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With degrees in arts and law, an MBA from the 
Australian Graduate School of Management and an 

impressive list of senior managerial positions to his name, 
38-year-old Alastair McEwin is obviously a singularly 
high achiever.

Far less obvious is the fact that McEwin is also profoundly 
deaf, and has been so since birth. It’s not that McEwin tries 
to hide his deafness; rather, he has simply forged ahead in 
his life and career despite his hearing loss, determined to 
succeed and make a worthwhile contribution in a world 
where deaf or hearing-impaired people have to overcome 
numerous barriers in day-to-day life – a fact that is 
rarely acknowledged.     

Alastair – or Al, as he prefers to be called – is a senior 
management consultant working in the human rights 
sector; previous roles include CEO of People with Disability 
Australia and President of Deaf Australia (NSW). McEwin 
is heavily involved in the Australian Theatre of the Deaf and 
is the co-ordinator of the World Federation of the Deaf’s 
Expert Group on Human Rights and the UN Convention on 
the Rights of Persons with Disabilities.

Living and working in a society where it is automatically 
assumed everyone can hear clearly often resulted in him 
becoming frustrated, anxious and angry. But McEwin also 
acknowledges that his attitude is central to encountering – 
and triumphing over – obstacles.  

As a child and young adult, he sometimes felt “quite 
overwhelmed at living as a deaf person in a hearing world. I 
remember feeling very frustrated at not being able to follow 
the conversations people were having at family dinners 
for example, not understanding what my brothers were 
laughing at on the TV, not understanding everything my 
teachers were saying in the classroom. But as I got older 

and particularly after leaving school, I became much better 
at managing this frustration, to the point where I don’t 
worry about it now.”

McEwin uses a variety of aids and technology in both his 
professional and personal life, to communicate with the 
hearing world, apart from signing and lip-reading. “My most 
important piece of technology is my mobile, which I use for 
texting and emailing, among other things. I have a laptop for 
work which goes with me when I travel or attend meetings. 
I use the internet relay if I need to speak to hearing people, 
and other technology I use include instant messaging and 
webcams.

“However, I recognise that some things are best discussed in 
person or that some people work better face-to-face, so I try 
wherever possible to arrange personal meetings. This can 
be very time-consuming, particularly when there is travel 
involved, but I often find it very useful for getting things 
done, as well as for meeting a variety of work colleagues.”

He says he feels “very fortunate” that as soon as his parents 
learnt he was deaf, when he was around 18 months old, they 
immediately set about making sure he had the best possible 
start in life.

“They arranged speech pathology and spent hours with 
me practising speech, sent me to a pre-school for deaf 
and hearing impaired students, and then to a private co-
educational school which had teachers of the deaf. 

“My parents met with other parents of deaf children to 
ensure I had a social network of other deaf friends. I have 
two younger brothers who knew from an early age I couldn’t 
hear and would adapt where they could. Of course, being 
younger brothers, they were also annoying many times, 
and they used to tease me mercilessly if I ever pronounced 
words incorrectly!”
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