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My Mission:

Improving Deaf people’s life is not my only dream. What is important is for me to see that everyone loves themselves, accepts who they are and take lead in their own life. There will be no pressure for them to become a successful / normal person from another one’s view. A Deaf person has the rights to autonomy.

Deaf people in Hong Kong
In Hong Kong, there are 92,000 people who are Deaf/hard of hearing, among which 8,600 are totally Deaf (Special Topics Report No. 48, Persons with Disabilities and Chronic Diseases, Social Data Collected via the General Household Survey). Deafness is a low incident disability. In the past, Deaf children are sent to special schools for the Deaf. But during the recent years, hearing aid technology has been moving fast. The government implemented the inclusive education policy, which increased the number of Deaf students in mainstream schools.

Deaf people cannot hear. There is nothing wrong with their intelligence. But years have passed with only 9% of Deaf people made their way to tertiary education. It is 21% for hearing people.

In the job market, there are 10,500 unemployed Deaf persons aged 15 to 59. 38.5% of those who are lucky to find a job fall in the category of ‘Elementary Occupation’. It is 18.8% for the hearing. There are 17.9% of Deaf persons who are ‘Managers and Administrators’, while the figure is 36.3% for the hearing.

Deaf schools in Hong Kong follow the ‘Oralist approach’ education philosophy, which used to be popular in the West in the 1950’s to 60’s. Sign Language is prohibited during official school hours. The reason is Deaf children should learn how to hear and speak just like normal people, using their hearing aids and residual hearing. They are expected to ‘integrate’ into the larger society when they grow up. The truth is, Deaf children have no way to understand the teachers at class and are not able do well academically because of that. They eventually fall behind their hearing peers. Many who manage to go to college give up the chance because there was no sign language interpretation available for them to understand the class.

Deaf people have a hard time at work. It is a challenge for them to go to job interviews, important work meetings, and even communicating with their seniors and colleagues. Most people do no know sign language and have no experience working with the Deaf. Misunderstanding happens daily. In the West, Deaf people have to rights to sign language interpretation service at various levels at work. 

Besides, when Deaf people go to the hospital, they have no way to talk about their sickness except gesturing and limited writing. When they go to important appointments at the public utilities and banks, they have no sign language interpreters with them. Sign Language Interpreters do not form a professional registry in Hong Kong, there is no qualifying exam. There are approximately 8,000 Deaf sign language users in Hong Kong, with less then 10 full-time sign language interpreters. Deaf people live in a socially-isolated world.

My background
I graduated from the Chinese University of Hong Kong (CUHK) in 2004, majoring in Modern Languages and Intercultural Studies. Since then, I worked at the Centre for Sign Linguistics and Deaf Studies for 5 years. In 2006, I was enrolled in Master in Linguistics at the CUHK.

I had the fortune to participate in two large Deaf education research projects during my service at the CUHK. From 2004 to 20007, I worked as a researcher-in-residence at the Lutheran School for the Deaf (now it becomes the only Deaf school in Hong Kong). The project ‘Promoting Deaf Literacy through Hong Kong Sign Language’ was supported by the Quality Education Fund. Every week, two periods of Chinese Language class turned into a sign-supported mode, conducted by a well-trained Deaf teacher. Research indicated that Deaf students performed better when they learned through sign language. Unfortunately, teachers at the school did not support the use of sign language. The project came to an end in 2007. The school switched back to oral since then.

Sign language is a different language from Chinese. But it does support Deaf students’ literacy development. During the years spent in the school, my colleagues and I have developed specific teaching strategies, which became useful in the subsequent project.

In 2007, the Hong Kong Jockey Club supported the ‘Sign Bilingualism and Coenrollment in Deaf Education Programme’. The project takes place at a mainstream school. A class of 40, 34 hearing, 6 Deaf, study together on a daily basis. Deaf and hearing teachers co-teach the class, using both sign language and spoken language. The aim is for Deaf students to study in a full-ranged curriculum, supported by sign language. Hearing students can learn an extra language, and get to know the needs of Deaf students from young.

I took an active role in literacy development research in this project. My colleagues and I designed the first Chinese Grammar Assessment Toolkit in Hong Kong. We collected language data from both hearing and Deaf children, and tried to generalize the difficulty of Deaf children in learning Chinese. We implemented a series of bilingual teaching strategies and evaluated teaching effectiveness.

During the 5 years at CUHK, I participated in a lot of internal trainings of the centre. I was one of the 3 instructors of the first Chinese literacy diploma course for Deaf adults, conducted in Hong Kong Sign Language. During and outside work, I have been a sign language interpreters for my hearing and Deaf colleagues.

In the end of 2009, I decided to resign from CUHK. Now I work as a project officer of Hong Kong Committee for UNICEF. I spent large amount of time working as an active volunteer at the SILENCE (www.silence.org.hk), which was established in 2009 with the aim to promote understanding between the Deaf and the hearing. In 2010, a Deaf person and I co-instructed the ‘Sign Language Interpretation Workshop’. The workshop lasted for 3 months. Fifteen hearing volunteers joined and tried their first-hand experience of simple interpreting job. In September 2010, the Hong Kong Association of the Deaf organized the First Hong Kong International Deaf Film Festival (www.hkidff.com). I was the vice-chairperson of the organizing committee. In mid-2010, a social worker friend and I obtained a funding from the South China Morning Post. We proposed a project that creates job opportunities for Deaf people, and work with their employers to make the workplace more adapted to Deaf people. The project will start in the near future.

Meanwhile, I feel the need to equip myself to manage these meaningful projects. I spend my own private time learning how to interpret, conduct workshops for volunteers and even to give career counselling. I am lacking the necessary skills and knowledge to do this. I come from the linguistics discipline, I know something about education, too. I know sign language and can communicate well with Deaf people. But besides all these, Deaf people need support to their social and psychological being, which I have no previous training of. In order to do better, I need to further my study.

Msc in Deafhood Studies, University of Bristol
University of Bristol is the first academic institute in the U.K. to establish a Centre for Deaf Studies  (http://www.bristol.ac.uk/deaf/). The Msc in Deafhood Studies lasts for one year (full-time). The programme admits a lot of Deaf/hard of hearing students, with some exceptions for hearing students. Students take the following coursework during the programme:

Deaf Culture and Deafhood
Sign Bilingualism at Home and School
Deaf Wellness and Development
Deaf History and Deafhood
Sign Linguistics
Sign Language Literature and Performance
Deafhood and Sign Language Interpreting
Sign Language Interpreting in Different Domains
Final Thesis


University of Bristol offers a Deaf programme that I can have no way to access to in Hong Kong. The programme brings very specific and in-depth knowledge about deafness to people, making them become experts in many aspects concerning people who cannot hear. In Hong Kong, such expertise is extremely rare. The Centre for Deaf Studies at the university is consisted of a group of top researchers, most of them are Deaf. They are the best people to teach me how a society should be reformed so that Deaf people can enjoy full rights to education, participation and culture.

Plans after my return
What Deaf people lack totally exceed the followings. I draft these plans help me to excel my strength: writing and interpreting. My plans do not solve all the issues with Deaf people, but I hope to bring more attention to those issues in the society:

‘My Deaf friends’: An Oral History Project
What Oral History does is putting back the missing pieces from the grand narrative. It is an unofficial account of a group’s history. Deaf people are not known for their ability to read and write. This is also the reason why they have no channel to voice out their suppression over the years. Writing and publishing their life stories arouse public concern. It also brings their ‘voices’ to the field of social welfare, education and academia. For the Deaf themselves, this is also part of the empowerment process.

Partner: I am a hearing person. But fortunately I have support from a lot of Deaf friends. I have 6 friends who promised an interview. They all come from different backgrounds: Deaf schools, mainstreamed, young, aged, only Deaf member of the family, born from Deaf parents. I video tape each interview, and transcribe the tape from sign language into Chinese. I hope to bring this data to the Oral History Bank of a University in Hong Kong, and make this an unprecedented move.

At a final stage, I hope to publish the first book that reveals the life of Deaf people in Hong Kong: ‘My Deaf friends’. The narrative will focus on their education experience, one of the most painful memories.

I have already interviewed three friends. If I have the honour to go abroad to learn the necessary research method, I will finish interviewing 10 Deaf persons before leaving Hong Kong. Hopefully this will become my thesis project at Bristol.

A Video Conferencing Interpretation Service Centre
It is the Deaf people’s core need to communicate with others. Access to sign language interpretation service is their basic rights. Social isolation is one of the worst consequences of not having that. If I could receive one year of training at Bristol, I will be able to learn the skills and knowledge about interpreting. After returning to Hong Kong, I will try to apply for funding and establish the first video conferencing sign interpretation centre. The same thing has become an integral part of Deaf people’s life in the West. When they need to contact the bank, the government, or the real estate companies, they call up a sign interpreter at the centre, who will interpret the phone call through video conferencing for both parties.

Partner: The SILENCE has always been committed to develop sign language interpretation service in Hong Kong. However, there is no such talent in Hong Kong to help establish that. After my return I will use this as a platform to do what is needed.

In 2010, I trained a group of hearing interpreters at the SILENCE. It would be a feasible task to invite their participation after my return. Funding agencies like ‘TechDonation’ will be interested in this kind of project. I am optimistic in making this real.

The first professional registry for sign language interpreters
In the west, sign language interpretation is a professional career. Interpreters must finish their degree, pass a qualifying exam, and join a professional body. Their behaviours are strictly regulated by professional ethic rules. In Hong Kong, sign language interpretation is in its primitive stage. Interpreters are not trained. There is no regulation to follow. But Deaf people have to rely on them in hospital, government and bank encountering. Mistakes can become a life-and-death issue.

In the U.K., sign language interpreters have full-fledged registration system. At the University of Bristol, I can take credit-bearing courses on sign language interpreting. After my training, I hope to bring back what can be applied to Hong Kong and start to develop the first real registry for Hong Kong interpreters. The urgent task is a) for local interpreters to meet together, discuss the basic regulations of sign interpreters; b) invite Deaf people and sign linguists, design a qualifying exam for sign language interpreters.  In this way, Deaf people can have bigger hope to participate the society at a wide scope.

Partner: A few of my good friends are very experienced in sign language interpreting in Hong Kong. We worked together before and have close connection. The SILENCE can serve as a good platform in making this come true. My ex-boss at the CUHK can act as the consultant.

Deaf art and literature
Deaf people make poems of their own in sign language. They make their own movies and drama plays. This is one of their ways to express themselves. This is also their civil rights. I hope to bring it to the public by recording their poems, make a movie and screen it at the forthcoming International Deaf Film Festival. 

Art has an impact to society that cannot be underestimated. This is how oppressed groups response to the outside world. As I said, I do not want to improve Deaf people’s life only. I hope to see that Deaf people can really be proud of themselves as being Deaf. And that they can talk to the society about their hopes, beliefs and values, and make it a truly meaningful experience for all.

Ending
This proposal serves the purpose of raising fund for my study. But I hope that this can also reach people who have not met a Deaf person. Let’s think about it: I thought that Hong Kong was a perfect place to for all people. But it is not, considering how Deaf people live here. Despite of that, I hold firm to my belief that everyone has the responsibility to change a small part of the society. Especially me, I am a hearing person, and I am the one who are eligible to study abroad. I do not have an excuse for not doing something to change. To support my study does mean supporting the whole Deaf community. By doing that, please accept my sincere gratitude in advance. 







