Focusing on Goals even when the Path is Unclear: A DeafBlind Student’s Story of Self-Determination and Vision
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As an 18-year-old honors graduate of Tolsia High School in Fort Gay, West Virginia I can now look back on my journey and see just how much I was able to overcome to get to where I am today. As long as I can recall, I have suffered from a hearing loss, and minor visual problems. However, at the age of 14, I was diagnosed with glaucoma. This eye disease is very rare in people my age, and it can eventually result in permanent blindness. My initial reaction to the diagnosis was shock, confusion, and fear. Up until that time I had no knowledge of such a thing as glaucoma, nor did I know what it meant to have this disease. All of a sudden, everything in my life changed, and I had to take on new responsibilities.
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As I adjusted to life with the knowledge that I had a progressive eye disease that could take my sight from me, my educational path remained the same. I was determined to overcome my challenges and succeed. So far I have indeed succeeded and show no signs of slowing down. During my middle and high school years, I more or less supported myself. I learned to pay very close attention in class, and to even read lips so I could understand the material better. The only favor the teachers did was to give their permission for me to sit at the front of the class. It was mostly up to me to make sure everything else was in order. My mother was the only other person who paid close enough attention to make sure I was doing what needed to be done. 
Throughout my last years of school, I was mostly an outsider. What I mean by that is I spent the biggest part of my day by myself. The education I received from Wayne County schools is not something I brag about. Given the chance, I would have changed quite a bit in my school program. First, I would have changed the level of one-on-one involvement between students and teachers. The way the material was presented by the teachers, and an over all sign that they cared whether students learned or not would have been a big improvement.

During school I did not have the use of many pieces of adaptive equipment. My hearing aids never worked right, my glasses were never strong enough, and so on. I was a self-advocate in that I taught myself ways to do well in school, despite my disabilities. The schools offered tutorial services but I always did well in school, so I did not require them. I had a Medicaid card, so I did not have to pay for my hearing aids even though they did not work.   
The school did offer limited opportunities to bond with my peers; however, I just could never fit in. I did not consider myself a part of any particular group. I literally had only a couple of friends, but not a best-friend. It was hard for me to find friends; in grade school things were different. I had a lot of real friends and then suddenly all of that changed in middle school, and it kept getting worse for me. After a while I got used to being alone all the time, so it didn’t bother me as much. Now I can see that I am a stronger person because of it. 
Even though I’ve had it fairly rough in life I’ve done well so far.  
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As I begin my life after high school, I think that I am fully capable of living on my own; however, I will admit that a few years ago I had my doubts. Now I’m fully confident that I can do it. The only thing that could change my mind about my ability to live on my own would be if my glaucoma suddenly turned severe and I went completely blind. Other than that, I see no reason why I can not successfully survive on my own.

After struggling through so many years on my own, my final year of school was really intense. My life changed and was crammed full of additional concerns related to adaptive technology, classroom accommodations, and post-school possibilities. I was fortunate to have a very good team of professionals began working really hard to get me through my last year of high school successfully. Without the help of these professionals it would have been very difficult for me to navigate my way through this process called transition.  It is not easy to understand the service delivery system and what is required to receive the support services I need, but I am learning. As in all other areas of my life in the past, my mother was a constant pillar of strength and encouragement for me throughout my final year of high school and she continues to support me as I move on to the next chapter in my life. 
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As far as my future is concerned, things are really looking up for me. I’m engaged to the sweetest person I’ve ever met, and we both plan to start college in the fall. I will be majoring in journalism with the hope that one day I’ll write a best-selling novel, or screenplay. While that day is still so far away, I hope that my future job, whatever it may be, will equip me with enough knowledge and experience to fulfill my dream. I know that such a goal is difficult to reach, but I’m stubborn and I have the confidence in myself to make it. The confidence I have in myself hasn’t disappointed me yet, so I’m very hopeful about the future.

Despite the slowly increasing shadow that glaucoma threatens to cast over my future, I remain committed to staying focused on the vision I have for my life. Even if glaucoma robs me of my ability to see and I continue to loss more hearing, I know my future is bright and full of unlimited possibilities. Great novels are often written about life’s journey through adversity and overcoming obstacles -- I only have my opening chapter! 
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Joshua Robertson would like to write a best-selling novel.





As a senior in high school, Joshua Robertson became aware of the term “deafblindness” and what it meant to him.





Joshua Robertson has dreams of graduating from college and marrying his high school sweetheart.
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