
FROM TRIGGERS TO RESILIENCE: 
RAISING A CHILD WHO IS DEAF OR 

HARD OF HEARING 
Shawn Rhine Kalback, Ph.D.

Edmund N. Ervin Pediatric Center 
shawn.kalback@mainegeneral.org

Cheryl DeConde Johnson, Ed.D.
The ADEvantage

Audiology- Deaf Education- Consulting
cheryl@colorado.edu

mailto:shawn.kalback@mainegeneral.org
mailto:cheryl@colorado.edu


OBJECTIVES
 Learn concepts of concepts of complex grief and 

positive psychology that might be useful when 
raising a child who is deaf or hard of hearing; 

 Learn means of strengthening your own ability 
(as a parent) to manage "triggers" and/ or 
"stressors" as they come along in your child's life, 
including parent-to-parent support; and

 As a professional, learn and understand how the 
above concepts and skills might support your 
work with deaf and hard of hearing children 
and their families.



RECEIVING A DIAGNOSIS OF HEARING 
LOSS…NOT SO SIMPLE AS IT SEEMS
 Universal Newborn Hearing Screening 

 “Institution-led” vs. “Parent-led” diagnosis 

 Yoshinaga-Itano & DeUzcategui (2001). 
(Hearing parents) Receiving a newborn 
hearing screening produced 3% anxiety; 
Receiving a “refer” following a failed 
screen increased anxiety to 40%. 



GRIEF…
DEFINITIONS OF GRIEF (HTTP://WWW.MERRIAM-WEBSTER.COM/DICTIONARY/GRIEF)

 deep and poignant distress caused by or as 
if by bereavement

 a cause of such suffering
 an unfortunate outcome :   disaster —used 

chiefly in the phrase “come to grief”
 mishap, misadventure
 trouble, annoyance “enough grief for one 

day”
 annoying or playful criticism “getting grief 

from his friends”



…IT’S COMPLICATED 

Complicated Grief – When the process of 
managing loss (or unexpected change in 
expectations) is extended or delayed.
Kurtzer-White and Luterman, 2003 
Discuss multi-step cycle of grief following 
diagnosis of hearing loss 
“Shock, Recognition, Denial, 
Acknowledgement, and Constructive 
Action”



BUT WHAT ABOUT….
 Relief- Finally! We know what’s 

going on!
 Overwhelmed - By what you might 

have to learn 
 Loss - Related to a shift in 

expectations from your own 
experiences

 Joy - Your child may share the same 
experiences as you



IT’S NOT JUST ABOUT THE DIAGNOSIS…

Adams (2011) Dissertation – 80% of 
(hearing) mom’s polled using a 
“response to diagnosis interview” had 
“accepted” their child’s diagnosis of 
hearing loss. 



“TRIGGERS”…THE GIFT THAT KEEPS ON 
GIVING
“Triggers” – Events and reminders (of that 
change in expectation or experience) that 
can hit at any time and often during times of 
transition; 
Triggers may be different for you than what 
your partner/ close family member, or your 
other children experiences.
Deaf and Hearing parents may experience 
“triggers” based on their own past 
experiences.



AUDIENCE REFLECTION: 
PARENTS….

What events or incidences have “triggered” 
feelings that cause you to regret/grieve 
your child has hearing loss or deafness, or 
to bring that aspect of your child into focus?  

Think about examples from early 
childhood, preschool, elementary school, 
middle school, high school, transition to 
adulthood.



ROLLER COASTER OF RAISING A CHILD WHO 
IS DEAF OR HARD OF HEARING
0-2 3-5 Elem MS HS



GETTING TO RESILIENCE



FOSTERING RESILIENCE

Hardiness;
Self-Enhancement and strong 
Social Networks; 
Positive Emotions (gratitude, 
interest, love); 
LAUGHTER



MANAGING “LOSS” AND RESILIENCE

Resilience (Bonanno; 2004) - “The ability of 
adults in otherwise normal circumstances who 
are exposed to an isolated and potentially 
highly disruptive event, such as the death of a 
close relation or a violent or life-threatening 
situation, to maintain relatively stable, healthy 
levels of psychological and physical 
functioning” as well as “the capacity for 
generative experiences and positive emotions.”



RESILIENCE AND FAMILIES WITH DEAF 
AND HARD OF HEARING CHILDREN

Ahlert, et al (2012) South African sample of 
families 

Factors associated with family resilience 
included: “family time and routines, social 
support, affirming communication, family 
“hardiness,” problem solving skills, religion, a 
search for meaning, and acceptance of a 
child’s hearing loss.” 



RESILIENCY/WELL BEING
Parent-to-Parent Support for Parents with Children who are 
Deaf or Hard of Hearing: A Conceptual Framework (Henderson, 
Johnson, & Moodie (2014)
This article proposes a conceptual framework of parent-to-
parent support based upon extensive literature review. 
Components include: 
 well-being: parent, family and child; 
 knowledge: advocacy, system navigation & education; 
 empowerment: confidence and competence.  Learning 

Parents (child recently diagnosed) and Supporting Parents 
(lived experience) are described related to mutuality and 
connectedness.  

The article discusses key predictors of well-being for parents 
and families and for DHH children. 





TRANSFORMING HOW DISABILITIES ARE 
PERCEIVED
WWW.WHO.INT/CLASSIFICATIONS/ICF/BEGINNERSGUIDE.PDF

Medical Model
Disability is a deficiency
 located within the person
 Disability is negative and should 
be ameliorated

Remedy is individual’s 
problem

Agent of  Remedy: Health 
care professional

Social Model
Disability is a difference
 located between the person and 
society
 Disability is neutral in life’s context

Remedy is negotiated 
interaction with society

Agent of Remedy: Person and 
people with whom the person 
interacts

http://www.who.int/classifications/icf/beginnersguide.pdf


POSITIVE PSYCHOLOGY

Martin Seligman and Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi
(2000; APA Monitor)

"Life well lived, in spite of 
challenges in life, not at the 

exclusion of them.“



POSITIVE PSYCHOLOGY

"Raising children, I realized, is vastly more than 
fixing what is wrong with them. It is about 

identifying and nurturing their strongest qualities, 
what they own and are best at, and helping them 
find niches in which they can best live out these 

strengths." (Seligman, 2000)



POSITIVE PSYCHOLOGY AND PARENTING 
A DEAF OR HARD-OF-HEARING CHILD

Szarkowski and Brice (2016)
 Empowerment. You are (becoming) the expert -

"Parent Power" you’re the expert about your child, 
hearing loss, their education/ therapy, etc.

 Finding the positives in the "small stuff" (running the 
dishwasher during naptime)

 More effort = more time with my child
 When it's good, it's REALLY Good
 I'm a better parent, because I don't take things for 

granted



POSITIVE PSYCHOLOGY AND PARENTING A 
DEAF OR HARD-OF-HEARING CHILD (CONT.)
Szarkowski and Brice (2016)
Learning…to "let go" - while REALLY HARD- can 
really help you understand what an amazing kid 
your child is
Learning…about how my child learns…"can't 
get that from a book“
Learning…about myself (as a parent, as a 
person)…and personal growth
Learning… to be an advocate/ expert



LESSONS LEARNED
• Child first – who happens to have a unique communication 

and learning style and may introduce another language 
into the home

• Education – knowledge is power
• Have confidence in your providers and the school system
• Be responsible for raising your child – schools are 

responsible for educating your child, same responsibilities 
as for a typically hearing child, a partnership

• Parent-to-parent support
• Unique responsibilities of parents: 

• Facilitate friendships
• Be vigilant to insure access 
• Explain behaviors, incidental communication, social nuances
• Promote self-determination, self-advocacy and personal 

responsibility
• Provide guided failure



“I wouldn’t change it 
for the world!”

Mother and daughter

Daughter as mother

Daughter as college 
academic support advisor
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