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Next Meeting 
Canadian 

Hard of Hearing 
Association

September 19

The next meeting for The Canadian Hard of 
Hearing Association, PEI Chapter, will be 

Mon., September 19, at 9:30am at North TryonPresby-
terian Church, 2152 Trans Canada Hwy in North Tryon.  

Guest speakers are Marilyn & Roman Berezowsky 
of Alberta, who will speak about their 16 month old 
granddaughter Clara, born with hearing problems,

and how she is reacting to a cochlear implant received 
on May 31 in Alberta.  They will share some of the 

family’s experiences, and Clara’s journey of survival 
after being born with CHARGE syndrome. 

Fran Salsman and 
Alma Nunn used to sing 
in the church choir to-
gether – until they real-
ized they were unable to 
follow the music due to 
increasing hearing loss.  

“I’ve never had much 
hearing in my left ear”, 
Fran noted.  “In the 1980s 
I got my first hearing aid.  
Since then, my ‘good ear’ 
got progressively worse 
and I had different types of  
hearing aids, in both ears, 
until two years ago, when I 
had a cochlear implant.”

What is a Cochlear 
Implant?
We hear a lot these days 

about cochlear implants, 
sometimes called ‘bionic 
ears’.  Maybe you’ve seen 
people with a wire from 
their heads to their ear.  
But what is a cochlear 
implant?  How is it differ-
ent from a hearing aid?  
Does it work?  

The cochlea is a snail-
shaped, curled tube 
whose job is to collect 
electrical signals from 
sound vibrations and 
transmit them to the 
hearing auditory nerve. 
The hearing nerve then 
sends these signals to 
the brain, where they’re 
translated into recogniz-
able sounds.  

If  the cochlea is dam-
aged and hearing loss 
is severe in both ears, a 
medical device called a 
cochlear implant may be 
surgically implanted to 
replace the damaged co-
chlea, by taking over its 
function.  The surgical 
process involves embed-
ding a receiver, the stimu-
lator, into the bone of  the 
skull, with an electrode 
placed in the cochlea.  A 
speech processor is worn 
behind the ear and a mi-
crophone placed on the 
head next to or above the 
ear.  A cochlear implant 
may not be readily no-
ticeable on women, due 
to hairstyling, but they 
tend to be more visible on 
men and children.

What is the differ-
ence in how hearing 
aids and a cochlear im-
plants work?  

While hearing aids make 
sounds louder, a cochlear 
implant does the work of  
the damaged parts of  the 

Three Island Women Are Hearing Again After Cochlear Implants
by Daria Valkenbury

cochlea to send sound sig-
nals to the brain.  

Hearing loss can 
cause people to feel so-
cial isolation 

Many people who are 
hard of  hearing start to 
become socially isolated, 
largely due to their hear-
ing difficulties. It is ex-
hausting and can be both 
embarrassing and frus-
trating to constantly ask 
people to repeat them-
selves.  Going to events 
such as concerts, church 
services, parties, can be a 
nightmare when it’s dif-
ficult to understand what 
is being said.  In many 
instances therefore, it is 
easier to stay home, no 
matter how lonely. 

Before her cochlear 
implant surgery, retired 
teacher Alma Nunn not-
ed that “I felt robbed of  
so many things.  I could 
no longer communicate 
effectively with others.  I 
avoided people and peo-
ple avoided me.”

Similarly, retired teach-
er Joan Gallant of  North 
Rustico, said “Before my 
implant, I was beginning 
to avoid groups and meet-
ings, and people were be-
ginning to avoid me as it 
was too difficult to have 
to repeat what they were 
saying.  I was also begin-
ning to feel depressed.”

Impact of  cochlear 
implant surgery

After their cochlear 
implant surgery, there 
was an adjustment pe-
riod before the implant 
was activated.  Fran Sals-
man had her surgery two 
years ago, also in Halifax.  
She recalls that “When I 
woke up after the opera-
tion, my head was full of  
noise!  It might have been 
‘The Blue Man Band’ 
playing! My family came 
in with a whiteboard and 
dry erase pens that I used 
continuously for the next 
month – they were true 
life savers!  My head was 
full of  noise on and off  
for about a week, before 
it settled down. 

Joan Gallant, whose 
implant surgery was al-
most three years ago, 
again in Halifax, said 
that “in addition to sur-
gery and a one-night 
stay in hospital, other 

appointments were nec-
essary for activation and 
checkups.”

Once the cochlear im-
plant was activated, life 
was suddenly very differ-
ent.  For Fran Salsman, 
“Driving home from 
Halifax I could hear the 
‘whoosh” of  cars we met, 
and I hadn’t remembered 
ever hearing that noise 
before.  The next month 
was filled with constant 
surprises.  My cat does 
purr! Everything in the 
house makes a noise, the 
micro oven, stove timer, 
toaster, kettle, and even 
electric clocks! I can hear 
myself  sing again.”  

Cochlear implant sur-
gery was liberating for 
Joan Gallant.  “I am again 
active in many activities.  
I’m secretary for our 
Canadian Hard of  Hear-
ing Association Chapter, 
enjoy a book club, bowl, 
golf, enjoy activities with 
family and friends, and 
travel on my own.”

Alma Nunn, whose sto-
ry is included at the end 
of  this article, notes with 
relish that “It is possible 
now to enjoy conversa-
tions with one or two 
people at the same time.  
I can have short phone 
conversations to make 
appointments.  And I can 
enjoy some of  the old mu-
sic I love, and hear the 
sounds of  birds, frogs, 
and wild geese.”

All three women are 
members of  the Canadian 
Hard of  Hearing Associa-
tion, PEI Chapter, which 
was formed in 2001, and 
volunteered their stories 
about the long journey to 
cochlear implant surgery.  
They are not alone in 
Prince Edward Island, and 
indeed across the world, 
in having cochlear im-
plants.  Babies, children, 
and adults of  all ages have 
had this surgery.
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My journey with hear-
ing loss started about 15 
years ago.  My first indi-
cation was the need to 
question what was being 
said in normal, everyday 
conversation.  My hus-
band began asking “You 
can’t hear me, can you?”

My first trip to the au-
diologist confirmed his 
suspicions.  I was told I 
had moderate hearing 
loss and would benefit 
from having a hearing 
aid.  I didn’t want to ac-
cept this and asked to see 
a hearing specialist, only 
to have him confirm the 
former report.

Shortly after this, I 
was fitted with one hear-
ing aid, which was NOT 
satisfactory.  It was re-
turned and exchanged 
for two ‘in the ear’ aids.  
These helped for about 
three years, and then 
were replaced with two 
larger hearing aids.  Af-
ter another three years, 
I tried the behind the ear 
type.  Each time I was re-
tested for hearing loss, it 
showed a continuous de-
cline in what I was able 
to hear.  While the vol-
ume could be increased, 
it only made the distor-
tion of  words worse.

The reality of  my 
hearing loss was hard to 
accept.  I felt robbed of  
so many things.  I could 
no longer communicate 
effectively with others.  I 
could not hear my grand-
children on the phone, 
group activities were a 
nightmare, music had 
little meaning, and I had 
to give up singing in the 
choir.  

Conversations in the 
car were almost impos-
sible and visits to the 
bank, pharmacy, etc con-

My Journey To A Cochlear Implant
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sisted of  written notes 
concerning the transac-
tions I required.  I became 
dependant on others to 
make appointments, etc.  
I avoided people and peo-
ple avoided me.

About two years ago, 
my audiologist suggested 
a cochlear implant.  He ar-
ranged appointments for 
me to see the audiologist 
connected to the implant 
program, in Halifax.  The 
decision was made that 
I was a candidate for an 
implant so plans were 
made and surgery was 
performed.

Prior to and after the 
implant, a lot of  trips 
were made to Halifax for 
programming and adjust-
ments.  After the device 
was turned on, I could 
hear so many sounds that 
I had not heard for a long 
time – the clock ticking, 
paper crackling, water 
running, and so forth.  
Everything seemed very 

loud, and voices were 
strange and hollow.

The cochlear implant 
did not give me an instant 
fix, but it has improved a 
lot of  what I had lost.  It 
is possible now to enjoy 
conversations with one 
or two people at the same 
time.  I can have short 
phone conversations 
to make appointments.  
And I can enjoy some of  
the old music I love, and 
hear the sounds of  birds, 
frogs, and wild geese.

Dealing with human 
voices is a challenge, 
as each voice is unique.  
Some are more eas-
ily heard than others.  
Crowds are really hard to 
deal with as there are so 
many voices and sounds 
at one time!

I am blessed to be able 
to hear again, though, 
and am thankful that I 
made the decision to have 
the cochlear implant sur-
gery.


