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PREFACE

This document represents the first publication of the proceedings of ALDAcon, the
annual convention of the Association of Late-Deafened Adults. ALDAcon III was
held November 6-10, 1991, at the Westin Hotel in Chicago with more than 225
people in attendance. ALDA is still in the embryonic, all-volunteer stage. This
conference reflects the remarkable growth that has occurred since 13 people
attended the first ALDA social in March 1987. That group of 13 has now grown to
more than 1,800 people and continues to grow as our members spread the word
and more people become aware of ALDA.

This outpouring of interest and support makes it clear that ALDA has touched a

nerve among late-deafened people. Interaction among late-deafened adults and

support groups for them were virtually nonexistent before ALDA. A variety of

activities and support services for late-deafened adults are being developed through

ALDA. Self-help groups, socials, and the use of realtime captioning represent
. some of the efforts put forth by ALDA members.

. The annual ALDA convention has become the organization's flagship. ALDAcon

| allows ALDA members, family members, friends and professionals the opportunity
to meet other ALDAns, share experiences, receive self-help and leadership training
and other information related to deafness. Most importantly, ALDAcon offers the
opportunity for people to experience stress-free communication and enjoy
themselves.

The theme of ALDAcon III was "Facing Deafness", which ALDAns did just by
attending and meeting peers can play a vital role in helping people adjust to their
hearing loss. Once a person is able to see they are not alone, it is easier to admit to
being deaf and to face the reality of deafness. As Gallaudet University president I.
King Jordan stated in his keynote presentation, it is important to not let deafness
become a negative, and to take a positive approach. It is hoped that the articles
published in this document will assist deafened individuals, their families, and
friends in making the adjustment to the world of deafness.

Bill Graham
ALDA Executive Director
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Let's Face It: We Is Deaf

Bill Graham

Bill Graham is Life Sciences Editor of The World Book Encyclopedia and Executive
Director of the Association of Late-Deafened Adults. He also is a Trustee of Gallaudet
University and the National Court Reporter Foundation. All in all, he'd rather be biking.

My name is Bill G. and I am a late-deafened adult. Whew! There, I said it: I'm deaf. The
hardest part is over. Let's party! No, really--I've always had a hard time saying that word:
deaf, deaf, deaf. Eight years ago I wouldn't have touched that word with a forty foot pole.
It was just too embarrassing to admit that I couldn't hear. And I'm not a guy who gets
embarrassed easily.

For example, I'm a Cubs fan....I admit it....I've been a Cubs fan all my life. I don't
apologize for it. And I'm very capable of facing the fact that the Cubs stink! They're
overpaid babies! But hey--I'm a fan. Take me for what I am. I have no sense of shame.

There are plenty of things about my life that would embarrass most people, but not me. I
didn't keep a checkbook until last year, after I got married. I was 37 years old. Until then,
I never knew exactly how much money I had left at any given time. I bounced checks with
the phases of the moon--still didn't wise up. I never kept a checkbook. My wife couldn't
believe it. She thought I was from Mars. Now she's convinced I'm from Pluto. But not
keeping a checkbook didn't embarrass me at all. In fact, I was kind of proud of it. Made
me seem like a free spirit with unlimited cash reserves.

There are all kinds of things that maybe I SHOULD be embarrassed about but I never have
been. But deafness....deafness....that's another story. When I gradually lost my hearing
after high school, I was terribly embarrassed and ashamed. That's not very logical because
it wasn't MY fault that it happened. I had nothing to do with it--it just happened. But
maybe you understand the feeling.

I was embarrassed--embarrassed that I was so different from everyone else in my life.
They all seemed so perfect because they could hear perfectly and I couldn't. T was
embarrassed about every communication difficulty that occurred. And I was ashamed--
ashamed because I denied my hearing problem for many years and then for many more
years I denied the extent of the problem. I was a con artist--I bluffed with everybody,
including myself. I ran away from the problem. I just could not face it. It paralyzed me
with fear. I didn't want to be different from everyone else. I wanted to fit in and live the
life I had been living. Listen to the radio, talk with friends in the dark, laugh at jokes at the
right time....you know?




The theme of this year's ALDAcon is "Facing Deafness." Oooooooh! Give me a break.
Facing deafness?? I paid a lot of money to come to this conference. I want to have a good
time! What kind of idiots are on the ALDAcon planning committee to pick a theme like
that? Why not "Las Vegas Nights" or "Novemberfest"? Facing deafness?? Who the hell
wants to do that on a weekend?

Well, I do. I really do. I want to face my deafness. . .as well as [ can. Every day of the
year I want to, even on bowling nights. But I don't. I don't even come close. I'm better at
bowling than I am at being deaf. More years of practice, maybe. I don't know. A lot of the
time, deafness baffles me, I'm a lousy deaf person. Look at how I sign! Maybe some of
you think I sign well, but I'm a hack. And this is my most effective way to communicate!
It's scary.

But I really do want to face my deafness--today, every day. That doesn't mean I want to
be serious and a sourpuss all the time and that I don't want to have a good time. I love to
have a good time. I want to party--LOVE to party! I had a great time last night, and I'm
going to have a terrific time again tonight, and I'm going to be really wild tomorrow night.
ILOVE TO PARTY! And ALDAcon is the best place to do it!

But life, alas, is not a 24-hour, neverending party. Eventually, the party hats are put away,
the bar closes, people say goodbye. . . but my deafness remains. It's reality. My reality.
I've spent enough of my life pretending to be somebody I'm not. Deafness is ME. And I
really DO want to face it. I think we ALL do.

But what does it mean to face our deafness? Do the guidelines for being deaf descend
upon us like the Ten Commandments did to Moses? Do all our insecurities suddenly go

What does it mean to face our deafness? Well, I don't know about you but I believe that
we begin to truly face deafness when we can think about it withOUT bein g overcome with
paralyzing fear. When we aren't afraid to think about our deafness. And eventually, when
we aren't afraid to talk about it

I recently read an article I really relate to in Disability Rag, a periodical by and for people
with disabilities. The article is by a quadriplegic woman named Cherry Marie Wade. She
writes about the importance of bringing the realities of her disability out into the open-- the
sense of shame, the lack of privacy, and other realities that make her different from
everybody else. This is from the article: "If we are ever to be REALLY at home in the
world and in ourselves, then we must say these things out loud. And we must say them
with REAL LANGUAGE. So they are understood as the everyday necessity and strug gle
they are."

I agree with her. We must express our thoughts and feelings about deafness. We must
admit the fear and embarrassment we experience attempting simple dialogue with cashiers.

incomprehensible mouths looking perfectly comfortable in their casy verbal exchanges. I
still have many days like that. And they aren't pleasant. But that's how it is.

On the other hand, we must also admit that for many of us facing our deafness moves us
Justa bit closer into the circle of humanity. A little closer to understandin g what happens to
people when challenged with what appears to be insurmountable obstacles, We understand
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and we understand the unfailing strength of the human spirit. We must talk about
pect of deafness - the tragic, the mundane, and the inspirational.

despair
every as

I did not think or talk about my deafness for many years. I didn't even THINK about
THINKING about my deafness. And, ironically, as a result, my deafness dominated me.
I was a prisoner of my deafness. I spent all my time and energy trying to avoid the reality
of it. It was my demon--the unmentioned tragedy in my family. The elephant in the living
room that everyone saw but no one acknowledged. I guess we thought that maybe if we
didn't mention the "d" word it would go away.

Well, it didn't go away. It didn't go away. And eventually it just hurt too much not to face
it. My self-respect was in the gutter. I was a fraud. I HAD to face it. But it -
seemed that nobody would face it with me. My parents told me: "Don't make a mountain
out of a molehill. " If I was with friends and could not understand them, they'd say: "Oh,
forget it--it's not important." Or maybe they would summarize a 15-minute conversation in
10 words or less. Strangers would tell me: "You lipread VERY WELL!" I lipread very
well? I mean, c'mmmmonnn! All these people were well-meaning, they were all trying to
be positive and nice--but they were all in denial. They didn't know what to do with me or
what to say to me. I was the only deaf person in their lives.

So what was I supposed to do with the things I was feeling--the backwash of deafness:
the isolation, the frustration, the anxiety, the confusion, the anger, the embarrassment, the
shame? These were all very real to me. And they needed to be talked through and
understood or they would always, always haunt me because I didn't believe in myself
enough to believe that I could be so different and still be mentally and emotionally well.

Finally I was fortunate enough to meet you--other late-deafened adults. For the first time I
entered a world where it was okay to be a man in his thirties who couldn't negotiate a
drive-through bank teller. I found a place where I could think about and say exactly how
my day went without someone telling me to either join the Deaf Community or that I
should be grateful I could speak so well.

No, I told you that I felt different, that I felt shame and loneliness. I told you that when I
walked down the street and saw someone coming toward me that I'd cross the street just
to avoid the possibility of communication. And you told me you felt and did the SAME
THINGS. And that's how we face our deafness. We do it together. And through this
process, we free ourselves from some of the demons of deafness.

You help me more than you realize. Because on many days, I'm just tacking into the
wind. I can be a real dope about coping with my deafness. I still go up to strangers--
seems like every day--and try to pawn myself off as a hearing person. Invariably, this gets
me into ALL KINDS of trouble. And I end up asking myself: Is what I just did what I
REALLY wanted to do?

We should all ask these questions. Next time you find yourself pretending--again--to
understand your bearded brother-in-law ask yourself "Is this what I really want to do?"
Next time you get the wrong order at a restaurant but eat it anyway because you don't
want to deal with the waiter, ask yourself: "Is this what I really want to do?N Next time
you see an old friend from your hearing days in a store or on the street and you sneak
away, ask yourself "Is this what I really want to do?" Think about it. Talk about it. Maybe
eventually we can change what we do. This is facing deafness.

Now we'll spend the next couple of days meeting each other, and going to some terrific
workshops and special events. Say what you feel, do what you like, party your brains
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out. But know that by being here and facing your deafness, you help me face mine. I'm
glad you came. Thanks.




DEAF TODAY, DEAF TOMORROW

I. King Jordan

1. King Jordan, Ph.D., was deafened at age 21 as the result of a motorcycle accident. After
recuperating from his injuries, he began understanding his deafness and shortly afterwards
entered Gallaudet College (now University). He became President of Galluadet after the
Deaf President Now movement in March of 1988. Dr. Jordan was keynote speaker at
ALDAcon II and agreed to come back for an encore performance at ALDAcon III.

Good evening, everyone. Before I begin to talk with you - not speak but talk - I need to
make a brief presentation, too.

One of the members of the Gallaudet University Board of Trustees is with us toni ght. That
individual and I, about three weeks ago, made an agreement; some people would call it a
bet, but I don't bet. It had to do with a football game. The Washington Redskins played
against the Chicago Cubs. Is that the name of the team? This year they are called the
Cubs, right ? We bet that whichever team won, the loser would wear the other team's
colors. So when Bill Graham and I run together tomorrow morning (gives Bill a
Washington Redskins t-shirt), Bill will be wearing this shirt.

Mr. Graham: I told King when that fluke of nature happened that there is always the
play-offs. Thank you very much. I will see you tomorrow morning.

Dr. Jordan: He is a good sport. A Chicago fan this year has to be a good sport. The title
of my talk is "Deaf Today, Deaf Tomorrow" . Iintend to speak to people who became
deaf and talk about what it's like to be deaf and what it's like to stay deaf. Now, I know
many, many people who were born deaf, who grew up deaf: and it's interesting to me that
the mix of people at this ALDAcon is fantastic. Before,only people who became deaf later
in life joined ALDA, now many different kinds of deaf people belong. I think that is
reflective of a very positive trend and I congratulate ALDA on that. But, nonetheless, I will
talk about what it's like to become deaf. Iam not a good model for this because althou ghl
became deaf at age 21, Ididn't admit I was deaf until 25, 26, or 27 years old. Really, it's
hard for me to believe today that it took that long,but, believe me, it did.

I became deaf in 1965. When I became deaf, everyone told me, "Don't worry, you will
get your hearing back soon." Doctors told me, "It's only temporary." My family told me,
"It's only temporary." My friends told me, "You talk fine. Soon your hearing will come
back." It took me a long, long time to realize that physically I became deaf overnight.



Emotionally and psychologically, I became deaf much later. Part of the reason why that
happened to me is that there was no group like ALDA. There was nothin g like that. This
group here is very, very important ! You have people who share the same experience,
people who can sit down and talk with you and tell you what their life is like and that your
life will basically stay the same. Maybe you won't hear, but that's all.

I never had anything like that. There was no ALDA, there was no organization of any
kind. There were individuals and we didn't talk to each other. In fact, if I knew another
deaf individual, I intentionally avoided him because he was deaf, not me. I thought that
maybe if I associated with that person, I would catch his deafness. I didn't need to catch
his deafness, so I intentionally avoided associating with people who were deaf. I never,
ever used the word deaf. Never!! I apologized for not being able to understand. I would
say, "I am sorry. I can't hear." Can't is an important word. When 1 talked with my
family, when I talked with doctors, when I talked with my friends, the word can’t was
always the most frequently used word in my vocabulary. To start and end by talking about
what you can't do is silly.

Once I finally recognized that I was deaf, I said, "I am deaf. So what?" Now, I know I
am deaf, put that aside. Let's talk about what I can or what I hope to be able to do later on,
but don't be concerned about the can't because once you know what you can't do, you
move on to focus on the things you can do. The most interesting thing to me, on reflecting
on my personal experience with deafness, is that I went through Gallaudet University
without really admitting that I was deaf. While I was at Gallaudet I learned to sign well
enough to get an education but not well enough to really become part of Gallaudet. I was
not a very social person at Gallaudet.

If you look at the yearbook and ask people who graduated from Gallaudet the same time I
did, many don't really know me because I was a commuter student. 1 came, studied, went
home, studied, came, studied, went home, studied. In graduate school I did the same
thing. It was a ridiculous way to get an education, really ridiculous! Education is so much
more than classes and books. There are so many more learning experiences outside the
classroom, opportunities for leadership experiences. I missed them all because I didn't
acknowledge that I was a deaf person. It almost makes me feel like a born again Christian
or something. I want to tell you: Don't do that, don't do that.

If you are deaf today, then you will be deaf tomorrow. You will be deaf next week, next
month, next year. Take that, put it aside, and start working on the important things in your
life. Deafness is not important. It's not. It's a very trivial thing. I wasn't a very good
signer at Gallaudet. I am not known as a very good signer now, but I am better than I used
to be, and I learned a lot, I really learned a lot. I really benefited from some wonderful
relationships with other students and professors.

Some of my professors are still around — not teaching any more now because they are
retired; but I still see them from time to time. They are some very, very deaf people with
whom now I can sit and talk . They knew I didn't accept my deafness, but they were used
to that. They had met other people who did the same thing, so they just ignored it. They
just taught me chemistry or math or business, and they did a fine job teaching that.

When I left Gallaudet and went to graduate school and so forth, I still focused on the can't.
I focused on the problems, and I have to admit there were problems. When you can't hear,
life is not as easy as when you can hear especially if you grew up hearing and then all of a
sudden you became deaf. You are used to talking to people, you are used to listening to
people you are used to social interactions that depend on speech and hearing and suddenly







