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The answer
is me – and you. Why? Because it’s always down to 
us what we do when life offers us lemons: make 
sweet lemonade or sour juice. Sweet lemonade is 
of course, the better choice by far. 

Take Australian nurse Matt Laxton, for example. 
When his worsening hearing meant he could no 
longer understand his patients, he decided to do 
something about it and underwent surgery for a 
cochlear implant (CI). On page 16, he describes how 
being able to hear again has enabled him to get 
back to his loves of rock music and travelling the 
world on his motorbike – with the added bonus of 
being able to learn a new language. 

Young Amelie Gonzalez Perez also makes lemonade. 
Diagnosed as deaf at the age of four months, the 
13-year-old CI user goes to a mainstream secondary 
school and is the German champion in deaf golf. 
Turn to page 38 to discover how having a CI can 
maximise a person’s options in life, from education 
and social activities to career choice.

In this issue of EXPLORE Magazine, we also consider 
what inner freedom really is, and how we can be 

true to ourselves by understanding – and looking 
after – our own needs. To do this, we have to be able 
to recognise when we need to take a break, whether 
that’s for a few minutes, an hour or a fortnight. This 
may involve travelling abroad, which fortunately is 
much easier for implant users to do than many 
people think. If you’re a CI user who is wondering 
about this, turn to page 24 to discover everything 
you need to know before booking that trip. 

Plus, on page 30, we investigate whether the digital 
world really makes us as free as we imagine – and 
discover some unsettling facts no one can afford to 
miss. And we consider how to best equip children 
to deal with life’s growing range of opportunities 
in Learning for life, on page 44. 
 
But one thing is clear: freedom isn’t about simply 
doing what’s fun for the moment without any 
thought about the collateral damage we could 
cause. And too much freedom can be almost as 
much of a burden as not enough. 

On this note, we hope you enjoy your well deserved 
free time with EXPLORE Magazine. 

The editorial team

TRUE 
 FREEDOM
Sometimes we feel we’re drowning in appointments and 
responsibilities: dropping off a child here, picking something 
up there, delivering something quickly elsewhere. And in 
between all of this we have to work. So who is really free? 

EDITORIAL

In my view

Check out the In my view boxes, where 

editor-in-chief Bettina Benesch shares the 

insight she’s gained from each feature.
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This is the year that Martin Luther King received 
the Nobel Peace Prize for his fight against 
oppression and social injustice. Thanks to his 
efforts, racial segregation was abolished in the 
USA and the unrestricted right to vote was 
introduced for the black population.

The freedom to choose what you eat and 
where you shop is the motivation for a lot 
of people who have joined forces to create 
food cooperatives. Purchases are made on 
a joint basis from regional farmers and then 
the purchases are distributed throughout 
the community. In Austria, there are currently 
around 40 food cooperatives, in Germany 
around 90 and in the USA about 500. 

It’s difficult to know for sure how many children around the world are educated exclusively at home, 
but the figures for individual countries show that home education is on the rise. In the UK, the number 
of children registered for home schooling rose by two-thirds to approximately 37,000 between 2009 
and 2015. However, it’s still relatively low, amounting to less than 0.4 per cent of a total of 9.5 million 
schoolchildren in the country. Home schooling is increasingly popular in the USA, where currently more 
than two million children – that’s around four per cent of the school-age population – are taught at 
home. In 1999, it was just 850,000.

More than 50 per cent of all workers in Colombia 
are self-employed, while in the USA it’s 6.4 per 
cent, according to the most recent data from the 
OECD (Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development)*. In Germany 10.5 per cent of 
workers are their own bosses, in the UK it’s 15.4 
and in Austria 12.7 per cent. 

The OECD states: “Self-employment can be seen 
as a survival strategy for all those people who 
cannot find any other paid occupation, or as proof 
of an entrepreneurial spirit and the desire to be 
your own boss.” 

GO FIGURE

* OECD (2017), Self-employment rate (indicator). doi: 10.1787/fb58715e-en (Accessed on 4 December 2017) 
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Understanding what influences our 

behaviour can bring us all a little closer to 

achieving the things we really want in life. 

BB

In my view
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We often react to situations on autopilot, but this can lead 
to conflict and rarely gets us what we really need. However, 
learning mindfulness may help us exercise more control  
over the direction of our lives

FREEDOM 
OF MIND
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SELF

Bettina Benesch
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is about more than choosing which yoghurt 
brand to buy, where to go on holiday or not 
being afraid to express our thoughts. It’s 
about being true to ourselves in the way we 
live our lives. A lot of the time we act and 
react automatically without properly assessing 
a situation. This raises the question of whether 
we have as much control over our actions as 
we may think. 

Take the following scenario as an example: 
your partner uses a particular word or turn of 
phrase and immediately your hackles are up. 
This trigger effect often happens automatically 
before you’ve had a chance to stop, think and 
analyse it. Your partner will also have similar 
reactions to things you do and say. So one 
word leads to another and finally there’s a row. 

You can blame your autopilot for this, but the 
good news is that it is possible to deactivate 
it – if you really want to. Every day we can 
decide whether we are going to allow ourselves 
to get annoyed with our partner, a slow driver, 
our boss, the children, the cat, or are we going 
to accept that life isn’t a bed of roses and that 
things don’t always go the way we would like? 
Inner freedom isn’t about getting everything 
we want but it is about determining how we 
react to situations. German actor Klaus Kinski 
summed it up when he once said: “I decide who 
has insulted me.” And he had a point.

Mindfulness over matter

It is possible to free ourselves from entrenched 
patterns of behaviour. But to do this, we have 
to be aware of ourselves and our emotions. 

This is where mindfulness comes into play. 
Jon Kabat-Zinn, a pioneer of the mindfulness- 
based stress reduction programme, describes it 
as a deliberate, non-judgemental practice that 
is based on moment-to-moment awareness. 
It’s about recognising how you’re feeling right 
now, such as, “I’m angry.” Nothing else has to 
happen. It’s all about perception. And surpri-
singly enough, anger tends to dissipate once 
it‘s acknowledged. 

Mindfulness can be practised on a daily basis 
in a thousand different situations: noticing 
your hand movements when making coffee, 
listening to the splash of water when you wash 
your hands and breathing in the perfume of the 
soap. It’s about being aware of what’s going 
on right now in this very moment and ack-
nowledging it. It’s a way of staying grounded, 
rather than constantly ruminating on the past 
or worrying about the future.

Writing a diary also helps you to look at what 
happened each day and how you reacted. Most 
importantly, it helps you to consider how you 
feel about your reaction. Were you pleased 
with it, would you like to react in the same way 

“Freedom is a mental 
state in which there is 
no fear, no pressure and 
no urge for protection.”
Jiddu Krishnamurti (1895 – 1986),
Indian philosopher and theosophist

“The world has 
never found a 

good definition 
for the word 
‘ freedom’.”

Abraham Lincoln  
(1809 – 1865),  

16th president of the USA
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Freedom
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again, or are you ashamed of it and would you 
do it differently next time? If so, how could 
you react so that you and your partner deal 
better with the situation? Next time, pause for 
a couple of seconds and consider whether it’s 
possible to react differently for once. Most of 
the time, this will improve things.

This new style of behaviour will create a sense 
of calm – and this can be liberating. You are 
no longer lashing out blindly but reacting in a 
deliberate, considered manner. This approach 
boosts your confidence as you gain some 
control over the situation, which is no longer 
running away with you. 

Trusting your feelings

Once we’re feeling calmer, it’s easier to recog-
nise what’s good for us and what we need. 
And with time, we also learn how to express 
these needs. This can include deciding to take 
a break, even if it isn’t convenient for others. 
This new approach may take some getting used 
to, but it brings more freedom with it than ever 
before. Generally the world doesn’t fall apart 
if every so often you prioritise what you need, 

as psychologist Stephan Schleim tells us in his 
interview on page 10. He also asks: “Whose life 
is it anyway? Why do we worry so much about 
the opinion or recognition of others. And what 
kind of a life is it, if it can be summarised in 
the sentence: I kept everyone happy?”

Taking control of your life  

So perhaps it’s actually better to live the life 
you really want. Freedom is being the person 
that you want to be and not the person that 
others want you to be. This doesn’t have to 
mean drastic action such as leaving your job, 
relationship or home – unless you want to. 
Usually it’s enough just to voice your own 
needs and to tell your partner: “I’d really like 
this to be different because I need it in order to 
feel or do such a thing.” Or to tell your boss: “I 
want to take on this project but I need a bigger 
budget/more staff/further training…” 

If it doesn’t work and the situation remains as 
it was, it’s then possible to consciously prepare 
for change. Because one thing is clear: once a 
person has realised that they have the freedom 
to actively shape their life situation, there is 
nothing left but to do it.  

“Freedom is the 
right to say to 
others what 
they don’t want 
to hear.”
George Orwell (1903 – 1950), 
English novelist and journalist

SELF

 CHOOSING AN IMPLANT

What type of hearing implant should I pick and from 
which manufacturer?

People with a hearing impairment have to ask themselves 
precisely this question before receiving an implant because it’s 
often possible to exercise some freedom of choice. As a result, 
it’s important to do your research in order to find the product 
that best meets your needs. Information on MED-EL’s implants 
can be found at medel.com and you can get further information 
and support from doctors, speech therapists, audiologists and 
self-help groups. You can also contact a mentor at hearpeers.uk.
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Professor Schleim, the topic 
of freedom is of particular 
interest to you. When is a 
person really free? Or is 
anyone really free?

According to the 20th-century 
French philosopher Jean-Paul 
Sartre, we were ‘condemned 
to be free’, yet a few decades 
later people are arguing about 
whether we can ever be free 
in the true sense of the word.

So is there a definitive 
answer to this question? 

Well, it all depends on what 
we mean by freedom. If you 
interpret it as the freedom to 
be exactly as you would like 

to be, then you could say that 
yes, as long as you are not 
distracted from your course 
by external factors, and if you 
have discovered your inner 
self so well that you know 
what you want, you are free.

As a rule, how free are we 
from the expectations, 
opinions and acceptance 
of others? 

As free as we allow ourselves 
to be. Naturally, there’s huge 
pressure to conform, but we 
also have the option of crea-
ting inner distance. Even in a 
totalitarian state, there is no 
real way of knowing exactly 
what someone is thinking. 

However, lack of freedom 
beg ins long before the rejec-
tion by others, namely with 
your internal voice that says: 
“You can’t do that – what 
would other people think?”.

Should we allow ourselves 
to be swayed by these 
pressures, for instance  
for the sake of our careers 
or to avoid being 
marginalised, or should 
we stand our ground and 
be true to ourselves? 

This is possibly the most per-
sonal decision we will ever 
have to make. But these 
days most people are more 
concerned with freedom as 

WHOSE LIFE IS 
IT ANYWAY?
We can decide what we eat, when we go to bed and what clothes  
we wear. But are we really as free as we think? Bettina Benesch 
gets all deep and meaningful with German philosopher and 
psychologist Professor Stephan Schleim 
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SELF INTERVIEW

regards material things, for 
instance being able to buy 
what they want or to travel 
where and when they want. 
However, the ability to choose 
products in order to satisfy a 
need that was first created by 
advertising rather than true 
need is a false freedom.

So what should we be 
more concerned with?

The key question is, what do 
you really need in life? For 
instance, there’s a website 
called mymuesli.com, and you 
can choose from a possible 
566 quadrillion – a number 
with 15 zeros – different 
combinations of muesli. There 

are people who think that’s 
fantastic and represents the 
ultimate in freedom, while 
others say: “But I’m okay with 
standard muesli.” 

Currently progress and well-
being are measured in terms 
of gross domestic product, 
but there are alternatives to 
this outlook. If, as a society, 
we were to push the social 
components, such as rela-
tionships and collaboration, 
to the forefront, this would 
have a huge impact on our 
priorities and goals. 

In my opinion, freedom is 
strongly linked to our  
relationships. Friends, 

employers, children, 
partners all expect a certain 
type of behaviour from us; 
some even have expectations 
as to how we should look. 
What happens if we don’t 
fulfil these expectations?

That depends on the specific 
situation. In my experience, a 
lot of what we fear never hap-
pens when we don’t conform 
to expectations. But there is 
also something else to con-
sider. Even though we don’t 
think about it too often, our 
lives are limited, time-wise. So 
the question is: what do I want 
to do with my limited time? 
What do I want to achieve and 
how can I go about this?

10 11EXPLOREFREEDOMEXPLOREFREEDOM
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Ideally, we shouldn’t wait until 
we are terminally ill to start 
thinking about this. To put it 
another way: whose life is it 
anyway? Why do we worry so 
much about the opinions or 
recognition of others? And 
what kind of a life is it, if it 
can be summarised in the 
sent ence: “I kept everyone 
happy”? Every day, every min-
ute and even every second is 
unique and we never have 
a second chance to behave 
differently in a given situation. 

In one of your pieces of 
writing, you mention a 
study that showed that the 
readiness of participants 
to offer help depended on 
whether they were put 
under pressure. So in 
general, what factors 
influence our decisions?

First of all, there are environ-
mental factors, such as a 
barrier that may physically 
block your path. Next, there 

are social factors: what beh-
aviour is permissible and what 
consequences will there be 
if you break a rule? Then,  
there’s your inner voice: 
what you think will happen 
if you do such and such. This 
means that you consider your  
options with all the antici-
pated consequences.

The structures of reward 
and punishment to which 
we are conditioned are also 
imp ortant and cannot be 
considered separately from 
the other considerations. 

Let’s take hunger as an ex-
ample. If we don’t eat, we 
suffer. All we can think about 
is the fact that we want to 
eat. Then when we eat, we 
feel rewarded. The lesson we 
learn is clear: if I’m hungry and 
I eat, I feel good. 

And this is how learning via 
a structure of reward and 
punishment operates. Almost 

every interaction with the 
outside world either rew ards 
or punishes us. 

Since the experiments 
carried out by neuroscientist 
Benjamin Libet in the 1980s, 
our free will has been 
questioned. Libet found that 
the relevant nerve activity 
takes place in our brains 
even before our conscious 
decision is made. You are 
heavily involved in brain 
research. What implications 
have arisen from this as 
regards freedom?

Brain research can’t provide 
full answers as to whether we 
have free will. It can measure 
correlations between influ-
encing factors, such as time 
pressure, threats, advertising, 
noise and group pressure, 
and decisions. Depending on 
the situation, there are also 
certain influences that vary 
between individuals, and then 
there’s the rest that we can’t 

12 13EXPLOREFREEDOMEXPLOREFREEDOM



explain. In other words, there 
is currently no scientific model 
that fully explains the process 
of human decision-making. 

According to Sigmund Freud, 
the founder of psychoanalysis 
– as well as 19th-century phil-
osophers Friedrich Nietzsche 
and Arthur Schopenhauer – 
we never make decisions 100 
per cent consciously. 

However, it‘s not true that 
we don’t have any conscious 
control at all. We always have 
a degree of conscious control 
over our actions. 

In your experience, what 
are the most important 
factors that allow everyone 
to feel free and able to make 
authentic decisions in life?

You need to find the time and 
space to get to know yourself 
and to become self-aware. 
Ask yourself: what do I really 
want? What am I just con-
forming to? And finally, try 
some centuries-old wisdom: 
change the things you are 
able to change, accept that 
there are things you cannot 
change, and have the wisdom 
to know the difference. 
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Stephan Schleim

is Associate Professor 
of Theory and History of 
Psychology at Groningen 
University, the Netherlands. 

Stephan Schleim deals with the theory, ethics and 

interpretation of psychology and brain research. 

Schleim also writes popular scientific texts, 

specialising in neuroscience. In his book 

Die neurogesellschaft: Wie die hirnforschung 

recht und moral herausfordert [Neurosociety: 

How brain research is challenging law and 

morality], he questions the interpretation of brain 

research and the true meaning of its findings. For 

almost 10 years, Stephan Schleim has been 

blogging for German publisher Spektrum on the 

topics of people, society and science. 
* Sigmund Freud (1856 – 1939), founder of psychology; Friedrich Nietzsche 
(1844 – 1900), philosopher; Arthur Schopenhauer (1788 – 1860), philosopher.

SELF INTERVIEW

No scientific model can fully explain human behaviour, 
according to Professor Stephan Schleim.
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THE SKY’S 
THE LIMIT
Flying across the world with nothing but 
a pair of wings has to be the ultimate in 
freedom. Read on for some impressive 
trivia about our feathered friends

Andrea Maria Huttegger

Cool customers

Snow geese make their annual trek from 
Siberia to western Europe every November. 
They leave the Siberian breeding grounds 
and migrate to milder European areas such 
as Germany and the Netherlands. And who 
can blame them for wanting to be warm?

Tiny traveller

The ruby-throated hummingbird can easily be 
mistaken for an insect, as it’s only one centimetre 
long and weighs a mere 4g. Moreover, it makes a 
sound like a bumblebee. But don’t underestimate this 
tiny creature, which travels 1,000km non-stop from 
Canada to Costa Rica, via the Gulf of Mexico. 
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Solo journey

The cuckoo travels alone, 
heading off to southern Africa 
in the autumn and returning to 
Europe between March and May. 

Going the 
distance

The Arctic tern flies 
the farthest distance 
of all migratory birds, 
between the Arctic 
and the Antarctic. It 
can easily fly around 
30,000km, with 
some reaching up to 
80,000km. 

Weighty preparation

The red knot makes sure it has a hearty 
meal before it sets out on its journey. It 
increases its body mass by around 70 per 
cent and its weight increases from 140g to 
240g, to ensure that it has enough strength 
for the impending 4,000km flight. It 
migrates between its breeding grounds in 
northern Siberia and the warmer climes of 
western Europe and Africa.

High fliers

Bar-headed geese cross the Himalayas on 
their journey and can fly as high as 9,000m, 
occasionally getting in the way of passing 
aeroplanes. They tend to regularly change 
altitude, soaring and sinking, ensuring that they 
don’t get bored. 

Team formation 

Cranes and geese belong to the short 
and middle-distance migrants, starting 
their journeys in October. Look up 
at the sky around this time of year 
and you will almost certainly spot 
that familiar V formation. The birds 
regularly change positions. If one 
has been flying at the front for a 
long time, it goes to one of the 
positions at the back for a rest. 

Chilled out tourist

The American woodcock is 
definitely one of the most laid-
back fliers, travelling at a mere 
8km per hour. It makes its way 
from southern Manitoba in Canada 
via Prince Edward Island and Nova 
Scotia to as far south as Florida and 

the central eastern area of the USA.

Speedy action

Living up to their 
name, swifts fly 
without stopping from 
south of the equator 
in Africa to central 
Europe. In order 
to recharge their 
batteries, they sleep 
on the go, essentially 
enjoying a power nap. 

FAST STATS

Bird specialists, known as ornithologists, attach sensors to 
birds to find out more about flight routes and behaviour.

4 ways to fly 
From Canada through the USA and Mexico to Central 
America, there are four main migration routes that have 
their own names (from west to east):
Pacific flyway
Central flyway
Mississippi flyway
Atlantic flyway

Going the scenic route
Birds don’t always follow the shortest routes but are  
influenced by the direction of the wind.

Getting fit for flight 
Before the birds set out on their migration, the volume of 
their heart and wing muscles increases. 

DID YOU KNOW?

Many thanks to Ivan Maggini, Scientific Coordinator of the 
Austrian Ornithological Centre, for help with this feature. 
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BREAKING 
THE SOUND 
BARRIER
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From struggling with lip-reading to learning a new language, Matt Laxton 

has come a long way since his cochlear implantation in 2010. The Australian 

nurse has also resumed his love of music and riding his motorbike across 

continents, thanks to the tiny technical device. His inspiring story shows 

that anything is possible with the right attitude and determination. 

BB

In my view
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Listening to music and riding around the 
world on his motorbike were two essentials for 
Matt Laxton, 52, until his hearing threatened 
both. But it was only when the nurse from 
Sydney, Australia, could no longer understand 
his patients that he decided to act

Matt Laxton became hooked on foreign travel when he took a 
trip through Bali on his motorbike. The two-wheeled machine 
was also the means by which he went to all of Australia’s 
biggest rock festivals over the following decades. He saw – and 
heard – David Bowie, U2, the Chemical Brothers and the Prodigy, 
and in his free time he was usually plugged into his personal 
stereo, often at the loudest setting possible.

Doctors couldn’t give a definite reason for the sensorineural 
hearing loss that began to affect him when he was in his  
mid-30s, but Matt is convinced that it’s the result of regularly 
listening to loud music: “When I was a young guy, I used to go 
to concerts that were so loud, my ears were still ringing two 
days later,” he recalls.  

Indeed, exposure to prolonged loud noise is the second most 
common cause of permanent hearing loss in the world, after 
ageing. Regular exposure to loud noise over time damages 
the tiny sensory hair cells in the inner ear. These cells play a 
key role in the hearing process by sending electrical signals to 
the hearing nerve, which in turn sends sound information to 
the brain. As is typical with sensorineural hearing loss, it was 
the high-frequency tones that Matt began to lose first. “For 
example, I couldn’t hear the ping of the microwave, and then 
I began to miss the phone ringing.” This was quickly followed 
by problems in his professional life.  

Sigrun Saunderson

INTERVIEW

     At the age of 18, 
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Matt was a ward manager in a hospital – a demanding role in a 
busy, noisy environment. Phones were constantly ringing, alarms 
were always going off and there was a general background noise 
due to lots of people talking at the same time, which anyone 
with even a mild hearing difficulty knows can be problematic.

“My hearing impairment at that time was probably already far 
more of a problem than I admitted to myself,” he remembers. 
As he increasingly failed to hear his alarm and found telephone 
calls more and more difficult, he knew he had to find a quieter 
working environment, simply so he could do his job. That’s when 
he switched to the quieter health centre in his local community 
and restricted himself to home visits. 

Predictive hearing

Once he only had to deal with one or two people at a time, he 
could concentrate better on communication. And concentration 
became more and more necessary. In face-to-face conversa-
tions, Matt perfected a skill without even realising it: “I became 
really good at lip-reading – so much so, that I even forgot I was 
hard of hearing at all. And I cheated – I call it predictive hearing.” 

Luckily for him, it was relatively easy to anticipate what his 
patients were likely to say because they tended to ask the 
same questions. “I could guess what they were going to say to 
me and then I had a rough idea of where the conversation was 
going. But it was physically exhausting. I was tired for years 
and just became more tired.” 

Even though Matt continued to go to music festivals, a lot of 
the enjoyment had gone out of the music for him because he 
couldn’t hear the full range of sounds. And at work, he noticed 
that he was misunderstanding his patients more and more 
often. Over the years, he tried hearing aids, but they didn’t 
work as well as he was hoping. 

“It was hopeless,” he remembers. “They only made everything 
louder – there was no clarity, no precision to the hearing. Small 
things such as a door closing felt like an explosion in my head. 
So I just gave up with them and spent another couple of years 
struggling away.” 

Turning point

Then around eight years ago, Matt decided that something had 
to change. He went for an assessment and to his delight, he 
was told that he was suitable for a cochlear implant (CI). “The 
audiologists were all amazed at how well I’d learned to lip-read 
and were surprised that I’d been able to continue working with 
such poor hearing,” he says. 

“I did a lot of research on all the different types of hearing 
implants, spoke to CI wearers and compared their exp eriences. 
It was really important to me that I should be able to hear 
music properly again. This is why the MED-EL implant was rec-
ommended to me – it has a longer electrode that sits deeper 
in the cochlea than other implants, which means you can hear 
the full range of tones.” (See Pitch-perfect technology, right.) 

In 2010, Matt underwent the operation on his left ear. After 
the implant was switched on, Matt’s life began to change  
rapidly. “It was incredible! I can remember that I could hear 
this strange noise, an annoying eek, eek, and I thought there 
was something wrong with the implant. And then I realised it 

In September 2016, Matt took part in Sydney’s Distinguished Gentleman’s 
Ride, a charity event for prostate cancer and men’s health.
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“I could hear this strange 
noise, an annoying eek eek, 
and I thought there was 
something wrong with the 
implant. Then I realised it 
was birds that wanted to 
drive my dog away…”
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was birds that wanted to drive my dog away with their angry 
chirping. Then when I opened a bottle of mineral water, I was 
flummoxed by a hissing sound. I hadn’t heard these noises for 
20 years!” he recounts.

Sudden improvement

Shortly after the operation, Matt went back to work. “I tried to 
live as normally as possible. To start with, all voices sounded 
alike and rather robotic and I wondered whether I would ever 
be able to differentiate between them. And then after two 
months, it happened. It was as if a switch had been flipped and 
suddenly everything was so much clearer. My hearing continually 
improved over the following 12 months.”

And then music: two months after the implant was activated, 
he went to the Big Day Out music festival, as he had done every 
year. “An African funk band was playing and it was just phen-
omenal. I could even hear the ‘chaka-chaka’ of the maracas. 
And once the brass kicked in, I could pick out the trumpet and 
the cymbals in the drum solo.”

Learning a language

These days Matt travels more than ever on his motorbike, thanks 
to the fact that the implant has made communication so much 
easier. Four years ago, he spent 10 weeks travelling through 
the USA. Since then, he’s driven through central America, inclu-
ding Mexico and Guatemala, south-east Asia and across central 
Europe. “For my trip through central America, I learned some 
Spanish,” Matt says. “You can’t learn a foreign language by 
lip-reading. Thanks to the implant, I could hear in the language 
course and actually learn Spanish. That’s incredible!” It was 
important for him to learn the language because he enjoys 
talking to people on his travels. “I felt safe in Guatemala and 
Mexico, because I knew that I could communicate with people.”

Being able to hear well has become important for Matt’s sense 
of freedom. “I can explore the world and discover all that it 
has to offer,” he says with enthusiasm. Indeed, he feels that 

his hearing in his left ear is now as good as it was before he  
became deaf. “I only have five to 10 per cent residual hearing in 
my right ear and could have another implant, but I’m currently 
managing well, so have no plans to do this in the near future. 
In fact, there are no situations in which I feel I hear less well 
than other people now. That gives me confidence. It’s only in 
noisy environments that it can be difficult, but I think many 
other people find this too.

“The implant has given me back my freedom to participate  
in society without any impediments. Previously I felt as though 
I was taking part in a race with only one leg. Now I’m running 
again with two.”    

INTERVIEW

Matt in Taiwan, during his trip through south-east Asia in September 2016.
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PITCH-PERFECT TECHNOLOGY

The electrodes in the MED-EL cochlear 
implants (CI) are the only ones worldwide 
that can stimulate the cochlea along its 
whole length.

This means that the wearers of a MED-EL CI can 
hear the whole tone spectrum from high to low 
frequencies. The tones are sorted in the cochlea 
according to pitch. We hear high tones at the base 
of the cochlea and low tones at the apex. Using a 
long electrode and the unique FineHearing 
technology, it becomes possible to interpret all 
the pitches correctly. FineHearing also ensures 
that speech is clearly distinguished from 
background noise, and sound and music 
perception are very similar to natural hearing. This 
is why MED-EL’s implants are extremely popular 
among people who enjoy listening to music.

“The implant has given  
me back my freedom to 
participate in society without 
any impediments. Previously  
it felt as though I was taking 
part in a race with only one 
leg. Now I’m running again 
with two.” 
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Hitting the pause button to stop and reflect can help us 
find inner freedom and tap into our huge power resources, 
according to the experts

Sigrun Saunderson

After reading this, I’m making an effort 

to consciously take time out without being 

interrupted by my smartphone or other 

distractions. And I was fascinated to discover 

just how important time out is for cochlear 

implant users during auditory training. 

BB

In my view
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WELLBEING

is so important to our mental health and wellbeing that most 
industrialised countries have legislated for employees to be 
entitled to time out on a daily, weekly and yearly basis. Never-
theless, in the 24/7 technological age, where we’re always just 
a click away from our social network, or an email away from 
colleagues or clients, stress seems to be a very real part of life.

In 2012, business consultancy Regus surveyed 16,000 profes-
sionals worldwide and found that six in 10 workers in major 
global economies were experiencing increased workplace 
stress. And in the UK in 2015/16 stress accounted for 37% of 

all work-related ill health cases and 45% of all working days lost 
due to ill health, according to the Health and Safety Executive. 

So what’s going on? Have we lost the ability to switch off? It 
seems that way if we take a look at how we spend our free 
time. At midday we often have a working lunch, with our ears 
to the phone and eyes glued to emails. Weekends are often full 
of leisure activities, and on holiday many of us try to pack as 
much as possible into the shortest time available: that holiday 
in Italy becomes an exhausting whirlwind of sightseeing and 
every moment of that trip to Australia is mapped out from start 
to finish in the minutest detail. We replace the demands of daily 
life with new demands in our free time. So when are we ever 
able to stand still, breathe and recharge our batteries?

Taking a break

“We often lose our 
bearings in life because 
we are constantly trying 
to meet demands… In 
so doing, we can lose 
the ability to listen to 
our inner selves.”
Andreas Martin Eisen, time-out adviser

20 21EXPLOREFREEDOMEXPLOREFREEDOM 21EXPLOREFREEDOM



WELLBEING

Time out or burnout

Indeed, this non-stop treadmill of activity is a real threat to 
our mental wellbeing, according to Andreas Martin Eisen, a 
coach and self-styled ‘time-out adviser’, based in Bad Abbach, 
Germany. “We often lose our bearings in life because we are 
constantly trying to meet demands. There’s always someone 
who wants something from us, whether it‘s our parents, our 
teachers, our bosses, our partner or our children. We can lose 
the ability to listen to our inner selves and this is typically the 
point at which a crucial event pulls us up short and forces us 
to take stock,” he explains.

Time out is about taking a break from everything that your 
life has been made up of to date – work, family, friends, your 
comfort zone, your hobbies. “In your time out, you can be 
the person you really are. You can discover yourself anew and 
finally uncover your inner self,” says Eisen. This is particularly 
important if you are close to burnout.

If you don’t want it to come to this, Eisen recommends that 
you should regularly pause and take time out. “If you take the 
time once a week to think about exactly where you stand, you 
can avoid burnout.” But what does it really mean to pause and 
take time out? And how do you do it?

The here and now

Fleur Sakura Wöss, a Vienna-based Japanologist and Zen coach, 
and author of the book Innehalten (Pause for thought), knows 
all about this, having dedicated most of her life to the subject. 
“In our world we live mainly for the future, or we remember 
things that happened in the past,” she says. “Pausing for 
thought is the space in between, so to speak – a space that 

is unplanned and unoccupied, where you can freely decide in 
that moment what you do. It’s always an exhilarating feeling 
to experience this kind of freedom and power.”

But it’s not so easy for everyone to access this space. Because, 
even when we’re lying in a hammock, our minds are busy pro-
cessing events from the past or making plans for the future. Real 
inner peace is not so easily achieved. “It’s like an inner flywheel 
that keeps up the momentum even when we have drawn to 
a halt,” explains Wöss. Pausing for thought needs time and 
ideally stillness. No deadlines, no telephone, no conversation. 

However, it’s not necessary to have mastered Zen meditation in 
order to be able to do it. “A walk in the woods is just as good,” 
says Wöss. “As long as you go for long enough for the inner 
flywheel to come to rest. Then your eyes open and you become 
aware of things you had never noticed before. Regular pauses 
are always a source of strength and creativity.”

Even nature rests

This becomes clear when you look at the trees sprouting new 
leaves and flowers in the springtime. It really seems as if they 
used the winter to regain their strength in order to burst into 
blossom with new vitality in the shortest space of time. “We 
also have this natural rhythm in us,” says Wöss with conviction. 
“We experience the strength of the spring and summer and the 
lull in autumn and winter.” In her opinion, winter is ideal for 
pausing and taking time out. Instead of going skiing or visiting 
relatives, she recommends staying at home to discover your 
inner self. “You must be able to make friends with boredom in 
order to really pause for thought.”

Winter has always been the time for retreat and reflection. It is 
associated with stillness and contemplation and has traditionally 
been used for reflecting on the past and making plans for the 
coming year. And if you take the time to really pause, you may 
well arrive at that space in between – the space where the 
strength and creativity for the next spring lie buried. 

“You must be able to  
make friends with boredom 
in order to really pause  
for thought.”
Fleur Sakura Wöss,  
Japanologist and Zen coach 
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WELLBEING INTERVIEW

What role do breaks play 
in auditory training?

Breaks are particularly impor-
tant when starting auditory 
training. During training, the 
cochlear implant (CI) user has 
to learn how to hear without 
lip-reading, which is extremely 
tiring and requires a great 
deal of concentration. If, as 
a therapist, I detect a lack of 
concentration, any tension or 
obvious tiredness, I suggest a 
little time out.

Why is it so tiring?

Many CI users have had a 
hearing impairment for a long 
time before the implant and 
so have learned to understand 
speech, partly or even entirely 
through visual signals such as 
lip-reading. Also, the implant 
is still new, and the hearing 
process with this device is 
quite different from the way 
people hear naturally. This 

means that initially they are 
registering lots of new acoustic 
signals and stimuli that they 
can’t yet recognise and inter-
pret, which can be frustrating. 
Without breaks, there would 
constantly be situations in the 
training sessions when the CI 
user would start to tire, lose 
heart and begin to doubt that 
they will ever learn to hear 
properly again.

Do CI users need more 
frequent breaks in general? 

At the beginning, CI users 
should make sure they have 
plenty of breaks from the 
implant, even though using it 
in everyday life isn’t as intense 
and exhausting as it is during 
an auditory training session. 
This is because in everyday 
life, the CI user is often hel-
ped by the context or by visual 
clues, such as the shape of 
the speaker‘s mouth. Even so, 
processing hearing through 

the CI is still not the same 
as it was previously because 
there are many more auditory 
stimuli. For instance, sounds 
such as the rustling of paper 
or the hiss when opening a 
bottle of fizzy drink can seem 
much louder than previously, 
and the brain constantly com-
pares the auditory stimuli with 
auditory memory. However, it 
gradually learns to accept the 
new auditory impressions.

And how do CI users deal 
with this in practice?

In everyday life, it is often dif-
ficult to build in breaks from 
hearing, so everyone must 
try to find their own solution, 
for instance by using email or 
text rather than the telephone 
at work, or by switching off 
their device during a coffee 
break. I also know CI users 
who take their CI out after 
work, because they simply 
need some peace and quiet. 

Hearing therapist Erika Bogár-Sendelbach 
explains why people with cochlear implants 
should place particular value on taking time out

A BREAK 
FROM 
LISTENING

Since 1994, Erika has 

specialised in auditory 

training for CI users. She 

has written three 

comprehensive work and 

training manuals under 

the title Richtig üben! 

Richtig verstehen! 

[Practise right! 

Understand right!], which, 

together with the 

accompanying CDs, are 

used by numerous 

therapists and CI users in 

auditory training classes. 

Erika Bogár-Sendelbach

has been a special needs teacher and 
hearing therapist for hearing-impaired 
people in Germany since 1970. 
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If you’re a hearing implant user, a missing item can have far greater 
consequences than simply leaving your swimming goggles or notebook at 

home. Here’s everything you need to know for a hassle-free trip

TRAVELS WITH 
AN IMPLANT

Madeleine Bailey
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Travelling with an implant is so 

much easier than you may think. 

There are no problems with metal 

detectors at airports, take-off and 

landing are issue-free and you can 

hire spare parts from MED-EL 

so you’ll always have back-up. 

BB

In my view

How can I make sure I don’t run 
out of battery power?

Florian Feichtner, Head of Clinical Support 
at MED-EL in Innsbruck, Austria, explains: 
“MED-EL’s rechargeable batteries are 
designed to work with different mains 
around the world, so you don’t need to 
take a separate power converter. How-
ever, don’t forget the plug adapters, 
which come with your kit.”   

If you’re worried about a lack of a rel-
iable power source, you could also take a 
portable charger, which can be attached 
to your rechargeable battery by the USB 
cable provided. And if you have access 
to a car, this could be used via the car’s 
integrated USB port, or with an adapter 
connected to the car’s cigarette lighter.

“Alternatively, you could use disposable 
batteries – pack more than you think you 
will need, in case of unforeseen delays,” 
adds Feichtner.

What if something goes wrong?

It’s also advisable to take spare parts. 
“Many MED-EL offices offer holiday or 
loaner kits, which consist of a com-
plete back-up audio processor,” says 
Feichtner. And be sure to check in 
adv ance where the nearest hospital 
with an ENT department will be, so you 
can get help quickly in an emergency.  

Do different countries have 
specific regulations for hearing 
implants or batteries? 

As a precaution, you may want to check 
in advance with the airline in case of 
specific regulations for hearing implants 
or batteries.  

For instance, the Federal Aviation Admin-
istration (FAA) in the USA stipulates that 
any batteries or battery chargers that 
contain lithium can only be taken on to 
the plane in carry-on luggage and not 
packed in the hold unless they are in an 
electronic device. This is bec ause of a 
potential fire risk, which would be more 
difficult to contain in the hold. 

However, Florian Feichtner is keen to 
emphasise: “Many people with hearing 
implants fly regularly without any issues 
or problems so there’s really no need to 
be too concerned.” 

Should I keep everything to  
do with my implant in my  
hand baggage?

Absolutely, according to Feichtner: “This 
means you have everything important to 
hand and if your main luggage is delayed 
or lost, you will still be able to hear.”

Do I need to remove my audio  
processors before going through 
the airport’s metal detector?

“There’s no reason that you can’t walk 
through the metal detector wearing your 
audio processors as it will not damage 
them, though you may hear a slight 
buzzing noise as you go through due to 
electromagnetic interference. There’s only 
a very small chance that the alarm will go 
off, though the processor and implant will 
show up if you pass through the body 
scanner,” explains Feichtner. “To ensure 
the airport staff understand about

LIFESTYLE

  CHECKLIST FOR YOUR TRIP

Making a checklist will mean that you’re less likely to forget 
something vital. Besides the audio processors you are already 
wearing, this should include the following:

•   Patient identification card for your hearing implant

•   Remote control

•   Extra battery and charger 

•   More than enough disposable batteries for your trip

•   Extra coil cable

•   Audio processor tester

•   Drying system 

•   Cleaning brush

•   Telecoil accessory 

•   Contact details of the nearest hospital with an ENT department

•    A printed or digital copy of your audio processor’s settings (in case 
you need to consult an audiologist)

•   A vibrating alarm clock if you’re travelling alone

•    WaterWear waterproof audio processor cover if you’re likely to be 
doing any water-based activities. For more information, visit  
medel.com/waterwear/.
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your implant, show them your patient 
identification card and explain that it’s 
a hearing device.” And don’t worry if 
security needs to use a handheld wand 
to screen the audio processors – it will 
beep when it passes over them but it 
won’t harm them or the implant.

Remember to inform the staff that you 
won’t be able to hear If you do take 
your audio processors off. Ideally, avoid 
letting the audio processors go through 
x-ray scanning equipment as there is a 
small chance that it could damage the 
microphones. You can ask for them to 
be hand-checked instead. If they do go 
through the scanner, make sure that they 

are in a static-free container such as a 
fabric bag to avoid potential damage by 
static electricity.

Do the audio processors need  
to be switched off for take-off 
and landing?

“Both the European Aviation Safety 
Agency (EASA) and FAA safety guidelines 
recommend that airlines allow audio  
processors to remain switched on during 
all phases of the flight, including take-off 
and landing, but we recommend checking 
this first with the individual airline as  
policies may vary,” advises Feichtner. 
However, if you do switch off your audio 

processors at any stage of the flight, 
inform the staff that you won’t be able 
to hear in case there are any important 
safety announcements.  

Who should I tell about my 
hearing implants?

It’s advisable to let your hotel staff know 
in case of emergencies such as a fire. Ask 
in advance if the hotel has rooms with 
equipment for hearing-impaired people, 
such as visual fire alarms and vibrating 
alarm clocks. 

“And, as previously mentioned, tell the 
airport staff and flight attendants if you 

26 27EXPLOREFREEDOMEXPLOREFREEDOM



decide to remove or turn off your audio 
processor when going through airport  
security or during your flight in case of 
important information,” says Feichtner. 

If you’re worried about missing vital flight 
information, sign up in advance with the 
airline for mobile phone text alerts for 
delays, gate changes or boarding calls. 
And look out for the telecoil symbol, 
indicating that the area is fitted with 
a hearing loop, which blocks out back-
ground noise, making it easier to hear 
in busy environments such as airports. 

Will I be able to listen to the plane‘s 
film and music channels? 

You can use one of your direct audio input 
cables to connect your audio processor to 
the in-flight entertainment system, using 
the 3.5mm audio jack. There’s a choice 
of two cables, depending on how much 
microphone input you want from your 
immediate surroundings. “Sometimes an 
adapter is required to connect a 3.5mm 
audio jack cable,” says Feichtner. 

Could different environments 
affect how well my audio  
processors work?

MED-EL’s audio processors are designed 
to work in many different environments, 
and the SONNET in particular is well 

protected from both dust and moisture. 
That said, humidity is usually the greatest 
challenge because exposure to moisture, 
including sweat, can affect how well an 
audio processor works. As a result, it‘s 
important to make sure that you use your 
drying and storing kit every night and that 
you follow the basic care instructions  
to the letter. 

Also, be careful never to leave your audio 
processors in direct sunlight and try  
to avoid exposing them to extreme temp-
eratures. “Very low temperatures might 
affect the battery life but this is only 
usually the case in extreme con ditions,” 
adds Feichtner. 

LIFESTYLE
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WHEN DO YOU 
FEEL REALLY 

FREE?
This is the question we asked a selection of people from 

around the world – and their answers show that freedom can 
be found in all aspects of everyday life

I feel totally free when I’m off 
on my bike in the middle of 
nowhere. Nothing beats cycling 
at top speed down a hill.
Rob, 45, Stoke-on-Trent, UK

I feel free when I take pictures of 
landscapes because I don’t have to 
hear, I can just feel.
Barbara, 28, CI candidate, 
Buenos Aires, Argentina

A few years ago, I left my office 
job and decided to work for myself. 
Although it can be stressful, 
knowing I’m my own boss still gives 
me a sense of freedom.
Anjula, 37, London, UK

I feel free when I dance because I follow the 
music and I forget everything around me.
Ariadna, 11, CI user, Buenos Aires, Argentina

I am free when I’m driving. 
I can drive fast or slow, be 
on time or late, and I can listen 
to radio stations and sing along 
if I like.
Renita, 28, CI user, Dubai, 
United Arab Emirates
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Q & A

When I’m able to master daily tasks such as 
grocery shopping, taking a cab or driving a car 
in my new home in India, I feel free. Often 
when you move to a different country you tend 
to become dependent on others for help, so this 
is really important to me.
Edith, 34, Gurgaon, India

I always feel free, 
because I never  
give up, and I don’t 
let anything hold  
me back. 
Jarir, 10, Dubai, 
United Arab 
Emirates

I feel free whenever I’ve 
completed my jobs for the 
day. Then I like to reward 
myself, even if it’s with 
something really simple 
such as dinner or a bar of 
dark chocolate.’
Sami, 70, Cairo, Egypt

When I can structure my free time 
myself, just as I want, that’s freedom 
for me. I feel free when I can go 
where I want and can afford the 
simple things in life – like a coffee 
and an occasional meal out with the 
family – without having to count 
every penny.
Jürgen, 38, Vienna, Austria 

I feel most free when 
I’m running on a dirt 

trail in the woods. There’s 
the fresh smell of wet leaves 
and underbrush, with patches 
of light speckling the ground 

through the tree cover. I feel at 
peace, connected to nature, and free 

from stress and to-do lists.
Suzanne, 48, Seattle, USA

As 
a 
student, 
I don’t have 
much free time, 
except perhaps 
going to and from 
school on the bus. This is 
my favourite time as it feels 
like the world is on hold and I 
don’t have to pay attention to anything 
important. It’s just me and the blurry 
buildings as we drive past.
Hana, 15, Cairo, Egypt

I feel really free when I can 
travel. I love travelling for work, 

but it’s during my free time that I 
can explore new countries and towns 

properly. The best part is meeting new 
people and increasing my knowledge of the 

world in general.
Fabio, 38, Milan, Italy
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THE 
DARK 
SIDE OF 
DATA USE

How many steps 
have you taken so 
far today? 
Has your pulse already reached 120? Have you swum as many 
lengths as planned? A quick look at your smartphone, wristband 
or watch may be enough to answer these – and many more 
– questions. These clever devices are small enough to take 
everywhere and smart enough to register the most important 
data about your health, body and performance. This is the 
ultimate in personal information that should belong to you and 
you alone. But are you really the only one with access to it?
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Reading the terms and conditions before 

agreeing to register with an app online simply 

isn’t enough to protect our data, as many 

service providers transfer the technical data 

harvested from smartphones to third-party 

providers before users even have a chance to 

do so. This means we all need to think before 

we click in order to protect our privacy.

BB

In my view
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Fitness apps promise the ultimate gain in 
motivation, performance and fun. But what  
do the technology providers get out of this  
– and what price are we really paying for  
these free services? We take a look at the 
murky world of data collection

Thomas Röbke

 TECHNOLOGY

“It’s great that these running shoes actually count the miles, 
so you never forget to buy new ones before the old ones have 
completely had it,” says a Runtastic app user online. Apart from 
the obvious question as to why you should trust a computer 
program more than your own eyes when deciding you need a 
new pair of trainers, this function in the fitness app could have 
something to do with the fact that this company has belonged 
to the sporting shoe giant Adidas since August 2015. 

Vested interest

The running shoe information may be just a small detail, but it 
illustrates clearly what is driving global data collectors: knowing 
more about people’s habits and ‘needs’ than they do them-
selves, in order to market products in a more targeted way. 
Even with a standard mobile phone, we now constantly collect 
GPS data on our location and then pass it on to mobile phone 

providers and manufacturers without even being aware of it. For 
example, it’s now possible to identify people in a demonstration 
after the event with just a few mouse clicks. 

Yet data protection is a fundamental element of our human right 
to privacy. As Jan Philipp Albrecht, data protection expert for the 
Green Party in the European Parliament, has stated: “I cannot 
effectively exercise any basic right if I have lost control of my 
own personal data. If I have to reckon with information about 
my participation in demonstrations being automatically recorded 
and processed and made available to insurance companies, 
employers or the authorities, I am clearly being restricted in 
my autonomous decisions regarding the execution of my basic 
rights.” And he observes: “We lost control of our data a long 
time ago. In most cases the processing of data is carried out 
without the will or the authorisation of the person affected.” 
Albrecht is now calling for improved data protection rules. 

30 31EXPLOREFREEDOMEXPLOREFREEDOM



We got used to giving away personal 
data a long time ago in order to be able 
to use something for free. But knowledge 
is power and it is being put to use.

Implications for health insurance

So should we carry on using our fitness apps? Obviously, they 
are fun and they spur us on to beat our performance and 
improve our nutritional consumption from the previous day. And 
for anyone with a chronic condition, the closely related health 
apps and gadgets are clearly a plus when it comes to freedom, 
because now people can measure their blood pressure, pulse 
and blood glucose levels extremely discreetly and at any time. 

But what would happen if the health insurance companies 
were able to access and process the data from these health 
and fitness apps? And suppose they were to combine this 
with the information from our supermarket loyalty card, which 
stores data on our consumption of foods, including unhealthy 
snacks such as crisps and sweets? Just suppose that they 
formed risk groups and allocated people to them? The principle 
of autonomy – wherever there is one – would be rendered  
meaningless because anyone who doesn’t willingly provide 
their data is immediately considered to be suspicious. Car  
insurance companies already offer bonus payments if you are 
prepared to have your driving monitored at all times. 

The Consumer Association of North Rhine-Westphalia, the  
largest organisation for consumer rights in Germany, examined 
12 ‘wearables’ – portable computer technologies such as fitness 
trackers and electronic clothing – and 24 fitness apps to see 
precisely how they comply with data protection. Shockingly, it 
was revealed that hardly any of the providers inform their users 
in full about precisely how their data are used. The majority of 
the apps investigated transmit numerous – including sensitive 
– data to the service provider’s server as well as to associated 
analysis and advertising services. Sensitive data ranges from 
personal details such as name, age and address to financial 
details and health conditions. 

Technical data – including details of which operating system 
you use on your smartphone – are sent to third-party service 
providers in 16 out of 19 apps before the users have a chance to 
agree to their terms of use or to be informed about how their 
data are handled. Most of the wearables investigated can be 
tracked without the user’s consent, so it’s easy to put together a 
movement profile. Only one single provider obtained a separate 
consent from its users for processing sensitive health data. The 
findings of the consumer watchdogs led to nine providers being 
warned due to violations of the data protection provisions.

Data equals power 

We got used to giving away personal details a long time ago, 
in order to be able to use something for free. But knowledge 
is power and it is being put to use. Email providers, Facebook, 
WhatsApp, Instagram and others live off our data, which they sell 
to advertising customers. The moment we enter a search term in 
Google we become part of the army of unpaid Google workers 
who are continually optimising the world’s biggest search engine. 
Data protection expert Albrecht explains: “Google’s algorithms 
are trained to learn from us automatically and to analyse every 
click and every entry to improve the Google system.”

Jaron Lanier, US computer scientist and pioneer of digitalisation, 
was himself one of the founders of Silicon Valley at a time when 
this current global player was just starting out. According to him, 
the problem with Google is not the character or the intention 
of the people who work there but its position in this new and 
rapidly evolving industry.

“The problem is that Google is in an extremely influential pos-
ition, whereby it will destabilise society unless something is done 
about this. There were no bad intentions. It’s just that no one 
saw this coming,” he says. Lanier criticises the group compulsion 

©
 S

H
U

TT
ER

ST
O

CK

32 33EXPLOREFREEDOMEXPLOREFREEDOM



 TECHNOLOGY

  6 STEPS TO PROTECTING 
YOUR PRIVACY

1.   Save your data with different 
providers, so that no single provider 
can create a full profile.

2.   Don’t save data in clouds – that is, 
external to your smartphone, tablet 
or computer.

3.   Think twice about recording very 
sensitive data such as medical 
information you want to keep private.

4.   Choose apps from European providers 
as they provide more concrete details 
on data protection.

5.   Send and receive emails via 
alternative providers, such as  
posteo.de/en, where you can register 
without having to provide any 
personal data. 

6.   Check out more advice at 
wikihow.com/Be-Safe-on-the-Internet 
and ist.mit.edu/security/internet.

with which we allow ourselves to be pigeonholed by the likes of 
Apple, Facebook, Google, Runtastic, WhatsApp and others: “It’s 
all young, hip and even rebellious to let your life be steered by 
a remote company in Silicon Valley, and to give that company a 
huge amount of information regarding who you make friends 
with, who you go to bed with, what job you take…” 

Just an illusion

According to Lanier, the belief that you can use the services of 
these IT giants and retain control over your data is an illusion. 
Even if you make every effort to customise the data protection 
settings for each provider, “you cannot avoid dealing with nume-
rous other third parties that are professionally associated with 
these companies. The idea that the individual can decide which 
information is made available to others on the basis of their data 
protection settings simply misunderstands the dynamic opera-
ting here. It simply doesn’t work and it would be a completely 
pointless legislative undertaking.” Even if we could access all 
the data collected about us, the algorithms that process these 
data into profiles and behavioural forecasts remain the business 
secrets of the data collectors. Another problem is that in US 
legislation there are fundamentally no rules that companies 
effectively have to observe when they process personal data.

We should no longer sacrifice our freedom for a little more 
comfort, according to German sociologist Harald Welzer, who 
believes we should take inspiration from the eco movement: 
“Its supporters are happy to take on board a little more incon-
venience if this means they have better health, more autonomy 
and less destruction of nature.” In a similar way, he believes that 
we should forego some of the benefits of self-optimisation in 
order to protect our data – and privacy. So instead of constantly 
striving for a better performance, let’s just pull on our trainers 
and enjoy the run! 
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CAN YOU
EVER BE 
FREE AT 
WORK?

FOCUS

Freedom isn’t usually the first thing we associate 
with work. After all, work is something we have to 
do so we can eat, have a roof over our heads and 
treat ourselves now and again. But it is possible to 
find a liberty of sorts in your working life

Sigrun Saunderson

Imagine 
just being able to do work you enjoy, 
precisely where and when you choose. 
It’s a nice thought but let’s face it, it’s 
one that’s rarely possible in practice for 
most of us. So we have to ask ourselves: 
are work and freedom ever compatible?

According to German political scientist 
and philosopher Dr Hans-Jürgen Arlt, 
the answer to this is a resounding “No” 
– at least not in the current working  
environment, in which work and freedom 
represent a contradiction in terms. 

“It’s true that work can be fun and that it 
can be fulfilling, but it’s still not an activity 
that we have chosen to do voluntarily,” 
he explains. “Work is a reaction to need 
and we are propelled into it by external 
factors.” For instance, although we may 
be meeting the needs of others through 
our work, we are primarily doing it so 
we can meet our own needs for earning 
money, first in order to eat and have 
a roof over our heads, and second, to 
increase the freedom of choice open to 
us when we’re not working. 

34 35EXPLOREFREEDOMEXPLOREFREEDOM



What’s the alternative?

So is there a viable alternative? Is it pos-
sible to escape the system, and still have 
a comfortable life with all our needs met?

Over recent years, an increasing number 
of new work models have been emer-
ging. Van Bo Le-Mentzel, a Berlin-based 
architect, author and speaker, has been 
carrying out his own experiment into this. 
This self-styled ‘karma-economist’ prac-
tised what he refers to as ‘unconditional 
basic work’ throughout 2015. Through a 
crowdfunding initiative, he raised enough 

money to cover his living expenses for a 
year, allowing him to work on whatever 
he liked, with no remuneration, during 
that time period.

Unfettered by day-to-day pressures to 
cover his living costs, he created plans 
and building instructions for inexpensive, 
self-assembly furniture, known as Hartz 
IV Möbel (Hartz IV is the name of Ger-
man social welfare benefits), which he 
posted free on the internet. Inspired by 
his own experience at a furniture-making 
workshop, the idea behind it was that 
elegant, good-quality furniture shouldn’t 

be the preserve of the rich. He also set 
up several social projects, including the 
design of cheap, compact houses and 
Fair Trade shoes.

While it sounds like complete freedom, 
in reality this wasn’t the case. “It was 
very challenging living that way within 
the existing economic structures as the 
tax authorities class crowdfunding as an 
industry,” explains Le-Mentzel. In the 
meantime, the father of two has returned 
at least in part to the traditional earning 
system and is employed as a teacher 
while continuing his roles as a crowd-
funder, architect, author and speaker. 

External pressures 
and inner freedom

But it’s not easy to ignore external pres-
sures, and for those of us who are of 
a less radical disposition but would still 
like to access more freedom, there are 
ways of changing some things within the 
existing framework. For instance, there 
has never been more flexibility around 
working hours and places of work. The 
technological age has made remote  
working a viable option for some emp-
loyees, as well as the self-employed, with 
many now able to work from home, or 
other destinations, at least for some 
of the time. Similarly, many people are 
swapping the security of a traditional 
job for the autonomy and flexibility that 
comes with being self-employed. 

And there is one area in which we always 
have freedom – our attitude to the work 
we do. If we approach a task willingly, 
it’s always easier to accomplish. And for 
people who go that extra mile, there is 
pride, satisfaction and motivation to be 
found in work. Of course, it isn’t always 
easy to find satisfaction in a boring 
task, but you can decide how you will 
view things – for instance, one person’s 
‘boring’ is another’s ‘peace and quiet’. 
Both views are valid and everyone has 
the choice. And that, after all, is a form 
of freedom. 

FOCUS
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In 2015, karma economist Van Bo Le-Mentzel spent a year providing ‘unconditional 
basic work’ while covering his living expenses by crowdfunding. He provided plans and 
building instructions for simple, self-assembly furniture for free on the internet and set up 
social projects, including Fair Trade shoes and designs for cheap, compact houses.
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FOCUS INTERVIEW

What is the role of 
freedom in today’s 
working world?

By definition, freedom and 
work are opposites. However, 
it’s possible to incorporate 
certain levels of freedom 
into the work environment 
by allowing employees to 
have a degree of flexibility, 
autonomy and room for 
manoeuvre. This brings a level 
of personal satisfac tion to 
people, which in turn can be 
incentivising. On the other 
hand, if there’s no scope for 
freedom or decision-making, 
this has a negative impact on 
motivation and perform ance, 
resulting in fluctuations in 
output and increased levels 
of absenteeism. 

So the more freedom, 
the better?

Not necessarily. The bottom 
line for any company is to 
maximise productivity, and 
this always ranks above emp-
loyee welfare in importance, 
despite the impression some 
companies try to give. Also, 
if the boundaries between 
work and free time become 
too blurred, this can pose a 
problem for some people.

In what way?

If your boss calls you in the 
evening or at weekends, this 
can palpably disrupt your free 
time. Or if you have children 
and choose to work from 
home for some of the time, 
this can affect freedom in a 
complex way. While it can be 
a great relief to have more 
flexibility to allocate your 
time, it could also lead to 
stress because you get more 
work interruptions and end up 
juggling lots of tasks at once, 
which can be tiring.

So what’s the solution?

As the official boundaries bet-
ween work and leisure time 
become ever more blurred, 
it becomes more important 
for individuals to draw their 
own boundaries. For example, 
you may decide not to read 
emails at the weekend or the 
evening, or you may decide 
not to take on too much 
work. It requires discipline 
to set these boundaries for 
yourself and for others and it 
is often difficult because, at 
the end of the day, you are 
dependent on your sources of 
income, whether that’s your 
employer, or your clients if 

you are self-employed. So 
no, you‘re absolutely not free.

This sounds like a lot more 
individual responsibility.

That’s right. The more auto-
nomously you work, the more 
individual responsibility you 
must take on. You must also 
have a lot of self-discipline 
to motivate yourself to do 
the work required, and not 
everyone has this. Equally, 
someone who needs a certain 
level of autonomy in order to 
feel incentivised will wither in 
an environment of strict rules 
and structures. 

People who are free still need to set boundaries, 
according to psychologist Katayun Pracher-Hilander 

WHY WE NEED 
BOUNDARIES

Katayun  
Pracher-Hilander 

works as an occupational and 
organisational psychologist in 
an independent practice near 
Vienna, Austria.
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Hearing-impaired children with implants, 

especially those who receive them early in life, are 

more likely to attend a mainstream school than 

other deaf children. For me, this alone is a strong 

argument in favour of early implantation.

BB

In my view
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Being deaf in a hearing world can seriously limit life options, from 
education and career to hobbies and socialising. But how much 

can a hearing implant restore freedom of choice? 

THE SOUND 
OF FREEDOM

WELLBEING

Madeleine Bailey
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if it’s something you’ve always done 
naturally and effortlessly. But research 
shows that the absence or loss of this key 
sense is potentially far more impactful 
than most people could ever imagine.  

Deafness is fraught with challenges at 
any age, and for children born deaf, those 
challenges start almost immediately. 
Because babies learn to speak by 
listening and copying sounds, not being 
able to hear changes their communica-
tion development from a few weeks old. 
If it remains untreated for too long, it can 
have a lasting impact. 

Ingrid Steyns, Rehabilitation Manager 
at MED-EL’s head office in Innsbruck,  
Austria, explains: “Through listening,  
children learn to use words and sentence 
structure to express their thoughts, wants 
and needs. During the first few years of 
life, a child’s brain is primed to develop 
speech and language skills, which lay the 
foundation for communication used in 
mainstream society. But if the auditory 
pathways of the brain are not stimulated 
during this time, the capacity to learn 
through listening is greatly diminished.”

Obstruction to learning 

Language skills provide a gateway to 
education and, according to Steyns: 
“Children with untreated hearing loss 
tend to show poorer performance 

across reading, writing, spoken lan-
g  uage and maths because even 
mathematical concepts need to be 
explained using language.” Sadly this 
is reflected in academic results, even in 
developed countries. Despite ongoing 
improvements, in 2016 UK gov ernment 
figures showed that nearly 59 per cent of 
deaf students failed to achieve five good 
GCSE passes – national exams taken by 
16-year-olds – compared with around 36 
per cent of hearing children.

And naturally, poor exam results limit 
career options. Several studies have 
found that people with hearing loss fare 
worse when it comes to employment and 
income. In 2015, national US research in 
medical journal Otology and Neurotology 
found that people with a mild hearing 
loss were twice as likely to be unemp-
loyed and one-and-a-half times as 
likely to have a low income than those 
with normal hearing. And in 2013, the 
American Annals of the Deaf revealed 
that even among university graduates, 
there was an earnings gap of 20 per cent 
between deaf and hearing people.

Technical solutions

But there is some good news. Hearing 
implant surgery can help address the 
disparity in opportunities between 
deaf and hearing people. Many studies 
consistently show that the earlier a 
deaf child is implanted, the better their 
speech and language skills, with some 
suggesting that those implanted before 

their first birthday will be able to speak 
and use language as well as their peers 
who can hear normally. This probably 
goes some way towards explaining why 
implanted children are more likely to 
attend mainstream school, especially if 
implanted early. In a 2013 study on 175 
children, Ear and Hearing journal reported 
that six years after surgery, eight out of 
10 children given cochlear implants (CIs) 
before 18 months were in mainstream 
school compared with just over six out 
of 10 implanted after the age of three. 

Hearing doesn’t just enhance oppor-
tunities for academic achievement, but 
also for quality of life. This includes being 
able to communicate with other children, 
aiding the development of social skills, 
as well as having the same freedom of 
choice when it comes to activities such as 
sport, drama and music. A 2016 systematic 
review published in Otolaryngology – Head 
and Neck Surgery showed that implanted 
children scored higher on quality of life 
indexes than other deaf children.

“If the auditory 
pathways of the 
brain are not 
stimulated during 
the first few years 
of life, the capacity 
to learn through 
listening is greatly 
diminished.”
Ingrid Steyns,  
Rehabilitation Manager at 
MED-EL, Innsbruck, Austria 

It’s easy to 
take hearing 
for granted
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Career choice

Even more encouragingly, a 2010 French 
study in the same journal found that 
many children with CIs eventually achieve 
normal levels of employment.

Gemma Mole, a hearing therapist at 
Queen Elizabeth Hospital Birmingham in 
the UK has also seen the positive effects 
of implantation on the careers of recently 
implanted adults: “A lot of people who 
have lost their hearing as adults take 
roles that don’t involve contact with the 
public, telephone use or meetings. But 
once they can communicate better, they 
take on more responsibilities and may 
even change careers. One lady I treated 
followed her ambition of writing novels. 
Now she teaches creative writing courses 
all over the world – something she 
wouldn’t have been able to do before.”

This sounds familiar to police officer 
Chuckie Butler, 43, from Evansville, 
Indiana, in the USA. Partially deaf since 
the age of one due to meningitis, Chuckie 
managed with hearing aids for many 
years, but shortly after joining the force, 
the hearing in his right ear deteriorated 
so much that it threatened his childhood 
dream of being a police officer.

“I joined the police 16 years ago but not 
long after being hired I started having 
problems understanding people on the 
radio and telephone. My department 
was very supportive but soon I had to be 
relegated to limited duty, which severely 

restricted my role. It was one of the worst 
feelings I’d ever experienced. I knew I had 
to find a solution or I wouldn’t be able to 
continue as an officer,” he remembers.

Chuckie had a CI fitted in his right ear 
in 2003 and after several months of 
rehabilitation was able to return to 
normal duties. He continues to use a 
hearing aid in his left ear. “Now I can hear 
exceptionally well on the radio, the phone 
and in noisy environments. The implant 
has allowed me to flourish as a police 
officer. Since then, I’ve been selected 
as Officer of the Year seven times, I’m 
an instructor in firearms and emergency 
vehicle operations, plus I train instructors. 
My CI means I can confidently speak to 
large groups of people,” he says.

Quality of life

Straining to hear can be extremely tiring 
so it’s not surprising that many newly 
implanted users get a new lease of life 
once they have undergone rehabilitation. 
Mole, who is an implant user as well as 
a therapist, explains: “When you’re deaf, 
you’re constantly on alert visually. Only 

30 per cent of speech is visible when 
lip-reading so you’re constantly filling in 
the gaps in your head. It’s stressful, and 
you often mishear and you don’t trust 
your judgment. But an implant gives you 
confidence to participate, whether that’s 
in work meetings or group social events.”

It’s well established that adults who 
lose their hearing are at a higher risk 
of isolation, loneliness and depression. 
However, a 2012 study in the journal 
Cochlear Implants International, con-
cluded that CI users had a similar level of 
psychological wellbeing – including mood 
levels and feelings of positivity – to the 
general population.

Much of this can be linked to the freedom 
and confidence that comes with knowing 
you can hear well and don’t have to rely 
on someone else to do everyday things. 

“Once hearing is improved, people are 
able to deal with everyday situations 
themselves. They may previously have had 
to take someone to the bank or even the 
doctor’s with them for support. It restores 
a person’s autonomy, independence and 
freedom,” says Mole.

This appears to be the case, regardless 
of how old a person is. With many studies 
establishing links between deafness 
and ill health, including depression, 
falls and even dementia, restoration of 
hearing can go a long way to maintaining 
independence in later years – and with 
independence comes freedom. 

“The implant has 
allowed me to 
flourish as a police 
officer. Since then 
I’ve been selected as 
Officer of the Year 
seven times… My CI 
means I can 
confidently speak to 
groups of people.” 
Chuckie Butler, CI user and police 
officer, Indiana, USA
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GOING 
MAINSTREAM
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At four months old, Amelie, 13, was diagnosed with a profound hearing 
impairment, yet thanks to her cochlear implants, she attends a mainstream 

school and hopes to study medicine one day. Her mother, Olga González 
Pérez, tells Bettina Benesch about their experience of education
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WELLBEING INTERVIEW

Olga, your daughter 
Amelie is deaf and has two 
cochlear implants (CIs). 
You decided from the 
beginning that you wanted 
her to go to a mainstream 
school. What was most 
important to you when 
choosing the school? 

From the start, we realised 
that Amelie needed to be 
in a small school with small  
classes, so that the back-
ground noise level wasn’t too 
high. We were finally able to 
find a mainstream primary 
school with just two classes 
per year group, and the 
head was very open-minded.  
Amelie was the first hearing- 
impaired child in the school. 
We also had a support teacher 
who was a great help. 

What was the biggest 
challenge at the school? 

Despite the classes being 
relatively small, the biggest 
challenge was the noise in 

the background. Even with 
an implant, Amelie only hears 
sounds from 30 decibels*, 
which can be challenging in a 
noisy environment such as a 
classroom. As a result, it was 
important to compensate for 
Amelie’s hearing impairment 
with an FM system** – a 
technical device that helps 
transmit sound straight to 
her CIs. Although there’s 
a law that stipulates that 
children with special needs 
have the right to be included 
in mainstream education, no 
one seemed to know exactly 
what it meant. We were often 
told: “You can send your child 
to a mainstream school, but it 
mustn’t cost any more.” And 
of course an FM system is 
expensive. But we pushed for 
it and it was finally installed.

What would it be like for 
Amelie if she didn’t have 
the FM system?

The FM system transmits the 
voices of the teacher and the 

students directly to her CIs. 
Without it, Amelie would miss 
important information. 

Do you think that Amelie 
would have been able to go 
to a mainstream school 
without her CIs? 

Absolutely not. She’s deaf. 
She would have had to go to 
a special school or a school 
for children with learning dif-
ficulties. We’re delighted that 
the implants have been so 
successful and we’re so grate-
ful for all that they enable her 
to do. Her CIs are her alpha 
and omega; they are her ears. 

What is necessary for 
children with CIs to thrive 
in a mainstream school?

For me the fact that the 
teacher is open-minded is 
very important, especially 
when it comes to trying new 
ways of doing things. Before 
changing from primary to 
secondary school, we had a 

meeting with the teachers 
and it was Amelie who told 
them all about herself. It’s 
important that the teachers 
take the time to find out 
about hearing with a CI and 
its challenges but it’s equally 
important that the parents 
show understanding and 
patience. What is also imp-
ortant in my opinion, is that 
we always remember that all 
children, with or without a CI, 
are amazing beings who have 
enormous potential. It would 
be good if we, as parents, 
were a little more humble, 
considering everything that 
our children do.  

 HEARING WITH BOTH EARS

MED-EL emphasizes the importance of bilateral implantation for people who are severely hearing-impaired in both ears 
with implants on both sides, especially children. Hearing with both ears, as opposed to one, means that a person can 
more accurately detect sound direction, and can distinguish important from unimportant sounds more easily. Music 
sounds fuller and richer with two ears. It is therefore important for people with a severe or profound hearing loss in 
both ears to receive an implant for each ear. Children in particular benefit from this. Experience shows that deaf children 
bilaterally implanted learn language more easily, concentrate less on hearing, and are more confident than those 
implanted with just one. Visit www.medel.com/int/bilateral for detailed information.

©
 P

R
IV

AT
E

Amelie with gold medallist Kaylin Yost from the USA at 
the Deaflympics in Samsun, Turkey 2017 and…

…with her parents after winning the German  
Championship Deaf Golf, also in 2017.

* People with normal hearing can hear from 25 decibels or below, according to the World Health Organization. 
** An FM system is wireless and transmits sound via a microphone directly to CIs or hearing aids. In Amelie’s case, 
the teacher speaks into a microphone, plus there are several microphones for the students. The signals from the 
microphones are transmitted from the FM system to a receiver worn by Amelie and then fed into her CIs. 

Amelie lives with 
her parents in 
 Schwetzingen, 
 Germany.

She is the German champion 
in deaf golf and in 2017, as 
the youngest competitor 
since the competition began 
in 2009, she came third 
in the European Deaf Golf 
Open Championships. In July 
2018 she will be taking part 
in the next World Deaf Golf 
Championships in Ireland. 
And she’s looking forward 
to learning Spanish, her 
mother’s native tongue, at 
school soon. Olga González 
Pérez is a certified business 
economist and works as a 
sales representative. She is 
also a systems coach and 
MED-EL hearing mentor in 
Germany. Visit hearpeers.uk 
for the English version.
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LEARNING 
FOR LIFE
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There are now more opportunities and possibilities in life than  
there have ever been, but increased freedom of choice brings with it  

greater personal responsibility. So how can we help our children  
navigate this exciting new world?

Thomas Goebel
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PSYCHOLOGY

as total dependants, relying on others to feed us, change us, 
keep us warm, carry us around, rock us to sleep and comfort us 
when we cry. Bonding and closeness rank well above freedom 
on our early-years priority list. 

And yet the capacity to discover the environment and to learn 
about it first-hand is one of the key requirements for a child’s 
development. “Even babies look at the world with curiosity 
once they have enough food, sleep and a dry nappy,” says 
psychologist Klaus Fröhlich-Gildhoff, Professor at the Protes-
tant University for Applied Sciences Freiburg, Germany. This 
balance between our need for help and support from others 
and our need for personal independence is a common theme 
throughout our lives, at least in the western world, according 
to Fröhlich-Gildhoff.   

Personal responsibility

Children learn to deal with their freedom within this social 
framework, ideally with the aid of their parents, who support 
them while giving them space to develop – such as when a 
toddler plucks up the courage to climb the ladder to the little 
slide in the playground for the first time. This is no easy task, 
particularly for the anxious parents looking on.

But trust strengthens children and helps build their confidence 
as they learn through personal experience. They need the free-
dom to test themselves, and learn from their successes – and 
failures, too. If the parents were to accompany them on every 
step up the ladder with warnings and tips on how to place their 

feet correctly, they would learn very little apart from getting 
the feeling that they can’t achieve anything alone.

“Children need freedom and private space,” says Fröhlich- 
Gildhoff. He refers to a study in which children who were asked 
what makes a good nursery replied: “A bush where we can hide 
and no one can see us.” “That’s a beautiful image,” he says. Of 
course, children have always enjoyed having their own secret 
world where they can indulge their imagination and creativity, 
but this is perhaps more important now than ever, as modern 
childhood is often excessively planned, with many children living 
in a straitjacket of scheduled activities. “Unplanned free time 
is important for children,” says Fröhlich-Gildhoff.

But this isn’t an argument for parents to adopt an ‘anything 
goes’ attitude. It’s important to monitor how much freedom 
children can deal with at their different ages and stages of 
development – for instance, by noting that the ladder to the 
slide is low enough so that little damage would be done if the 
toddler slipped, and by being there to wipe away the tears 
if there are a few bruises. Children need parents to be there 
to console them if something goes wrong and to encourage 
them to have another go, stresses Fröhlich-Gildhoff: “The more 
children know that they can depend on others, the more they 
trust themselves to exercise their freedom.”  

“Unplanned free time is 
important for children.”
 Klaus Fröhlich-Gildhoff, psychologist
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We begin life

Children need freedom in order to prepare for 

the outside world – and they need supportive 

parents when things don’t quite go to plan.

BB

In my view
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Teach me to do it myself

Around 100 years ago, Italian educational reformist Maria Mont-
essori summed this up in a now-famous quote from a child’s 
perspective: “Teach me to do it myself.” Parents, educationalists 
and teachers have the task of awakening and encouraging 
the child’s curiosity, says Ela Eckert, teacher, researcher and 
member of the board of the German Montessori Society.

The Montessori concept provides a choice of carefully selected, 
age-appropriate activities in a safe, child-friendly environment. 
“Once the teacher has shown the children the activities on offer, 
they can choose one and occupy themselves with it for as long 
as they like and at their own pace,” says Eckert.

From Montessori’s observations, the children select the activi-
ties that correspond to their developmental needs. This allows 
the children to learn through self-directed experience and play, 
while developing initiative and accepting a degree of autonomy 
and therefore responsibility for themselves early, according to 
Eckert. The Montessori approach is an education in freedom 
and self-discipline at the same time.

Conscious decision-making

Being able to deal with freedom is more important today than 
ever before, according to Fröhlich-Gildhoff: “Young people have 
a huge variety of options in almost every area of their lives.” 
But the constant pressure to make decisions can become a 
burden and so a false freedom. For young people to be able to 
cope with freedom, they also need to have the ability to accept 
restrictions. For instance, if they decide on one option, they 
then have to deal with the fact that the others are no longer 
available, without always feeling that they have missed out. 

In this situation, self-esteem is important. Children with a strong 
self-esteem will have more trust in their own decisions, rather 
than constantly doubting them. And self-esteem can be built if 
parents and other adults give children a sense of security and 
the opportunity to make their own choices. This is invaluable if 
they are going to be able to embrace their freedom.  

“Once the teacher has shown 
the children the activities on offer,  
they can choose one and occupy  
themselves with it for as long as 
they like and at their own pace.”  
Ela Eckert, German Montessori Society 
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Professor Werner 
Heymann, can children 
really learn about the idea 
of freedom at school?

School can certainly help to 
give children experience of 
freedom. Schools have the 
problem that they are seen 
as institutions of enforce-
ment, with school duties and 
prescribed educational stan-
dards. But it’s important that 
this isn’t all the child learns.

What else should they be 
learning about?

If we give credibility to the 
claim that we live in a free 
society, schools must also 
contribute to the ability of 
children to experience this 
freedom firsthand.

How can they do this?

There are lots of opportunities 
for structuring lessons in such 
a way that pupils can take 
an active role. For example, 
with projects, they can deci-
de on the topics they cover 
themselves, following their 
own interests. And they must 

have the freedom to be able 
to express their own opinions 
and to stand by them, without  
worrying that they will get a 
bad mark for speaking up if 
the teacher has a different 
opinion on the subject.

How much does this 
depend on the teacher?

The teacher’s personality is 
extremely important. They 
must be comfortable with 
encouraging the pupils to 
express their own opinions, 
whatever they are, even if 
they are different from their 
own. This means that the 
teacher must have a strong 
self-esteem.

Has school become freer in 
the past few decades?

Freedom has always been 
encouraged by progressive 
teachers. However, there are 
many teachers who would like 
to introduce more freedom 
but feel restricted by conven-
tion or rules, so it’s perhaps 
implemented less than it could 
be. There’s no such thing as 
absolute freedom, as it’s 

always limited by a network 
of rules and habits, which are 
often adopted subconsciously. 
One example is the pressure 
to buy, which is increasingly 
an issue these days, esp ec-
ially among teenagers. And 
the essence of freedom also 
includes respecting the free-
dom of others.

How does the behaviour of 
parents affect the ability  
of their children to learn 
about freedom?

The attempts of parents 
to over-control what their  
children do, even when 
they are at school, tends to 
have a detrimental effect, 
even though the motivation 
beh ind this is the wellbeing 
of the child. For instance, 
if parents are overprotec-
tive, this doesn’t give their 
children the opportunity to 
explore and experience their 
own freedom and learn from 
their mistakes. Bringing chil-
dren up to embrace freedom 
is not possible unless you  
accept certain risks, have 
faith in your children and also 
the courage to let them go. 

FREEDOM 
BRINGS RISKS
Educational scientist Professor 
Hans Werner Heymann explains about 
dealing with freedom in the school system

Until Hans Werner 

Heymann retired in 2012, 

he was Professor of 

Educational Science at 

Siegen University, 

Germany. He is part of 

the scientific editorial 

team for the German 

specialist journal 

Pädagogik [Education]. 

Heymann is also a 

composer and the 

conductor of a choir.

Professor Dr Hans 
Werner Heymann 

has studied mathematics, 
physics, educational science 
and musicology. 
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