, A.  
Helms, J. (1992).  In: Tatum, B.D. Talking about race, learning about racism: The application 
of racial identity development theory in the classroom. Harvard Educational Review, 62 (1), 
1-24.  
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This framework demonstrates that majority identity development impacts 
minority identity development, such as when students interface with each 
other and when educators interface with students. The framework can be 
used to examine our assumptions as policy makers, educators, health 
professionals, linguists, etc. as we make decisions about the educational 
environments we create in the school system in which the minority child finds 
himself. Minority and majority peers can also use this framework to examine 
the stage they are in as they interface with each other as well as with the 
adults in their lives. 
 
These frameworks are useful in describing the stages of minority and majority 
identity development. They provide insight for individuals studying and 
working in multicultural systems. Rather than being chronologically-based, 
these identity models are based on a progression of values as individuals are 
impacted by their environment.  
 
However, these models do not shed light on which environmental experiences 
have a positive impact on individuals to progress from one stage to another.  
For this, we turn to another body of research. 
 
 Beyond Descriptive Models: Environmental Factors 
 
There is a need to identify how children and adults grow from one stage to 
another so that the models are not only descriptive but rather, prescriptive. 
The next section of this chapter identifies features that empower students to 
progress successfully from stage to stage in the process of “becoming.” 

 
Affirmative Model 

 
Richardson et al.103 point out that the minority identity development 
framework by Cross and others focused on minority identity developed in 
reaction to an oppressive environment only and ignored natural identity 
development within a more nurturing environment.  
 
Kambon104 proposed that African-American minority identity as well as 
African-American collective behavior and personality could be examined from 
an Afri-centric framework105. Kambon outlined “African self-extension” and 
“African self-consciousness” as important developmental components.  
 
“African self-extension” refers to interconnecting energy that enables people 
of African origin to transcend their individual experience and connect on a 
communal level. One might think of this as a “collective memory” that 
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fortifies and binds the individual to his ancestors and to his current cultural 
group.  
 
“African self-consciousness” allows full expression of the collective 
psychological or communal experience. When nurtured, the individual exudes 
and affirms their African-American life and their African heritage.106 The four 
characteristics of this self-consciousness are:   

  
• awareness of cultural identity 
• recognition of survival priorities and of the need for cultural 

institutions that affirm cultural life   
• participation in proactive development of “peoplehood”  
• recognition of the detrimental effects of oppression107  

 
In contrast to a reactive developmental framework, Kambon’s model provides 
an important contribution that affirms positive collective self-identity.  
According to his model, cultural identity need not be affirmed in relation to 
the majority. Healthy cultural identity, particularly for minority cultural 
groups, can and must be affirmed in relation to their own collective positive 
experience.  
 
One must therefore turn to research evidence on nurturing environments that 
promote positive cultural identity – as well as contexts that hamper positive 
identity development – in order to develop a comprehensive minority identity 
development framework. 
 

Interactions and Expectations 
 
The U.S. Commission on Civil Rights reports that classroom observation data 
with Hispanic and Anglo students indicate that teachers demonstrate positive 
interactions with Anglo students 34% more often than with their Hispanic 
students.108 
 
Rosenthal and Jacobson demonstrated in the 1960s the now famous 
“Rosenthal Effect”, where teacher expectations of students determined 
student outcomes. The findings have been replicated many times over the 
decades109 and  demonstrate that, for minority youth, positive teacher 
interactions and expectations play a significant role in their developmental 
outcomes. 
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Self-image and Stereotype Threat  
 
There is a series of studies demonstrating that self-image plays a role in the 
performance of cognitive tasks. In the 1990s, social psychologist Claude 
Steele, posited that when an individual’s social identity is connected to a 
negative stereotype, the individual tends to underperform in keeping with the 
stereotype. Spencer, Steele, and Quinn110 found that when students in a 
research study were told that the reason for the study was mathematical, 
Asian women did better, yet when told the reason was to look at gender 
differences in math, the women did worse. 
 
Given the research findings on the significant role of self-image on the 
performance of children, youth, and adults, it is important to delineate 
positive influences on self-image and cultural identity in academic contexts. 
 
 

Identity Texts: Language and Literacy 
 
“Identity text” creation is a powerful academic tool to enable marginalized 
students to develop “identities of competence”111 in school. The term “identity 
texts” describes students’ creative work and/or performances produced within 
the classroom and promoted by classroom teachers. Students share their 
identities as they develop their texts, which can be written, spoken, signed, 
visual, musical, dramatic, or combinations in multimodal form.112 The identity 
text becomes a mirror reflecting students’ identities back to them and for 
others to appreciate. When students share identity texts with multiple 
audiences (peers, teachers, family, sister classes, the media, etc.) they are 
likely to gain affirmation of self as they engage with their audience.113 
 
Identity texts have been a major focus in the Multiliteracies Project.114 The 
Multiliteracies Project involves several university-based researchers, graduate 
students, and teachers in action research projects with students from 
kindergarten to high school to explore notions of multiliteracies. Action 
research involves participating actively in the educational setting to study and 
improve strategies and practices. The project website115 provides descriptions 
of projects and showcases student work. Their findings indicate that the 
creation of dual-language identity texts by bilingual students has had a 
significant impact on students’ self-image as well as on the quality of their 
learning. Identity text creation: 
 

• encouraged students to connect new information and skills to their 
background knowledge 
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• enabled students to produce more accomplished literacy work in the 
school language 

• increased student awareness of the specialized language of school 
subjects 

• affirmed students’ identities as intelligent, imaginative and 
linguistically talented 

• increased student awareness of the relationships between their 
home language (L1) and the school language (L2)”116 

 
Similarly, a hub at Ryerson University’s School of Early Childhood Education is 
conducting multiple studies which are demonstrating the positive impact of 
maintaining the child’s first language and minority cultural identity on the 
child’s overall first and second language acquisition and performance.117 
Judith Bernhard,118 also publishing out of Ryerson University, demonstrates a 
statistically significant positive effect on pre-reading when preschool children 
have received affirmation about both language and identity from teachers, 
parents, and others. 
 
In Authors in the Classroom, Ada and Campoy119 document a myriad of 
pedagogical ideas for connecting students’ identities to authorship. They 
describe a process by which authorship in educational settings can become a 
transformative event in the lives of students and their teachers.  
 
Identity text creation is one empowering pedagogical tool for creating a 
minority cultural context and one method for transforming students and 
teachers. Thus, “both students and teachers are in a ‘becoming’ mode and 
the interactions they experience together shape their process of 
becoming.”120  The setting can be as diverse as an elementary or high school 
classroom, as described by Cummins and Early121, a prison, as described in 
the Clement et al. study,122 universities, or employment settings. 
 
Moje and Luke123 review the research highlighting how views of literacy 
impact identity and how views of identity impact literacy. This interaction is 
consistent with the effect of identity texts on both the learner and the 
teacher. Clearly, the writing process becomes greater than the product.  
 
In examining the process of identity text development, Cummins and Early124 
draw upon the work of Skourtou, Kourtis-Kazoullis, and Cummins125 to 
describe a progression of three pedagogical approaches for identity text 
development: 
 

1) First is a “transmission-oriented approach” which is the most narrow in 
focus. It aims simply to transmit the knowledge and skills required in 
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the curriculum. It may acknowledge the child’s cultural background but 
this is not viewed as an intrinsically important part of the exchange.  

2) The “social constructivist approach” draws on higher order thinking. 
Pedagogy is experiential and collaborative. Both teacher and student 
co-construct meaning. The child is an active co-participant in their 
learning.  

3) The “transformative pedagogical approach” focuses on critical inquiry 
and social action as an integral part of the curriculum. It broadens the 
focus to examine, with the child, the interplay of knowledge and power. 
The child is encouraged to apply his or her experience to analyze and 
impact the power relations in his or her life. This pedagogical approach 
encourages students to apply what is learned in an active way for 
meaning-making and to transform their lives and their environment.  

The authors view these three approaches as nested within each other so that 
a transformative approach builds on both the transmission-oriented and social 
constructivist approach in the classroom. 
This multi-layered pedagogical approach proposed by Skourtou, Kourtis-
Kazoulis, and Cummins is in keeping with the three broad literacy levels 
identified by Freire and Macedo.126  Freire and Macedo’s model progresses 
from the narrow functional level of literacy to the cultural level of literacy and 
then incorporates an analytic literacy level.  
 

• The “functional level” deals with decoding and meaning-making.  
• The “cultural level” takes into account the cultural messages in 

literature. It ensures students’ ability to analyze the cultural 
messages inherent in the literature they read and to play an active 
role incorporating their own culture and identity in their writing.  

• “Critical literacy” focuses on the connections between literature and 
power relations just as the transformative pedagogical approach is 
intended to encourage students to critique, analyze, and use 
literature as a means to act upon their environment and transform 
their lives.  

Freire and Macedo, who were concerned with empowering pedagogy, 
described the important role of educators in encouraging all three levels of 
literacy. Thus, identity texts and this process of literacy development become 
empowering tools for students to impact their environment and transform 
their lives.  
 
 Role Models and Mentorship 
 
The importance of social acceptance and affirmation is widely recognized 
amongst academics in a variety of fields, including social psychology, 
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sociolinguistics, and education. Mentorship can be a means of providing social 
acceptance and affirmation.   
 
Research on mentoring programmes by Big Brothers Big Sisters of Canada127 
is not only examining efficacy of mentoring programmes but also examining 
the features of effective mentoring relationships. This research can provide 
insight into the positive role mentors can play in identity formation. 
 
Many effective mentor relationships with minority youth – including  gay, 
depressed, African-American, and Hispanic – are cross-ethnic in the U.S.128 
Perhaps contrary to intuition, researchers have found that same race or 
culture is not the defining characteristic of effective mentor relationships.129  
While there are different outcomes for same race versus cross-race matching, 
none are better or worse. In other words, findings suggest that race in and of 
itself does not determine the effectiveness of a mentoring relationship. 
 
A Big Brothers Big Sisters report entitled “Measuring Reach” highlights the 
elements needed for a strong mentor relationship and mentor programme.130 
These elements include training, structured activities, parental support, 
parental involvement, and best practices.   
 
A review of 55 evaluations by David Dubois et al.131 of the effects of 
mentoring programmes on youth provide evidence of effective outcomes 
when theory-based and empirically-based best practices are utilized and 
when strong relationships are formed between mentors and youth.  Youth 
from backgrounds of environmental risk and disadvantage appear most likely 
to benefit from participation in mentoring programmes. However, poorly 
implemented programmes actually have an adverse effect on such youth.132  
 
Research evidence from mentorship studies indicates that the most effective 
mentorships all have the features of shared, goal-oriented interactions with 
youth in active, participatory roles in decision-making and negotiating 
activities.133 These features have in common student “agency”: the youth is 
empowered as “agent” of his or her own actions and can effect change on his 
or her own environment.  Collaborative, mutually negotiated activity styles 
were consistently found to be more effective than unilateral decision-making 
of either the mentor or mentee. Little comment was made on reciprocal 
negotiations (where mentor and mentee took turns doing what they wished).  
 
Findings also consistently suggested the benefits of goal-directed 
(instrumental) activities for adolescents in high school over purely social 
interactions. These were collaborative relationships where activities focused 
on shared goals or competence. 
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The findings from these mentoring social relationships are in keeping with the 
findings related to identity texts. What is consistently effective is that the 
child or youth is valued for what he brings from his own experience.  
 
Findings on all of these environmental factors must be included in an updated 
model of minority identity development that goes beyond the descriptive 
models. Children, youth, and adults are in a constant state of emerging 
identity or “becoming” as they interact with those around them. An updated 
framework of minority identity development must include these nurturing 
features for a more comprehensive prescriptive framework. 
 
We next turn to the literature on Deaf minority identity development. Findings 
from the literature of this cultural group can expand on learnings from other 
cultural minority groups. 
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Chapter 4:  
On Becoming: Developing an Empowering 
Cultural Identity Framework for Deaf Youth  
and Adults 
Anita Small, M.Sc., Ed.D. and Joanne Cripps, C.Y.W. 

 
This chapter extends the discussion on minority identity development to 

identity development among Deaf youth and adults. The unique cultural 
context of Deaf youth is presented. Stages of minority identity development 
are highlighted pertaining to “Deafhood” as Deaf youth transition from 
childhood to adolescence and into adulthood. Additional emphasis is placed on 
literature that is not only descriptive but also that demonstrates positive 
impacts on developmental trajectories.  The role of the schools as it pertains 
to identity development in Deaf youth as a minority group is unique since 
over 90% of Deaf children are born to hearing parents. 

 
The chapter concludes by establishing a framework that applies to Deaf 

as well as to other cultural minority groups in Ontario.   
 
 

 Terms of Reference and Statistics 
 
Identity development is an important area of study related to Deaf children, 
youth, and adults who find themselves in the minority in their environment. 
 
Statistics demonstrate a clear trend away from Provincial Schools for the 
Deaf, which provide a sign language environment, toward “mainstreaming” 
Deaf children in Ontario and across Canada. “Mainstreaming” refers to Deaf 
children attending hearing public schools where they are in the minority. In 
mainstream environments Deaf children are primarily placed in auditory oral 
programmes with hearing students where only spoken language is used. They 
have little or no access to Deaf role models, few Deaf peers, no or minimal 
access (through an interpreter) to sign language, no access to the history of 
Deaf people, or to Deaf arts or literature. Some of these programmes have 
self-contained classes with Deaf students together in one classroom within 
the public school. Some self-contained classes use signs to support spoken 
language. Most of these programmes do not provide a natural signed 
language with its own vocabulary, grammar and social rules of use – 
American Sign Language (ASL) or langue des signes quebecoise (LSQ).134 
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Results of a longitudinal Ontario study by Akamatsu, Musselman and 
Zweibel,135 demonstrated that 93% of Deaf children were initially enrolled in 
auditory oral programmes. By preschool, 67% were educated orally; by 
elementary, 58% were educated orally; and by adolescence only 31% were 
educated orally.  This shows a 62% shift from oral programmes in the early 
preschool years for Deaf children to signing programmes for Deaf 
adolescents.  
 
More recent statistics demonstrate a continuation and escalation of a trend 
towards this auditory oral approach. The Ontario Ministry of Children and 
Youth Services’ (MCYS) Infant Hearing Programme (IHP) Cumulative Report 
from the implementation of the IHP in November 2001 until March 2009 
demonstrates the following: of 1,577 babies identified as Deaf, 1,150 
received auditory verbal therapy (AVT); 50 were in dual programmes (both 
AVT and ASL); and 122 were enrolled in ASL programmes. Most recent 
statistics (2010) demonstrate 588 newly discovered Deaf babies and their 
families received AVT; four families were enrolled in dual programmes; and 
15 were in ASL programmes.136 
 
Over 4,300 Deaf students (junior kindergarten to grade 12) currently attend 
schools in Ontario. Less than 350 or 8% of all Deaf students attend the 
Provincial Schools for Deaf students in Ontario. Those students receive their 
education in ASL/English or LSQ/ French. Ninety-seven percent of Deaf 
students attending local public school board programmes are in oral education 
programmes.137 
 
The current statistics across Canada are even more dramatic, with 99% of 
Deaf children (junior kindergarten to grade 12) enrolled in mainstream school 
board programmes, less than 1% attending Provincial Schools for Deaf 
students, and 96% of Deaf students in oral-English education programmes.138  
 
With this large proportion of Deaf students mainstreamed as a cultural 
minority group within school board programmes in Ontario, the issue of 
minority identity development becomes particularly pertinent.  
 
In examining minority identity development we must also consider the data 
on literacy amongst Deaf Ontarians. Fifty-two percent of Deaf Ontarians have 
a low level of skills in document literacy compared to 38% of the general 
population.139 
 
University attendance and employment today among Deaf youth and young 
adults is significantly lower than among their hearing counterparts and lower 
than a decade ago. These realities result in barriers in adulthood, such as to 
professional employment.  A study by Woodcock and Pole140 used data from 
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the Canada Community Health Survey 1.1, which was a cross-sectional 
survey conducted by Statistics Canada with a total of 131,535 respondents.  
Their findings revealed that Deaf respondents were more likely to have 
achieved less education and were less likely to be working than their hearing 
counterparts.  

 

 Unique Cultural Circumstance of Deaf Children 
 
We refer to Deaf children and youth as members of a cultural minority group 
by virtue of their having been born Deaf. We operate on the premise that it is 
a Deaf child’s birthright to have access to a visual sign language and to the 
history, literature, values, and norms that they share with others like them, 
just as other cultural minority groups have. 
 
In contrast, as already noted, recent statistics from the Infant Hearing 
Programme in Ontario, Ministry of Children and Youth Services141 indicate that 
only 3% of families identified with Deaf infants in 2009 and 2010 received 
access to signed language, exposure to a Deaf adult, and to Deaf culture.  
 
This is largely due to the fact that many hearing parents choose cochlear 
implants for their Deaf children because they believe it will make their 
children part of the majority (which they see as good for their futures) rather 
than part of a minority (which they see as limiting their future opportunities).  
The assumption is that the more “hearing-like” their child can be, the more 
opportunities that will be open to them. To receive a cochlear implant in the 
province of Ontario, the parents must commit the child to be engaged in 
auditory verbal therapy (AVT), which – often based on hospital policies – 
precludes their exposure to ASL.  
 
These practices and policies are rooted in the deficit model of the child as 
“disabled”, which the child internalizes as inferiority.  It also has the effect of 
reducing or delaying Deaf children’s full language competence, which has 
profound implications for their identity development. 
 
As a result, 97% of Deaf children in Ontario will enter schools in our province 
with no early access to their own fully accessible signed language or to Deaf 
culture. This presents an increased stress on Deaf children’s early cultural 
identity development which is particular to this minority population because 
approximately 90% of Deaf children are born to hearing parents.  Most other 
students of minority culture backgrounds enter school with a foundation of 
their families’ particular cultural identity, which is also their own. For Deaf 
children this is not the case when their parents are hearing.  Deaf children’s 
cultural identity is passed down through other adult members of the Deaf 
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community and shared with their peers. It may also be passed across peers 
by Deaf children with Deaf parents.   
 
For other minority youth, who enter school with a sense of their minority 
culture imbued through family relationships, the challenge is to navigate their 
own minority cultural identity as they are enculturated in school. An obviously 
strong example of discordant cultural identity of the education system with 
the identity of the minority cultural group is in the case of Aboriginal children. 
Historically, Aboriginal children have been removed from their natural cultural 
group with their families and community at home and placed in residential 
programmes for the expressed purpose of assimilation. Aboriginal children 
who were deprived of access to their language and culture are seen today as 
victims of a crime.  Deaf children are still being denied their natural language 
and culture but this is not generally recognized as an injustice.   
 
For Deaf students, Provincial Schools provide the opportunity for children to 
live and learn within their native language and culture. Deaf children who 
have gone to Provincial Schools have found themselves immersed in a culture 
that is naturally theirs by virtue of the number of Deaf students, teachers, 
administrators, and counselors with whom they were readily able to interact.  
 
Over the past decades, placement in Provincial Schools for Deaf children has 
dwindled significantly, yet we do not recognize that this denies Deaf children 
their language and culture and deprives them of a rich immersive experience.   
 
Irene Leigh142 describes the journey Deaf individuals take as they try to find 
their niche.  She argues that identity formation is largely a product of 
enculturation based on the family and community one grows up with, as Urie 
Bronfenbrenner143 posits in his model of social development already 
described.  
 
For Deaf people who are socialized early on in the Deaf world, a sense of Deaf 
peoplehood, or “belonging” to the Deaf community, permeates who they are. 
However, as already described, most Deaf people are “born into a non-Deaf 
world where the language of family and the community is not fully 
accessible.”144 They are constantly confronted by a disability perspective of 
who they are. They are therefore constantly trying to figure out their identity, 
how they can fit in, and whom they should emulate.  
 
Many Deaf people who grow up in a non-Deaf world eventually learn about 
the Deaf world and American Sign Language, but their process of identity 
formation is not straightforward as they try to find a niche for themselves.145 
This identity navigation through time, and emerging impact of the Deaf 
community on Deaf identity as Deaf individuals enter college and are exposed 
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to other Deaf people and sign language, is a common theme found by many 
researchers.146 
 
Understanding the developmental pathways of Deaf youth can identify 
supports and opportunities they require to transition successfully from the 
middle school years through adolescence and into productive adulthood.  
 

 Risk Factors  
 
There is a dearth of statistical research studies on Deaf children, their 
identity, and mental health development, but the anecdotal evidence is 
compelling.  
 
Deaf Ontarians have lower literacy levels; fewer Deaf students continue to 
post-secondary education; preventable mental health issues persist; and the 
barriers created continue into adulthood in un- and under-employment.  
These risk factors, statistics on the current educational situation of Deaf 
children as a minority group in Ontario, taken together with their unique 
cultural circumstance, all provide persuasive justification to explore minority 
identity formation of Deaf children as they transition from childhood to 
adulthood. 
 

 Prescriptive Features of Positive Deaf Minority 
 Identity Development  
 
 Fostering Deafhood 
 
In 1990, British Deaf Ph.D, Paddy Ladd, coined the term “Deafhood” “to begin 
the process of defining “an existential state of Deaf ‘being in the world.’”147 
“Deafhood” refers to Deaf identity and is a sharp contrast to the medical term 
“deafness.” “Deafness” assumes a loss and has been broadly applied to all 
Deaf people, as has the term “hearing impaired,” which initially referred 
primarily to “hard of hearing” elderly adults and rendered the true nature of 
Deaf collective existence invisible.  “Deafness” and “hearing impaired” also 
imply a deficit, which “Deafhood” does not. 
 
The notion of Deafhood relates to Lewin’s theory of “social ground.” The Deaf 
individual determines his sense of connection with the understanding that he 
is part of a broader social minority grouping.  
 
Deafhood also relates to Bronfenbrenner’s theory of the impact of the 
external system on identity development.  
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Ladd’s framework for Deafhood defines Deaf individuals according to their 
collective heritage and affirmation of self. This is in keeping with Kambon’s 
model. As described in Kambon’s model, cultural identity need not be 
affirmed or determined in relation to the majority. So too, Ladd emphasizes 
that a healthy Deaf identity must be affirmed in relation to an individual’s own 
Deaf collective positive experience.  
 
Like Kambon’s model that fortifies the individual with his collective African 
heritage, Ladd’s model of Deafhood fortifies the Deaf individual to address 
and combat “audist” attitudes. “Audism” is a term referring to the devaluing 
of the language and culture of Deaf people. Audism assumes a superiority of 
speaking and hearing and promotes a deafness or medical/deficit perspective 
of Deaf individuals. In contrast, anti-audist attitudes would not only stop the 
devaluing of Deaf individuals and their signed language but would also 
encourage environments that promote Deafhood – the  collective minority – 
as  a rich resource in our society.148 
 
According to Ladd’s model, Deafhood is defined “not as a finite state but as a 
process by which Deaf individuals come to actualize their Deaf identity.”149  
As Deaf individuals (from birth or later in life) construct their identity as Deaf 
people within society, Deaf collective existence – Deafhood – emerges as a 
resource for the individual and society. Ladd150 identifies stages from a deficit 
dimensional stage through a human rights dimension, a linguistic minority 
dimension and finally to a Deafhood dimension including identification with a 
collective culture, history, literature, and art. 

 



 
 
   
 

 

 
35 

 
 

Figure 4. Dimensional stages from deafness to Deafhood, including 
terminology associated with each stage.  
Ladd, P. (2003). Understanding Deaf culture: In search of Deafhood, Clevedon,  
UK: Cromwell Press Ltd., p.170. 

 
 
Just as a general framework for minority identity development must 
encompass “peoplehood,” as Kambon and others assert, so a minority identity 
development model for Deaf people must incorporate Deafhood. This begs the 
question: How does one foster Deafhood as children transition from 
elementary school programmes to junior and high school and on to post-
secondary programmes through to employment?’ 
 
Connecting the concept of Deafhood to the minority development theories 
already presented yields some answers. 
 
 Providing Deaf Cultural Space  
 
Many school boards across Canada, including in Ontario, work to provide 
access for Deaf students with an eye towards “inclusion” and “universal 
design.” One cannot deny the importance of access as it begins to provide a 
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level playing field for Deaf students in the mainstream. However, it is simply 
not enough. A Deaf student may gain access to the curriculum with an 
interpreter present, but the curriculum and environment still does not reflect 
Deaf role models, Deaf literature created by great ASL poets, Deaf historical 
figures who impacted society, and endless opportunities for social 
participation and leadership.  
 
An “inclusive” environment that provides access is still one in which Deaf 
students must constantly expend energy in attempts to be a genuinely equal 
participant in the school system. Enormous attention goes toward ensuring 
basic access in the classroom, for instance. Interactions take place through 
interpreters, auditory systems, and note takers. In what we tend to call an 
inclusive environment, Deaf students must expend increased effort in 
attempts to establish direct and deep interactions with fellow students and 
teachers in their academic setting. Rarely are they effortlessly in the centre of 
interactions. 
 
In contrast, for Deaf children, Deaf Cultural Space embodies an empowering 
environment that goes far beyond inclusion. Deaf Cultural Space includes 
ASL, Deaf culture, Deaf role models, and an environment where students are 
already in the core of the system both in academic studies as well as in the 
social arena where much learning takes place by osmosis.  “The more 
empowered an individual or group becomes, the more is generated for others 
to share, as is the case when two people love each other or when we really 
connect with children we are teaching.”151   
 
In this context, “empowerment” is the “collaborative creation of power.” In an 
empowering environment, students’ sense of identity is affirmed and 
extended in their natural and ongoing interactions with educators and fellow 
students. The school nurtures the child’s spirit and in turn, the child’s spirit is 
enhanced and acts upon the system.152 As pertains to Deaf children, the 
educational system amplifies who they are, rather than focusing on amplifying 
their hearing.153 
  
A school system that incorporates Deaf cultural space and empowering 
interactions fosters Deafhood versus deafness in keeping with Ladd’s 
framework. 
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     Access   versus  Deaf Cultural Space 

     Inclusion  versus  Empowering Environment  

     Deafness  versus  Deafhood 

 
 
 

 
Figure 5. Access versus Deaf Cultural Space  
Revised from Small, A. (2000). York University, Advanced Seminar in Bilingual 
Bicultural Education. Teacher Preparation Programme in the Education of Deaf and 
Hard-of-Hearing Students, Faculty of Education. 

 
The World Federation of the Deaf’s (WFD’s) Policy on Education Rights for 
Deaf Children154 states that “even in industrialized countries, the majority of 
current Deaf education programmes do not respect the linguistic human 
rights of Deaf children. [In fact,] most Deaf education programmes fall into 
the ‘language deprivation’ category described in theoretical models of 
education of linguistic minorities. ‘Language deprivation’ for Deaf people 
means ignoring the use of sign language as a basic communication means, as 
a language of instruction, and as a school subject.  
 
“In addition, the 2006 United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons 
with Disabilities calls for state parties to recognize and promote signed 
languages (Article 21), facilitate learning of signed language by Deaf 
students, and promote the linguistic identity of the Deaf community in the 
education system (Article 24)”.155  
 
An ASL environment and other reflections of Deaf culture are critical to 
enhance the identity development of Deaf youth. 
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 Maintaining High Expectations  
 
The same situation pertains to Deaf students in mainstreamed classrooms as 
has been found with other minority students regarding expectations. While 
access is partially addressed in the classroom with the provision of 
interpreters, students lack direct positive natural exchange with their teachers 
without intervening interpreters, simultaneous conversations are missed, and 
student status in the classroom is largely affected by notions of disability. Just 
as was found with the famous “Rosenthal Effect” the notion of “disability” 
generates accompanying low expectations on the part of teachers and 
impacts student performance. 
 
 “Deaf Gain” and overcoming Stereotype Threat 
 
In keeping with Bronfenbrenner’s early bio-ecological systems theory, 
decisions that are made at a policy level have huge implications for the Deaf 
child’s identity development. Examples include the policies in the health care 
system that require children not to have access to ASL in order to receive 
cochlear implants.  This has significant implications for the individual child in 
their self perception. Implicit in the cochlear implant is the value placed on 
hearing, the devaluing of ASL and the notion of being Deaf as disability. 
 
Bauman and Murray156 provide an overview of the field of Deaf studies in the 
late 20th century which was based upon a medical disability perspective. With 
this perspective, the goal of Deaf education has been to “eradicate deafness,” 
increase medical intervention, and deny sign language – ASL.  They point out 
the irony that large numbers of hearing infants are currently being exposed to 
sign language because of its known cognitive and linguistic benefits, while 
Deaf infants with cochlear implants are denied the same access. 
  
They propose a new identity frame of “Deaf-Gain” rather than “Hearing-Loss” 
or “deafness-lack” for the 21st century, where Deaf ways of being are seen as 
a cultural resource for society.157  
 
Not surprisingly, research on identity among Deaf adults demonstrates a direct 
relationship between educational experience, social interaction, and identity.  
Nikolaraizi and Hadjikakou158 report that Deaf Greek adults who attended public 
schools and  interacted with hearing peers using Greek had a hearing identity.  
Those adults with a Deaf identity attended schools for the Deaf students, where 
they interacted with Deaf peers in Greek Sign Language. Deaf adults with a 
bicultural identity attended public schools, where they interacted with hearing 
peers in Greek, but they also had the opportunity to interact with Deaf role 
models outside school.  
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 Offering Role Models and Mentorship 
 
The Greek study cited above indicates that social interaction and mentorship 
played a significant role in establishing positive Deaf cultural identity.  
Mentorship has also been shown to have a positive effect in other minority 
populations.   
 
No formal mentorship programme exists for Deaf youth in Canada at this time 
and should be established.  In the meantime, exposure to Deaf role models is 
important in Deaf youth self-development. 
 
 A Word about Agency 
 
General findings on the importance of agency in effective mentoring 
duplicates what we know facilitates early language development in young 
Deaf children. When young Deaf children have agency – when their language 
is acknowledged and they have an active role in negotiating their 
conversations fully – it has a positive impact on their linguistic competence.159  
So too, when all facets of the individual child’s “being” – their  culture, 
heritage, literature, etc. – are acknowledged and nurtured the greater the 
possibility of positive impact on their “becoming.” 
 
As reported in Chapter 1 of this monograph, research has demonstrated that 
children need to know what they are good at and have that fostered rather 
than attempting to boost self-esteem by encouraging unrealistic expectations 
in areas of lesser competencies. Côté describes this as the importance of 
nurturing self-efficacy versus self-esteem.160 His findings are highly relevant 
to Deaf children because, for example, many Deaf children are unrealistically 
reinforced for their spoken English abilities while other competencies, for 
which they have far greater skill, may be ignored.  
 
Hauser et al.161 beautifully articulate the negative impact of the disability 
perspective and cite the literature tracing the negative impact of 
perseverating on audition in the education of Deaf students. In contrast, they 
cite research studies that demonstrate positive impacts of educational 
settings that highlight and build upon the visual competencies of Deaf 
students.  
 
A minority identity development framework must incorporate all of the 
empowering environmental factors and the empowering features that underlie 
them in order to establish a prescriptive model to guide our policies. 
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 Minority Deaf Identity Development Framework 
 
 
 
STAGES     NURTURING             EMPOWERING           EMPOWERING  
      IDENTITY                    ENVIRONMENT          FEATURES 
      COMPONENTS                
 
Pre-Encounter  
   
Encounter        Self-extension   
           Collective memory            
      
        “Deafhood”/ 
Emersion       Peoplehood         
        
Internalization     
            
             
         
     
             Self-consciousness         
        Awareness/Affirmation 
Internalization/   Peoplehood  
Commitment      participation/                 
            Oppression analysis                 
                Action and Connection 
 
 

Figure 6. Minority Identity Development adapted by Small, A.  
Cross, W. In Tatum, B.D., (1992). Talking about race, learning about racism: The 
application of racial identity development theory in the classroom. Harvard Educational 
Review, 62 (1), 1-24; Kambon, K. (1998). African/Black psychology in the American 
context: An African centred approach. Tallahassee, FL: Nubian Nation Publications; 
Ladd, P. (2003). Understanding Deaf culture: In search of Deafhood, Clevedon, UK: 
Cromwell Press Ltd.; Cummins, J. and Early, M. (Eds.) (2011). Identity Texts: the 
Collaborative Creation of Power in Multilingual Schools. Stoke-on-Trent: Trentham 
Books; Karcher, M. and Nakkula, M. (2010). Play, Talk, Learn: Promising Practices in 
Youth Mentoring. New Directions for Youth Development: Theory Practice, Research, 
Summer, 2010. 
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The Minority Identity Development Framework we propose incorporates each 
of the descriptive identity stages identified by Cross162 as individuals 
encounter oppressive environments. These can be seen in the far left column 
progressing downward. The framework applied to Deaf youth follows the 
course of identity development of students from pre-encounter with their own 
minority group (and an implicit assumption that the majority is better) to 
internalization of their own cultural identity seen as a strength (and as a point 
of departure to discover the world). 
 
In the next column, beside Cross’ model, we include Kambon’s163 descriptive 
identity components as individuals engage in nurturing cultural environments. 
This provides the balance of types of environments individuals encounter and 
takes into account self-generated identity as well as external impacts on 
identity formation.  
 
Moving across the model we identify specific empowering factors within the 
environment that nurture positive minority identity formation. Deaf Cultural 
Space that fosters Deaf heritage, Deaf history, Deaf arts, ASL literature, 
language, and spirit is highlighted as proposed by Ladd.164 Identity texts as 
exemplified by Cummins and Early,165 that are created through 
transformative interactions, are proposed as empowering contexts for 
development.  
 
Mentoring relationships that promote shared goals and negotiated interactions 
are recognized as having a positive impact.  
 
Finally, the model identifies the research findings prescribing the important 
role of student agency, moving individuals from one stage of identity 
development to the next. Agency acknowledges, draws upon, and promotes 
individual competencies and unique differences that enrich our society.  
 
According to the research findings and this prescriptive framework, agency is 
THE common underlying factor impacting minority cultural identity 
development. All policies and educational recommendations cited in Chapter 5 
derive from agency as the single most critical factor. 
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Chapter 5: Recommendations 
Anita Small, M.Sc., Ed.D., Joanne Cripps, C.Y.W. and James Côté, M.A., Ph.D. 

 
 The common thread: Proactivity/Agency  
 
There are many obstacles to taking self and identity research into the applied 
realm, especially in individualistic societies where ideas of freedom of choice 
are virtually sacred. While this might seem like an intractable problem for 
modern democracies, it needs to be recognized that modern democracies 
have developed and continue to support institutions that directly and 
deliberately affect people’s choices, most notably educational systems.  
 
Unfortunately, the research synthesis above concerning general self/identity 
development suggests that our current educational systems do little to 
enhance the forms of development examined, at least in terms of the most 
important motivational stance associated with the highest levels of 
functioning – namely , proactivity or agency. Few educational experiences in 
contemporary schools are “transformative,” while most are merely 
“sustaining” of the person’s existing developmental capacities.166 Education 
systems also vary in quality, and much mass education has become 
perfunctory, even at the tertiary level.167 At the same time, there appears to 
be ample room in the curriculum to include innovations that yield returns in 
certain non-academic aspects of people’s lives that indeed impact their 
academic performance, including their self and identity development. 
 
It should be noted that lack of intentional environmental sensitivity to 
minority cultures de facto represents and perpetuates only majority cultural 
values. Findings suggest that proactivity and agency are particularly 
significant for positive minority identity development and identity 
development of Deaf youth and adults specifically. 
 
In addition to improving the developmental support systems in schools, 
research from the past couple of decades suggests that support systems for 
positive youth development168 can be created or enhanced at the community 
level,169 as well as at the societal levels, with opportunities for student 
exchanges and volunteer work abroad and at home.170 The Nordic countries 
lead the world in the latter types of opportunities for young people, but they 
premise such efforts on the (authoritative) view that young people constitute 
positive resources for society who deserve to participate in meaningful 
ways.171 
 
The literature also indicates that the positive benefits of authoritative 
parenting, with its nurturing emphasis on mature behaviours, extend to other 
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institutions, like schools, community centres, organizations, and the 
workplace.172  
 
 
 Policy Recommendations Related to Cultural Minority 
 Groups and Deaf Youth 
 
The research findings on minority cultural identity development and the 
subsequent framework point naturally to both overarching and specific 
recommendations. Here we apply the findings on identity development to the 
variety of cultural minority groups in Ontario. We provide specific 
recommendations to promote cultural minority identity derived from the 
findings. We also articulate policy implications specifically related to Deaf 
individuals. 

 Applications Of Learnings To Cultural Minority Groups 
 

1. The Ministry of Children and Youth Services, the Ministry of 
Education and Training and the Ministry of Health need to 
develop a common assessment tool to examine the cultural 
environment of minority children and youth in school, post-
secondary institutions, and as they transition into the work force. 

2. Promote the primary language of minority children at home, 
prior to and after entering school. 

3. Identify cultural and linguistic minorities as assets in our society. 
4. Government support for free minority language classes for 

language minority children should be available. 
5. Implement minority cultural space in the school environment. 

This includes history, arts, heritage, and literature infused in the 
curriculum. 

6. On a systems level, “identity safety” must be promoted through 
efforts on the part of policy makers, school administrators, and 
teachers to establish that diverse social identities add value to 
the school environment. Diverse cultural heritage, arts, 
languages, literatures, and ways of being would be 
acknowledged and valued by school personnel to nurture positive 
identity and increased competencies. 

7. Build identity text opportunities into the curriculum. 
8. Provide teacher training on transformative pedagogy. 
9. Provide exposure and interaction with other minority language 

children and role models. 
10. Establish provincial mentoring programmes (primary, secondary, 

and post-secondary, transitioning to employment). 
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11. Highlight and actively promote competencies rather than self-
esteem.  

 
 Policy Implications for Deaf Youth 
 

1. The Ministry of Children and Youth Services, the Ministry of 
Education and Training and the Ministry of Health need to 
develop a common assessment tool to examine the cultural 
environment of the Deaf child and youth in school, in post-
secondary institutions and as they transition into the work force. 

2. Ministry of Child and Youth Services Infant Hearing Programme 
(MCYS IHP) should promote the primary language (ASL/LSQ) at 
home prior to and after entering school. Families who do not 
know ASL must be supported to provide a fully accessible visual 
language for their Deaf child. Professionals (including 
audiologists and family physicians) require training to recognize 
the importance of a truly fully accessible visual language for Deaf 
children. Policies and practices that forbid access to ASL, such as 
those related to cochlear implantation, must be eliminated. 

3. Government support for free sign language classes for Deaf 
children should be available. 

4. Public school board programmes should implement Deaf minority 
cultural space in the school environment. This includes ensuring 
Deaf history, arts, heritage, and literature are part of the 
curriculum. 

5. All government departments should identify Deaf children, youth, 
and adults as a cultural and linguistic minority group, not as a 
“special needs” population as is currently the case.  

6. On a systems level, “identity safety” must be promoted through 
efforts on the part of policy makers, school administrators, and 
teachers to establish that diverse social identities add value to 
the school environment. Deaf cultural heritage, arts, languages, 
literatures, and ways of being would be acknowledged and 
valued by school personnel to nurture positive identity and 
increased competencies.  

7. The Ministry of Education should build identity text opportunities 
into the curriculum. 

8. The Ministry of Education together with the College of Teachers 
should provide teacher training on transformative pedagogy. 

9. MCYS IHP should encourage families to visit Deaf schools and 
meet Deaf professionals early in their Deaf child’s life. 

10. The Provincial Schools and public school boards should establish 
specific mentorship programmes as well as cross-age 
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programming and inter-school activities to provide multiple 
opportunities for Deaf children of different ages to engage with 
one another. Inter-age activities and mentorship programmes 
should be organized for primary and secondary school levels. 

11. Universities across Ontario should increase mentoring 
programmes at the post-secondary level as students transition to 
employment. 

12.     Parents, teachers, and counselors should highlight competencies 
rather than self-esteem. Children need to know what they are 
good at and have that fostered rather than attempting to boost 
self-esteem by encouraging unrealistic expectation in areas of 
lesser competencies.  

The one action that could most positively impact Deaf cultural identity 
development for youth it is this: ensure Deaf adults, who are now on the 
fringes, move to the core of the education system that is shaping the future 
of the next generations. The ASL community must have a proactive, 
authoritative role in Deaf education. Deaf children need to see successful Deaf 
adults as role models and mentors and need to see themselves and their life 
experience reflected in their curricula.  All recommendations above will 
undoubtedly advance if this first step is taken. 
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Glossary 
 
Active identity formation: A state of development characterized by a 
willingness to commit to courses of action in terms of future goals and 
commitments, but an unwillingness to explore and experiment, which are 
hallmarks of  proactive identity formation. 
 
ASL: American Sign Language - the official language of Deaf communities in 
English Canada and the United States. 
 
Audism: The notion that one is superior based on one’s ability to hear or to 
behave in a manner of one who hears.173 It is a set of individual or group 
practices that elevates English and other spoken languages and devalues ASL 
and other signed languages.  
 
Authoritarian parenting style: An approach whereby parents demand 
mature behaviour, but they are not sensitive to their children’s needs and 
emotional states. 
 
Authoritative parenting style: An approach in which parents are sensitive 
to their children’s needs and emotional states, but they also communicate 
expectations of maturity and require that their children comply with those 
expectations.   
 
Deaf: Reflects that ASL and ASL Culture are the birthright of the individual by 
virtue of their having been born visually based or become so in childhood, 
whether or not they have been exposed to ASL and the culture. This is in 
keeping with how authors refer to individuals from other cultural minority 
groups such as Black or Jewish. 
 
Deafhood: A process of affirming an existential state of Deaf ‘being in the 
world’ whereby Deaf collective existence emerges as a positive resource for 
the individual and society.174  
 
Deaf cultural space: Embodies an empowering Deaf environment that 
includes ASL literature and language, Deaf culture, Deaf role models, Deaf 
heritage, Deaf history, and Deaf arts.175 Deaf students are in the core of the 
system both in academic studies as well as in the social arena where much 
learning takes place by osmosis. 
 
Ego identity: A capacity for a sense of personal sameness and continuity (a 
feeling of being the same over time and in different places). This 
psychological capacity is necessary for social functioning so that long-term 
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goals and commitments developed at one point in time are sustained at 
future points in time. 
 
Identity diffusion/Diffuse identity: A mental state involving the avoidance 
of making the types of plans and forming the types of commitments that 
would help the young person synthesize an identity that can be consolidated 
into a coherent adult identity.  
 
Identity texts: Students’ creative work and/or performances produced 
within the classroom and promoted by classroom teachers that become a 
mirror reflecting students’ identities back to them and for others to 
appreciate. An empowering tool whereby students share their identities as 
they develop their texts, which can be written, spoken, signed, visual, 
musical, dramatic, or combinations in multimodal form.176 
 
Inactive identity formation: A state of development characterized by a 
reticence to think ahead, experiment and explore, or to commit to future 
goals (synonymous with identity diffusion). 
 
Inclusion: An environment that provides access but in which Deaf students 
constantly expend energy in attempts to be genuinely equal participants in 
the school system.  Enormous attention goes toward ensuring basic access in 
the classroom through interpreters, auditory systems, and notetakers. Deaf 
students must expend increased effort in attempts to establish direct and 
deep interactions with fellow students and teachers in their academic setting. 
Rarely are they effortlessly in the centre of interactions. 
 
Indifferent parenting style: One of two forms of permissive parenting 
where parents have few expectations for mature behaviour, and they are not 
sensitive to their children’s needs and emotional states. 
 
Indulgent parenting style: One of two forms of permissive parenting where 
parents have few expectations for mature behaviour, but they are (overly) 
sensitive to their children’s needs and emotional states. 
 
Peoplehood: A sense of connection or belonging with the understanding of 
being part of a broader social minority group with a collective heritage and 
affirmation of self.  
 
Personal agency: the capacity for intentional, self-directed behavior, 
especially in face of obstacles such as a lack of opportunity or discrimination.  
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Personal identity: How a person experiences the self in the interpersonal 
realm and is known by others in terms of reputation and personality/ 
behavioral characteristics.  
 
Proactive identity formation: An overall stance involving a willingness to 
think ahead in one’s life in a planning and purposeful manner, and to explore 
and experiment with future possible selves and identities. 
 
Reactive identity formation: A usually temporary period during which a 
young person explores and experiments with goals, but without committing to 
them. 
 
Self-concept(s): A concrete sense of “who one is,” as reflected in 
participation in various situations, activities, and roles. 
 
Self-esteem: A self-assessment of how well one is perceived in various 
situations, how good one is in certain activities, and how well one performs 
different roles. This sense of self involves a comparison with others, as in how 
physically attractive one is compared to others one knows. 
 
Self-efficacy: The sense that one’s actions can produce certain predictable 
outcomes in a given realm of life, like doing well in certain school subjects, 
languages, or sports. It is based a belief that is matched with a realistic 
outcome (e.g., believing that one is good at math, matched with actually 
doing well in mathematics). Importantly, the belief can influence the 
outcome, because if one does not try to be good at something, one does not 
practice; and if one does not even try in the first place, one cannot by 
definition be successful at something. 
 
Self-image: Similar to self-concept, but based on the metaphor of the 
“looking-glass self,” where interactions with other people provide a “mirror” 
with which the person judges their own behaviour.  
 
Social identity: A person’s social location in terms of key characteristics like 
ethnicity and gender. The term is used to describe how a person experiences 
his/her specific location in society as well as how others define and treat that 
person because of their key characteristics. 
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