INTERVIEW BY ABC 702’S ADAM SPENCER WITH ALEX JONES
ADAM: Our guest this morning is Alex Jones, a very talented Australian actor, theatre director and a performer and also an ambassador for the International Day of People with a Disability. Alex, good morning. How are you? 

ALEX: Good morning. I am very well, thank you, Adam. How are you? 

ADAM: Now, you're Deaf. Have you been Deaf since birth? 

ALEX: That's correct. I am Deaf because my parents are Deaf as well -- it runs in my family -- and my grandparents are Deaf as well, so being Deaf is just normal to me. 

ADAM: When did you realise that not everyone was Deaf? 

Funny you ask -- probably when I was about, maybe, three or four, because my brothers are hearing -- I have three brothers -- and I said to my mum and dad, "I am hearing." My mum and dad said, "No. You are Deaf, just like me." I'm like, "No, I'm hearing, like my brothers." "No, you're Deaf." I was, like, "What about hard of hearing?" 

ADAM: Hard of hearing? Nice. 

ALEX: So I was hard of hearing for a while until I was about 11 or 12. Then I thought, "No, you know what? I'm not hard of hearing. I'm actually Deaf." 

ADAM: When you realised your brothers could hear and you could not, did you feel you were missing out, that they had something in their lives that you did not have? 

ALEX: Well, yes and no. I think I was a little bit aware of the fact that I'm like my parents, I don't want to be like them! (LAUGHTER) 

ADAM: "Mum and Dad, you're embarrassing me!”
ALEX: Exactly, exactly. 

ADAM: At what age as a child is it most challenging to be Deaf -- when you're very young or early teenage years, or...? 

ALEX: I think, for me, because I did not have a very good early intervention when I was little, learning how to speak was probably the most challenging thing for me, because I could hear a little bit, and learning how to speak starting at four was challenging, so for many years I had to practice speech. It was very challenging. And I think the other challenge is many other people... few understand my needs, and I find it a challenge, learning how to educate others, because before I was, like, pissed off or I'd get very angry at other people, but over time I have learned it is not their fault -- they need to be educated. 

ADAM: I'm talking with Alex Jones. He's a great Australian actor, drama producer and a great ambassador for people with hearing difficulties. Alex, within the Deaf community, is there almost a politics as to completely deaf, partly deaf, sign language, some people have cochlear implants, some people don't. Are there communities or tribes within those who have hearing difficulties? 

ALEX: Yeah, I think that kind of politics pretty much happens in any type of community - so, yes, to answer your question - and I think for a long time the major signing Deaf community has resented the cochlear implant community, because they were afraid that the cochlear implant industry will take away the cultural deafness and the identity of sign language. 

ADAM: “..will take away cultural deafness and the identity of sign language?” That's interesting. 

ALEX: Yeah, I think that was the fear for a long time, but now that has changed a lot, and I think it's about providing tools and assets for other students or adults to be able to hear, and that's OK. I know a lot of my friends who have a cochlear implant, they sign, they still have their culture, they still have their identity, so it's not been stripped away, and I think times are changing. 

ADAM: But if I offered you now the chance to go back 30 years and have a cochlear implant and to be able to hear quite clearly now, would you take that opportunity? 

ALEX: No, because I hear quite clearly with my hearing aid. My hearing aids aren't as good as cochlear implants, but for me to go back in time, I would do it all over again, and that's who I am, because that's what I want and that's my choice. If, just suppose I lost my hearing completely, no, because I would love to hear music, I love to hear other things, maybe I would consider having a cochlear implant, but that's if I lose my hearing. 

ADAM: And you feel if you had never been Deaf, there are things you would be missing out on -- speaking in sign and understanding aspects of Deaf culture and Deaf community? 

ALEX: That's right, because sign language is beautiful, I love being able to sleep through during the night and not having to worry about noises. (LAUGHTER) I do. It's just amazing, and I thought it's nice. Sometimes I can walk in the city and I just turn off my hearing aid and not hear a thing.

ADAM: Yeah.

ALEX: It's nice.

ADAM: I've been at functions before and I've seen a Deaf couple have an argument -- a little sort of lover's tiff, and it's amazing, because in the same way you're speaking you can say the one word lots of different ways, when you're signing, you can do a very angry version of a word or a sarcastic version of a word, because there's the face and the fingers. 

ALEX: Or sarcasm. Oh, yeah. There are so many different ways. It's amazing, because sign language also has a volume. 

ADAM: Also has a volume? Okay. 

ALEX: Or even stutter or even sarcasm, so it is an amazing way of expressing yourself. It's very different to spoken English, but you will have a similar outcome. 

ADAM: And you've a child now, a little boy? 

ALEX: A boy. Tobian.

ADAM: He just turned two? 

ALEX: Yes.

ADAM: How's he going? 

ALEX: He's going very well, very well. It's amazing to see how much he has blossomed in the last 12 months with sign language and spoken English as well. He's a blessing to have. 

ADAM: Does he do the sign language because he is Deaf himself or just to speak to Dad? 

ALEX: That's right. 

ADAM: He is Deaf himself? 

ALEX: He is Deaf. 

ADAM: What's it like watching him learn sign and English at the same time? 

ALEX: It's amazing because, for me, having a child to learn sign language naturally, it's just amazing because of how much reception he has with his eyes. He actually watches and listens and he picks up signs that I do not teach him directly. 

ADAM: Is it a very natural thing for a very young child to learn? 

ALEX: Exactly. It's very natural. His brain is like a sponge and he actually watches his mum and me. We have a chat and he will pick up a sign and he'll repeat it after me, or later on he will sign. I'm like, "Wow!" 

ADAM: Who taught that word? 

ALEX: Yes, exactly. It's funny, because just like other hearing children or other toddlers, when they can hear, they listen and they learn languages through listening, but my son, he can actually learn language by watching, and it's the same thing. And for me, it's amazing, it blows my mind. 

ADAM: You've been involved with the International Day for People with a Disability for many years now as an ambassador and a leader. What does December 3 mean to you, Alex Jones? 

ALEX: For me, it's about us coming out to show how much we can offer to the community and society and I think it's interesting, because I went to a workshop on Friday and I was talking to kids - about 250 kids - up in Riverstone, and I was saying, "It's not about us being disabled, it's about society being disabled with us." 

ADAM: Society has a disability in dealing with people who are a bit different? 

ALEX: Exactly. It's about us coming forward and showing what we can do, not what we can't do. 

ADAM: There are many, many things you can do; you'll go on to a lot more. We should say thank you to Michelle, who was doing a bit of Auslan signing if you needed it, but I get the impression you didn't need much at all. A pleasure as always to speak to you, Alex. 

ALEX: Likewise, Adam. Thank you. 

ADAM: Right, mate. Thank you very much.

