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Piano serves as current of communication for 
deaf RIT student
Deaf RIT student expresses her imagination, creativity through piano
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When Jingjing Pan plays the piano, the notes flow 

easily out of her steady hands, and her body swells 

with the rising and falling phrases of the music. She sits studiously upright, exuding confidence in her posture, with a wide smile 

pasted on her face that only diminishes to the range of emotions embedded in the music she plays.

"I'm happy with music," says the 36-year-old on a December morning, warming up at the Hochstein School of Music before her 

piano lessons. "Playing the piano makes me feel happy."

Despite the simplicity of the statement, it rings even more clearly when she turns back to the piano to play more, excitedly ruffling 
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through the sheets of music, pulling out all her favorites with unfolding joy.

Pan may have music flowing out of her, but the world around her is mostly quiet. She is deaf. With a hearing aid, loud sounds 

register, and so do ones that are high or low in frequency. But those sounds had little description for Pan before she learned to play 

piano. Piano has introduced her to a world of imagination, creativity and expressiveness for which she had no prior outlet. She calls 

playing the piano "an addiction."

Pan developed deafness from a mistreated fever at the age of 1, growing up in China. Her parents bought her a toy keyboard to 

stimulate her ears as a toddler, instilling a love and desire to play piano, but she never received the formal lessons she yearned for.

She came to the United States, with a limited amount of English and no American Sign Language skills, to attend Rochester 

Institute of Technology. Swiftly learning sign language and developing a fluency in English, she started off in RIT's National 

Technical Institute for the Deaf studying computer technology and then transferred to chemistry studies, where she had 

opportunities to tutor other deaf students. Pan is now pursuing her master's degree in chemistry, studying polymer electrolyte 

membranes for fuel cells. But piano, she says, is still her main passion.

"Music is like an electrical current flowing around in me," she says with the help of an interpreter. 

 
Through a period of shifting piano teachers in Rochester, Pan found her way to Wade Richards, the chairman and internship 

director of the music therapy department at Hochstein. Her studies are called music therapy, a field that utilizes music to reach 

therapeutic goals. Richards uses music therapy, with the movement-oriented Orff method, to help Pan communicate and be 

expressive. While Pan was first confused by the title of her class, she now agrees that "music therapy is wonderful."

"A lot of it is the relaxation part and the confidence," Richards says. 

 
In her lesson on the large grand piano in Hochstein's acoustically live recital hall (the resonance helps her to detect the sound), Pan 

plays "Valse Noble," a sentimental waltz with a regal opening that she only recently began learning. She makes only a small 

distinction in touch to the piano keys between the opening and the main theme of the music, which should be almost contradictory, 

and is more timid than in her warm-ups.

"I think we need to add an emotion here," says Richards, who knows enough sign language to communicate expressively. 

 
Jingjing Pan and instructor Wade Richards, chairman of the music therapy 
department at Hochstein School of Music, go over a piano lesson. Pan, who is 
deaf, calls Richards her "third ear." (KATHARINE SIDELNIK staff photographer)
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He makes up a story to go along to the music of trumpets announcing royalty into the room as an invitation to a dreamlike dance. 

To help with the opening trumpetlike announcement, he shows the story through body language and hand gestures and then sits 

down at the piano to demonstrate his hands descending onto the keyboard in a detached, heavy way. Pan tries it. "Too sweet," he 

says. She tries again, this time pressing more weight into the keyboard so the chords are louder and more bouncy. "Yes," he says 

with exclamation. "You have the right emotion in this part."

For the waltz, Richards twirls around the piano, circling his hands showing that some phrases seem to gain momentum. Pan 

watches and understands. 

 
"I'm utilizing movement to communicate music, whether it's Jingjing moving and understanding how the movement relates to the 

music or me moving to show the music," Richards says. "It's more of a visual approach to create a picture of how the music sounds 

like and how I interpret it."

Now in her fifth year of study with Richards, Pan has flourished under his tutelage. She calls him her "third ear" and says he has a 

sense for the kind of music that will inspire her to practice and be best for her ears.

"If the keys are too close together, they sound the same to me," she says. "That's why Wade looks for big, dramatic differences with 

a robust sound."

Richards chooses music for her that is sometimes inherently visual, such as movie scores, and asks Pan to watch the movie as part 

of her practicing.

"It was good to watch the story, the emotion involved in the movie," says Pan about the song "Unchained Melody" in the movie 

Unchained. "I cried. I went back to the piano to make my playing better."

She practices in the afternoon, between lunch and class work, and again when she gets home at night. It has enhanced her social 

life, introducing her to new people in the music community who have become friends, and gives her motivation to do her schoolwork.

"Members of the science support team were frustrated with how to help her succeed in school," says Liz Ewell, a retired RIT 

employee who became a friend of Pan's and helps interpret for her. "After she began piano lessons with Wade, something 
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happened and she did a turnaround in her studies."

"Music helps my brain to relax to be open to new ideas," Pan says. "Music stimulates my brain, motivates me to persevere and 

helps me to learn faster."

AREGUERO@DemocratandChronicle.com
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