Are You Listening?

Terri Stonecipher’s Recovery Story (October, 2009)
At the end of a Certified Peer Support Specialist Leadership Follow-up Training I attended recently, I was approached by Stephen Batson who asked me if I would mind sharing my story with others. Without hesitation I replied, "Sure, no problem." Later I thought to myself, "Boy, what have I gotten myself into this time?"

 

Being a published author of numerous articles over the years and my book Keeping the Faith, one would think that I, of all people, should have no problem telling my story. Where to start is always the hardest part for me.

 

Stephen had told me that he liked my unique introduction of myself at the beginning of the training. While introducing myself I simply stated a fact that I am very proud of. I said, "My name is Terri Stonecipher and I was the first, and am still the only, deaf Certified Peer Support Specialist in the state of Michigan."  

 

Being deaf, I often get asked how I can I be a Peer Support Specialist, if I can't hear my clients. I just smile and reply that, "One does not need to hear to be a good listener." I depend on lip reading my clients and co-workers. Most of the time they forget that I am deaf. The biggest obstacle I face everyday is that people assume that, because I can lip read one-on-one, that I can lip read in groups, even small ones. But not everyone is easy to lip read. Most of the time I can get the gist of what's being said, but I will be the first to admit that I do misunderstand sometimes. I challenge anyone to trade shoes for a day and see just how difficult it really is for me.

 

I look at every encounter as a teaching and learning opportunity. I work alone, without an interpreter, every day, except for trainings and meetings. My biggest pet-peeve is requesting an interpreter and being told that due to costs, one can not be provided. Excuse me! I'm still expected to attend, but not to benefit from the event or message? Someone else holds the power to "sensor" what information is shared and made available to me. Well, if it's important enough for me to attend and I'm expected to learn something from it, aren't I entitled to hear everything that my hearing counterparts are? I want to note here that I have always been provided an interpreter for CPSS trainings, with no problems at all. Pam Werner has been superb!

 

But when someone uses cost as a reason for not providing me an interpreter, I always want to reply, "Turn off all the lights and save money that way.  Discriminate against my seeing counterparts." Or, "Why not just remove those ramps and accessible doorways?" It's not everyday that I need an interpreter, but it is my right to have one when I request it in order to be able to benefit from and fully participate in a meeting, training or event.

 

What was I to talk about? Sorry, I got on a roll there for a moment. Oh yeah, being a deaf CPSS. I wasn't born deaf. I became deaf at the age of 35. I started losing my hearing at age 33 and by age 35 I was totally deaf. I was told that I was 110% deaf. How one can be over 100% deaf is beyond me, but that is what the tests showed. So I have a clear speaking voice, but sometimes I depend on others to let me know how soft or loud I am talking.

 

I enjoy LOUD music - too loud for your tender ears, I am sure - but love to feel the beat of the music! One nice advantage I have learned over the past ten years is that I can have peace and quiet anytime and anywhere, just by simply closing my eyes. Solitude is awesome sometimes. Having a good sense of humor helps as it can be overwhelming at times, if you let it be. Another advantage is that noisy environments don't bother me during a conversation, as I can't hear it. I lip read. It's the other person, who depends on hearing the message, who has a problem.

 

My two favorite quotes are, "Focus on my ABILITIES, and NOT my disabilities," a quote I came up with over fifteen years ago. And my most recent quote, "You assume that because I can talk, that I can hear. I assume that because you can hear, that you can listen."

 

Are you listening? It's one of the greatest gifts a CPSS can have. Thank you for your time and for getting to know me, Michigan's only deaf CPSS, three years and counting!
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