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Thank you for the warm welcome. I can describe myself as a member of three cultures: Deaf, Chinese and Kiwi. Let me tell you my life story. 
I am a fifth-generation descendant of Choie Sew Hoy, the Otago goldminer and merchant who started a family tradition of successful entrepreneurs.  I was the first Deaf person in NZ to gain a MBA degree in 1998. Earlier I was a successful skier and the youngest president of Deaf Association of NZ.  

I was born profoundly Deaf, due to a Rubella epidemic in 1964. I spent the first two years of my life, living in a Dunedin warehouse with my parents and extended family. I’m the oldest of 3 girls. When I was two, my mum took me to Wellington for a family visit and check-up with the doctor. Sure enough the doctor found that I was Deaf. The family was very shocked, but eventually came to terms with it. 

My parents soon made contact with other parents of Deaf children. I started primary school in a Deaf Unit with about 15 Deaf children. I stayed with this Deaf group from kindergarten until 17, through all the stages of school.  I was the last of them to leave school.

I enjoyed being part of the Deaf group whatever we did eg school activities, camps or playing after school. We hung around together and had each other’s company. From age 5 until 14, I never asked why I was Deaf. I happily lived my life with cousins and family at home, and my Deaf friends at school. I was keen on sports at school, doing a bit of everything.

Later on, I saw a Deaf adult signing because we were taught oral education at school. The Otago Education Board didn’t approve of sign language at the time and naturally all the parents followed their advice. My parents started me on speech therapy when I was 3 or 4. This continued every week after school until I was about 17 when I declared I had enough.

I had my first experience with full-immersion mainstreaming at 13. I was very shy and uncomfortable. It was a shock at first. All the kids were strangers to me, and they were all hearing. There were very few Chinese, and almost no Maori at my school. I had Deaf friends all my life until then. But gradually I made friends in class. In class I communicated with students by paper and pen and speaking sometimes as a few of them were used to my funny speech and could understand me.

English was my weak point. I would hand in an assignment all beautifully written, thinking it was perfect, and then I would be disappointed to get it back full of grammar corrections. Because I was Deaf, my English grammar writing was not like normal English, perhaps more like Sign language structure, even though I didn’t really sign much at that time. My literacy skills improved when I was 10.

At high school, things got harder. I stayed right through to Form 7, though most of my Deaf friends left when they were 15. Remember, in the 1980s there were no interpreters or notetakers – I was really on my own. It wasn’t until I was in Form 6 or 7 that I had a notetaker in class. 
One day I felt very depressed.  I asked God “Why did you make me Deaf? Why couldn’t I be born blind? It would have been much easier.” By then, all my Deaf friends had left school, and I felt very isolated amongst all these hearing people. I could never be part of the larger group. I was okay one-by-one, but lost in a group. 
Being Deaf is an invisible problem. I don’t remember how but I decided to get on with my life positively as a Deaf person. After that I did go on to achieve as much as possible. I realized that I would have to learn sign language if I was going to be involved in the Deaf community. My Deaf friends and I would get together at the Deaf club for social nights, Deaf club meetings and organized sports. I picked up signing quickly and I was really keen to learn.  

My parents encouraged me to do well in school and go into commerce. It was a natural expectation for me to follow in the family business tradition. At the time I never imagined myself going to university. I envisaged becoming an air stewardess, or an artist, or something like that. I told my parents that I wanted to go to art school, but they talked me out of it, explaining that I could not make a living out of art. I never thought about the practical things like paying bills and feeding myself, so that was good advice. 

They wanted to see me to go university. I said “Me –go to university?” That was not my ambition. But in Chinese culture, education is important and you respect your parents‘ wishes. I couldn’t say no. So I went to Otago University to do commerce.
Starting university in 1983 was a huge shock compared to being at high school. There were 6,000 students in my time. The classes were huge in lecture theatres. I tried to sit at the front, because there were no interpreters or notetakers; it was awful, I didn’t understand a thing. My parents asked the Vice-Chancellor who told his staff to help me and one male lecturer shaved his beard off so I could lipread! I almost dropped out after 3 months but stayed and got used to university life. University opened up a new world for me. 

As we got older, we started developing our own interests. My sisters were interested in music, playing the piano and singing. That wasn’t for me, being Deaf. I had art and skiing. From ages 14 until 21, I was an Otago representative for netball, basketball and volleyball at NZ Chinese Sports Tournaments. I got really keen on skiing and dragged my family into it too. I became a NZ representative in Disabled Skiing. I was selected to represent NZ at the 1991 Winter World Games for the Deaf in Banff, Canada. 

After the Games, I travelled in Canada and USA. In USA there seemed to be loads of Deaf people with university degrees and sporting achievements. When I was a student, there were only four Deaf people at university in NZ. I was inspired. It made me think, “Why can’t we have that in NZ too?” In 1991, after I had been overseas, I wanted to do something for the Deaf community, so but didn’t know exactly how. Soon I joined the Deaf Association and got elected as Otago Councillor and National Executive then President.

In 1995 I decided to enrol for an MBA at Auckland University. For a long time I had wanted to do something for myself. I looked for a post-graduate degree and I wanted something challenging.  I was also the youngest woman in my class, and the third youngest in the entire class, so I felt very much the new kid on the block. My MBA class of 47 students got a bit of shock when they first met me, but they did accept me quickly.

When I’m with family, I consider myself part of Chinese culture, but in the Deaf world, I am first and foremost Deaf, and I use sign language there. When I’m in the hearing world at work, I try to speak English, or communicate in written English. But I still take part of my Deaf culture with me to work because hearing people need to tap me to get my attention, or flick the light or bang on the floor or wave to get me to look.

So I’m Deaf first, Chinese second and then Kiwi. Really I was born to three cultures. When I’m overseas, I noticed that the older people are very traditional in the Chinese culture and I’m quite Westernised. So I’m aware that I’m a NZ born Chinese, and I share a Kiwi culture which makes me more comfortable here than in Asia.  In China I was seen as a foreigner – yes I look Chinese, but my style and behaviour are obviously Western to them.

In NZ I think Chinese people see me basically as Chinese, but my family and people who know me well do see me as Deaf. Those who don’t know me see me think I’m just Chinese because I look the same, eat the same and have the same ways as them – except for language. In the Deaf community, I think Deaf people see me first as a Deaf person and also as Chinese which is something unique about me. There are very few Chinese Deaf in NZ.
When I was born, I was named the traditional Chinese way. My paternal grandfather chose a name for me. I was given Way Lin Choie: Way Lin means Beautiful Lotus flower, Choie is my last Chinese name. My sisters have related names that translate as Jade Lotus and Phoenix Lotus, so we share the Lotus flower part of our names. Perhaps my parents thought I was a beautiful baby or maybe it’s because I was the first born. I don’t know!

My family has a strong Chinese culture that normally we would be expected to marry Chinese. That was 20 years ago. I’m flexible on whether my future partner is hearing, Deaf, Chinese or Pakeha – someone who brings laughter would be good. Over time, my family and I have embraced the Kiwi way of life while our Chinese culture and heritage.  Simply, I’m a Deaf Chinese Kiwi. 

Thank you
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