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Hearing loss
didn’t stop him
from achieving
musical success

Despite suffering from severe hearing loss, Mr Justin Kueh
excelled in music and in school. This s the latest in aseries
on millennials who inspire us by overcoming the odds.

GohYanHan

There are 88 keys on a standard pi-
ano, but 21-year-old Justin Kueh
can barely hear the 20 in the high-
est octaves. Even if he did hear

year older, sarted taking plano
lessons, sodid Mr Kue

e e bens bl het impres-
sion when he tagged along with his
mother to buy a piano. A maniin the
music shop was playing Chopin’s
Revolutionary Etude, a piece he

them, the
He has severe to profound hear-
ingloss, which is mitigated by hear-
ing aids, but he still struggles with
sounds inthe higher frequencies.

“I thought he was just super cool.
At such a young age, seeing some-
one play mmemmg so complex, it
really hooked me," said Mr Kueh,

et
in piano and double bass, and was a
recipient of the Music Elective
Scholarship, which is given to a se-
lect few students at Integrated Pro-
gramme schools or junior colleges.

He also scored a sterling 42 out of
45 in the International Baccalaure-
ate examination.

On top of that, he was on the
dean's list in his first two years at
university, and is a recipient of the
Asia Pacific Breweries Foundation
Scholarship for Persons with Dis-
abilities, which recognises out
standing special needs students.

Currently a third-year student at
Singapore Management University,
Mr Kueh was about two years old
when doctors diagnosed his hear
ing loss, which was most likely con
genital.

His mother, Madam Sharon Tan,
50, said that the condition was not
picked up earlier at regular check-
upswith a general practitioner.

“But we were worried when, at
about twoyears of age, he didnot re-
ally speak o react to us when we
called” said Madam Tan, a market-
ingmanager.

His father, Mr Gary Kueh, 50, is
head of licensing and partnership
atasoftware company.

ars old at the time.

He began o listen to more classi-
cal music, and practised more en-
thusiastically than his sibling did.

“The piano helps me to relax.
There is a sense of satisfaction in
learning a new piece or creating a
pleasant tune.”

Insecondary school at Anglo-Chi-
nese School (Independent), he was
tasked to learn the double bass as
part of his Music Elective Pro-
gramme, for which he was recom-
mendedbyateacher.

He remembers his first concert as
aSecondary 2 student in the ACS (1)
Philharmonic Orchestra for the
school's Founder's Day. He was
awed by thesize of theaudience.

He said: “1 was worried that 1
would not play well, but the thing
about the orchestra is that you al-
ways have someone to look to, or
someone supporting you, or you're

Music g
conhdencc

tobe teased fora disability, he now
hopes to help eradicate the stigma
and stereotypical labelling of peo-
plewho have disabilities.

He was an ambassador for local

charity SPD’s Unlabel campaign
last month, which urged the public
tochange their perceptionsandatti-
tudes towards those with disabili
ties, and instead focus on their abili-

gave him

SCAN TO WATCH

https://str.sg/justinkueh

makes you less of a person. It be-
comes a set of problems that you
have tolearn toovercome.”

He shared frankly with one
woman in particular that she was

“Somewhere out there, someane
is being bullied for something he or
sheisborn with. Iwant to speak out
about my experience, and hope
fully,itwill help someone,” he said

| Several people with disabilties
him to ask how he

He had to overcome issues when
playingmusicaswell.

He has trouble discerning instru-
ments from one another when they
are played at the same time, and
identifying the melody in higher-
pitched instruments suchas the pic
colo, flute or violin - skills he needed
for the Music Elective Programme.

So it was through hard work and
some ingenuity that he scored an Al
inthe O- @amination.

To cope, especially in exams, he
used earphones to blast the music,
and the school allowed him to
download an equaliser app to turn
up the volume for the high-pitched
frequencies during tests.

All this distorted the original mu-
sic, but that was how he would
work around the small obstacles to
still dowell in school.

Mr Kueh never felt sorry for him-
self. “While others might feel | am
disadvantaged due to my disability,
Iwouldn't describe myselfas such. 1
focus on my own problems and
how to overcome them, and ask for
helpifineedit.

“In my cohort, there was another
bassist, who was just super tal-
ented. Rather than feel like I was
not playingas well as him due tomy
disability, I just thought to myself, I
ha\,e to learn from h|m and in the

e h .

“I'knew if | made a mistake, my
section would be strong enough to
continue playing.”

Currently, he plays recreationally
and at with amateur

He would frequently record his

practices and ask his friend, Mr lan

Shum, for constructive criticism.
MrShurm, 22, first-year chemical

orchestras or charity concerts when
he can fit them into his schedule.

He is studying politics, law and
economics, with a second major in

After he was di d, Mr Kueh

was enrolled in Canossaville
Preschool, which caters to children
with hearingloss.

When the time came for primary
school, however, his parents de
cided tha he should gotoa regulr

With the help of hearing aids, Mr
Kueh is able to get by with his dis-
ability undetected most of the time.

But he cannot make out noises
that people without hearing prob-
lems take for granted - for exam-

at the National
University of Singapore, said: “He
does notallow the disability to ham
per his determination to succeed
and achieve his goals. Rather, he
takes it in his stride and challenges
himselfto constantly improve.

However, not all schoolmates
were as understanding, and Mr
Kueh was sometimes the victim of
pranksor ridicule. It was not fun be-
ing bullied, but it helped him to

\\'hen his hmther Ryan, whois a
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ple.
ting the ground, the mmmg of

said Mr Kueh.
Knowing hov\ hurlful it could be

mana;,ndlutxu:

hishearingloss.
He told them: “Having hearing

loss is not a mysterious thing that

in music despite

Mr Justin Kueh
holds Grade &
certification in
double bass and
pianc, and was
recipient of the
Music Elective
Scholarship. He
excelled in
music despite

making out
higher-pitched
sounds, and
having trouble
distinguishing
instruments
being played at
the same time.
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SPEAKING OUT

Somewhere out there,
someone is being bullied
forsomething heor she is
bornwith.lwant to speak
outabout my experience,
and hopefully, it will help
someone.

MR JUSTIN KUEM, a third-year studeat
atSingapore Management University,
onhelping others who have disabilities.

NOTLESSOF A PERSON

Having hearinglossisnota

talented, and would go far. “I told
her not o worry so much about mysterious thing that
what having a disability means, but : makes you less of a person.
totake pride in her own skill. ttbecomes a setof
g comsg problems thatyou have to
learnto overcome.
GENERATION GRIT
Knowof. d350r MRKUEH

belowwho has shown grit amid
life's adversities? E-mail us at
stnewsdesk@sph.comsg



