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From the Chair – A year like none other 

2020 has been a year shaped in every place, 
and in every respect, by the COVID 19 
pandemic. Not only has it had widespread and 
devastating health and economic effects, but 
the measures necessary to contain its spread 
have profoundly affected social and business 
interactions and presented major challenges 
to providers of health and human services 
such as First Voice and its member centres. 

In relation to FV member centres, social 
distancing rules have necessitated staff 
working from home and restricted or 
prevented children and their families from 
attending centres for their usual face-to-face 
early intervention therapy, audiology and 
group activities. Overcoming these restrictions 
required immediate and thoughtful action 
from staff in close consultation with families, 
as well as close monitoring of the effectiveness 
of new models of therapy and other initiatives.

It is apparent that all centres responded 
superbly on all fronts including rapidly 
expanding teletherapy and teleaudiology, 
strong family engagement, innovative use 
of families’ resources at home, supporting 
staff mental health and well-being, as well 
as finding new COVID-safe approaches to 
fundraising and business administration to 
ensure financial sustainability. Much of this is 
highlighted in this Year in Review.

In August First Voice conducted an online 
survey of member centres on the impact of 
COVID 19 on services and sustainability which 
provided a consolidated view of insights, 
learnings and new initiatives as well as threats 
and opportunities in the months and years 
ahead.

For First Voice, much has been different. This 
year there was no First Voice Colloquium, 
no Power of Speech at Parliament House, 
Canberra and our annual Loud Shirt Day 
had to take a very different form. On the 
other hand, First Voice information sharing 
and mutual support through the Board, 
Board Committees (Clinical, Research and 
Communications) and Members’ Meetings 
have all proved immensely valuable in this 
time of crisis.

Overall, we are coming through this crisis 
together – stronger, more engaged with 
families and more determined than ever 
to improve access and funding for services 
and ultimately children’s listening, speech, 
language, educational and social outcomes.

Mark Fitzpatrick
Chair First Voice

The Carel du Toit Centre, 
Cape Town, South Africa
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“2020 has thrown up some challenges, but like the generations who have come 
before us, the innovation that has arisen from these challenges has produced 
wonderful outcomes for the children and families we see. It has left us in a stronger 
position to help more children, creating a better community in doing so.”

Mark Fitzpatrick, CEO of Telethon Speech & Hearing

https://careldutoit.co.za/contact-us/
https://www.hearandsay.com.au/contact/
https://shepherdcentre.org.au/contact-1/
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Snapshot of 2020: Centre Highlights
Australia

• Hear and Say – quickly expanded telehealth to around 70% of all families, 
including group programs, thanks to pre-existing systems for regional, rural and 
remote communities • continued first-time cochlear implant switch-ons and 
expanded remotely-enabled cochlear implant MAPping • screened its 60,000th 
student in its Hear to Learn – School Hearing Screening program • raised over 
$345,000 from 687 individual donors through a new campaign – Hear and Say: 
Here to Stay following the cancellation of several, regular annual fundraising 
events

• The Shepherd Centre - launched HearHub an online platform enabling global 
access to its world-leading clinical and educational programs • guided by family 
consultation and survey responses, rapidly transitioned virtually all its families 
to online telehealth with overwhelmingly positive feedback on the process and 
outcomes • raised over $125,000 from its first-ever Giving Day in October • 
experienced record growth in new enrolments

• Telethon Speech and Hearing - is partnering with Chevron Australia and WA 
Department of Education and Training in the Onslow Education Initiative to 
help build better health and education outcomes for children with sensory 
development issues in regional Western Australia • entrenched online teletherapy 
services as a permanent extension to services • successfully held its 31st local 
Power of Speech event with 29 brave and courageous students with hearing loss 
from Years 1 to 6

• Can:Do 4Kids – opened its new state-of-the-art centre, Can:Do South, in the 
Southern Adelaide metropolitan area providing better access, services and 
facilities for children with hearing loss, vision impairment and other sensory 
and developmental disabilities. The new centre is spacious and high-tech, with 
many specialist areas for diagnosis, therapy, teaching, group activities, games 
and exercise • celebrated several staff achieving their AG Bell Auditory-Verbal 

Therapy (AVT) exams to join the 
rest of their certified Listening and 
Spoken Language Specialists (LSLS) 
• speedily extended many of their 
services to online delivery, with 
generous support from community 
partners such as Telstra who 
donated 22 tablets and data so 
that no-one had to miss out.

• Royal Institute for Deaf and Blind Children – grew and delivered more services 
in 2020 quickly extending its well-established telepractice services to more 
clients during the COVID 19 pandemic • supported telepractice expansion 
with dedicated staff training and in-depth, ongoing client feedback to ensure 
achievement of client goals • opened two brand-new, fit-for-purpose sites in 
Broadmeadow (co-located with Hunter ENT) and Werrington • celebrated its 
160-year anniversary in October. Established in 1860, RIDBC now supports more 
than 10,000 people who are deaf, hard-of-hearing, blind or have low vision

International

• The Hearing House – introduced social/emotional 
mentoring support groups for its teenage and young adult 
recipients to promote meaningful social engagement, 
positive self-identity and tackle difficult issues though 
these important years • re-set its children’s therapy 
model, merging its paediatric audiology and speech & 
language therapist teams in a new and more productive 
co-treatment model • was one of the first clinics in the 
world to clinically trial Cochlear’s new app-based remote 
care product, Remote Check, which allows clients 
with iPhones and Cochlear N7 processors to remotely 
perform various hearing checks and questionnaires 
about their hearing

• Auditory-Verbal UK  – supported over 1,000 
professionals through their online training sessions 
this year • there are now 25 LSLS Cert AVTs in the UK 
• was chosen from more than 400 charities as one of 
ten winners of the 2020 GlaxoSmithKline/Kings Fund 
IMPACT Awards which recognise charities’ outstanding 
contribution to improving the UK’s health and well-being

• Carel du Toit – commenced an important collaboration 
with Sweden to undertake a five-year evaluation of 
the outcomes of hearing-impaired children attending 
the Centre up to the age of 3 years, comparing the 
results with the National Swedish quality register data • 
hosted their first-ever annual virtual Information Day in 
September to an audience of more than 200, both local 
and from abroad. Topics covered viral infections causing 
congenital and acquired hearing losses in children as 
well as the impact of COVID 19 on families and children 
with hearing loss • participated in AG Bell’s first ever 
online symposium allowing staff access to wide ranging 
presentations and discussions – a brilliant experience 
for all • celebrated two therapists completing their 
mentoring hours and being accepted to sit the LSL AVT 
certification examination in December 2020

About First Voice
First Voice and its Australian and 
international member organisations 
believe that all children who are deaf 
or hard-of-hearing (DHH), regardless 
of their social and economic 
circumstances, should have access 
to hearing technology and specialist 
early intervention services that will 
enable them to achieve the best 
possible speech, language, education 
and social outcomes.

First Voice pursues these ends 
through advocac y,  research, 
information sharing, collaboration, 
and continuous improvement of 
services and programs.

 Raise awareness of early 
childhood deafness, 

and the urgency of early 
intervention for children 

who are DHH.

Pursue domestic / 
international fundraising 

opportunities for 
listening and spoken 

language services and 
related research.

Advocate for equitable and 
timely access to evidence-
based early intervention 
services and mainstream 
inclusion for children who 

are DHH.

Promote universal newborn 
hearing screening and 
the implementation of 

adequately funded and timely 
management pathways.

Can:Do South open day tour in the 
Movement Zone

“Far too many children in the UK are 
missing out on effective support in 
the critical early years of their lives. 

Whether a child uses spoken language, 
sign language or both, families need 

support right from the start. 

AVUK looks to the considerable impact 
of government investment in services 

in Australia and calls on the UK 
Government to make the necessary 

investment that will enable deaf 
children in the UK to have the same 
opportunities in life as their hearing 
peers. We are proud to work with 

organisations across the First Voice 
Network in Australia, as well as in the 

UK to make this vision a reality.” 

Anita Grover, CEO Auditory Verbal UK

 Auditory Verbal UK, Bicester and 
London, United Kingdom

The Hearing House, 
Auckland,  
New Zealand

https://www.avuk.org/contact
http://www.hearinghouse.co.nz/contact-us/
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Thought leadership, applied research, innovation and 
advocacy are among the tools used by First Voice and 
its members to continuously improve access to services 
and deaf children’s outcomes in Australia, New Zealand 
and around the world.

In the UK, South Africa and globally the biggest 
challenges continue to be system deficiencies in 
newborn screening, access to devices and public 
funding for expert early intervention. Together, these 
prevent the vast majority of DHH children from 
accessing the services they need to develop age-
appropriate speech and language by the time they start 
school, thereby embedding lifelong challenges to their 
social and economic independence.

Thought Leadership and Research

“With over 5% of the world’s population having a disabling hearing loss, and 
with the majority of these individuals being children living in low- and middle-

income countries such as South Africa, it is of critical importance that as a 
country we provide effective hearing health services (through person-centred 
care) and policies, the provision of hearing devices and aural rehabilitation, 

empowering all those involved in the process (the person with a hearing 
loss, their families, hearing healthcare professionals and educators) and 

encouraging the implementation of best practices. Early identification and 
intervention are crucial to reducing the impact of hearing loss on a child’s 

development, educational achievements and life outcomes.“

Dr Diane Bell, Chairperson:  
Carel du Toit Trust and a member of WHO’s World Hearing Forum

In the Pipeline

First Voice Outcomes Reporting
As a basic requirement of evidenced-based practice, First Voice centres have been reporting on 
children’s listening, speech and language outcomes for over 15 years. This reporting informs each 
child’s therapy, fosters improvements in clinical practice and provides accountability to families, 
funders and individual donors.

In 2011, as part of an Australia-wide research project on deaf children’s social participation, First 
Voice moved to standardise and consolidate member centres outcomes assessment protocols and 
reporting to enable an annual consolidated outcomes report across member centres – known as 
Sound Outcomes.

This is now the world’s largest dataset for children receiving listening and spoken language early 
intervention, reporting on more than 1500 children. The dataset comprises internationally-
endorsed, standardised assessment data on children’s total language, auditory comprehension, 
expressive communication and vocabulary – and compares these results with children of the same 
age with typically developed hearing.

Results over an extended period of time show that well over 80% of children with hearing loss and 
no additional disabilities who graduate from First Voice centres’ early intervention programs have 
achieved age-appropriate speech, language and comprehension by the time they start school - 
placing them on a solid footing for their education that lies ahead.

The Sound Outcomes report on 2019 data is due for publication early next year. Interesting 
statistics include:

Exciting Market Research Imminent

First Voice families are well versed in the amazing outcomes routinely achieved by DHH children 
in LSL early intervention programs – and about the screening programs, hearing technologies, 
children’s audiology and early intervention therapies that enable this. But, we wonder, how much 
does the general public know, or GPs, or other medical specialists, or politicians, or the media?

We aim to find out. In early 2021 First Voice plans to undertake market research, in all our 
jurisdictions, to find out more about public and professional knowledge and awareness of deaf 
children’s communication, education, social and employment outcomes in the modern era - and to 
share these finding with interested stakeholders. 

Hearing Services Program

First Voice welcomes the Australian Government review of the Hearing Services Program (HSP). A 
component of the Review will identify possible program improvements to the current hearing care 
system for children and ensuring rapid detection and diagnosis; early and effective provision and 
fitting of Assistive Hearing Technology (AHT); and early and effective provision of specialist early 
intervention therapy. First Voice advocates for the retention and strengthening of the HSP program 
to ensure the best system in the world for hearing loss for children has been kept in place.

Telethon Speech & Hearing, 
Western Australia

Can:Do 4Kids, South Australia

Royal Institute for Deaf and Blind 
Children, various national locations, 
Australia

“It is important to note that 
hearing aids are only a part of the 

intervention required. Children born 
deaf or hard-of-hearing must have 

access to additional specialised 
support services and specialist Early 

Intervention programs. Staff with 
specific knowledge regarding the 

impact of hearing loss on all areas 
of development are key to children 

achieving great outcomes.”

Heidi Limareff, Group Chief 
Executive of Can:Do Group

83% 77% 32%
32% had 
cochlear 
implants

83% were 
diagnosed 

via universal 
newborn 
hearing 

screening

77% had 
bilateral 
hearing 

loss

https://www.tsh.org.au/about/contact-us/
https://www.cando4kids.com.au/contact/
https://ridbc.org.au/about-ridbc
https://ridbc.org.au/about-ridbc
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Find out more:

T: 07 3850 2111
E: admin@firstvoice.org.au
W: www.firstvoice.org.au

Benefits of First Voice 
Membership
The key benefit of joining First Voice is 
immediate access to a large body of knowledge 
and expertise in the field of children’s hearing 
services and language development that has 
been accumulated by member centres over the 
past 20 years.

Following our 2019 Strategic Review, First Voice 
aims to grow its membership base in Australia 
and overseas with a view to ensuring that our 
collaborative work will continue to achieve 
measurable outcomes for all, no matter where 
they live, with social equity a major focus.

Benefits of membership include:

• formal and informal information sharing and 
networking

• representation for all members and affiliates 
on the Research Advisory Committee and 
Clinical Advisory Committee

• participation in the annual 2-day First Voice 
Colloquium and in quarterly Members’ 
Meetings

• access to published outcomes data and shared 
database and research

• collaboration on research initiatives

• participation in business support activities 
including benchmarking, professional 
development, mentorship, fundraising, public 
relations and business administration systems

• advocacy and campaign support

“The adage in respect of our advocacy for 
children and their families is ‘nothing about 
us, without us’. For The Hearing House this 
speaks to the conviction that people and 
their families know what is best for them 
when planning for their personal support 
and services as stakeholders in designing our 
services.”

Claire Green, CEO of The Hearing House

Loud Shirt Day

AVUK – Loud Shirt Day 2020 might 
have looked and felt a lot different 
to previous years due to the global 

pandemic, but it was no less fantastic 
with individuals, businesses, families, 

friends and pets all doing their bit. 
And for the first time we joined 

the celebrations of our friends and 
colleagues in the First Voice network.

AVUK Loud Shirt Day bingo

Lego Masters Hear and Say 
build at Dreamworld 

RIDBC - Natalija and brothers 

Telethon Speech & Hearing 
Loud Ambassadors JJ,  
Diane and Aiden

Media support for the 
2020 Loud Shirt Day was 

strong

Loud Shirt Day is the only international fundraising 
event supporting children with hearing loss. 
Hosted by First Voice members and affiliate 

members in Australia, New Zealand and the UK, 
Loud Shirt Day is celebrated in October each year.

The Shepherd 
Centre Loud 
Ambassador Logan

Loud Ambassador 
Oscar and Can:Do 
Mascot, Penny 
Piggles

In 2020 the 
equivalent of  

A$395,000 was 
raised globally

The Hearing House get loud

https://www.firstvoice.org.au/
https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=1291782837840614

