Laurie’s Dance With Sound

My name is Laurie Pullins.  I currently live in Tennessee near the Smoky Mountain with my family.  I was born on April Fool’s Day, 1957 in Columbus, Ohio and was the first child for my parents.  I have had a severe to profound hearing loss all of my life and have worn hearing aids ever since I was diagnosed at the age of two.  My parents were deeply distressed when I, their first daughter, so dear to them, was deaf – not totally so but to a degree that I would never learn to speak normally or understand spoken language without a great deal of special training.  Mom and Dad were told by professionals in the field of speech and hearing and others to put me in an institution or school for the deaf but they did not listen.  Shortly after my diagnosis, I began intensive training to learn to hear, talk, and read lips through a special program at Ohio State University in Columbus, Ohio.  I was one of the first deaf children in this new program that was experimenting with teaching deaf children to talk to allow them to go to school with hearing children.  My speech therapists there patiently worked with me several times a week until I entered kindergarten.  My early training also included lessons in lip reading and being fitted with hearing aids.  

At first my parents were naively optimistic and unaware of the difficult road that was ahead of them but they never gave up on me.  When it was time for me to start school, I went to classes for the deaf for preschool and kindergarten but after that I was mainstreamed into the public school system at a normal pace with hearing children.  I can remember being spanked by my third grade teacher for talking too much!  I continued with speech therapy until I was in eighth grade. I liked hearing sounds and cooperated with the training that I received.  (I’ll admit that I skipped a few therapy sessions in school because I wanted to be “normal” and was embarrassed that I needed help.)  It was not easy for me to learn to talk but the combination of getting started early, getting good training, and a lot of effort and determination on my part, my parents, family and friends was a big factor.  Once a neighbor suggested that my parents should try a faith healer, but they kindly refused.  Sign language was never part of the plan.  My parents were sometimes criticized for pushing me too hard but my mother told me later that I was the one who did the “pushing.”  She also shared with me how it made her cringe when she heard the expression “deaf and dumb.”  Just because a person could not hear did not mean they were dumb or stupid.  She felt that it was important to teach others that deaf people were real people, too, and have the “equipment” to understand and communicate.  They just needed to be taught how to use it.  She also believed that the whole area of communication had so much to do with learning.  She also believed that there would always be a need for sign language for those who were unable to master oral communication but felt that it should be used as a last resort.  To this day, I know very little sign language, which I learned later as an adult to sign with music.  

I also got “therapy” from my family and friends.  My family talked a lot and we still do.  To this day, I am so thankful that God placed me in the environment that He did.  I could hear a little bit with my hearing aid but I relied heavily on lip reading.  Along with my parents, I grew up with two younger brothers and a younger sister.  I also had supportive grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins, friends, etc.  Later, after I had my children, they became my “therapy” for me because I was constantly talking with them, teaching them to communicate.  

Growing up I did not let my deafness stop me from doing the things I wanted to do.  I participated in almost any activity that other children enjoyed from synchronized swimming, gymnastics, to organized sports such as softball.  I worked in a local hospital as a candy striper because I thought I wanted to be a nurse someday.  I also babysat as a teenager, worked as a busgirl in a local Italian restaurant, and received training as a dental assistant in my senior year of high school.  I learned to drive a car just like any other teenager.  I also learned to play the piano with the help of a very interested and patient teacher.  Even though I did not hear like everyone else did, I still got much satisfaction from playing music.  To this day, I still play the piano, enjoy music, and have a musical family.  (My husband has a beautiful tenor voice and plays the saxophone, our oldest son plays the guitar, another son plays the drum, another son plays the saxophone, and our daughter sings alto and is a talented pianist.)

Living in a hearing world with a severe hearing loss was not always easy for me.  The little things that others took for granted presented problems for me.  My speech was not perfect but I was able to carry on a normal conversation.  Kids made fun of me because I “talked funny.”  I was unable to hear the alarm clock ring to wake me up in the mornings and depended on others to wake me up.  I once tied an alarm clock to my wrist so that I could wake up on my own! I could never understand my pastor when he prayed because his head would be bowed down or faced away from me where I couldn’t read his lips.  I was often labeled as a “snob” because I could not hear people call my name or call out to me.  I could never talk in the dark and had a very limited ability to use the phone because I could not read lips.  I often dreamed of having that “someone special” to whisper sweet nothings in my ear.  Little did I know that would change some day. . . .

After I graduated from high school, I attended Wright State University in Dayton, Ohio where I met my husband, Steve.  I never thought that I would get married, have children, and lead a normal life as an adult.  Steve and I were married a year later and will celebrate our 29th anniversary in two weeks.  We have four wonderful hearing children, three boys and a girl.  Life has had its shares of ups and downs but I would not trade it for anything else.  My hearing husband never looked at my deafness as a handicap and accepted me, hearing aids and all.  Through the years he coached me through childbirth when our children were born, was my “ears” for me when I missed something in a conversation, and got up in the middle of the night when our babies cried and brought them to me.  He reprimanded the children when they talked behind my back, relayed phone messages to me, and has always been supportive of my need to hear.  At night we always go to bed with flashlights on so we can talk in the dark.  As our children got older, I went back to college and received my degree in Finance from the University of Tennessee in December 2003.  It wasn’t easy but I was glad that I went back to school when I did because there were more and better, improved resources for the deaf and hearing-impaired students compared to twenty years ago.  I am currently employed as an accountant for a small credit union and love my job.  

When cochlear implants first came out, I remember my mother talking about how it might be a possibility for me someday.  I had looked into getting one about ten years ago but wasn’t interested because I did not want to have to wear a body aid again.  I wore body aids for 20 years and wore BTE’s (behind the ears) for 26 years.  To make a long story short, on August 30th of this year (2005), I received a Nucleus cochlear implant in my left ear.  (I still wear a hearing aid in my right ear.)  I received the new Nucleus Freedom processor and was activated on September 20th.  I have been experiencing a new world of sound like I never have before!  

Two days after my CI was activated, I was sitting in my doctor’s office waiting for the nurse to call my name.  A mother walked up to the receptionist’s window with her little boy who could not have been more than three or four years old.  He had a toy truck in one hand and was holding his mother’s hand with the other.  He looked up at her and started talking to her in the most sweetest, melodic, innocent voice I have ever heard in my life.  Tears began streaming down my face because I realized at that moment what I had missed when my children were growing up.  I got up and walked across the room to get a Kleenex and heard the tissues go “whoosh, whoosh” out of the box!   That moment in the doctor’s office was a big CI moment for me.  People tell me that having grandchildren is one of the most wonderful things to experience in life.  It will be double joy for me someday because I will be able to hear the little voices that I missed the first time around!  My sister did tell me that my children had sweet little voices when they were little.  

My CI is truly a miracle and I am so thankful for this life-changing gift of sound through technology.  I am like an adult child hearing things for the first time.  I love the sound of the coffee grains falling in the paper filter in the mornings when I make my coffee and the chirps, calls, and click-clicks of the birds singing their symphonies.  When I heard the rain on the roof of my car for the first time, it brought tears to my eyes.  I can hear a clock ticking in a room if I am still and quiet.  I love the tempo of the turn signal in my car.  I can hear my dog coming in the kitchen because her toenails and dog tags make noise.  Voices sound so much better and I am hearing new things almost every day.  I can talk to my husband, children, and sister on the phone.  I’m beginning to pick up short phrases when my pastor prays or in normal conversation when I’m not really concentrating or speech reading.  I can even talk to my husband in the dark!  Music is not as good as I’d like but I can live with what I’m hearing so far.  I still have a long way to go but the beginning is GREAT!  

Sadly, my mother is not here to share my new world of sound since she passed away from pancreatic cancer in 1992.  But, I know she is watching me from heaven and sharing my joy.  I would not be where I am today if it wasn’t for her strength, trust, faith, and determination in me.  It is my hope that I can “pay it forward” and that my story will inspire another parent or deaf person to take advantage of all the resources that are available today.  It is so important and vital for the deaf and hearing impaired to realize their highest potential and be all they can be.  With a good and strong support system, we can make it together in the hearing world.  Every day with my cochlear implant is a new gift for me and fills my heart with joy.  It has changed my life in a way that I never dreamed possible and I will live it to the fullest!  

You can read more about my “Dance With Sound” at http://lauriescidance.blogspot.com 
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