	
	 


 

  

Hear This 

 
Meet Mike Partridge, the Man with the Bionic Ear. 
 
 
Saint John resident Mike Partridge shortly after having surgery to correct his failing hearing. Partridge is one of the few people in Saint John to have Cochlear Implants. 
 
by Mike Quinn 
 
A self-described computer geek once lived a fairly regular life. He worked at Grand & Toy as a network administrator, enjoyed hanging out with his teenaged children, Sarah and Nicholas, and volunteered in his community. Although in his 40s, his wife argued that he was more like 14. Life was good. 
 
But Mike Partridge's idyllic existence took a sudden turn for the worse four years ago when he lost most of his hearing and was officially declared deaf. Partridge's aural nightmare began in 1999 when his hearing started to fade. By 2002 he had what doctors characterize as severe to profound hearing loss, brought on by Autoimmune Inner Ear Disease or, as Mike calls it, "arthritis of the ear." 
 
Partridge says this unwelcome plunge into a void of silence almost ruined his life. "I was devastated when I lost my hearing and that loss became all-consuming,"he says. "I was not a very nice person to be around for several years. The anger and sense of loss affected almost everything in my life." 
 
But now, thanks to a Cochlear Implant, or what some call a bionic ear, Mike has rediscovered just how beautiful the world of sound is, and he wants others to know they, too, could benefit from this technology. 
 
When he was first diagnosed as deaf, one of the greatest challenges was not having a community of people who shared his disability. "I was not part of the deaf community,"Partridge says. "People born deaf and who rely on sign language to communicate have a very strong culture and, being late deafened, I was never exposed to that." 
 
He sought counseling, but it presented its own difficulties. "It's very hard to get help from a psychologist if you can't hear what he or she is saying, and writing notes just does not work. I tried,"he says. 
 
Luckily, his family was there to help him through the shock of going deaf. His employer, too, was a great source of strength and support. "Honestly, if it had not been for the fact I was able to continue to work and feel I was making some contribution, I believe I could have easily become suicidal. I never came close, but I believe it would have come to my mind eventually." 
 
But it was during an appointment with his audiologist at the Saint John Regional Hospital when hope for regaining his hearing took root. The ear doctor suggested a pre-screening test for Cochlear Implant (CI) Evaluation, called a Hearing in Noise Test. The HINT test has patients sit in a sound proof room where they have to repeat words and phrases. "I flunked that one big time,"says Partridge, "and was recommended for a full CI evaluation." 
 
Three years later, after exhausting other resources like hearing aids, he was wait-listed for the surgery. "I was actually lucky,"recalls Partridge. "Once we tried the other stuff, none of which work or was much fun, I was approved for surgery in May, 2005 then went under the knife three weeks later." 
 
When Partridge became an official candidate for an implant, he did some online research on company sites, medical journals, chat rooms and message boards. "I tried to find another person with an implant around Saint John - I struck out there,"he says. Mike hopes that through this story, he will be able to reach others who have suffered significant hearing loss. "I want other candidates to feel free to contact me if they want information." 
 
On June 3, 2005, Mike was the ninety-nineth CI surgery at Halifax's QEII Health Sciences Center. Currently there are no CI implant surgeries being done in New Brunswick, although there is a follow-up centre in Bathurst. But it is covered by NB Medicare and there isn't a cap on the number of patients the government sends to other provinces for the procedure. Partridge isn't complaining about the lack of a CI centre in New Brunswick, though. "Really, I do not feel any NB patients miss out on this opportunity, and, actually, we are in some ways better off as NB patients 
are not added to the same wait list as Nova Scotia patients in Halifax." 
 
Often confused with a hearing aid, a cochlear implant is attached to still-active auditory nerve endings inside the cochlear, part of inner ear. These implants differ from hearing aids in that do not amplify sound. Instead, the patient wears a transmitter on the outside of the ear that sends signals to the implant. The implant then stimulates the auditory nerves and the brain interprets the stimuli as sound. The implantation procedure requires incredible precision. Mike was anesthetized during the micro-surgery, when a surgeon cut from the top of his ear down to below his ear lobe so that the mastoid bone could be exposed. A hole was then drilled in the mastoid to expose a section of the cochlear, the implant inserted in this opening. Next, the cochlear was resealed using the same tissue 
that was removed earlier; his ear was pulled back in place, and the incision was closed. 
 
To give the ear a chance to heal, the implant is not activated for at least 6 weeks. The next morning, when he was released from the hospital, Mike says he had little besides 18 staples in his head and an extremely bad hair day to show for his operating table ordeal. 
 
Six weeks later, on July 6, 2006, 
 
Partridge's implant was finally activated. Mike explains that the ability to hear recognizable sounds right away largely depends on how long a patient's been deaf, so someone who's born without hearing (pre-lingual deaf) does not have the auditory memory of someone who deafens later in life has. 
 
In Mike's case, progress came quickly. "I was able to understand the audiologist and my wife the moment the device was activated, although their voices sounded very strange, almost cartoonish,"he says. But this is a normal reaction, Partridge explains. "Many patients report voices all sound like Mickey Mouse or Daffy Duck." 
 
After several weeks of adjustments to the implant, Partridge's hearing was pretty much back to its old state. Although his progress was rapid, "for many it is not as quick or as good in the beginning,"he notes. "It takes effort lots of work and a positive attitude. I also had audio verbal therapy to teach me how to hear and understand with the implant. It was a tremendous help." He stresses that a cochlear implants is not a cure or magic bullet, that it takes effort. "There are two mantras I see and now repeat to others I chat with in the chat rooms and on the message boards; the first is "high hopes and low expectations," the second is the "three Ps - patience, practice, 
and persistence." 
 
Reflecting on the last year, Partridge realizes he's a changed man. "I had withdrawn almost completely from social gatherings,"he says. "Now I am returning to volunteer work with the Board of Trade. 
 
"I also have my sense of humor back, something I missed a great deal. I also love the power switch,"he says, laughing. "I can simply turn it off when the kids start fighting or my wife starts nagging." 
 
In a more serious moment, he acknowledges the challenges he still faces. "Things are not the same. I am still deaf when I take the implant off or the batteries die, and some situations are not easy, like noisy restaurants or shopping malls," he says. "But they are much better than before and I continue to improve. I guess the simplest thing I can say is deafness was a life changing event, not a good one, and my Cochlear Implant has been a life improving experience - a very good one."
 

 

