A family adopts a youngster with
an unusual hearing problem

Music and the
Inner Ear

by PEGGY REDKA
Williamsport, Pennsylvania

It was not until we arrived at Philadelphia
International Airport on a chilly night in October
1980 that | began to feel the full impact of what
my husband and | had done. Encouraged by
our success in adopting two biracial children,
we had agreed on a third child, a hearing-
impaired boy from Korea. But this adoption
would be like no other.

Matthew on arrival
in the United
States; left, the
young musician.

“Why are you adopting a deaf kid?” friends had
asked. | had answered, “Because he needs a
home and because we think we can help.” Up
to that point | had felt confident it was God’s
will; we had certainly prayed about it.

Now | wasn’t so sure we had heard God right.
What if we aren’t able to help Matthew? |
wondered. Can | really handle three children?

Will Kristen and Bryan be able to adjust to an
older brother?

Kristen was four, Bryan just two. Their new
brother was six. And he was not just deaf; he
had been born with no ears. | knew all about
his condition and had been taking classes in
sign language for weeks, but now that | was
about to meet him, | was filled with doubts.
Since my husband, Jim is a physician who
works long hours; | would be practically the
sole caregiver.

Suddenly it was time. The passengers were
deplaning. We waited. The last ones off were
Matthew and his escort, Charlotte White, an
off-duty flight attendant. Dwarfed in a baggy
blue shirt and oversize shoes, Matthew looked
bewildered as he bobbed along beside
Charlotte.

“Here’s your boy,” she said as she brought our
new son to us. “You should be proud. He's so
intelligent. He made a cone cup out of paper
to hold the peanuts he received on the flight.”

Fear flickered in Matthew's eyes as he
surveyed his new family. | longed to give him
reassurance, yet the only way to communicate
with him was through hand gestures. Beneath
his long hair | could see the dimples on the
sides of his head where his ears should have
been.

| was relieved when Matt — as we began calling
him — fell asleep during the five-hour drive back
to Williamsport. Then, minutes after | had
tucked him into bed, he came into our bedroom
and curled up next to Jim. It looks like a good
start, | mused.

Unfortunately my optimism was short-lived.
Soon afterward the house erupted in sibling
rivalry. Matt began pointing to or simply
grabbing whatever toys he wanted. Kristen
and Bryan responded by yelling and grabbing
back, forcing me to become a referee.

Lord, how do | deal with this? | prayed,
knowing that my children must learn
cooperation.



Matt forced me to take action when he refused
to get off the Big Wheel tricycle. “It's Kris’s
turn,” | told him, nudging him on the shoulder
and pointing to Kristen. Glowering, he pulled
away and planted himself more firmly in the
seat.

| reached down to lift him off. Furious, he
wrenched himself away and stormed through
the house, throwing toys, overturning chairs
and slamming doors. Then he ran out the front
door. | grabbed Kristen by the hand, hoisted
Bryan onto my hip, and took off after him.

It must have looked like a cartoon chase as we
raced up the street. Frantic, | cried, “Dear
God, Matt can’t hear. Please protect him and
help me catch him.”

At last | collared him and brought him home.
But that was only the beginning. These
marathons occurred three or four times a day.
| chased Matt down, and he responded by
glaring at me and shouting, “Ga!” | got the
message: He was so mad he wanted to go
back to Korea.

| felt like crying, “Go ahead, Keep on running
and don’'t come back!” Instead, | prayed,
“Lord, what do | do now?” And deep within, |
seemed to hear the reply, “Bring him home and
try again.”

| was exhausted, longing for a good night's
sleep, which was impossible because Matt
resisted going to bed. And his behavior was so
erratic that the baby-sitters began saying, “I'm
sorry, Mrs. Redka, but I'm busy...”

The one bright spot with Matt was teaching him
sign language. Thrilled to see the relationship
between signs and objects, he was soon
pointing to everything in sight and making the
correct signs. | began to get an idea of his
intelligence; he learned so fast that | had a
hard time keeping ahead of him despite my
twice-a-week classes.

Matt finally stopped running away. Instead,
when angry, he made gestures that told a new
story: “I'll stay in America and send you to
Korea!”

In classes for the hearing impaired, Matt made
steady progress. Although he had no outer or
middle ears, tests showed that he could hear
some sounds by bone conduction. A special
hearing-aid headband increased his ability to
communicate dramatically; within a year he
had the verbal skills of a five-year-old.

In January 1983, two years after the adoption,
Jim came home excited. One of his patients,
Pat Thayer, was a Suzuki method instructor
who thought she might be able to teach Matt to
play the violin. “What do you think?” he asked.
“I could learn with him; it might help our
relationship.”

Though | had my doubts, Matt proved me
wrong. Pat Thayer put yellow tape on the
violin to show Matt where to find the notes. He
learned hand positioning, bowing and fingering,
and got to know rhythm by putting on his
hearing aid and listening to tapes. At his first
concert he played “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little
Star.” Afterward he exclaimed, “Now that | can
play the violin, what's next?”

Chuckling, Jim said, “There are a few more
songs you might learn on the violin.”

Over the years Matt's musical and speaking
abilities increased dramatically, and in junior
high his life took on even more meaning when
he gave his life to Christ at a Christian summer
camp. He became a member of the
Williamsport Symphony Youth Orchestra and
the Millionaire Strolling Strings, a student
music group. And in 1993 he was selected as
one of two winners of the Panasonic Young
Soloists Award, which is given annually by
Very Special Arts, an affiliate of the John F.
Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts.



It was in the Terrace Theater of the Kennedy
Center in Washington, D.C.; on April 17, 1993
that we listened to Matt perform Bach’s
“Concerto in A Minor.” Today he majors in
music education at Houghton College.

When Matt plays, his violin sings with music
that flows from the inner ear. As | listen, | feel
thankful for all those who helped Matt hone his
skills, and to God for giving us such a talented
son. And | ask God to tune my own inner ear; |
don't want to have any more doubts about
whether | have heard him right.

| have no doubts when it comes to Matt.
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