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Mélodie’s Song

Our Family Bad News
On February 28, 1995, Mélodie 
was born under very difficult 
circumstances. With a pre-natal 
diagnosis of hydrocephalus and 
Spina Bifida, we knew that life 
would pose important challenges 
to our daughter; but we had 
not been told how serious her 
condition really was. In fact, the 
children’s hospital where she was 
born had devastating news for 
us: Mélodie’s case was very rare in 
its gravity and in the number of 
conditions. 

We were told that Mélodie had 
no visual cortex whatsoever; in 
fact most of her brain was absent. 
What little brain tissue she had 
was compressed into a thin sheet 
of brain cells in the periphery 
of her skull because of a huge 
intracranial cyst that was taking up 
most of the space. With no cortex 
she would never see. We were also 
told that she had absolutely no 
responses in a Brainstem Evoked 
Response Audiometry test (BERA). 
Even with loud noises (90 db) no 
brain activity could be detected. 
She would never hear. The many 
professionals around the table at 
the children’s hospital said they 
had not seen this serious a case in 
10 years and that not only was she 
deaf and blind but that she would 
most likely be in a permanent 
vegetative state. Mélodie had, 
we would later learn, more than 
20 serious medical conditions, 
many of which were profoundly 
debilitating and some of which 
were even life threatening (e.g. 
Cerebral Palsy, Syrinx of the 
upper spine, severe Epilepsy, 
Osteoporosis, Spina Bifida, Arnold 
Chiari Syndrome, etc.). 

With no hearing and no vision 

how could she ever learn to 
communicate? How could she 
ever derive any pleasure and 
satisfaction from life? Would she 
have any quality of life at all? 
With all these medical conditions 
could she even survive? The news 
was shocking and the best way to 
describe it would be to compare 
it to a sudden excruciating jab to 
the stomach, one so strong that it 
leaves you absolutely breathless.

No Hearing and No Vision?
While Mélodie was still in her first 
days and weeks of life in neonatal 
intensive care, we noticed that 
she would startle every time she 

would hear a piece of equipment 
begin to beep. We had been told 
by the doctors that it was totally 
impossible for Mélodie to hear 
anything whatsoever. How could 
she then startle to sounds? We 
were told that it must be our 
imagination or because of the 
movement of air…

At about the same time we 
noticed that Mélodie had reactions 
to light that were similar to her 
reactions to sound. She would 
startle to a light being turned 
on and seemed to have some 
perceptions of objects or people 
near her because she would react 
to movement. Over time it was 
confirmed that in fact Mélodie 

Mélodie’s Song
This is a story about acquiring language against all odds.
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How is all this possible given 
the diagnosis and devastating 
prognosis?

The Solution
The golden rule for us was 
stimulation. Obviously this applies 
to vision, hearing, language 
and physical development. Sign 
language is obviously the best 
option for many children. But 
for Mélodie who has no vision, 
possesses strong tactile defences 
and partial paralysis of her arms 
and hands, sign language was just 
not an option, not even the hand 
over hand version. Constantly 
exposing Mélodie to spoken 
language was the only solution 
we could find and this became our 
priority. 

But how do you do that with 
someone who has very little 
functional hearing? The solution 
we found was to expose Mélodie 
to songs constantly. She listens 
to songs all night long on her 
MP3 player and small speakers. 
Although the volume is low 
enough that she can still sleep, she 
listens to the music while sleeping 
and sings when she wakes up. 
She listens to songs all day long as 
well. She does use her MP3 player 
during the day but Mom, Dad and 
her brother sing to her most of 
the time when she is with them, 
especially when she is being held 
in their arms on the rocking chair. 
At school the situation is very 
similar because the educational 
staff use songs in abundance. She 
listens to very little instrumental 
music because early on she showed 
a clear preference for songs. She 
would actually complain when 
the music was instrumental. She 
still does! Also, we felt that songs 
offered her better language 
stimulation and that was consistent 
with the acquisition of language, 
which was our primary objective.

Another important factor is that 
Mélodie is surrounded not only by 
songs and spoken language, but 
also by attention, affection and 
love. She feels secure, comfortable 
and happy when she interacts with 
her family and the staff at school. 
We have noticed that she only 
speaks and sings when she feels 
comfortable and happy: she does 
not speak or sing to strangers.

Conclusion
Although speaking, singing 
and songs are obviously not the 
only solutions to bridging the 
communication gap between the 
deafblind child and significant 
others, it offers a wonderful 
opportunity to interact and share a 
common pleasure: communication 
through the gift of music. Knowing 
today that music stimulates the 
brain in amazing ways, namely 
the language centre, in retrospect 
it seems a logical choice to have 
made. We thought at the time 
that with so little brain tissue it 
was essential to stimulate her 
neurons to develop functions and 
pathways to enable perception 
and processing of sounds and 
language. The results speak for 
themselves and we are convinced 
that constant exposure to songs 
enabled our daughter not only to 
develop her hearing but also to 
acquire some spoken language and 
enjoy a quality of life from which 
she would not otherwise benefit. 
With children whose deafness 
originates in the brain, there is 
hope that stimulation using songs 
might be as beneficial to them as it 
was to Mélodie.
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had some residual vision, but very 
little. With no cerebral cortex she 
obviously had cortical blindness.

After the initial shock subsided, 
we decided that we would not 
accept the dire prognosis of the 
numerous specialists and that we 
would do all that we could to give 
our daughter a fighting chance 
to have the best quality of life 
possible in her circumstances.

Mélodie’s Amazing Progress
Fast forward to 2011! Incredibly 
enough sixteen years later, Mélodie 
has developed spoken language 
and can actually sing some basic 
songs with melody and words. 
She has acquired an expressive 
vocabulary of approximately 
50 French words and at least 25 
expressions or short phrases (e.g. 
“la fille à Maman”, “brosser les 
dents”, “aller promener”). These 
words and phrases are not all 
spoken regularly; some are but 
others can be used only a few 
times to reappear in the future or 
not at all. She almost constantly 
sings small passages from some of 
her favourite songs and has even 
been heard singing “Au clair de la 
lune” completely from beginning 
to end on two occasions, one of 
which was luckily caught on a 
cell phone video camera. She has 
surprisingly good pitch and does 
not sing out of tune. 

Amazingly she seems to find it 
much easier to sing than to speak 
and most of her words are sung 
rather than spoken. Most of her 
singing is akin to echolalia and 
self-stimulation. However, some of 
it is clearly used with an intention 
to communicate ideas, feelings, 
needs and desires when heard 
in context. When that is the case 
small passages or words are sung 
in ‘sound bites’ to replace spoken 
language. At other times she opts 
to speak rather than to sing.


