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Education for Hearing Impaired Students
EDUCATION UPDATE  |  AUGUST 2006

By Joan Baum, Ph.D.

With what can only be called serendipitous 
coincidence, Education Update caught up with 
Dr. George Alexiades, an amiable and expert 
ear surgeon of Greek extraction, to talk about 
“cochlear” implants. The word “cochlear” comes 
from Greek, kochlias, which means snail with 
spiral shell—which is exactly what the cochlear 
implants look like. Dr. Alexiades, who has been 
performing the operation in the Department of 
Otolaryngology at the New York Eye and Ear 

Dr. George Alexiades, 
Pioneer in Cochlear 

Transplants

Opening New Worlds 
for the Deaf

By Victoria Florsheim 
& Ashish Malhotra

The Auditory/Oral School of New York was 
founded in 1999 by Pnina Bravmann, an out-
growth of her personal experiences. In 1992, 
while she was a speech pathologist and pregnant, 
she was working with a child who, unbeknown to 
her, had the German measles. Shortly thereafter, 
her child was born deaf. Bravmann bravely main-
streamed her child from the outset, irrespective of 
the fact that she was doing it alone, without the 
supportive services she now offers to hundreds of 
deaf children in New York City. 

The Auditory/Oral School offers programs for 
children who suffer from a language delay, 
whether they are profoundly deaf, slightly deaf, 
or normal with two deaf parents. By the time the 
children are 5 years old, about 97 percent of them 
are mainstreamed into regular classes, which is 
the ultimate goal of the school. The 3 percent 
who may not be mainstreamed are often cases 
in which the language delay was identified late. 
The students undergo a multidisciplinary evalua-
tion, of not just auditory skills, but also sensory 
and motor/balance skills. Methods of education 
vary, highlighting auditory, verbal, listening and 
language skills. Teachers wear microphone head-
sets to enhance the sound of their voices. Even 
exercise related activities and games require 
communication: for instance, differentiating a 
green beanbag from a red one. All the teachers at 
the school are certified in the field, but Michelle 
Bornfeld, the Supervisor of the Speech Therapy 
Department, made it clear that the efforts of the 
certified staff are not enough. What is needed is 
the commitment of time and energy from parents. 
It is essential that parents act as primary facilita-
tors, by coming to the school on a regular basis 
to learn teaching strategies so that they can be 
reinforced at home. “Having the parents buy into 
this philosophy is essential to making it happen,” 
Bornfeld asserted. One fascinating aspect of the 
school, a testament to its commitment to helping 
families, is that it offers pictures of events in the 
school day for parents with busy work schedules. 

This way, the parents can study the pictures and 
try to reinforce exercises at home. Another clear 
philosophy of the school is to force the students 
to think, and not pamper them because of their 
impediments. This attitude is a major reason for 
their high success rate.

Creating independent thinkers is how the school 
gauges its success. During our visit we were 
introduced to Chana Sklar, the mother of two 
beautiful 17-month-old twin girls, Dvorah and 
Hadassah. The baby girls are healthy and were 
playing water games with their classmates. A 
very different scene would have faced the viewer 
only one year ago when Mrs. Sklar turned to the 
Auditory/Oral School with many questions and 
concerns as to how the twins would succeed in a 
“hearing” world. The school, in a massive team 
effort, helped the young mother and her daugh-
ters cope with their deafness by first performing a 
comprehensive and extensive evaluation; the girls 
were diagnosed profoundly deaf and the decision 
was made for them to receive cochlear implants, 
a procedure where the damaged auditory nerve is 
replaced with a wire that is threaded through the 
eardrum into the nerve. A microphone is attached 
at the outer end, increasing the capability of noise 
traveling through the eardrum and nerves. Mrs. 
Sklar openly admits, “I did not know what deci-
sions needed to be made until I came here.” 

Through the services of the Auditory/Oral 
School the twins participate in parent-child 
groups, offered to children under the age of two, 
where they have the opportunity to socialize and 
learn with their peers, while their mom is pro-
vided with tools to enhance the children’s learn-
ing at home. Their teacher focuses on improving 
language, listening, cognitive, speech and social-
ization skills. In every classroom there are colors, 
words, shapes and any additional tool to boost 
child’s sensory skills. 

The Auditory/Oral School of New York uses 
advanced technology and expertise along with 
open-minded thinking to facilitate the incorpora-
tion of families and children into a hearing soci-
ety, enabling them to enjoy a fulfilling life.#

Dvorah and Hadassah Sklar

Infirmary (NYEEI)—now “the only such institu-
tion in the city”—notes that the surgery, which 
has been around since the eighties and was once 
considered experimental, has now entered the 
mainstream, though for sure, the entire proce-
dure, including device and hospitalization, can be 
costly—approximately $50,000.  Still, as cochlear 
implants become more common—NYEEI per-
forms about 120 a year and, Dr. Alexiades says, 
“the number is growing”—and as insurance com-
panies now cover one ear—the public can prob-
ably look forward to some diminution in cost, 
especially because the field of ENT (ear, nose, 
throat) itself, of which cochlear implant research 
and surgery is a specialty, has become incredibly 
competitive, particularly in New York City. 

There has also been a remarkable change in the 
deaf and hearing-impaired community. Formerly 
opposed to cochlear implants, the community 
now supports cochlear implants and in fact sees 
its own role growing as a provider of ancillary 
social services. Indeed, as Dr. Alexiades points 
out, though cochlear implant surgery can be 
performed on infants as young as seven months 
and on elderly adults into their nineties, as long 
as they are in general good health, the best candi-
dates are the very young, children two years old, 
for example, which means that older children 
who receive implants will do well if they also 
receive assistance from the hearing-impaired 
community, instruction in lip reading or ASL. 
And no doubt this community will also be pro-
viding pre-surgical counseling as well as assist 
in general education. It’s important to note, for 
example, that a cochlear implant will not create 
so-called normal hearing conditions. What it will 
do is provide a child (or adult) with sound that is 
interpreted as speech. (Hearing aids, by contrast, 
amplify sound.) Cochlear implants involve a 
microphone, a speech processor, a transmitter and 
electrodes, all of which work together to allow a 
profoundly deaf child or adult to process speech 
sounds and communicate. Those who receive an 
implant early on can even talk on the telephone. 

Of course, there is great need for post-op ther-
apy to assist in the development of language and 
social skills, but Dr. Alexiades, a well regarded 
researcher as well as surgeon, does feel that 
cochlear implants have had marvelous results. He 
cautions, however, that prospective candidates 
should understand what “success” means, and he 
notes that this tricky word means different things 
to children and adults. A government health 
web site indicates that so far approximately 
22,000 adults and 15,000 children have received 
cochlear implants. (Australia and Austria have 
also forged ahead making the devices.).  

The device itself, which looks like a hearing 
aid, with a wire and coil, and can be made of 
titanium or ceramic, has two parts: an internal 
component—receiver /stimulator, which receives 
signals from the processor and by way of elec-
trodes carries those signals to the brain, is surgi-
cally imbedded under the skin, behind the ear. 
The external component—a microphone, which 
picks up sounds from the environment, and a 
speech processor—is  removable at night. As the  
technology is refined this component can easily 
be upgraded. 

Research does not yet show why some children 
are born with severe hearing deficits—whether 
the malfunction is genetic or congenital—but 
down the line, says Dr. Alexiades, say “15 to 20 
years” stem-cell research may be able to make 
such determinations. Meanwhile, he is thrilled 
to be part of a unique field of medicine, the only 
area that can restore a sense. What “an incred-
ible fact,” he says. And what a remarkable man 
to say so.#
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