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Buried
Treasure

By Michael Royer
After trekking step-by-step through 
a muffled world, as if slogging along 
the bottom of a soundless sea, I have 
rediscovered sound—the treasure  
buried and lost to me for 18 years.  
 Having grown up experiencing  
the trials of a profound hearing loss, 
at 25, I felt I had “bottomed out.” The 
sounds I had known earlier in my life 
gradually shut down, and the deepen-
ing silence carried away all my hopes 
for the future. Like a great, disabled 
ocean-going vessel, my prospects 
sank slowly to the bottom of the 
ocean, submerged in silence beneath 
the waves. Now through the break-
throughs in technology, a cochlear 
implant has enabled my life to “resur-
face” with new ears, fresh eyes, and  
a willing spirit.
 I was seven when I noticed the  
first subtle differences in my hearing 
ability. I struggled to hear my shoes 
hitting the sidewalk or a pen going 
across paper. Telephone conversations 
would gradually become more and 
more muted.  
 I was unable to comprehend song 
lyrics on the radio. Diagnosed as “ge-
netic and sensorineural,” my hearing 
loss progressed slowly yet relentlessly 
throughout my adolescence.
 Eventually, I was transferred from 
my neighborhood public school 
to one in a different area of Fairfax 
County, Virginia, that offered a main-
streamed program for deaf and hard 
of hearing students, with the added as-
sistance of sign language interpreters. 
Many of the hearing classmates at the 
new school were acclimated somewhat 
to kids with hearing loss, but this was 
their neighborhood school, and we 
deaf students were bused into their ter-
ritory for the special learning accom-
modations the school offered from all 
over the county.  
 Because I was considered deaf, yet 
spoke like a hearing person, I existed 
in a limbo-land that confused me as 
much as it did other people. My new 
classmates found it improbable that I 
could speak fluently and articulately, 

yet be unable to hear what they said. 
I couldn’t wear a sign announcing, 
“Hey everybody! Until I was seven,  
I could hear as well as you do.” 
 But because I didn’t fit fully into 
either the hearing or deaf world, my 
classmates often seized upon the op-
portunity to mock and coax me into 
doing embarrassing things.
 One day during lunch, I was in 
the boy’s restroom where students 
were weighing-in for an upcoming 
wrestling match. Unfamiliar with the 
pre-match procedures, I was soon told 
I had to take off my clothes for the 
weigh-in as well. At first I resisted—
until a few guys started to gang up on 
me. Finally, as I started to pull off my 
shirt, the laughter began and I knew 
the joke was on me. The prank was in-
nocent enough, but I was too new to 
have made friends or defenders. Un-
able to hear them, or sort things out 
through a familiar frame of reference, 
I found the situation frightening. 
 When I was in seventh grade, 
my hearing decreased and daily life 
struggles became overwhelmingly 
evident. At that time, my audiologist 
recommended a cochlear implant, 
just as the latest technology was 
emerging. Since it was relatively new 
and unheard of to me, I declined the 
offer. I succumbed to living with total 
deafness rather than succumb to the 
stigma of “having wires poking out of 
my head.” Even with sign language in-

terpreters present in each classroom, 
I struggled academically and socially 
throughout middle and high school. 
English was, and still remains my first 
language, so devoting myself com-
pletely to sign language felt unnatural 
to me. In essence, I resisted indoctri-
nation into the deaf world, yet never 
mastered how to be a deaf person in  
a mainstream environment.

Workplace Accommodations
In September 2003, I joined the 
Internal Revenue Service, Informa-
tion Resources Accessibility Program 
(IRAP) Division, after several years in 
the private sector. As an information 
technology specialist, my core respon-
sibilities included educating procure-
ment officials on Section 508 (federal 
regulation ensuring all electronic 
information technology—software, 
computers, web pages—are acces-
sible), Web content management, and 
contract administration. At the IRS, 
the IRAP division finds and imple-
ments accommodation solutions for 
over 10,000 disabled IRS employees. 
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 These accommodations can in-
clude assistance for persons who have 
low-vision, who are blind, or who 
have varying degrees of hearing loss, 
or dexterity/mobility issues. Work-
place adaptations range from Braille 
display equipment, one-handed 
keyboards, to TTYs. When I began 
my civil service career, I used sev-
eral accommodations such as TTYs, 
sign language interpreters and CART 
(Computer-Assisted Real-Time Trans-
lation) services at large conferences. I 
was unable to communicate one-on-
one with several blind co-workers due 
to the inability to lipread tactfully and 
follow rapid eye movements. Eventu-
ally, my work-related performance 
started to show the impact of my 
prolonged hearing-related struggles.

This Time…I Was Ready
I married Alicia, who has normal 
hearing, in January 2004. Alicia 
comes from a very large family for 
whom gatherings are frequent events. 
Having to rely constantly on her to 
“interpret” conversations increasingly 
frustrated me, as I did not want to  
put her in a co-dependant position. 
Our first child, Annie, was due in 
October 2004, and I wanted every op-
portunity to hear and better interact 
with her. In addition, my commute 
to work involved using the subway 
system from suburban Washington, 
D.C., into the city. I grew more  
and more frustrated witnessing the 
occasional chaos on Metro rides to 
and from work. If a train broke down 
or experienced a delay, conductors 
attempted to comfort riders verbally 
over the intercom—which I struggled 
to comprehend.
 This time when my audiologist 
suggested a cochlear implant, I was 
ready. On October 26, 2004, my im-
plant was “activated” and I surfaced 
to the world of sound.
 Now, three years after activation,  
I am uncovering acoustic treasures 
long forgotten during 18 years of 

profound hearing loss. I have redis-
covered the joys of music through  
the latest technological gadgets such 
as the iPod and surround-sound 
home cinemas complete with boom-
ing treble and bass. Once again,  
I can appreciate the sounds of  
nature—clapping thunder and sheets 
of boisterous rain pounding my roof 
during thunderstorms—as well as my 
children’s joyful laughter (we since 
had our son Joshua). Sound, so long 
buried and hidden from me, has 
become the “treasure” that enables 
me to experience fully the beauty 
of my life. I can comprehend tone, 
clarity, and inflection in personal 
conversations, attend church without 
the use of assistive technology, and 
feel confident speaking on the phone 
with complete strangers. My speech 
comprehension levels went from a 
middling percentage pre-implant, to 
93 percent post-implant. Arguably, 
that is better comprehension than 
most hearing people possess. 
 With the gift of sound now  
restored, I am able to partake of  
life’s simple pleasures once again.  
I marvel at my daughter’s budding 
musical talents as she conducts the 

“pots and pans band” with crescen-
dos of pan lid “cymbals” and potted  
drum beats clanking and clattering 
through the house. If given the op-
portunity to re-live the past 18 years, 
I would elect to do it with a cochlear 
implant. 
 Not only do I revel in the joy of 
simple sounds, the cochlear implant 
also helps me stay current with all of 
technology’s other rapidly evolving 
trends. In an increasingly competitive 
world, I’m no longer at the bottom 
of the sea, I have resurfaced, fully 
equipped to hear life’s call, and  
go where it leads me.
 The Creator, in infinite wisdom, 
endowed us with all five senses so 
that we might fully partake of life, 
and everything it has to offer. It seems 
miraculous that I can experience all 
five senses once again.  

Michael Royer lives in Reston, Virgin-
ia with his wife, Alicia, and their two 
children, Annie and Joshua. He is a 
member of the Hearing Loss Association 
of America and also serves on the board 
of directors of the Northern Virginia 
Resource Center for Deaf and Hard of 
Hearing People (NVRC) as finance chair.
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The Royers will be expanding their lively and energetic family in September with 
the arrival of their third child. 
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