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April 2021

From the Chair 

One of the first things to strike me when I look 
back on my term as Chair of First Voice is our 
steadily broadening focus from the Asia-Pacific 
region to the global challenge of promoting and 
supporting hearing programs for people of all 
ages in all countries around the globe.

This was addressed at our recent First Voice 
Colloquium (report below) as we reviewed 
and expanded our Strategic Plan and Strategic 
Priorities to embrace a broader international 
perspective. Consequently, First Voice now 
explicitly recognises dual responsibilities:

• to maintain and enhance Australia’s world-
leading arrangements for accessible, 
publicly funded, evidence-based services 
and programs for children who are Deaf or 
Hard of Hearing (DHH) and their families – 
that yield extraordinary individual, social, 
and economic outcomes; and 

• to work closely with international 
organisations, overseas providers of spoken 
language programs, and other interested 
bodies to promote and support the planning 
and delivery of similar arrangements across 
the globe.

The magnitude of the global challenge is well 
documented in the WHO World Report on 
Hearing (2021), launched on World Hearing 
Day (3 March) - the theme of which was “Don’t 
let hearing loss limit you”. The Report estimates 
430 million people world-wide with moderate 
or higher levels of hearing loss including 

some 34 million children. It also highlights 
acute shortages of trained health and related 
professionals without whom early diagnosis, 
application of assistive technologies and (re)
habilitation programs are impossible. 

Between them, First Voice member centres 
in Australia, New Zealand, and the UK have 
extensive online professional (and family) 
education and training programs as well as 
wide-ranging research and development 
activities (refer later in this publication). We 
offer these as an important contribution in 
tackling the challenges presented in the WHO 
Report. 

Finally, recent market research in Australasia 
and the UK has revealed widespread lack of 
awareness about the services that are available 
for children who are DHH today and the spoken 
language outcomes that are routinely achieved 
by deaf children when they undertake specialist 
programs such as those provided by First Voice 
member organisations. This means families of 
newly diagnosed children may not be able to 
make informed choices about their children’s 
hearing and communication options.

First Voice clearly has a task ahead in informing 
and educating the general public, politicians, 
and health, educational and disability 
professionals, both locally and globally, for the 
benefit of all. 

Mark Fitzpatrick
Chair First Voice

Photo: Auditory Verbal UK (AVUK)
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First Voice Colloquium 2021

This year’s annual Colloquium was held on 11-12 February via 
videoconference. Due to COVID we were unable, for the second 
successive year, to meet face-to-face but nonetheless managed 
long, lively and productive discussions resulting in a range of 
important decisions on priorities and actions for 2021 and beyond. 
These included:

• broadening the focus of our Strategic Plan and Strategic 
Priorities to embrace a more international perspective. We 
see this as a natural reflection of our interest in promoting free 
and accessible listening and spoken language early intervention 
services for children who are DHH throughout the world;

• exploring possibilities for collaborative world-wide research 
and advocacy activities including broad-based market 
research, graduate outcomes research, and advocacy to 
address shortages in hearing health care and early intervention 
services;

• setting advocacy priorities in Australia and our overseas 
members’ countries; 

• tackling the huge challenge of public, political, and 
professional ignorance of 21st Century spoken language and 
educational outcomes for deaf children and their associated 
personal, social and economic benefits. 

Board discussions were informed and invigorated by presentations 
from our Public Relations and Communications group, Cochlear 
Ltd and other special guests. Given the dispersed nature of our 
association, we are hoping that next year we will be back together 
again in person.

Summary

Since 2015 the combined FV centres’ client 
numbers have more than doubled as a result of 
new members joining First Voice and increased 
enrolments with member organisations. 

The 2019 Sound Outcomes data show an increase 
in client complexity with more children with 
additional needs, more children from a Culturally 
and Linguistically Diverse (CALD) background 
and an increase in severity of hearing loss.

The remarkable outcomes for First Voice member 
centres’ graduate children clearly demonstrate 

Listening & Spoken Language (LSL) Program Graduates: Language Outcomes

2015

2017

2018

2019

696

978

1433

1528

First Voice is committed to evidence-based practice and public reporting of program outcomes – these being essential to (1) informed decision-making for families 
of children who are DHH; (2) continuous improvement of services, programs and children’s outcomes; and (3) public accountability. 

Children enrolled in a First Voice early intervention program 

the effectiveness of FV LSL programs in enabling the majority of children 
who are DHH to commence school with age-appropriate speech and 
language. Read the Summary Report.

73% of all graduates (N=180) achieved 
a standard score for Language within 
or above the average range for typically 
hearing children 

86% of graduates diagnosed with hearing 
loss only (N=103) achieved a standard 
score within or above the average range 
for typically hearing children

180
children graduated 
from FV LSL early 
intervention programs 
in December 2019

73% 86%
77 had 
additional 
disabilities

103 had hearing 
loss only

First Voice Early Intervention Program Graduates 
Outperform Children with Typical Hearing

Starting school is a major ‘life transition’ point and one of the key 
objectives of First Voice centres is for children who are DHH in their 
early intervention programs to commence school with language 
skills comparable with those of children with normal hearing 
– so as to minimise any potential learning disadvantage. First 
Voice centres routinely assess children’s language development 
throughout their therapy program and compare results with those 
of children with typical hearing of the same age. The results of 
these and other internationally endorsed assessments are used to 
inform and guide each child’s development and are consolidated 
and published each year in Sound Outcomes.

Sound Outcomes is First Voice’s annual public report of the 
demographic profile and language performance of children 
participating in its member centres’ early childhood intervention 
(0-6 years) listening and spoken language programs. It is derived 
from a comprehensive consolidated dataset comprising children’s 
demographic, medical, hearing diagnosis and service history, 
together with annual assessment results of their listening, speech 
articulation, language, and comprehension ability. 

One of our key objectives is for children 
who are DHH to commence school with 
language skills comparable with those  
of children with normal hearing.

Number of Children enrolled from 2015-2019

https://www.firstvoice.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/2021-First-Voice-Sound-Outcome-Report_digital.pdf
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Centre Highlights

“Four out of five children who spend two or more years on our programme achieve the same spoken language as typically  
hearing children. Most achieve this by the time they start school. But far too many families are unable to access such support and 
our ambition is for all families of deaf children who want them to learn to listen and talk to be able to access an Auditory Verbal 

programme close to where they live. With 7,200 deaf children under the age of five, we are calling on the Government to  
make the necessary investment in the training of 300 specialist therapists across the UK, giving many more children an  

equal start at school.” Anita Grover, AVUK Chief Executive 

The Hearing House, NZ Welcomes 
Government Investment

The Hearing House welcomes a $6 million 
Government investment in 70 additional adult 
cochlear implants this year.

Sixty-five of the 269 New Zealand adults on 
the cochlear implant waitlist are clients of The 
Hearing House. 

The Hearing House Chief Executive Dr. Claire 
Green says: “This means 35 more people on 
our programme will have access to sound again 
- and the improved quality of life that comes 
with this.”

Dr. Green also welcomes the Government’s 
manifesto commitment to double the number 
of cochlear implants each year from 80 to 160.

“It’s a really positive and welcome indication 
of the value of the cochlear implant 
programme in New Zealand.”

International Cochlear Implant Day 
25th February 2021

AVUK celebrated International Cochlear Implant 
Day with Tanya Saunders and her daughter 
Onna’s hearing journey. Tanya highlighted the 
“incredible” technology that allows profoundly 
deaf children to access sound. She added: 
“With strong teamwork between the children, 
their families, therapists, teachers of the deaf, 
school teachers and audiologists, deaf children 
can reach for the stars. It is not for us to set 
limits on what they can achieve, but rather to 
give them the platform they need to learn, grow 
and attain their goals alongside their hearing 
peers.” Tanya’s experiences also inspired her 

to create books based on the techniques the 
family has learnt. Tanya’s story featured on BBC 
Radio Cambridgeshire and on ITV News Anglia. 
You can read Tanya’s story here.

AVUK was also delighted to welcome the 
launch of the Cochlear Implant International 
Community of Action (CIICA) as a founding 
member alongside organisations around the 
world. You can read more about CIICA here. 

Hearing Day 3rd March 2021

On World Hearing Day, as a YouGov survey 
revealed only 37% of adults in the UK believe a 
child born profoundly deaf can learn to speak 
as well as a hearing child, AVUK shared a video 
of children and teenagers talking about what 
they wanted to be when they grow up. You 
can watch the video here.

AVUK featured on BBC Breakfast news with the 
story, you can watch the full clip here.

Telethon Speech & Hearing

• Telethon Speech & Hearing (TSH) overcame 
mandatory state lockdown restrictions 
which impacted the start of school and face-
to-face services for several weeks.

• Unveiled new ‘virtual tour’ technology that 
allows prospective families to explore our 
school from home through an immersive 
online ‘Open House’ experience. Take a tour 
here.

• TSH was proud to be involved with a national 
collaboration between Australian First Voice 
centres during Hearing Awareness Week 
that highlighted both our families and staff. 
Watch video here.

The Shepherd Centre

• Launched a new, free-to-access online 
Listening Check set to help Australian 
parents and caregivers check for possible 
signs of hearing loss in children. 

• Listening Check enables parents and 
caregivers to check a child’s functional 
listening by answering a set of simple 
questions.

• Listening Check provides insights into how 
an individual listens in natural environments, 
by using everyday scenarios and simple 
language in the questions.

• The online Listening Check has been 
adapted from The Functional Listening 
Index – Paediatric® (FLI-P) tool developed 
by The Shepherd Centre in conjunction with 
Cochlear, the HEARing CRC and Metarouge. 

Carel du Toit Centre Celebrating 
World Hearing Day 

• At Carel du Toit Centre and Trust in Cape 
Town, South Africa we celebrated World 
Hearing Day 2021 by ensuring hearing care 
for all! We took time out to test all our staff 
so that they can know their hearing status 
and manage it accordingly. 

• Nobody was excluded and after each hearing 
test they were rewarded with a treat as a 
little incentive for doing the right thing and 
choosing to know their hearing status.

AVUK’s Tanya, Onna and Sala Telethon Speech & Hearing, Virtual Tours

AVUK, BBC Breakfast news

The Hearing House The Shepherd Centre, Listening Check to 
detect child hearing loss online

https://www.avuk.org/news/celebrating-international-cochlear-implant-day-with-tanya-saunders-and-her-daughter-onnas-hearing-journey
https://ciicanet.org
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TahvE8FgQdE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BRMq4fG3EVA&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TahvE8FgQdE
https://www.tsh.org.au/tour-our-school/
https://www.tsh.org.au/tour-our-school/
https://www.perthnow.com.au/news/health/powerful-moment-perth-boy-harrison-rex-hears-for-the-first-time-captured-on-video-ng-b881813054z
https://listeningcheck.shepherdcentre.org.au
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Current Research & Education

New Zealand’s two cochlear implant 
programmes – The Hearing House and the 
Southern Cochlear Implant Programme – are 
collaborating with the University of Canterbury 
in Christchurch and the Lower Hutt District 
Health Board in Wellington to collect data on 
the tool we all love: The Functional Listening 
Index.

The FLI-P, developed by Aleisha Davis of The 
Shepherd Centre in Sydney Australia, can be 
administered quickly and at any time, bridging 
the gap between hearing and formal language 
assessments. 

Project lead Holly Teagle, University of Auckland 
Associate Professor in Audiology, says New 
Zealand’s cochlear implant programmes have 
used the FLI-P for several years to follow the 
progress of young cochlear implant recipients.

“We believe it would be a sensitive and useful 
tool to use with all children who are followed 
by Audiology and Early Intervention services in 
New Zealand to ensure each child with hearing 
loss has equal opportunity to succeed.”

Teagle says the tool also teaches parents about 
the natural acquisition of auditory behaviours 
and communication. “Because it can be 

Over the past 12 months, Can:Do 4Kids has piloted the Canadian 
Occupational Performance Measure (COPM) as a clinical assessment 
for monitoring therapeutic progress and measuring the short- and 
medium-term outcomes of children including those who are deaf 
or hard of hearing. 

The Canadian Occupational Performance Measure is a commonly 
used outcome measurement instrument in occupational therapy 
around the world. It enables children and their families to identify 
and prioritise therapeutic goals of personal importance to them 
that impact on their daily participation and quality of life across 
multiple functional domains.

Through understanding goals that are important to children who are 
deaf or hard of hearing and their families, Can:Do 4Kids clinicians 
design and implement highly family-centred therapeutic activities 
that progressively build their capacity to carry out their daily living 
routine more successfully. Using COPM, changes in a client’s self-
perception of occupational performance and satisfaction are 
detected, monitored and reported to clients, their families, NDIS 
and other key stakeholders over time.

Upon conclusion of the pilot study, COPM was found to be 
compatible with a wide range of children of different ages, 
conditions and disabilities, and with the current First Voice 
assessment protocol. Up to 40% of children who are deaf or hard of 
hearing have one or more additional disabilities, which often makes 
it challenging for them to complete the standardised assessments 
as part of the current First Voice assessment protocol. In clinical 
practice, COPM was suitable for measuring client outcomes and 
demonstrating individual growth and progress. In addition, it 
could also be used across multidisciplinary therapeutic services at 
Can:Do 4Kids; including Speech Pathology, Occupational Therapy, 
Developmental Education and Assistive Technology. Clinical data 

Multi-Centre Study to Assess Use of the Functional Listening 
Index (FLI-P) in New Zealand

completed often, the tool helps parents to identify 
red-flags that suggest delays before the need 
becomes remedial,” says Teagle.

Currently, standard assessments used are the 
Parents’ Evaluation of Aural/Oral Performance of 
Children (PEACH) and the LittleEARS® Auditory 
Questionnaire.

Co-Investigators for the project include Kylie 
Bolland (Professional Leader-Audiology, Hutt Valley 
DHB), Dianne Rafter (Paediatric Manager, The 
Hearing House), Jill Mustard (Clinical Manager, 
The Southern Cochlear Implant Programme), 
and Catherine Coppell (Audiologist, University of 
Canterbury Speech and Hearing Clinic). Suzanne 
Purdy (Professor, University of Auckland) and Areej 
Asad (Research Fellow, University of Auckland) will 
support study development and implementation.

collected with COPM was used 
to demonstrate the overall 
developmental and functional 
growth of clients robustly to 
their families, which allowed 
client growth and capacity gains 
to be recognised and celebrated.

Can:Do 4Kids Pilots the Canadian 
Occupational Performance Measure

Hear and Say’s 1,000th School 
Visit for Hear to Learn

• Another milestone has been chalked 
up for Hear and Say’s Hear to Learn 
– School Hearing Screening program, 
with its 1,000th school visit. It was the 
Prep classes of Windsor State School 
in Brisbane’s inner north who helped 
mark the momentous occasion, 
adding to over 63,000 students who 
have been screened through the 
program since it started in 2015. 

• Across the almost 300 schools visited 
since the Hear to Learn program 
began – many with repeat visits – an 
average 23% of students were found 
not to be optimally hearing on the day 
of screening, including around 13% of 
students referred for further testing.

RIDBC is now NextSense

NextSense is the new brand and name for 
Royal Institute for Deaf and Blind Children 
(RIDBC) and our services, including SCIC, 
the Renwick Centre, schools, and Taralye.

Along with the new brand, we launched 
our positioning statement as a single, 
unified organisation. It’s a significant 
mi lestone for  our 160-year-old 
organisation, including changing our 
logo, look and feel.

Director, Services Bart Cavalletto says, 
“NextSense will better reflect who we 
are—because we’re for everyone, and 
every age. We’re about enhancing 
lives by working with people who have 
hearing and vision loss, so together 
we can redefine what’s possible.”  
www.nextsense.org.au

Centre Highlights
continued

https://www.nextsense.org.au
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Telethon Speech & Hearing, Balance and Motor Skills in 
Children with Hearing Loss

The short courses will be accredited and will count towards 
Professional Development Points (PDF) for professionals in the 
field. An important objective of the training is to increase the 
number of trained screeners from the communities. It is hoped 
that they will be employed as assistants to private audiologists 
and in the health sector. They will certainly be a great asset in 
the communities where they live to share their knowledge with 
parents and the general public. 

The Carel du Toit Centre Launches 
E-Teaching Digital Portal 

An exciting new avenue for the Carel du Toit Trust and Centre 
is the development of an e-teaching digital portal, where our 
audio-verbal methodology is being captured and developed into 
interactive sessions, courses and training material, so that we can 
increase the reach of our support to parents, professionals and 
communities. 

This project, which is the first of its kind in Africa, was named as 
a finalist in the SAB Foundation Innovation Awards (disabilities) 
this year and received a cash injection to get the project to 
implementation phase. The content is being developed using 
subject matter experts, and, importantly, it is stylistically and 
linguistically user-friendly for use by a South African/African 
audience. 

The first element in development is focused on hearing screening, 
particularly of newborn babies, and courses are being developed 
in collaboration with Dr Karin Joubert at the Department of Speech 
Pathology and Audiology at the University of the Witwatersrand 
(Johannesburg, South Africa/Ndlovu Audiology Clinic. 

Motor and balance skills are critical for 
daily activities. Underdeveloped skills 
in these areas can negatively impact on 
social activities and participation, social 
and emotional wellbeing and quality of 
life. Research suggests that children with 
hearing loss often demonstrate lower levels 
of motor skills, especially balance, than 
children who have typical hearing.

In 2019 Telethon Speech & Hearing and 
the University of Western Australia School 
of Human Sciences commenced a joint 
research project on balance and motor 
skills in children with hearing loss. Master of 
Clinical Audiology students analysed motor 
skills in 30 primary and high school students 
who were enrolled with Telethon Speech & 
Hearing’s Outpost School Support program 
(a school-based program helping children 
with a hearing loss to learn).

Both fine motor and gross motor skills 
were assessed using a well-established 

standardised measure. From this dataset, 
it was found approximately 80% of the 
students’ proficiency in motor or balance 
skills was below average when compared 
to the general population for their age. 
No correlation was found between 
balance/motor skills and their audiological 
characteristics such as degree of hearing 
loss. These results have limitations due to the 
small sample size, but this preliminary study 
supports the importance of monitoring 
and intervening motor and balance skills in 
children with hearing loss. 

In 2021, research will continue as families 
to take part in this project to enable a 
further examination using a larger dataset. 
It is anticipated that the project will 
increase understanding of motor skills and 
interventions in children who are deaf and 
hard of hearing and facilitate evidence-
informed practice at Telethon Speech & 
Hearing. 

AVUK Literacy Study and 
Telepractice Survey
This year, AVUK will be conducting a literacy 
study for their Power of Speech event. AVUK 
are currently collecting and collating data 
from graduates and leavers. They will be using 
national Standard Assessment Tests (SATs) 
to look at achievements in mathematics and 
literacy and sharing these results in the context 
of educational outcomes for all deaf children in 
England.

AVUK are also looking at whether their early 
intervention programme has equivalent 
efficacy when delivered via telepractice. 
AVUK conducted a telepractice survey in July 
2020 to investigate the relationships between 
families’ experiences of teletherapy and the 
child’s progress. They had a positive response 
with one parent saying that “Telepractice 
has really helped me better implement the 
parent coaching skills at home”. 65% of 
respondents have also indicated that they want 
to have a mixture of telepractice and in-person 
sessions going forward. AVUK will be using 
the data to contribute to the global evidence 
concerning the effectiveness of Auditory Verbal 
intervention via telepractice in comparison to 
more traditional sessions conducted in person.

First Voice Amazing Media Coverage 
During Hearing Awareness Week

103 
pieces of 

positive media 
coverage

142,573,317 
total reach / impressions

100% 
key message inclusion 

(mention of a First 
Voice centre)
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Find out more:

E: admin@firstvoice.org.au
W: www.firstvoice.org.au

NextSense: Educating the 
Next Generation of Experts
To achieve the best outcomes for children 
who are deaf or hard of hearing, and 
their families, a range of clinical skills 
across different areas are required. As our 
services continue to grow, we’ve developed 
a mentor package for new staff. From 
induction they can access a professional 
development training suite—providing 
ongoing professional development to 
them, as well as existing staff across our 
many sites nationally, and online. It ensures 
staff can hit the ground running and upskill 
over time. 

The mentor package includes online 
learning modules, reading lists, a skill set 
matrix and ongoing clinical mentoring 
and supervision. In addition, we provide a 
comprehensive LSLS Cert AVT mentoring 
program for our staff, including video 
review and provision of professional 
learning.

The Master of Disability Studies is 
administered and delivered by the 
NextSense Institute, in affiliation with 
Macquarie University. All four subject area 
courses in the Master of Disability Studies: 
Deaf and Hard of Hearing are accredited by 
the AG Bell Academy, providing the full 70 
hours of CEUs required by LSLS Cert AVT 
mentees. 

Regarding continuing professional 
education, we continue to lead the 
field by providing opportunities for 
our professionals working in the field, 
supporting their high-quality service 
delivery. But we also support the broader 
industry. Our 2021 Continuing Professional 
Education (CPE) calendar includes a range 
of learning opportunities accredited by the 
AG Bell Academy and Audiology Australia—
all of which can be accessed live or as own-
time learning. Visit our website for more 
information about education and training.

Having joined Hear and Say as Research Officer earlier this year, we sat down with 
Dr Shaeez Usman Abdulla to learn how he’s applying his background in biomedical 
engineering to the world of hearing loss. 

Tell  us about your professional 
background.

Armed with a postgraduate degree in 
engineering, my research interests have 
been primarily focused on the application 
of technology in the biomedical/medical 
field. I also loved teaching and had a 
natural flair in handling administration in 
the tertiary education sector. After three 
years working as a full-time academic, 
I decided to pursue my PhD studies by 
researching optimal imaging protocols for 
the Ultra-High Field Magnetic Resonance 
human scanner.

What’s involved in your new role at Hear 
and Say? How does it link with your 
research areas of interest?

Primarily, maintaining, growing and 
strengthening Hear and Say’s research 
collaborations. I’m also helping to guide 
internal research projects to facilitate 
critical ongoing improvements in clinical 
practices and support the organisation’s 
advocacy work. 

Interventions in the field of hearing 
loss involve a tremendous amount of 
electronic instrumentation. My previous 
experience in qualitative research into 
university education has also been useful 
whilst handling assessment data in my 
current role.

What are some of the projects you’ll be 
working on at Hear and Say in 2021?

To name a few, some of the areas we’re 
looking at include improvements in 
listening and speech due to technology 
usage; the social impacts of hearing loss; 
and new intervention technologies. 

How does research help to shape Hear 
and Say’s clinical programs?

Clinical practice requires timely updates 
to reflect changes in our society’s 
physical and social structure. The only 
way to execute this is through quality 
research looking into the effectiveness of 
current methods of detection, diagnosis, 
prognosis, intervention and care. 

Q&A
with Hear and Say 
Researcher,  
Dr Shaeez Usman Abdulla

Some of the areas we’re looking at include improvements 
in listening and speech due to technology usage; the social 
impacts of hearing loss; and new intervention technologies.

https://www.firstvoice.org.au/

