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He was smiling from ear to ear. Yew Choong Cheong had just exited the stage 
of the Terrace Theater of the John F. Kennedy Memorial Center for the Perform-
ing Arts after a flawless performance.  
 The Washington, D.C., audience was abuzz. How could the 28-year-old 
West Virginia University graduate student play the piano with such perfection 
while being nearly deaf?
 “Nothing is impossible if you have the necessary passion and perseverance,” 
Cheong said.
 And, it is with that positive attitude and outlook that he was chosen last 
year as one of just four recipients from around the world for the 2007 Interna-
tional Young Soloists Award given by Very Special Arts (VSA arts). 
 VSA arts is an international, nonprofit organization founded in 1974  
by Ambassador Jean Kennedy Smith to create opportunities for people with  
disabilities to learn through, participate in, and enjoy the arts.
 The award earned Cheong an invitation to perform at the famed Kennedy 
Center along with a $5,000 scholarship to assist with his career and studies  
in music.

Hearing Aids, Piano and Beethoven
Cheong’s penchant to play the piano did not come easy. His story of determina-
tion, and the ability to overcome adversity began many years ago, many miles 
from Morgantown, West Virginia. Born in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, he began 
piano lessons at his mother’s urging around age eight. Then a viral infection 
damaged the hearing in his left ear. 
 He remembers getting his first hearing aid. He could hear pretty well with  
it and was able to continue with piano lessons.
 Although he admits initially disliking piano lessons as a child, Cheong  
remembers a special day when he was about 15 when he listened for the first 
time to Beethoven. It was a bagatelle, a small piano piece.  
 “I suddenly fell in love with the music,” he said. “I just kept playing it over 
and over again.” He couldn’t get enough of Beethoven’s music. “I was obsessed 
with it,” he admits.
 Cheong also read about the composer. That’s when he found out Beethoven 
was deaf. “I asked myself, ‘How can a deaf composer write such great music?’ 
This gave me even greater inspiration to play his music,” he said.
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 But while Cheong’s passion for 
classical music and Beethoven grew, 
his hearing worsened. He suffered 
several bouts of sudden hearing loss 
where for the first time, he couldn’t 
hear anything. 
 First, he tried steroids, but they 
were no help. Next, he tried acupunc-
ture in an effort to help some of his 
nerves come back to life.

 Eventually, a little bit of Cheong’s 
hearing came back, enough to allow 
him to do what he loved most: play 
classical music on the piano. But his 
parents urged him to enroll in col-
lege for computer science, worried 
it would be too risky for their son if 
he studied music, given his unstable 
hearing condition.
 So Cheong went to computer 
school, got his diploma and began 
work as a computer programmer. 
Still, he practiced piano.  
 “That was not a good time,”  
he said. “I decided music was what  
I really wanted to do.”

From Malaysia to Morgantown
Cheong began to study piano at the 
University College Sedaya Interna-
tional in his home country and then 
won a full scholarship to study in  
the United States at West Virginia 
University. 
 While in Morgantown, he contin-
ued to have bouts of sudden hearing 
loss in 2003 and 2004. But since that 
time, his hearing has stabilized. He 
has a severe hearing loss in his left  
ear and wears a hearing aid. He  
hears nothing in his right ear. 
 Even so, Cheong remains thank-
ful because it’s enough for him to 
play the piano. 
 He can read lips and carry on a 
spirited conversation, but his hear-
ing loss is in the severe range and 
he can’t hear on the regular voice 
telephone. Understanding speech is 

more difficult for him than listening to 
instrumental music because of differ-
ent intonations among people.  
 “I have to work hard to hear  
everything I play on the piano because 
I can’t really tell the pitches on the 
high and low ends,” he said. “I rely 
half the time on ‘mental’ hearing and 
50 percent on physical hearing. It’s 
kind of an inexplicable connection be-
tween me and the piano where I find 
it most comfortable to communicate 
through music. It somehow responds 
to my touch. That’s why I find piano 
very special to me.”    
 Cheong will complete his doctor-
ate degree in musical studies at West 
Virginia University this May 2008 and 
plans to teach. He studies under the 
tutelage of Professor Peter Amstutz.
 “It’s a joy to see Yew Choong do 
so well,” Amstutz said. “It’s especially 
amazing with his specific circumstanc-
es and the challenges he’s overcome. 
He’s a brilliant student, both academi-
cally and at the piano, and I’m very 
happy for him.”
 In 2002, Cheong won the Music 
Teachers National Association Colle-
giate Artist Piano Competition in  
West Virginia, and the next year, he 
was one of the selected soloists in 
WVU’s annual Young Artists Auditions. 
 It was Amstutz who encouraged 
Cheong to apply for the VSA arts 
scholarship, and the chance of a life-
time to play at the Kennedy Center.

Meeting the Ambassador  
and the Media
“It’s by far the biggest achievement  
I’ve ever had in my life,” Cheong said 
of winning the VSA arts award.  
 For two days last March, he parti-
cipated in a whirlwind of rehearsals 
and media interviews leading up to  
the big concert. 
 “I was shocked to see the monu-
mental size of the Kennedy Center,” 
Cheong said. “I was excited when I 
saw the big poster of myself featured 
on the front of the concert hall. And to 

Yew Choong Cheong studies  
under the tutelage of Professor 
Peter Amstutz.
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Yew Choong Cheong stands by a poster highlighting his performance at the 
Kennedy Center in Washington, D.C. © WVU Photographic Service/Greg Ellis

Young artists with disabilities showcase their talents at the VSA arts  
Performance at the Kennedy Center. © WVU Photographic Service/Greg Ellis 
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Hearing Assistive Technology Training
By Christopher T. Sutton

For the past ten years the Hearing 
Loss Association of America in 
conjunction with the Rehabilitation 
Engineering Research Center (RERC) 
at Gallaudet University have trained 
thousands of people with hearing loss 
from across the country to be assistive 
technology leaders. The training 
was made possible by a generous 
grant from the U.S. Department of 
Education and the National Institute 
on Disability and Rehabilitation 
Research (NIDRR) through Gallaudet 
University.
 The 2007 Hearing Assistive Tech-
nology Training (HAT) took place 
October 26-28 at the University of 
Connecticut-Storrs campus. Trainees 
from the New England and Eastern 
states attended this intensive two-day 
workshop detailing the use of assistive 
technology and teaching trainees to be 
educators of assistive technology for 
local Hearing Loss Association chapters 
and state organizations. In addition 
to training local HLAA organizations, 
trainees will offer education about 
hearing loss and assistive technology 
to Vocational Rehabilitation Depart-
ments and local and regional libraries.
 Presenters included Scott Bally, 
Matthew Bakke, Cynthia Compton 
Conley, and Mark Ross from the 
Gallaudet University Department 
of Hearing Speech and Sciences 
Department and the RERC, students 
from the University of Connecticut 
Department of Communication 
Sciences, and Christopher T. Sutton 
from the Hearing Loss Association  
of America. 
 If you would like information 
about the HAT Training, or how to 
contact a trainee in your area to do 
a presentation, contact Christopher 
T. Sutton by e-mail at CSutton@
hearingloss.org. 

have a dressing room specially reserved 
under my name—cool!”
 Just before the concert, Cheong got 
to meet the Malaysian ambassador to 
the United States, Dr. Rajmah Hussein, 
who presented him with his award.
 “I’m very proud of my fellow 
Malaysian,” Hussein said. “I want to 
thank WVU for training Yew Choong. 
We are so proud of his accomplish-
ments.”
 For his selections, Cheong per-
formed Aaron Copland’s Piano Vari-
ations and Franz Liszt’s Hungarian  
Rhapsody No. 6. “Once I started the  
first note, it became a ‘musical jour-
ney,’” he said. 
 The conclusion of his perfor-
mance was met with an ovation he 
likely won’t soon forget. His professor 
couldn’t have been more proud.
 “He was wonderful! It was per-
haps the best I’ve ever heard him play,” 
Amstutz said. “He certainly comes 
through when it counts.”
 Cheong said he felt a special bond 
with the audience during his perfor-

mance. “Afterward, I was satisfied 
that I fulfilled my responsibility as a 
‘messenger’ by sending the composer’s 
music to the audience,” he said. “I 
hope I returned my passion for music 
as a token of appreciation for the 
audience’s support.”
 And within Cheong’s success story 
is a message he wants to share with 
everyone. “We all have weaknesses, 
and we need to work around them,” 
he said. “They should not be obstacles. 
People with disabilities shouldn’t be 
in despair about themselves because 
there’s always hope. Like with my situa-
tion, there will always be hope.”

Bill Nevin is director of 
communications for the 
West Virginia Universi-
ty Foundation. He also 
is an adjunct professor 
in the WVU School of 
Journalism where he 
teaches graduate online 

classes in integrated marketing communi-
cations (IMC). He holds a master’s degree 
in IMC from WVU and a bachelor’s 
degree in radio-television from Southern 
Illinois University-Carbondale.
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of VSA arts
VSA arts is an international, nonprofit 
organization founded in 1974 by Ambas-
sador Jean Kennedy Smith to create a so-
ciety where people with disabilities learn 
through, participate in, and enjoy the arts. 
VSA arts provides educators, parents, and 
artists with the resources and the tools to 
support arts programming in schools and 
communities. 
 VSA arts showcases the accom-
plishments of artists with disabilities and 
promotes increased access to the arts 
for people with disabilities. Each year 
millions of people participate in VSA arts 
programs through a nationawide network 
of affiliates and in more than 60 countries 
around the world. VSA arts is an affiliate 
of the John F. Kennedy Center for the 
Performing Arts.

VSA arts
818 Connecticut Avenue, NW
Suite 600
Washington, D.C. 20006
202/628-2800 or 1-800/933-8721 
(toll-free)
202/737-0645 TTY
www.vsarts.org

Yew Choong Cheong © WVU Photographic Service/Brian Perrisinger

Thanks to Teltex for providing demonstration models of hearing assistive technology enabling 
trainees to have a hands-on experience using the latest hearing assistive technology. Thanks 
also to the Department of Communication Sciences at the University of Connecticut, Kathleen 
Cienkowski, and the following students from the Department for hosting this event: Kristin Vasil, 
Sara Acciardo, Robert Dietz, Christina Kerwin, Beth Kennedy, and Megan Engratt.


