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Deaf  students enter college with high
expectations.1  During orientation for
incoming deaf students in academic
years 2001–2002 and 2002–2003 at the
National Technical Institute for the
Deaf (NTID), more than 50% of
these new students indicated that their
goal was a baccalaureate degree; an-
other 20% in 2001 and 27% in 2002
listed their goal as earning both
bachelor’s and graduate degrees
(Rosica, Adams, & Kelly, 2001, 2003).
However, only about 17% of  the in-
coming deaf students at NTID in
2001 and 2002 had the requisite read-
ing and language skills to enter a bac-
calaureate program in their first year.
Furthermore, the students (and per-

haps their parents) did not have a real-
istic understanding of the time re-
quired to complete a degree. “With the
exception of  deaf  students directly
admitted to an RIT [Rochester Insti-
tute of  Technology] college other than
NTID, students who are deaf  take a
longer time to get a degree than hear-
ing students.” (National Technical In-
stitute for the Deaf, 2001, p. 44). On
average, at NTID it takes deaf  stu-
dents 4.5 years to complete an associ-
ate of   occupational studies (AOS)
degree and 4.7 years to earn an associ-
ate of  applied science (AAS) degree.
At RIT, on average it takes deaf  stu-
dents 5.7 years to complete a bachelor
of  science (BS) degree if  they have
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transferred from NTID with an
associate’s degree, and 6.8 years if  they
have transferred without such a de-
gree.

 Gallaudet University and NTID
combined serve approximately 2,400
undergraduate students annually.
While estimates vary, it has been pro-
jected that another 5 to 8 times that
number are enrolled in other 2-year
and 4-year postsecondary educational
institutions (National Center for Edu-
cation Statistics, 1999; Rodriguez,
2000). This suggests that anywhere
from 9,600 to 16,800 deaf students
enroll in other postsecondary pro-
grams that are designed primarily to
serve typical hearing students. Fur-
thermore, it has been estimated that
of all the deaf students enrolled in
college, only 8% read at the eighth-
grade level or higher (Allen, 1994). If
academic advisers and counselors in
community colleges and universities
are to provide guidance to entering
deaf students that will help these stu-
dents achieve their degree goals, these
advisers and counselors need to have a
better understanding of the state of
deaf  students’ reading and language
skills upon college entry. One way to
develop such understanding is to ex-
amine recent graduation rates among a
significant number of  deaf  students in
light of  their reading and language
skills at entry into college.

The reasons some deaf  students do
not complete their baccalaureate de-
gree program are numerous and have
been discussed at length (e.g., Stinson
& Walter, 1992, 1997). Lang (2002) has
noted:

Academic preparation and the chal-
lenges of  learning through support
services are only two pieces of  the
complex mosaic. Other factors include
leaves of  absence, program lengths,
difficulty in carrying full loads, dissat-
isfaction with social life, and changes

in career interests (Lang & Stinson,
1982; Stinson & Walter, 1992). (p. 268)

For those students who persist in
degree programs to graduation, read-
ing and language skills intuitively ap-
pear to be important to successful aca-
demic study. Therefore, these skill
areas are the focus of the present
study.

Research Questions
Answers to the following questions
would be helpful to educators in-
volved in advising and counseling the
9,600 to 16,800 deaf  students cur-
rently enrolled in 2-year and 4-year
colleges and universities in regard to
these students’ postsecondary educa-
tion and undergraduate degree goals:

1. Do deaf students’ reading and
language abilities at entry to col-
lege influence the types of  de-
grees they complete?

2. Does the academic performance
of  deaf  students vary by type of
degree earned as reflected by the
cumulative grade point average
(GPA)?

Because independent study and read-
ing of  advanced text materials con-
tinue to be critical components of  aca-
demic success in colleges and
universities, we predicted for the
present study that deaf students with
higher reading and language skills would
show the most success at earning bacca-
laureate degrees. We also expected that
deaf  students who entered the college
environment underprepared—i.e.,
those lacking the reading and language
levels required for acceptance into bac-
calaureate programs—would show
greater success at earning associate de-
grees. Furthermore, we expected that
underprepared deaf  students who
were placed in sub-baccalaureate pro-
grams of  study would generally have

poorer academic performance as re-
flected in their GPAs.

Method
A total of  905 deaf  college students
who had attended RIT were included
in the present study. This group repre-
sented a subset of  students who were
enrolled between 1990 and 1998 in
courses for one or more quarters in an
RIT college other than NTID. This
subset was selected on the assumption
that deaf students taking courses in
other RIT colleges have the long-term
goal of  earning a baccalaureate degree.
Of  the subset of  905 students, 513
(57%) completed one of  the under-
graduate certificate, diploma, or de-
gree options offered by NTID and
RIT. Another 19 (2%) completed a
graduate program at the master’s level.
The graduation options offered by
NTID and RIT are:

•  Certificate (CT): Requires course
work in a specifically defined area
of   technical study.

•  Diploma (DP): Requires comple-
tion of  36 to 45 quarter credit
hours of  technical instruction.

•  Associate of occupational studies
(AOS.): An applied, work-ori-
ented associate’s degree that re-
quires 57 to 69 quarter credit
hours of  technical instruction. In
addition, students must complete
a specific number of  credit hours
in English, communication, gen-
eral education, and mathematics.
Students are not required to meet
the RIT writing requirement for
graduation.

•  Associate of applied science
(AAS): Permits students to enter a
career directly upon graduation,
or to transfer to upper-division
programs in other colleges of
RIT. Requires 57 to 69 quarter
credit hours of  technical instruc-
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tion. In addition, students must
complete 20 credit hours through
RIT’s college of  liberal arts and
other required credit hours as de-
termined by the program of
study. Students must also meet the
RIT writing requirement for
graduation.

•  Baccalaureate degrees (bachelor
of  science, BS; bachelor of  fine
arts, BFA): Students must com-
plete all courses required for
graduation from a 4-year program
in one of  the other RIT colleges.
(A bachelor’s degree requires
completion of  180 to 200 quarter
credit hours.) Students must meet
the RIT writing requirement for
graduation.

•  Master’s degrees (master of  sci-
ence, MS; master of  arts, MA):
Students have to complete a mini-
mum of  45 quarter credit hours
beyond the baccalaureate level in
any RIT master’s degree program.

The student data analyzed with respect
to categories of  earned degrees in-
cluded the entrance scores from the
California Achievement Test for Com-
prehension (Tiegs & Clark, 1963) and
the Michigan Test of  English Lan-
guage Proficiency (English Language
Institute, 2003), degree of  hearing
loss, parents’ hearing status, cumula-
tive GPAs, and type of  degree earned.
The California Achievement Test for
Comprehension is administered to
first-year deaf students entering
NTID. The same version of  the Cali-
fornia Achievement Test has been ad-
ministered to entering NTID students
since 1974 because it has no test items
that contain auditory biases and pro-
vides a stable comparative database
over time. The Michigan Test of  En-
glish Language Proficiency includes
items on grammar, vocabulary, and
reading. According to the English

Language Institute at the University of
Michigan, this test is used in estimat-
ing whether a student whose native
language is not English is able to pur-
sue academic study in an English-lan-
guage college or university (English
Language Institute, 2003).

Depending on the variable under
consideration, in the present article the
actual student population may vary
slightly from 905. This is because
some data were missing or incomplete
for some of the students in the NTID
master file.

Results
For each type of  degree earned by the
students in the present study, there
was no statistically significant differ-
ence in hearing loss among the stu-
dents in any of  the degree categories
for either the right ear, F (6, 792) =
.12, p= .99, or the left ear, F (6, 791) =
.17, p= .98. The average hearing loss
per degree category ranged from 93 to
105 dB. These findings suggest that
amount of hearing loss does not ap-

pear to be a factor with respect to the
type of  degree earned.

Regarding parents’ hearing status,
parental information was available for
881 students. Of  the 881 students,
92.6% had two hearing parents, 1.7 %
had one deaf parent, and 5.7% had
two deaf  parents.

Reading Skills at College Entry
and Rates of  Degree
Completion
Table 1 shows the distribution of  deaf
students for degrees earned per each
reading grade-level range. A chi-square
statistical test, χ2  = 82.9, df = 25, p=
.0001, showed a significant relation-
ship between reading level and type of
degree earned.  This indicates a differ-
ential pattern of  degrees earned across
the reading grade-level ranges.

The student distributions for de-
gree completion per grade level from
Table 1 are presented as percentages in
Table 2.  In this form, the data show
that the group with measured reading
abilities at the 10th grade level or

Table 1

Distribution of Deaf Degree Recipents by Reading Level at College Entry, by Degree

Note.  CT, certificate; DP, diploma; AOS, associate of  occupational studies; AAS, associate of  applied sciences;
BFA, bachelor of  fine arts; BS, bachelor of  science. *No information on reading level at college entry was available for
the 19 master’s degree recipients in the present study.

Reading range

(by grade level)

5.8–6.9

7.0–7.9

8.0–8.9

9.0–9.9

10.0–10.9

11.0–11.9

12.0

Subtotals

Information

missing or not

available

Totals

No

degree

(5)

(17)

(24)

(61)

(48)

(47)

(27)

(229)

(244)

373

CT

1

1

3

1

6

5

11

DP

2

1

1

4

8

1

9

n

10

32

62

139

155

104

52

54

351

905*

AOS

2

4

4

5

3

1

19

4

23

AAS

1

1

12

28

20

11

4

77

25

102

BFA

1

4

14

15

9

6

2

49

39

88

BS

1

3

9

28

68

38

19

166

114

280
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higher clearly had the highest percent-
age of  students earning baccalaureate
degrees. At the lower reading ranges,
the percentage rates of  successful de-
gree completion at the baccalaureate
level dropped significantly. While this
evidence suggests that reading ability
is associated with type of  degree, it
does not mean that lower reading
scores will absolutely prevent one
from earning a baccalaureate degree—
approximately 20% of  the students in
the sixth-grade and seventh-grade
reading ranges earned a BFA or BS
degree. However, not only were there
relatively fewer students in the lower
reading ranges, the likelihood of  suc-
cessful degree completion at the bac-

scores at the ninth-grade level or
above.  Of  the 34.7% who had reading
scores at the eighth-grade level or be-
low, most were reading in the eighth-
grade range.

A similar graduation pattern oc-
curred for recipients of  associate de-
grees.  Overall, 75.0% of  all the associ-
ate degree graduates had reading skills
at the ninth-grade level or above.
When only the 77 AAS degree holders
(who had to meet the RIT English
writing requirements for graduation)
were considered, we found that 81.8%
had reading scores at the ninth-grade
level or above; of  the 18.2% at the
eighth-grade level or below, most were
reading in the eighth-grade range. In

grade levels. The AAS degree gradu-
ates had a clearly higher average read-
ing level (M= 9.6) than the BFA
graduates (M= 9.0), and looked very
similar to the BS degree recipients (M
= 9.9) in regard to this attribute. A
one-way ANOVA showed a significant
difference in reading scores among
AAS, BFA, and BS recipients, F(2,
306) = 3.078, p= .0475. Subsequent
post hoc comparisons showed that
BFA graduates had a significantly
lower mean reading level than BS
graduates, Fisher’s protected least sig-
nificant difference (PLSD) critical dif-
ference = .726, p= .014, while there
was no statistically significant differ-
ence between AAS and BS graduates
in mean reading ability, Fisher’s PLSD
critical difference = .630, p= .3901.

However, having a higher reading
ability does not guarantee that a deaf
student will successfully complete a
degree program. Of  the 229 students
with reading scores who did not earn a
degree, 122, or 53%, were reading at
the 10th-grade level or higher. When
one adds the 61 students reading at the
ninth-grade level, then 183, or 80%, of
the students who did not earn a degree
had reading abilities in the 9th–12th-
grade range. In fact, these 183 stu-
dents, who clearly had the reading
skills to succeed in degree programs,
outnumbered the combined graduates
with similar reading levels who re-
ceived the AAS degree (n = 63) and
the BFA degree (n = 32), and also ex-
ceeded in number the 153 BS recipi-
ents reading in the 9th–12th-grade
range. Whether these students who
did not earn a degree transferred to
other postsecondary institutions to do
so is not known. What is known is that
they did not earn any type of  degree
from either NTID or one of the other
colleges of  RIT. As noted previously,
the factors that cause deaf students to
leave the university without complet-

calaureate level for these students was
clearly reduced.
Of  the 215 students with available
reading scores who earned a bachelor’s
degree, 86.0% had reading scores at
the ninth-grade level or higher. How-
ever, there are some clear distinctions
between those deaf  students who
earned a BS degree and those who
earned a BFA degree. Of  the 166 stu-
dents who earned a BS, 92.2% had
reading scores at the ninth-grade level
or above. Of  the 49 students who
earned a BFA, 65.3% had reading

comparison, of  the 19 AOS degree
recipients (who did not need to meet
the RIT English writing require-
ments), only 47.4% were reading at the
ninth-grade level or above.

One final observation of  interest
can be made about the AAS, BFA, and
BS recipients as described in Table 1.
Not only did a higher percentage of
AAS recipients than BFA recipients
read at the 9th-grade level or above,
but there were significantly more of
the AAS recipients  in terms of  actual
numbers reading at the 9th–12th-

Reading range

(by grade level)

5.8–6.9

7.0–7.9

8.0–8.9

9.0–9.9

10.0–10.9

11.0–11.9

12.0

Certificate

or diploma

0.0%

9.4%

1.6%

1.4%

4.5%

1.0%

0.0%

No Degree

50.0%

53.1%

38.7%

43.9%

31.0%

45.2%

51.9%

Associate’s

degree

30.0%

15.6%

25.8%

23.7%

14.8%

11.5%

7.7%

Bachelor’s

Degree

20.0%

21.9%

33.9%

30.9%

49.7%

42.3%

40.4%

n

10

32

62

139

155

104

52

Table 2

Percentage Distrubution of Deaf Degree Recipients by Reading Level at College

Entry, by Degree Category

Note.  n=905. Information was missing or not available for 351 students.  Because of  rounding, all rows of
percentages may not totale 100.0.
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ing a degree of  any type have been
documented elsewhere (Lang, 2002;
Lang & Stinson, 1982; Stinson &
Walter, 1992, 1997).

Language Skills at College
Entry and Rates of  Degree
Completion
Similar graduation patterns occurred
in relation to the language skills mea-
sured by the Michigan Test of  English
Language Proficiency. Tables 3 and 4
detail the distribution of deaf students
by degree earned per Michigan test
score category. A chi-square statistical
test, χ2= 77.21, df = 15, p= .0001,
showed a significant difference across
reading levels relative to the pattern of

ing higher language abilities does not
guarantee that deaf students will suc-
cessfully complete a degree program,
as evidenced by those leaving the uni-
versity with no degree.

An overall ANOVA test showed a
significant difference among degree
levels for the group means on the
Michigan test, F (6, 529) = 9.16, p =
.0001. The post hoc analyses revealed
the following differences in Michigan
language scores: AAS recipients stu-
dents (M = 77) had a significantly
lower language-skill level than BS re-
cipients (M = 84), Fisher’s PLSD criti-
cal value = 2.8, p = .0001; BFA recipi-
ents (M = 76) had a similar average
score to that of AAS recipients (M =

“Missing or Not Available”
Reading and Language Scores
and Degree Completion
From Tables 1 and 3, it is evident that
a significant number of  deaf  students
who do not have either reading or lan-
guage scores in the NTID master file
database successfully graduate with
baccalaureate degrees. This finding is
due to the fact that deaf students who
are direct admits to one of the other
eight RIT colleges are not subject to
the entry testing programs in NTID.
Furthermore, the deaf  students di-
rectly admitted to the other RIT col-
leges are accepted because they meet
the entry requirements that all entering
students must meet. Therefore, most
likely, students directly admitted to
other RIT colleges have reading and
language skills on par with those of  all
students accepted to those colleges.
Thus, it is not surprising that direct-
admit students have a high rate of
graduation success.

Also, judging from the distribution
of  degrees at the certificate, diploma,
and associate levels earned by deaf
students in the “missing or not avail-
able” category of  reading and lan-
guage scores, it appears that these fig-
ures probably represent missing data
for NTID students and not students
directly admitted to other RIT col-
leges. Many of  these students may
have entered NTID sometime in mid-
year and thus did not go through the
testing program during the fall quarter
orientation.

Cumulative GPA and Degree
Completion
Cumulative GPAs per degree program
are presented in Table 5. An overall
ANOVA test showed a significant dif-
ference among degree levels for cumu-
lative GPAs, F (6, 820) = 30.03, p  =
.0001.

Michigan Test of

English Language

Proficiency score

range

50-59

60-69

70-79

80-89

90-100

Subtotals

Information

missing or not

available

n

23

58

151

185

120

537

368

No degree

(10)

(19)

(56)

(70)

(61)

(216)

(159)

CT

0

2

1

3

0

6

5

DP

1

2

3

1

0

7

1

AOS

3

4

8

3

0

18

5

AAS

4

9

39

14

9

75

26

BFA

3

11

16

14

6

50

38

BS

2

11

28

80

44

165

115

Table 3

Distribution of Deaf Degree Recipients by Michigan Language Test Scores at

College Entry, by Degree Category

Note.  CT, certificate; DP, diploma; AOS, associate of  occupational studies; AAS, associate of  applied sciences;
BFA, bachelor of  fine arts; BS, bachelor of  science. *No information on reading level at college entry was available for
the 19 master’s degree recipients in the present study.

degrees earned.
As shown in Tables 3 and 4, deaf  stu-
dents with higher language skills were
more numerous and graduated at a
higher rate at the baccalaureate level—
87% of  the baccalaureate graduates
and 78% of  the associate degree
graduates had a Michigan language
score of  70 or higher. But again, hav-

77), but had a significantly lower aver-
age score than BS recipients (M = 84),
Fishers PLSD critical value = 3.3, p =
.0001. These findings further support
the notion that higher-level language
skills may not be as important for suc-
cess in a BFA program of  study as in a
BS program.
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Subsequent post hoc analyses using
Fishers PLSD to examine pair-wise
comparisons between the means
showed that students in all the com-
pleted-degree groups had significantly
higher mean cumulative GPAs than
the students who did not earn a de-
gree.  Fisher’s PLSD critical value for
each category of  degree recipient was:

CT: .383, p = .0097
DP: .447, p = .0008
AOS: .270, p = .0009
AAS: .143, p = .0001
BFA:  .151, p = .0001
BS: .102, p = .0001

in the graduation patterns of  the set
of  905 deaf  college students included
in the analyses. As predicted, the stu-
dents with the higher reading and lan-
guage skills had the highest graduation
percentage for baccalaureate degrees,
as well as for associate degrees. While
deaf  students with lower reading abili-
ties did show increased graduation
success for associate degrees, still,
75% to 78% of  the students earning
associate degrees had reading and lan-
guage skills similar to those of  the bac-
calaureate graduates. These findings
might be attributable to those students
who were primarily baccalaureate
bound anyway but first earned an AAS

amount of  curricular content. Second,
a portion of  the GPA results may be
attributable to grade inflation. Al-
though these are possible factors, deaf
students who persist to graduation re-
gardless of  degree type do consistently
obtain better grades. Only those stu-
dents who leave the university without
earning a degree show consistently
poorer academic performance.

The findings of  the present study
can be summarized as follows: First,
there were no statistically significant
differences in the level of  students’
hearing loss across degree types
earned; thus, hearing level did not ap-
pear to be a relevant factor in their

Certificate

or diploma

4.3%

6/9%

2.6%

2.2%

0.0%

Table 4

Percentage Distrubution of Deaf Degree Recipients by Michigan Language Test

Scores at College Entry, by Degree Category

Note.  n=905. Information was missing or not available for 351 students.  Because of  rounding, all rows of
percentages may not total 100.0.

In other words, all deaf  students who
completed some type of  degree pro-
gram had significantly higher cumula-
tive GPAs than those deaf  students
who left the university without a de-
gree. In turn, there were no significant
differences in GPA among those stu-
dents earning the six types of  degrees.

Summary and Discussion
One of the more interesting and im-
portant findings of  the present study
is that there are generally no surprises

degree before transferring to baccalau-
reate programs of  study in other RIT
colleges.

What was not predicted was the
similarity of  academic performance
across all degree categories—certifi-
cate, diploma, associate, and baccalau-
reate—as reflected in the cumulative
GPAs of  the students. Several factors
may account for this pattern of  simi-
larity in GPAs. First, requirements in
the different degree programs obvi-
ously vary in terms of  difficulty and

Table 5

Mean Cumulative Grade Point Average
(GPA) per Degree Earned

Degree earned

No degree

Certificate

Diploma

Associate of

occupational studies

Associate of

applied science

Bachelor of

fine arts

Bachelor of

science

Subtotal

Missing GPA data

Total

 n

323

11

8

23

102

87

275

829

76

905

Cumulative GPA

M

2.3

2.8

3.1

2.8

2.9

2.9

3.0

SD

0.8

0.4

0.4

0.7

0.6

0.4

0.4

Michigan Test of

English Language

Proficiency

score range

50-59

60-69

70-79

80-89

90-100

No degree

43.5%

32.8%

37.1%

37.8%

50.8%

Associate’s

degree

30.4%

22.4%

31.1%

9.2%

7.5%

Bachelor’s

degree

21.7%

37.9%

29.1%

50.8%

41.7%

n

23

58

151

185

120
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graduation patterns. With regard to
reading skills, deaf  students earning
either an AAS or BS degree had simi-
lar reading averages in the ninth-grade
range that were not significantly differ-
ent. Interestingly, the deaf  students
graduating with a BFA degree had a
significantly lower reading average
than the BS recipients. This suggests
that students with slightly lower read-
ing abilities—i.e., in the eighth-grade
reading range—have the potential to
be successful in arts programs at the
baccalaureate level.

The highest percentages of  stu-
dents earning baccalaureate degrees
were those with reading abilities at the
10th-grade level or higher. Not only
were the percentages higher, the actual
numbers of  students at the 10th–
12th-grade reading levels in baccalau-
reate programs were significantly
greater. This indicates that deaf  stu-
dents with higher reading skills are ac-
cepted into baccalaureate programs
and persist to degree completion, as
evidenced by the graduation rates. Of
the 215 deaf  students with available
reading and language data who gradu-
ated with baccalaureate degrees, 142
(66%) had reading abilities at the 10th-
grade level or higher. Another 43
(20%) had reading abilities in the
ninth-grade range. Thus, a total of  185
deaf  students out of  215 who gradu-
ated with baccalaureate degrees were
reading at the ninth-grade level or
higher. This represents 86% of  all the
deaf  students with available reading
and language data who graduated at
the baccalaureate level at RIT from
1990 to 1998.

If one factors in the other deaf stu-
dents who graduated from RIT with
baccalaureate degrees who were “di-
rect admits” to the other RIT colleges
but who did not have reading and lan-
guage data in the NTID master file,
then the percentages of  graduation for

the higher-level readers is even more
dramatic. One should bear in mind
that deaf students who are directly
admitted to the other RIT colleges
meet all the entry requirements, and
thus are assumed to be reading at a
grade level appropriate for typical high
school graduates qualified to enter a
college or university. With these stu-
dents factored in, 338 of the 368 deaf
students (91.8%) who graduated with
baccalaureate degrees from 1990 to
1998 at RIT were reading at the ninth-
grade level or higher. Of  the 30 deaf
students (8.2%) with lower reading
levels who graduated with baccalaure-
ate degrees during this 9-year period, 2
(or 0.5% of the 368 students) had
reading abilities in the fifth-to-sixth-
grade range, 7 (or 1.9% of  the 368)
had reading abilities in the seventh-
grade range, and 21 (or 5.7% of  the
368) had reading abilities in the eighth-
grade range.

While we do not suggest that it is
impossible for deaf students with
lower reading abilities to be successful
in baccalaureate degree programs, the
present study does clearly document
the challenge. For the relatively few
deaf  students in the fifth-to-seventh-
grade reading range who earned a bac-
calaureate degree, other personal fac-
tors must also have come into play.
For example, these students must have
been highly focused, motivated, and
persistent. For what they lacked in
reading and language skills, their desire
to graduate with a baccalaureate de-
gree undoubtedly made up the differ-
ence. Also, it should be noted that of
the 30 students with lower reading
abilities who graduated with a bacca-
laureate degree, 17 (56.7%) graduated
with a BFA degree. As shown in the
results section of  the present study,
deaf  students who graduated with a
BFA from a fine arts program of
study had a significantly lower reading

average than those deaf  students who
graduated with a BS degree. In fact,
the mean reading level of  the BFA
degree graduates (M = 9.0) was con-
siderably lower than that of  the AAS
degree graduates (M = 9.6), whose
reading abilities resembled more
closely those of the BS recipients (M
= 9.9).

The importance of  reading and lan-
guage skills applies also to associate
degrees. The graduation pattern for
the period 1990–1998 showed that
75% of  deaf  students graduating with
an associate degree had reading skills
at the ninth-grade level or higher. In
the area of  language proficiency, 78%
of  the deaf  students earning an asso-
ciate degree had a Michigan score of
70 or higher. Thus, not surprisingly,
deaf  students’ reading and language
skills evidently are critically important
factors in the successful completion
of both associate and baccalaureate
programs, especially for AAS and BS
degrees.

With regard to academic perfor-
mance, the mean cumulative GPA for
each degree group ranged from 2.8 to
3.1 (on a 0.0–4.0 scale), and there were
no statistically significant differences
among them. In contrast, the students
in the “no degree” category had a
mean cumulative GPA of  2.3, which
was significantly lower when com-
pared to the GPA of  each group of
degree recipients. While one might
also expect that students who were
underprepared and were placed in
sub-baccalaureate programs of  study
would have poorer academic perfor-
mance, the evidence is to the contrary.
Regardless of  degree type, if  deaf  stu-
dents persist to graduation, apparently
they have sufficient motivation and
study skills to achieve better grades.
However, this does not suggest that
they are performing equally in  compa-
rable programs of  study. The chal-
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lenges and difficulty levels are substan-
tially increased in advanced programs
of  study. Only the students who leave
the university without a degree show a
significant drop-off  in academic per-
formance.

Finally, the present study disclosed
a high number of  deaf  students (183
of 229, or 80%) who had the reading
ability (9th–12th-grade range) and lan-
guage skills to succeed in AAS and BS
degree programs but left the university
without earning a degree. Such results
suggest the need for improved place-
ment, advising, and counseling to im-
prove such students’ retention and
success. Further research needs to be
conducted on these high-ability deaf
students who have the potential for
academic success but fail to achieve
their degree aspirations.

The findings of  the present study
also have implications for other aca-
demic skills necessary for deaf  stu-
dents to be successful in postsecondary
programs of  study. For example, it has
been shown that deaf  college students
with higher reading skills do better at
mathematical word-problem solving
that involves comprehending com-
parative relational language (Kelly,
Lang, Mousley, & Davis, 2003). Deaf
college students with higher reading
abilities have also demonstrated the
ability to better explain their math-
ematical problem-solving strategies in
both written and signed explanations
(Mousley & Kelly, 1998). Additionally,
research has shown that higher-level
deaf  college readers do better at men-
tal mathematical calculation than deaf
college students with lower-level read-
ing skills (Davis & Kelly, 2003; Kelly &
Davis, 2003). Such studies show the
impact of  reading and language on
other academic skill areas.

 The present study offers valuable
information to advisers and counselors
of  deaf  students entering postsecondary

programs, as well as educators of  deaf
students at the elementary, middle, and
high school levels. Unequivocally, the
results show the relationship between
higher reading and language skills and
degree completion for both the associ-
ate and the baccalaureate degrees. In
regard to deaf  students entering a col-
lege or university, these findings can
assist academic advisers or counselors
in establishing realistic degree goals
and appropriate programs of  study to
achieve those goals. Perhaps such real-
ity-based advising can help to temper
deaf  students’ frustrations resulting
from changes and delays in reaching
their graduation goals because they
may have chosen to pursue unrealistic
fields of  study.

For educators of  deaf  students in
the K–12 grades, a continuing and in-
creased commitment to reading and
language instruction needs to be reem-
phasized. The reading and language
skills that deaf students acquire in
their K–12 experiences provide the
foundation for success or failure in
both college and careers. The evidence
is clear that without stronger reading
and language skills, deaf  students gen-
erally will not be successful in pro-
grams of  study at the baccalaureate
level. This will also be true at the asso-
ciate degree level if  the academic cur-
riculum is primarily pre-baccalaureate
study intended for students who want
to transfer credits to a 4-year degree
program. Reading, language, and
mathematical skills are critical to suc-
cess in all types of  postsecondary aca-
demically oriented programs at the as-
sociate and baccalaureate levels, and
the graduation patterns of  deaf  stu-
dents documented in the present
study demonstrate that reality.

Note

1. In the present article, the term
deaf refers to both deaf and hard of
hearing students.
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