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The Story with Dick Gordon

“Sound Discovery”

January 31, 2012

The Story, Promo:

Dick Gordon: For most of her life, Sarah Churman tried to make sense of the world though hearing aids that roared noise into her ears. The moment she turned on a new implant, she knew everything had changed. 
Sarah Churman: Before anyone spoke, before I moved, before I breathed or swallowed, there was just complete silence and clarity. 
Dick: On the next edition of The Story – hearing the world. 
The Story, Billboard: 

Dick: Sarah Churman and her husband went to the doctor’s office to see if Sarah’s new hearing implant worked. Her husband ran a video camera in the hopes that he’d record Sarah’s first reaction.

Sarah: “I don’t want to hear myself cry. [Laughs, sobs]…”

Dick: The video was posted on You Tube, where it’s since been seen by close to 10 million people. Sarah told me that soon after they left the doctor’s they went out to dinner at a restaurant. 
Sarah: “As dinner went on the first thing I had was actually salad with croutons on it and, wow, it was like fireworks going off in my head biting down on those croutons and then the crunchy salad. I could not listen to a conversation and eat at the same time.”
Dick: Coming up next on The Story, Sarah Churman talks about hearing the world, and what its like for her as a mother, to hear the voices of her children, even when they are – as Sarah says – pitching a fit. 


That’s right after the news. 
The Story, Segment A:

Dick: Imagine this.

(Beat of silence)

That’s pretty well what the world sounded like to Sarah Churman for the first 29 years of her life. 

When an implant allowed her to hear, for the first time, she found that she was discovering things she’d never imagined.
Sarah: Just being outside and hearing the birds and the trees, walking through the pasture and hearing the leaves crunch, you know, horses running by. Like the, I don’t know, the noise, the sheer noise of that movement. There are so many things that people don’t think about that I enjoy.  
Dick: At the same time that Sarah is getting used to hearing the world, she’s also getting accustomed to the world hearing Sarah.  That’s because - soon after the YouTube video of her turning on this implant was posted, she found herself explaining what it was like - over and over.
I’m Dick Gordon
This is The Story.
Sarah Churman was born deaf.  She says the only thing she could hear- sort of - was a chainsaw running, right next to her. Nothing else registered and hearing aids didn’t make much difference. So, she learned to read lips and that’s how she experienced the world.
Sarah: Basically without hearing aids, I relied on vibrations. So, if someone wanted my attention for instance, they would have to stomp on the floor or holler or do something to get my attention so that I would start trying to look around and figure out where the vibration was coming from. And basically with like really, really loud noises, I would have a distinct notion that there was a noise because…I don’t know, its hard to explain, but vibrations, you work so much off of vibrations, so you just have to stay aware and you would know that something had happened, and it was up to you to figure out where the noise was coming from, what it was…But, as far as things like people talking or anything like that, that doesn’t even register without the hearing aids.

Dick: And so, when you would put your hearing aids in, how would that differ, could you carry on a conversation? 

Sarah: I could, if the person was close enough to me that I could read their lips and they spoke clearly and didn’t mumble and didn’t cover their face. Hearing aids basically amplify everything, and so everything is just one big jumble of noise. You don’t have any distinction as to when there’s a dog barking or someone talking or music playing. So basically, anyone who knows me well enough would have to get my attention and then start talking because I rely on reading lips. As far as hearing other noises and stuff, I would hear something but wouldn’t know what it was, so I’d have to ask my husband or someone “what was that noise?” or “did someone say something?”. You know, it’s a mentally tiring thing; you constantly have to be alert and aware of noises because you are trying to figure out if someone said something and you missed it or what was going on. And then even with hearing aids, there is still so much you don’t even catch in general. 
Dick: And so, for those of us who are accustomed to listening to things, it sounds to me like you are describing what it would be like if someone was talking to me across a crowded restaurant about thirty feet away. I could see that they were talking, but I couldn’t hear what they are saying because there is too much other noise, is this right?
Sarah: You can zone in on people. For instance, my husband and I could be at a party, he could be across the room and we make eye contact and then he would start speaking to me, well not speaking, we call it “lipping”. He’s not actually making any sound. I could hold conversation that way across a crowded room, no problem, as long as they speak clearly. Honestly, as rude it sounds, being somewhere you can pick up on other people’s conversations if you are reading their lips. I remember when I was young it was like a game, my father would ask me “what is that lady talking about?” or “what is that person saying?”. On the other hand, you don’t want to be rude and eavesdrop on other people’s conversations.

Dick: It sounds like you’ve done a pretty good job adapting though…

Sarah: You know people say that and so many people are like “how has it been wearing hearing aids all your life?” or whatnot. Honestly, until I had the Esteem done for me, that was my life. That was all I’ve ever known, the same way a person in a wheelchair lives life and adapts, the same way a person who wears glasses adapts…I’d never experienced it any other way, for me it was normal. Obviously, I knew it wasn’t normal, but I had never experienced anything else, so once I had the Esteem turned on and I realized “Oh wow” and then I started to think about how much easier life would have been.
Dick: I get that in hindsight, but I’m wondering what it was that led you to wanting to have the Esteem implant in the first place…If normal was normal for you and you had been doing that for 29 years, why change?

Sarah: There has never been a point in my life from as young as I can remember to now that I never desired to be able hear. I always held out hope that I might be able to hear- science and technology are constantly moving forward, they are constantly generating new thing. I just assumed in my lifetime, there would be something that could fix my problem, so to speak. There has never been a moment where I’ve ever not desired that. I’ve always thought about the things I’ve missed out on, I’ve always thought how nice it would be not to work so hard and struggle. I’ve always wanted to be able to enjoy music, listen to the TV without captions, going to a movie…function in a society “normally”. It is exhausting working in a world that doesn’t really realize you have an issue; that you need to work harder than others. Being deaf or hearing impaired is not a visible disability; someone who is in a wheelchair is a visible disability and that is a reminder. Society knows to be polite, to help them out, to hold the door for them…deaf people don’t have that. Just as so many other disabilities don’t have that. When there is no visible reminder, it gets difficult sometimes.

Dick: And so, I met you, like a million other people met you, watching a YouTube video of you having that implant turned on for the first time and it’s a really powerful image because you cover your mouth with both hands and your eye are really wide and there’s not a lot that we can hear. I just wonder at that very moment, what changed for you?

Sarah: It’s so overwhelming- you spend 29 years a certain way and you can talk to someone who hears with no issue and they can tell you all day long what it is like for them. But until you experience it, you don’t know. I could sit here all day long and tell you what it was like for me, but until you’ve experienced it, you don’t know. 29 years were leading up to that moment, so many emotions, so many thoughts going through my head, so many fears, so many things…It is hard for me to explain, but that moment I just knew instantly, “oh my god, this is awesome”. 
Dick: So, there was a big part of you that was afraid of what might happen or what it would be like, right?

Sarah: Oh sure, I think it wouldn’t be normal if I wasn’t scared. Several people have asked if I was scared, and yes I was scared. I don’t care what any man says, science and technology- nothing is 100 percent guaranteed in life, I don’t feel that it is. Even though you’re going into it saying it will work, there is no reason it shouldn’t work, you still have that element of fear that you will be the one in a billionth person it doesn’t work for. Being deaf for 29 years, there is an element of comfort waking up every morning and knowing what to expect. You know what to expect, how its going to feel, how your day is going to be, and that you will have to work. There is that element of fear “oh my god, my widowed mother just cashed out her retirement savings, what if they turn it on and I hate it”. Because in past times, I would get new hearing aids and I would hate them. It would take me six months to a year to acclimate, to become comfortable. Change, after being a certain way for so long, is hard. No matter whether it is good or bad, who you are, where you are in life…change is difficult. Just all of these emotions leading up to them turning it on, and the fact that I was excited, I wanted them to hurry up and turn it on so I could hear and experience it. I spent 29 years waiting for this moment, and so all the emotions were just so overwhelming
Dick: Now I interrupted you, what was the first thing your ear registered? The first moment when you thought, okay, this is different?
Sarah: It is so hard to explain, the moment the device was turned on, there was a noise before anyone spoke, before I breathed or moved or swallowed, there was complete silence and clarity. I sat there and I knew if anyone moved or spoke, I was going to hear it. With hearing aids, there is a constant roar, there’s always what people refer to as “white noise”. There is always a muffled roar or hum, you never have complete silence until you take them out. But it was hard for me to explain in that moment the device was turned on, the moment Melinda turned it on, as soon as someone spoke, that was it was the tip of the iceberg. I just started crying and then hearing her speak, hearing my internal noises, and then hearing myself cry- laughing, talking, crying, all of that was overwhelming. 
Dick: Taking in all the sounds around her took some getting used to.  I’ll talk more with Sarah about that, and her reaction to the you-tube video that millions of people watched - That’s next. 

I’m Dick Gordon. 

This is The Story.
Sarah Churman lived in near silence until she had a hearing implant operation. And then the world came rushing in.
Sarah: I knew that people hear themselves breath and swallow, but it was so overwhelming hearing all of my internal noises. The first thing that came as a surprise to me- I was trying to explain this to someone, you don’t discuss things like this on a normal basis- it had never been brought up to me that when you scratch your head, you hear that. Shortly after the device was turned on, I reached up and scratched my head and I jumped a little bit because I didn’t know scratching your head made a noise and you could hear that. You don’t talk about this kind of thing on a regular basis, so that was something that came as a complete shock to me.
Dick: I hate to imagine what your first mouthful of potato chips sounded like…

Sarah: I was going to get there. Actually, we left and my husband’s cousin is the DA there in Houston. We thought we would get dinner with her while we were in the area, so we went to Outback. Everything from opening the door to getting out of the car- this Outback was on a service road near the freeway; it was really loud and overwhelming. We get into the restaurant, and I could hear the waitress speaking, every single word she said. She brought the drinks to the table, and I jokingly asked my husband if she would find it was amusing if I asked her to stop slamming the glasses on the table. And he just chuckled and said she wouldn’t get it.

The first thing I had was salad and croutons and, wow, it was like fireworks going off in my head biting down on those croutons and then the crunchy salad. The doctors told me when they turned the device on that my brain would start firing in new and different ways, that it would be an acclimation process and that I shouldn’t get frustrated with things just yet. I had to stop eating to make conversation because my brain couldn’t make the eating noise background noise. I couldn’t eat and make conversation at the same time. I asked Sloane, my husband, if this was what it would be like. He said “no, normal people can hear themselves eat and chew and they block it out”. It was a week until I could eat dinner and listen to something else, and that is just one little thing. Going through a million things like that everyday, that was what it was like.  

Dick: How long was it before you and Sloane realized that the YouTube video you posted was really starting to get a lot of traffic? 

Sarah: Here’s the funny thing about the video, it was never meant to go on YouTube. My mother-in-law and my girls were going to pile in the car and go to Houston, but it is a three and a half hour drive to Houston from where we live. A couple of days before, my mother-in-law said “I’ve been thinking about this and I think it is going to be overwhelming for Sarah, having this device turned on, it is going to be overwhelming no matter what,” she said, “but having the girls in the backseat chattering and talking and wanting to get her attention, I feel like that is going to be way too overwhelming. Why don’t I just stay with the girls and you two go?” She handed Sloane her camera and said “but tape her reaction, I want to see the reaction on her face”. And in a nondescript way was saying “I paid for this, I want to see the results”. And Sloane hates working a camera, hates pictures, hates taking pictures, and so he grumpily took the camera and halfheartedly agreed to do it. He’ll be the first to tell you that if it weren’t for his mom, he wouldn’t have filmed it. By the time we got home, word spread that Sloane had taken the video. That night, friends and family were anxiously waiting for me to post the video to my Facebook page. It was too many megabytes, and I am not computer savvy about files and things, so I was chatting with friends, looking for suggestions, and they told me to upload it to YouTube and then post the YouTube link on your Facebook page. I thought that was easy enough and I did it and posted it on my Facebook page and then went to sleep. The next morning, I woke up and started reading all of the nice emails from people and family, and words of encouragement, and that was sweet and cool. It was two days later before someone mentioned, dude, have you gone to your YouTube video and seen how many hits you have? You have over 200,000 views. I was like “wow!” 200,000? That’s amazing. I told Sloane, What are people even typing in? How bored would someone have to be to find my video? What are they typing into the search engine? Sloane said its not that they’re typing anything in, it was because one person saw it and they are forwarding it to everyone else. On Friday morning, I got a call from someone on Boy Medical and he said “Ms. Churman, you put a video on YouTube?” And I freaked out, I thought I was in trouble and I started to furiously explain, “you know, I couldn’t get it on my Facebook. So I had to upload it to YouTube….” I started explaining everything that happened. He interrupted me and said “that’s okay, its fine to put the video up, but did you know that your video went viral? It will have over a million hits by the morning.” I was standing in the yard and I remember standing there and not saying anything for minutes, thinking “are you kidding me?” I still cannot wrap my mind around it; it is still completely surreal to me.
Dick: How many hits are we up to now?
Sarah: 9 million. 9 million, eight hundred thousand something, I honestly don’t remember…
Dick: I’m curious about one thing. It is a beautiful video to watch because the joy on your face is something we don’t get to see everyday, but I wondered if there was a part of you that thought “I didn’t want 10 million people to see that personal moment, that really powerful moment in my life”…
Sarah: That never crossed my mind, no, for me. Sloane jokes and tells people “that was an intimate moment for us, like getting married or having a child, a moment you want to share with family and friends. Not that we minded people seeing it, but at the moment that never crosses your mind. Once it did start happening- I have over 38,000 messages in my YouTube inbox, I get calls, I get emails- once it started blowing up, predominately the messages were from people all over the world that were absolutely heartbreaking saying they had never heard of the device or they couldn’t afford it. Just such kind, sweet, encouraging words from people I had never met. They ran the gamut from a woman telling me about how she broke her glasses that morning and was frustrated she would have to spend the day without her glasses and how it ruined her day, but how my video put it all into perspective, that her glasses were nothing. From that to a man with a terminal illness, who said that seeing my video made his day, made him happy, gave him hope, and made him realize he didn’t have to wallow in it, that each day was a gift and he should find joy in each day. Things like that, I can’t even begin to explain how touching and humbling they are. I think about that, I think about how 90 seconds of unprepared video of me being excited and gracious and feeling blessed, if that touches that many people, then I’m like, “sure, show everybody.” 
Dick: In the days after the video was posted – Sarah Churman did the rounds of the TV talk shows, but now her world is changing again. She’s had an implant placed in her other ear, and she’s waiting to see how that one works as well. 
You’re listening to The Story 
The biggest change in Sarah’s life may be the fact that now she can hear her two young daughters, one is four and the other’s two.  
Sarah: Jokingly people always ask is there a noise you hear that you don’t like and I’ll always say no, I like it all. But now, I tell people I don’t like the sound of my kids throwing a fit, or anyone else’s kid for that matter. They were the biggest push for wanting the device. I couldn’t imagine waiting until they were 12 and 14 and realizing everything I had missed out on. People don’t realize tone and noises are so much in a conversation. You can read someone’s lips, but without hearing tone or a grunt they might make, you miss the entire conversation. That really became evident to me when I had the device turned on. My youngest child isn’t an avid child like my oldest, my oldest came out talking in full sentences, but my younger one makes so many noises and grunts and is so animated without speaking. Realizing all of those sounds, I am realizing now, we would be at a family party and people would crack up laughing and I wouldn’t get it, but how would they explain to me the noise Elise would make to a particular comment that was funny. And so you miss out on so much. The morning after having the device turned on, I was just sitting on the kitchen floor, just listening to them interact with each other, and their little conversations, the little one grunting and making noises and getting frustrated or being funny. I just sat on the kitchen floor and just watched them and I was crying. Sloane came into the kitchen and was like “are you alright?” and I said “yeah, but have they always sounded like this?” I didn’t know if they were extra wound up or being extra animated, or if this was normal. And he was like “this is what they sound like on a regular basis”. And I balled, and thought, oh my goodness, this was worth every blood, sweat and tear from scientist, every researcher and from myself and worth the money and the time and the effort and the pain and everything. It was all worth it in that moment, listening to my girls.
Dick: Watching them and listening to them, are they aware that something is different with mommy?

Sarah: My youngest isn’t old enough to really get it. With her, the obvious thing was that I wasn’t wearing a hearing aid anymore. She would poke in my ear and be like “huh, where’s it at?” and would talk about my ear a lot, but I don’t think she fully grasped it yet. My oldest one, she definitely knew, she was old enough. We like to joke and say she was trained well. She knew she had to get my attention when she needed to speak to me, she knew she couldn’t talk to me from the other room, she knew to touch me or get my attention if she needed something. She knew mom needed a little help to get by. Once the device was turned on, it was evident for her. Bless her heart, I need to keep reminding her not to talk too loud, I guess she is used to being able to holler and get away with it. She’s aware, she knows. I started my mornings with her whacking me on my shoulder and shoving a hearing aid in my face and trying to turn my head over to face her direction so she could lip the words “I want cereal”. Now, if I’m up, I hear her coming before I know it. It’s been a change for her, she doesn’t have to work so hard to get my attention. 
Dick: Is there music that you find yourself listening to now that you wouldn’t have bothered with before?
Sarah: Before, I tired listening to everything just because you can pick up the beat on a song, that’s basically how music was for me before, feeling the beat. And then googling the lyrics or having someone tell you the lyrics; you can read people’s lips when they are singing along. Before, I couldn’t pick up a word of rap music; I always said there was too much going on for me to even try listening. Heavy metal, things like that, I always joke that I used to leaned towards 80s music because it was simple, just a man and his guitar, singing. I couldn’t pick up on the other instruments. Now, live music is great, it sounds awesome. Being able to hear the distinction between each instrument, to be able to understand what the singer is saying, it’s another experience. I listen to everything now. I actually had a music producer send me a box of music. It was one end of the spectrum to the other; all different kinds of music. I don’t turn anything down these days. 

Dick: So no one thing in particular that you are listening to right now?

Sarah: I don’t prefer much of today’s country music; it’s all about drinking, crying into your beer, or somebody leaving someone for another. It’s boring to me, I like music like Americana, folk, jazz, blues, old school country because it told more of a tale, more of a story.
Hank Williams Plays for 1:20 
Dick: Sarah Churman joined me from a studio in Houston. 
We have a link to her you-tube video, the one when she first gets the implant turned on – that’s on our website at thestory.org.

