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Philip Zazove Doesn’t Always Listen

Philip Zazove, M.D., has never listened to people
who told him what he couldn’t do, and it isn’t because of his hearing
loss. A family practice physician and U-M faculty member since 1989,
Zazove was 4 years old before his parents, both physicians, discovered
he was deaf when he asked his father to turn around and look at him
when he spoke.
“Philip, I don’t have to look at you to hear you,” his father said.
“Yes, you do,” he answered. “How else could you hear me?”
Tests confirmed that, except for minimal hearing in the lowest range,
their son was deaf. Instead of heeding experts’ advice to send him to
a state institution, his parents enrolled him in public school, the first
deaf child in the northern Chicago suburbs to be mainstreamed. After
graduating from Northwestern, where he played intercollegiate football,
Zazove met more skepticism when he set out to become a physician.
Despite outstanding grades, MCAT scores and recommendations,
it was two years before any medical school would accept him. Finally,
Rutgers agreed to give him a chance. After transferring to Washington University in his third year, he
received his degree in 1978, completed his residency in family practice (though some of his professors
viewed the specialty as a fad) at the University of Utah, and became one of the first deaf physicians in
the U.S.
In addition to his practice, his work with the Association of Medical Professionals with Hearing
Losses, and a host of administrative responsibilities, he’s published an acclaimed autobiography, When the
Phone Rings, My Bed Shakes, ran (albeit unsuccessfully) for Michigan’s House of Representatives, and was
the lead author of a recent study of the difficulties faced by deaf individuals, who generally use American
Sign Language instead of English to access medical information.
“Deaf persons have been found to be the non-English speaking minority at greatest risk for miscommunication with their physicians,” Zazove says. “If we can help this group, there’s potential for helping
other non-English speaking minorities. People who have a profound hearing loss in general have a lower
understanding of how to cope.”
Hearing loss is the country’s second most common disability, affecting nearly one in 10 Americans,
many of whom don’t want people to know. “My father used to tell people about my hearing,” Zazove
says, “and I’d tell him, ‘Don’t tell them that, don’t tell them that.’ I didn’t want people looking at me.”
When they look at him now, it could be as an author as much as a physician. His second book, Four
Days in Michigan, highlighting the conflict between the deaf and hearing communities in the 1940s and
the early 21st century, is due out this summer. His third, a mystery featuring a deaf detective, is scheduled
for 2010.
When Zazove opened his practice, he knew of only two other deaf physicians in the country. Now he
estimates there are between 50 and 100, either in practice or training.
“The increase is probably due to a combination of factors, including some of us showing it could be
done, the availability of technology, and the Americans with Disabilities Act that mandates equal access,”
he says. “There are a lot of resources now that I didn’t have. But I’m still lucky: If I had been born in
Romania, I wouldn’t be here today.” —JEFF MORTIMER
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A challenge grant will match
gifts to the Prechter Fund up
to $1 million. This is the time to
join the fight against bipolar
disorder. Double your impact—
help meet the challenge!
To make a gift to the Prechter Fund,
go to www.prechterfund.org/giving or
call Jere Righter at (734) 998-6499.
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