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Discovery Retreat: A Weekend Retreat Model for Mainstream Students 
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A place where deaf and hard of hearing students discover who they are and who 
they want to be!  
                                                               
 
 
 
 
 

Discovery Retreat is a weekend retreat model for deaf and hard of hearing 
(DHH) teens designed to provide opportunities for exploring self-identity and 
career options though team-based, adventure learning activities with adult role 
models.  This retreat mainly targets students from mainstream educational 
programs who have not had ample opportunities to meet deaf peers or adult 
role models in their own communities.  
 
The Educational Resource Center on Deafness (ERCOD) at Texas School for the 
Deaf (TSD) began providing Discovery Retreats in 2005 for 9th-12th grade Texas 
students, typically twice a year for approximately 30 students 
(www.TexasDHHResources.org/DR).  TSD’s Discovery Retreat has three 
underlying basic principles: communication access for all; engaging students with 
DHH adult role models; and including students from diverse economic and 
educational backgrounds.   
 
The retreats are designed to meet the needs of all students from oral and signing 
backgrounds.  Interpreters (signing and oral) and captioning (Communication 
Access Realtime Translation - CART) are provided for large group activities but 
for most activities students are encouraged to develop their own communication 
strategies. We intentionally structure the retreat as a non-threatening environment 
where students can comfortably experiment with a variety of communication 



modes.  The basic retreat philosophy is that communication - not mode of 
communication - is of primary importance.   
 
Each retreat is designed around a popular, trending theme, like robotics, video 
game development, or oceanography, chosen to captivate student interests.  These 
themes provide opportunities for the students to explore career interests and meet 
deaf adult role models with experience in these fields.  Working together in small 
groups, students are tasked to address a challenge related to the theme and create 
a group presentation demonstrating their solution to the challenge.  
 
The challenges are not easy!  For the video game programming retreat we asked 
students to design a video game, write the programming code, and develop a 
marketing pitch for the game, all in one weekend.  Even though none of the 
students had any prior programming experience they were all able to successfully 
complete the challenge with help from the deaf professionals.   Students worked 
late into the night to finish their video games – not because it was required but 
because they were inspired by the challenge.   
 
Teamwork and communication were essential elements to success since they had 
a lot to learn in one weekend. By the end of the retreat they all had achieved a 
keen sense of accomplishment. As one student said, 
 
I learned that making a video game required lots of work, along with  
communication, to be successful. 
 
Discovery Retreat provides a nurturing environment and often a life-changing 
experience for Texas deaf teens to grow into successful and confident deaf adults. 
 
 


