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When I went to the “Listen and Learn” picnics each fall, I saw many kids with cochlear implants.  The kids were playing and laughing, and I was curious about what they heard.  I thought about getting one and talked to my parents.  I had thought about a cochlear implant when I had an appointment with my audiologist, Dr. Lang, in the summer of 2002.  She told me that the cochlear implant could be much better than hearing aids.  Mrs. Hocker, my school speech and hearing specialist, gave me some information about the cochlear implant.  In the summer of 2003, I had another appointment with Dr. Lang, and we talked about cochlear implants again.  I asked my parents, “What do you think about the cochlear implants.”  My parents said, “We’ll think about it.”  Mrs. Hocker gave us more information.  I got video and written information about cochlear implants in the mail.  After hearing and reading the information about cochlear implants, I made a decision that I wanted to go for it.  That decision has changed my life.
 First, I had to learn more about getting an implant.  My parents and I went to California Ear Institute in Palo Alto.  We met Cache, my cochlear implant audiologist.  He was wearing a suit and was young and handsome.  He was a normal-hearing person and seemed like a happy person.  We talked about background information for about one hour.  I took some hearing tests with different sounds, and then I listened to sentences and words while Cache covered his mouth so I couldn’t see his lips.  These tests lasted for about one and one-half hours.  He told me, “You are qualified for a cochlear implant.  Your hearing is basically the same on both sides.”  Then he let me decide which ear to use for the cochlear implant.  I said, “I choose my right ear, because my right is better than my left.”  Then Cache tested my listening and lip-reading skills in different ways.  When my hearing aids were on and with lip-reading, I got about 80 percent of the sentences correct.  When my hearing aids were off, I got about 51 percent by lip-reading only.  When just one of my aids was on with no lip reading, I got only about 25 percent of the sentences.  

Then Cache showed us what the cochlear implants looked like.  He said, “There are three different kinds of cochlear implant devices.”  I said, “I want the Nucleus, because I liked the shape of the processor!”  My parents and I asked Cache questions.  My parents had many questions and I asked one important question during the two and a half-hour appointment, “Can I still be in the fencing club?”  Cache answered, “You will have to stay in the hospital for one day and then rest at home for three days after the surgery.  After, Katrina, you can do whatever you want.”  I decided to proceed with the cochlear implant process, because I thought I would hear more than with my hearing aids alone.

My next appointment was to meet the surgeons.  My parents and I met the two surgeons, Dr. Roberson and Dr. Murray, who were very young and very nice.  My parents had more questions about the surgery, but I had nothing to ask.  My dad asked, “How do you put the electrode array inside of Katrina’s cochlea.”  I already knew how they put it in, but my dad forgot how.  The doctors said, “You are going to hear more sounds, but they would sound different than with hearing aids.”  The doctor decided the cochlear implant should go in my left ear because my left ear doesn’t hear quite as well with hearing aids.  The implant by-passes the damaged area anyway, so they would keep my best ear for the hearing aid.  I was not upset about the change, because I didn’t know which side would be better.  The surgeons wanted to do more tests.  They said, “You need a CAT scan, a physical, and some immunizations before surgery.”

Then, I had to under go surgery and learn to hear with my new implant.  On December 15, 2003, I got my cochlear implant and hoped I’d be able to hear almost like a normal hearing person.  The surgery and my time in the hospital were not fun, but I got through it.  I had to wear a bandage around my head until the next day.  Then for a week, I had to keep cloth tape over the incision and keep the area behind my ear dry.  I had to stay quiet for about a week after the surgery.  My incision healed well.

After one month, we went to the audiologist to activate the implant for the first time.  It was a very exciting day.  Before Cache turned it on, he had to test the electrodes.  It was weird.  It was very difficult to hear the sounds.  Cache wanted me to tell him how many beeps I heard so he could adjust the electrodes.  Then he told me he was going to turn it on.  At first, I heard Cache’s voice.  It sounded unclear and very different from how it sounded with my hearing aids.  Even my parent’s voices and Mrs. Hocker’s voice were unclear.  But, immediately and within a few hours, I heard many things I had never heard before like “s,” the beeping of the door, the telephone message machine beeping, clocks ticking, pens clicking, and birds chirping.  It was amazing!  

Then, for several weeks, I had to keep turning up the volume, so I would get used to louder sounds.  After 3 months, I worked my way up to the maximum volume.  Everyone involved was proud of my progress.  Also, I had to practice listening, so I could understand more words and sentences through my cochlear implant.  I can’t believe how many things I can hear now that I couldn’t hear before.  I can hear from farther away and didn’t need to see lips to understand.  It was amazing.

When I saw Dr. Roberson and Dr. Murray after 3 months of practice using my implant, they said, “Katrina, you are doing amazingly well, we are very impressed with your progress.  The good news is your ability to use your cochlear implant will keep getting better and better.”  I responded with a big smile and told them, “Thank you for everything!”

Finally, I needed to begin to see myself as a hearing person.  Before I got the implant, I wondered how everything would sound.  I wanted to be able to understand what my parents said from another room, to hear somebody calling my name from a distance, to hear the ringing of the front doorbell, and to hear the sound of the smoke alarm from the hall.  I knew that speech would sound different, because with the implant I should be able to hear all of the speech sounds, including the “s” sound, which I cannot hear with my hearing aids.  I hoped I’d be able to hear people talking from very far away, and if I listened to music on my stereo system, car radio, and at concerts, I hoped it would sound better.  I hoped I’d be able to hear and talk on the phone.  After my surgery, I knew I would have to practice listening with Mrs. Hocker and my parents without lip-reading.  I knew that I had worked hard on my listening and lip-reading my whole life with my hearing aids.  I am very happy with my decision to get a cochlear implant.  I know I still have a lot of work to do to make it even better.  I can talk on the cell phone, but not a telephone, because it is so hard to be able to hear.  The cell phone is very clear to hear.  I hear almost every single word when I listen to the music that I enjoy, but I still practice everyday.  I even got an iPod for my 19th birthday!  I can hear and understand my college professors when they lecture in the classroom, but sometimes I don’t understood what they are saying in the big lecture hall.  Even though I can hear more with the cochlear implant than without it, I am still deaf.  I still need supports, such as note takers, real time captioning, speech therapy and extra time for language-based activities, but today I am a “hearing” person and I am very happy to be able to share in the world of sound.
