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>> KAREN KRULL: Hi, good afternoon.  I'm Karen Krull, and I would like to welcome you to the Resilient Self:  Surviving and Thriving Through Deafness, by Sally Skyer.  SALLY has a VERY healthy outlook on life.  Definitely blessed with a quick wit, and a marvelous sense of humor.  She currently works at the National Technical Institute for the Deaf in Rochester, New York, and she's been honored numerous times for her many contribution to the deaf community there.  Sally Skyer. 

>> SALLY SKYER:  Thank you very much.  Thank you.  It's a real pleasure to be here and to talk with all of you.  I've done this workshop several times.  It's one of my favorite presentations that I do often for ALDA and for other groups.  And the reason I do this is because I'm very passionate about this topic.  It's not a research-based presentation.  It's based on my life experiences and my work experiences.  And what I want to share with you is important information for you to take home.  It doesn't matter if you've been through a life crisis or health crisis or you lost your hearing.  We all face challenges on how to survive a difficult experience.

It's from survival to thriving in that experience.  I'm really thrilled to see a full house and to share that experience with you.

 Okay, let me give you a little bit of background information.  I work as a counselor for deaf college students at NTID and I've been there 33 years now.  I do personal counseling and academic counseling.  I've enjoyed it for many, many years.  I work with a variety of students, who were born deaf, and become deaf later in life, and students with multiple disabilities.

I enjoy helping challenged students in their thinking when they become stuck or they're not able to bring it through a loss, especially like a hearing loss.  I work closely with them to help them through that journey and experience, and to help them grieve that loss and survive from the experience.

I'm a born‑deaf person.  I did not become deaf.  So I'm different from many of you.  I was born deaf, and I have a deaf brother.  And I grew up in public schools with no interpreter or note takers, but they didn't have those things back then.  I'm that old. 
Then I went to college and I had my bachelor's degree in education.  I worked as a teacher, then I worked at the children's library for many years, and then I went to Gallaudet for my master's degree in counseling.

That's where my passion came through for providing service to people who are deaf like me.  I learned sign when I was 25 at Gallaudet.  That's where I learned about deaf culture.  When I got to Rochester, I met my future husband there, Rick.  He was late deafened.  We dated and got married and had two beautiful children.  And through my experience with Rick, I learned what it was like for him to struggle through his late deafness.  And also his personal struggle with a medical situation called Neurofibromatosis Type 2.  With our children, we had the additional challenge that our children also have NF2.  And our daughter became completely deaf when she was 25, five years ago. 

So helping her go through that late deafness experience and learning from Rick and also my son going through his struggles right now--he's going for treatment for the tumors that are growing.

So all that experience has helped me understand things from their perspective better.  In the ALDA reader, I wrote an article called "assumptions made and lessons learned."  And in there you'll read about some of the assumptions that I made about people I didn't know until I met Rick.  For example, one assumption for Rick is if you want to fit into the deaf world with my friends, all you have to do is learn ASL.  That's not true.  I learned the hard way.

It's a completely different world.  So I learned from him in interacting with him.  My husband also had three sisters, and his sisters had NF2 also.  And they were a very strong part of the ALDA family.  All four of them have passed on since then.  And I continue coming to ALDA in their memory and to pass on their work and their spirit.

Defining resiliency...How do I define resiliency? 

It’s to be able to recover from set backs.  To be able to bounce back from a crisis or misfortune.  To have a learning/coping reaction.  To be able to learn lessons from the experience.  And to embrace the challenge with the wisdom. 

Okay, how many of you ‑‑ raise your hands ‑‑ if you have never had a life‑changing experience? 
(Laughter).

>> SALLY SKYER:  Oh, yeah right.  You?  Right.  Rachael, very funny.  The point is none of us escapes from a life‑altering experience.  We all go through life with life‑altering experiences to different degrees.
>> SALLY SKYER:  We all go through personal challenges.  Some more than others.  And sometimes I read a lot of inspirational books and I read about people who survive experiences and I say to myself what makes them so unique?  What makes them able to survive and thrive from that experience?  What characteristic do they have that helps them to survive and thrive?

So I read those books and that helps me to inspire my own personal life and to inspire other people who are going through personal challenges also.

There's a book that I read one time and the beginning quote of the book was "life is difficult."  How many of you agree with that?  Okay.  Life is difficult.  But at the same time, you know what I say, life is good.  It's going to be difficult, but at the same time life is good.  And that's my motto.  Despite what I go through, or my children struggle, or how my husband struggles.  Life is difficult, but life is good.

Okay.  One thing I forgot to add related to my background is I have been through experiences of seeing my dad die when I was young.  I've gone through severe depression three times.  I've gone through a lot of isolation and loneliness, because I grew up basically alone.  I did not have anyone to interact with or communicate with.  So I would tell you my life has been very, very difficult.  But at the same time, I feel blessed because those experiences have helped me become the person that I am today.  Look at Rachael, her spirit is phenomenal.  She's an inspiration to so many people here.  And her spirit and enthusiasm, that's what I call a person who is surviving and thriving.  She's a role model here. 

And many of us here are role models also for being here, coming here, and saying "yes, I'm deaf.  I'm here to meet other people like me."  Phenomenal.

One other thing I forgot is I'm also a breast cancer survivor.  You name it, I've had it.  Resiliency is being able to bounce back, to withstand hardship and repair yourself.  It's not just struggling from one crisis to another, but developing the skills to become a stronger person.  Okay?

We all have the ability to survive and thrive.  Sometimes, you know, we have two people that go through similar experiences.  One will struggle and get through it and thrive.  The other one will struggle and become bitter.  They have choices.  You can choose the path that you want to take.  You can struggle and learn from it and get through it, or you can struggle and then become bitter.  Why me, why me?  Pity, pity me.  You always have choice to go in either direction.

Every choice you make impacts how you view life. 

Before I talk about this PowerPoint, slide, it's interesting that when I developed this PowerPoint, I picked the background.  I thought the colors were pretty.  I liked it.  It's blue with yellow.  But then later I realized I picked a background that had clouds in it.  Hardship.  The sun is always behind the clouds.  The sun is hope, and getting through surviving.  Okay.  So some days it's going to be very, very cloudy, and the sun is behind the clouds.  Just get through it and that horrible weather, you see the sunshine again.  I didn't make that connection until recently.  It was interesting why I picked that background.

What are the kind of attitudes that lead to struggle?  One is the resistance to change.  Change is something we don't always like.  Change is always hard.  Change involves risk, and loss.  Loss of what is known and coming into something that we've never experienced or gone through before.

The other part that adds to the struggle is the expectation that life should be fair.  You know, sometimes they tell me it's not fair, it's not fair.  You're right, it's not fair.  Life can be a bitch sometimes.  What are you going to do about it?  Oh, well, they can't say anything. 

So I like to challenge what they say and give it back to them and say okay,  What are you going to do about that?  You have some choices. Life is not always fair. 

Some people respond as a victim.  Okay.  Again, it comes down to choice.  We can respond as a victim, or we can respond as a victor.  Again, choices. 

Having a negative mind set, means how do you think?  It's amazing the power of your mind, how much that influences your response or reactions.  Okay? 

For example, after my dad died, I was only 19.  And I said oh my God, this is terrible.  None of my friends have gone through this experience.  My dad had a very painful, debilitating experience.  He had cancer of the lungs.  I was very down.  I loved my dad.  And poor me, poor me.  What am I going to do?  But that didn't help.  That led me to a very bad depression.  It took me three years to get out of that depression.  And after my husband died it was a very devastating experience for me.  And of course, I grieved that loss.

The loss of a partner that I had shared my life with for 25 years.  But then I said okay, I read a quote that had said...let me find it.... 

The quote said "Live your best life.  And I will always be with you."  I chose that quote to change my perspective and change my attitude.  I'm not the victim.  I'm the victor.  And I must do what I can do honor his memory and pass on his work so that it's a change of mind set and perception.

Not being able to acknowledge the loss from the change.  I'm working with one student right now.  She grew up hard of hearing and became deaf three years ago.  And as soon as she became deaf, she became very depressed.  She would not come out of her room, she would stay in there and study and isolate herself.  She would not keep in touch with friends.  She did not want to stay in school.  She wanted her back home and stay with the family where she was comfortable.  And the depression became worse and worse and worse.  And she was referred to me last month, and we started working together.  And I said have you ever really grieved your loss.  And she said no.  Okay.  We need to do that.  We need to grieve that loss, and we need to acknowledge what you've lost.  Acknowledge a change and what does that loss mean on your life.  And it's been a long process for her.  We've met a few times already.  Last week she showed me a poem that she wrote related to her hearing loss.  Okay.  I said to her, you're making progress.  You're finally acknowledging that the loss impacted your life, and that's really necessary to grieve the change.

How to survive hardship?  How?  You have to accept that change is part of life.  We all go through change.  Some people go through change of separation or divorce.  Moving to a new area for a new job, or health condition changes.  Or you win the lottery, well I wish.  Even positive change, or difficult change is very difficult.  But if you is accept the idea that change is part of life, it's part of growing, evolving and learning, then you're better for the experience.

Change always incorporates loss.  Loss of a spouse, loss of perfect health, loss of facial expression, loss of hearing, loss of mobility.  All of those involve difficulties, but that's okay.  If you can accept change, change always incorporates loss, and you can get past the loss.

Even if you cannot control what happens, you can control your response.  Again, it's part of how you think and how you react.  Okay?  I'm trying to think of an example. 

I can't think of an example right now, but if something comes up,I will share that example with you.

There are always two sides.  There are two side to a pancake.  There are two way to respond.  How you view it, and how you think about it.  I lost my husband, yes.  I am learning to do things alone.  That's not bad.  It's something I would choose, but I can manage that, and I can survive.

My daughter became deaf and that was very difficult for her.  People assumed that because she knew sign, her hearing loss would be easy to handle.  Not true.  The first thing she said out of the hospital, she said mom, I can't hear the birds or the cars anymore.  My student said the same thing.  She said I can't hear what goes on around me.  I can't hear music anymore.  You can't hear your environmental connections.  So I help her to understand, okay, yes, you've lost that.  But what have you gained?  What have you gained from that experience to help you to see the other perspectives.

My daughter now has a great job in California.  She's made good friends and she's become very assertive about communication needs.

She gained that experience.  One time we went to a performance in Chicago.  She bought tickets for the two of us.  They were very expensive, and she was told there would be interpreters there.  We got there, and guess what?  No interpreters.  All the management said, oh, I'm sorry.  We made a mistake.  That's okay.  And I stood up and my daughter started to cry and she was getting emotional.  She had just been deaf for six months.  And I said there were supposed to be interpreters, what happened.  And they made excuses, and I want my money back.  And I said if you don't do anything, I will report it to the ALDA Chicago chapter, and a lot of people will hear about it, and they won't be happen.

And you know about the ADA law.  I want my money back.  And I want the parking ticket reimbursed also.  Oh, okay.  That really shook them up.  We got the money back and the money for the parking ticket.  And they said next time we will make sure we have an interpreter there.

And my daughter said how did you do that.  And I said you have to be an advocate for yourself.  You have to educate people.  It's not a pleasant thing to do.  But you have to.  It's part of the new experience now. 

So she has become stronger because of that experience.  She doesn't like it, but she has to do it.

And as a result of that, in her work environment, she's been a very strong advocate for communication at work.  And where she works, they have been fantastic in providing her the support she needs.

Okay.  She gained that experience after becoming deaf.  And the last part about being receptive to what you've learned from your struggles.  Okay?  What I've learned from my struggles from my isolation and my loneliness of being a breast cancer surviver, and my husband when he died, and my daughter through her deafness experience.  When I look back, I've learned a lot and I'm a better person.  Would I choose to go through that experience?  No.  But I'm glad I did.  I'm a better person for it. 

What you need to cultivate for yourself to help with your struggles.  Acknowledge your personal struggles.  Talk about it and what's fantastic about ALDA is that you get the support from each other.  You talk with each other and you're not alone in your struggle.  With the online chat is a community of supporting each other.  You talk with each other, and talk about the pain and the struggle and strategy to help you through the struggle. 

Look for support networks.  That is so critical.  Manage what you can handle.  You can't handle things all at once, and I don't expect anyone to do that.  Manage what you can day by day, one step at a time.  We know a journey of 1,000 miles starts with how many steps?  One.  Just one.  One step at a time.  One step.  Even if it's half a step.  Maybe you go back one, but you keep moving forward two, or go back a step.  That's fine.  As long as you're moving forward. 

Learn how to ask if what you need.  I am the worst role model for this.  Believe me.  I'm not a good example of this for my children either.  I had to learn let go of the idea that I could do it all by myself.  No.

I needed support from friends.  I need my network of support to help me through whatever experience I go through.  When I was diagnosed with breast cancer, one of my friends set up a Sally Skyer support group.  We got together and had a beginning before my treatments, and a party at the end.  They prepared meals for me.  I would ask for help.  Do you mind doing this or do you mind doing that for me?  It's hard.  But people like to be asked for help.

So my daughter had to learn to ask for help.  And you know what?  It feels good to ask for help?  When I was at the airport, I asked for help for where the shuttle was.  Can you write down the information?  They wrote it down.  Where do I go from there?  I felt good. 

Recognize and use your strengths.  We all have strengths.  All of us do.  And use your strength to help you survive and strive.  These speakers today at lunch, she used her dog to help her through her personal experience and struggle.  Use whatever you need to help you survive and get through your experience and be a better person for it. 

Change your thoughts and beliefs.  It's so critical.  I can do it.  Some students say I can't, I can't.  It's too hard.  Yes, it's hard.  But you can.  One step at a time. 

Use your sense of humor.  My husband was not able eat or swallow for seven years.  And he was strongly believe that had the family should sit down together and eat together, even if he couldn't.  So sometimes we would have company come over and join us at the dinner table, and he's not going to be eating, and people would say "Rick, why don't you eat?"  .  And he would say I'm not hungry.  I'm on a diet, and people would laugh.

One time someone asked me why I talk so funny.  And I told them I was French.  I use humor to lighten things up.  So look how people use humor to get through their experiences.  My god, she's amazing. 

Explore your options to meet your personal, psychological, and spiritual needs.  And that includes not just ALDA, but counseling support for yourself.  If you're really struggling, it's not a perfect world.  And sometimes struggle feels very overwhelming.  Then it's okay to say I need a professional to help me through the experience.  And that's a sign of strength to say I need to talk to a counselor.  Someone to help guide me through the experience.  Like I mentioned.  I went through a depression three times.  And I had professionals help me get through the experience to become a better person.

It's not a sign of weakness.  It's a sign of strength. 

And I'm also a very spiritual person.  So I read a lot of inspirational, spiritual kinds of books.  And that helps me in my day‑to‑day life.  It helps me keep my perspective positive.  I'm also realistic.  I don't deny reality.  I look for the best outcome and things will get better.
And then the other quality to cultivate is to be choose to be a victor instead of a victim.  Acknowledge your pain and your anger and your grief.  Anger is not something that we like to acknowledge or see.  But sometimes we need to express our anger, which is just part of the experience to go through the loss and change.

Change your inner voice.  Dam it, why the hell do I have to go through this?  Shit!

What a crappy day.  I have to get up in the morning?  Another terrible day?  Change that.  Say today is another day.  It's a different opportunity.  It's another day to start all over.  Another day to try again. it's a different perspective. 

Reflect on who your role model is.  Who is your hero?  I have many, many role models.  And books that I've read, from people that I have met.  I'm going to stop right now and ask you who is your role model right now.  Who?  Rachael?  Who is your role model? 

>> My role model is you!

>> SALLY SKYER:  Oh, me?  Oh!

Oh, who is your role model?  Come on. 

>> Lane Waggoner.  She's done the humor presentations here for many years here at ALDA.  Her husband is Rex. 

>> SALLY SKYER:  Okay.  Other role models?  Come on.  I want to hear more?

>> Helen Keller?

>> Because she's blind deaf.  She over came.  I can do it.  Nothing held her back.

>> SALLY SKYER:  Nothing held her back.  Come on.  Who's your role model?  The back of the room?  You're not getting away from me.  You're not getting away from this?

>> AUDIENCE:  My mother.  From Cleo. 

>> AUDIENCE:  I think the whole Skyer family was a role model.  Cathy, Kay, Rick.  The entire family had so much resilience.  Most especially Cathy. 

>> SALLY SKYER:  Why is Rachel a role model? 

>> AUDIENCE:  She keeps going and smiling and laughing.  And she makes us happy. 

>> SALLY SKYER:  And she keeps going and she keeps smiling.  You have a phenomenal spirit.  You make an impact on people.  So keep in mind who your role model is.  Someone who inspires you who says yeah, I want to be like them.  I aspire to be like that.  To show that strength.

The next part.  Re‑write your life story from a different perspective.  I'm going to have you do an activity at the end of the workshop.  And also the last one on this page.  Acknowledge the blessings in your life.  It doesn't matter what you've been through, there are still hidden blessings in your life.  You are all very much alive.  You're here, you have friends, and you have connections.  Do daily affirmations.  How many of you know what that is?  Affirmations?  What's an affirmation? 
>> AUDIENCE:  Something positive. 

>> SALLY SKYER:  Yeah.  Some phrases or sentences that you can repeat to yourself every day and keep you inspired.  I gave you several handouts.  One of them has a list of positive affirmations.  Something that you pick to read and repeat to yourself every day.  I have cards I use at home next to my table with quotes of the affirmations.  In the morning I pick a card and a read it and I follow that affirmation through the day.  That helps keep me connected in a positive way. 

Lastly, believe in the power of hope and faith that all will be well. 

This is one of my favorite books.  It's called "After the darkest Hour."  It's a beautifully written book.  And it says the Hero's journey requires leave what is known and encountering hardship and danger and coming home as changed person.  I will add stronger person. 

And the valuable message for us is in the way in which the hero within us is awakened by our experiences.  We become the role models for other people here.  You are an inspiration to other people because you have survived your hearing loss. 

Okay.  This is the fun part.  I'm going to ask you to do the work.  This was something that I did after one of my major depressions.

One day of all of a sudden, I felt a shift in how I felt and how I thought.  And I thought, okay, I will write a letter to myself.  Dear Sally.  And I started typing and typing three pages worth.  And I read what I wrote.  And I said "oh oh God."  Because what I wrote gave me goosebumps.  Because all of a sudden I changed my perspective.  I said "Sally, I'm trying to condense what I remember of what I wrote that you have been through so many difficulties.  You become a stronger person and I'm proud of you.  I love you because of who you have become and what you've been through.  You go girl!

You rock girl.."  I'm reading that and I was like yes, yes, yes.  That was the first day that I saw the clouds separate and I saw the sun shining.  And I said yes, there's hope.  Life is good.  And I feel blessed.  I want you to think for a moment.  Read this PowerPoint.  I want you to write a letter.  It has to be positive.  Number one, acknowledge your struggles.  Acknowledge what you've been through, your pain and your anger.  And write about how you've managed so far.  What you've learned from your experience.  Acknowledge your determination and your courage and your inner resolve to survive.  Applaud your efforts and express admiration for the person you've become.

The person that you are today.  Okay? 

So I need help passing this paper out.  Pass it across and then back.  Pass it across and then back.  I am serious about you writing the letter.  Use the back of the handout.  If we run out of paper, use the back of your handout.  I want you to write the letter.  Looking at those questions.  It has to be a positive letter.  All of you write something.  All of you.  And if any of the interpreters want to write, go ahead. 

>> SALLY SKYER:  I'm going to give two more minutes and then I will ask volunteer to read what they've written.  Two more minutes.  Are you writing?  Good, good.  Gerard, are you writing? 

>> AUDIENCE:  Yes. 

>> SALLY SKYER:  I have to show that picture.  I love that picture.  Oh, I love that picture.  It is one of my favorite pictures. 

Oh, and I have to show you a picture of my family, too.  There are the kids.  They're getting big.  Wow, it's fabulous.  Such grown up people now.  In California. 

This is seven years ago. 

>> SALLY SKYER:  Okay, I would like to ask for any volunteers.  Two or three volunteers to come up and read a part of what they've written.  And I'll close the kitten screen.  Who would like to be the first to volunteer to come and read part of their letter?  Bye kitten.  Volunteer?  Yes?  Come on up. 

>> Okay.  Dear, Rebecca.  I know you have struggled a bit in your life with your hearing loss.  You've hurt when you can't belong or when your judged harshly or ignored or marginalized.  You have faced anger from others again and again, and you've had anger yourself.  You've managed so far because you keep trying.  Hearing aids, assistive listening devices, picking the best location in a room.  Choosing situations that can maximize your involvement and minimize pain.  You've also dealt with hearing loss with people in relationships. 

>> SALLY SKYER:  Yeah!

Other volunteers?  Come on.  Great.  Come on up.  Wait a minute.  Hold on.  You need to come up.  You need to come up.  Yeah. 

>> Thank you.  I have a positive outlook on life, just like you.  Hardships will come up, and I find them on my way.  But I know that after that, there will be nice experiences, good experiences, good people.  And I believe that just like you, after behind the clouds there is sunshine.  [Applause] 

>> SALLY SKYER:  Thank you.  Other volunteers please?  Oh, come on people!

Other volunteers?  Who is brave to read something?  We can't leave until we have one or two more volunteers.  I'm sorry.  Anyone?  Come on up. 

>> I'm just going to read the last part.  It says keep going.  You have a unique mission that only you can fulfill.  Keep trying to be the best you can.  Be okay with shortcomings and try again.  As you grow, your self‑confidence grows and you love yourself. 
>> SALLY SKYER:  Thank you.  More?  Rachael? 

>> I can hold it.  Thank you.  As long as I'm leaning on something I'm good.  I'm going to try and read this.  I will try and read my handwriting.  Here I go.  Dear Rachel, what's up girl?  Wow.  Dear Rachel.  Wow, this is our third ALDAcon.  We thought the first one was amazing, and we attended every workshop in Seattle two years ago.  Sally and all of the people were complete strangers.  I'm story.  I have a hard time reading my writing.  I was just a newcomer.  Deaf only eight years from NF2.  And I learned a lot at the workshop, and mostly because of what I learned and the people there.  Now Sally, I'm sitting in her workshop three years later, and she's commenting and I owe it all to her because of what I learned at that workshop in Seattle.  Thank you Sally.  And I want to see some new faces up here.  So come on now.  Anybody else?  Come on.  We want you to come up. 

>> I'm Marty for those of you who don't know me.  You've gone through physical and emotional times, feelings of rejection and loneliness.  You have succeeded not to let things stop you.  You've learned sign language.  You've worked with the deaf and if you had not lost your hearing, you wouldn't have met these people or worked with them.  You're not a quitter or a complainer.  You have done well to grow from very insecure to being willing to speak out.  [Applause] 

>> SALLY SKYER:  Thank you.  One more.  Oh, yes!

>> I have grown up with hearing loss as a young child.  Elementary school was very painful.  A hearing aid in middle school helped me.  Two aids helped me high school achieve better grades and graduating in the top ten of my class.  In college, my professor discouraged me from continuing college because I had a hearing loss and I wanted to be an elementary schoolteacher.  And she thought I shouldn't continue.  As a result, I ended up getting married.  My husband didn't care that I was hard of hearing.  I worked with him in his music business for 37 years.  Then he dropped dead.  I was angry.  I came to HLAA and it changed my life.  I earned coping skills, and I learned about assistive technology.

Now I have a passion to help other hard of hearing people to live successfully with hearing loss.  I'm enrolled in a peer mentoring class in Gallaudet University.  And I continue to work with the local chapter of HLAA and I want to continue to learn everything, and I'm learning so much here.  You remind me of my mentor that helped me so much during the years that I've learned how to cope with my hearing loss and advocate for others. 

>> SALLY SKYER:  Thank you very much.  You get a free hug.  Thank you very much.  Now, those letters that you've written, please continue writing those letters.  Even if it's only for yourself.  You are the most important person in your life.  You are self.  Let me read one last quote that I found. 

The most important words that we will ever say that the words that we say to ourselves.  About ourselves.  When we are by ourselves, about ourselves.  Do you want to voice that? 

The most important words we'll ever utter are those words we say to ourselves about ourselves when we're by ourselves. 

Keep that in mind.  It's very, very important.  What you say to yourself by yourself.  I'm a beautiful inside and out.  I'm a beautiful person inside and out.  I've lived my best life.  And I've learned from my life experience.  Okay? 

This concludes the workshop, and I send you off with blessings and for a good life ahead of you.  Please fill out the evaluation forms, and I appreciate you coming very much.  I hope to see you again.  Thank you.  [Applause] 

>> SALLY SKYER:  Who volunteered to do the readings?  I have to give you hugs!
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