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From the Chair - 2021: A Landmark Year
Inspiration and leadership shine during challenging 
times. As far as First Voice is concerned that is 
certainly true. Notwithstanding the business and 
social constraints of COVID, 2021 has been an 
immensely productive year for First Voice and its 
member centres – with achievements and new 
initiatives too numerous even to list in this short 
overview of the year. So please take a quick look 
at our 2021 First Voice newsletters for a reminder 
of the challenges faced, things well done, Centre 
highlights and future plans. You will see there 
our truly impressive output in regional and global 
advocacy, practical research, education and 
training, service improvements, positive business 
developments and mutual support activities 
between member organisations.
This reflects, of course, our routine business 
of maintaining relationships and funding with 
governments and other stakeholders; supporting 
our children and families; continuously improving 
services and outcomes; and supporting each other 
during tough times which is at the heart of First 
Voice’s mission and purpose. 
But 2021 was undoubtedly a Landmark year. 
It will be remembered as the year in which the 
world moved from decades of failed advocacy 
for world-wide provision of hearing services for 
children (and adults) with hearing loss to a new 
era of coordinated and effective global advocacy, 
information-sharing and networking. 
The World Health Organisation (WHO) estimates 
that there are 34 million children worldwide with 
disabling hearing loss - but only a tiny proportion 
of these have access to the services they need. 
While the proven personal, social and economic 
benefits of early intervention have been forcefully 

promoted by families, professionals and providers 
for many years, it has proved almost impossible to 
persuade governments to invest in the services, 
systems and supports required to share these 
benefits globally. Why? –– because of the lack of 
public, political and professional awareness and 
near total absence of mechanisms to coordinate 
advocacy and information-sharing. 
Momentum is now at an all-time high with new 
forums and on-line mechanisms facilitating 
information sharing with service providers, health 
and education professionals, governments, and 
government agencies. 
First Voice is fully on board – since 2019 we have 
expanded our overseas membership and, this year, 
we revised our Strategic Objectives and Priorities 
to reflect our global interests as well as joining both 
the World Hearing Forum and Cochlear Implant 
International Community of Action (CIICA).
Back in Australia we have had a very full year of 
engagement with hearing services reviews and 
working with the National Disability Insurance 
Agency to address a number of serious issues 
impacting Australian children with hearing loss and 
their families. Forceful advocacy is often needed to 
protect services and funding as well as to expand 
them.
As we head into 2022 with the uncertainty of COVID 
still lingering, one thing will remain the same – First 
Voice and its member centres will continue to lead 
the world’s best practice in early intervention for 
hearing loss and will be willing to connect with any 
organisation or person who shares our passion.
Mark Fitzpatrick
Chair First Voice
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Hear and Say, Queensland, Australia

“Our families and staff faced tremendous ‘unprecedented’ challenges over this past year, but none greater than the 
backward changes happening around the National Disability Insurance Scheme and its governing Agency: these include 
reduced levels of packages for families; families struggling to get plans that meet their needs; and difficulties in having 
decisions reviewed, amongst many others. Unfortunately, more work needs to be done in this area until families truly feel 
they are being appropriately supported by the Scheme.” Mark Fitzpatrick, CEO of Telethon Speech & Hearing

NextSense, various national 
locations, Australia

The Hearing House, Auckland, New 
Zealand

https://www.firstvoice.org.au/newsletters/
https://www.hearandsay.org.au/get-in-touch/
https://www.nextsense.org.au/contact
https://www.hearinghouse.co.nz/contact-us
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Snapshot of 2021: Centre Highlights
Australia
Telethon Speech & Hearing - Two additional 
schools were welcomed into the Outpost 
Program, providing families and children with 
hearing loss the opportunity to access the 
same education options as their mainstream 
peers • Chevron Australia and Telethon 
Speech & Hearing celebrated a decade of 
partnering in the Chevron Pilbara Ear Health 
Program that provides mobile screening, 
diagnosis, and clinical care pathways to 
address the significant ear health concerns 
of children in remote communities, with 
a focus on Aboriginal ear health. Chevron 
Australia committed a further AU$2.8million 
to continue helping local communities thrive 
• The 32nd Power of Speech awards event 
was held during September. Twenty-two 
courageous students representing 14 Outpost 
schools across Western Australia delivered 
speeches to a crowd of 200 guests

Hear and Say - Families continued to work 
with specialised listening and spoken language 
therapists with over 570 children, teenagers 
and adults developing their listening and 
speaking skills • Specialist adult hearing 
services continued to support people in their 
hearing needs. 114 clients were provided with 
individually-tailored care • The school hearing 
screening team identified 19% of school 
students with hearing or ear health issues 

needing monitoring or follow up • Thanks to 
our generous community the Hear and Say: 
Triple Impact Giving Day raised over $300,000 
– an incredible achievement

The Shepherd Centre - Hear For You formally 
integrated into The Shepherd Centre, 
expanding our services to teenagers with 
hearing loss • Funding was secured for a 
new location in Tasmania, their first facility 
specialising in listening and spoken language 
development for children with hearing loss 
• Government support was received for a 
new centre in Oran Park, Western Sydney 
with a temporary centre already active while 
construction is underway • HearHub has been 
further developed and will begin rolling out to 
additional subscribers

Can:Do 4Kids - Worked closely with the 
Women’s and Children’s Health Network in 
South Australia to hold a parent forum and 
online survey to capture families’ experiences 
of diagnosis and referral to inform improved 
practices • Conducted training across the 
multi-disciplinary clinical team in listening 
development, speech perception and Ling 
• Implemented the Canadian Occupational 
Performance Measure (COPM) outcome 
measurement tool. This provides a consistent 
way to measure functional goals and capacity 
gains

International

The Hearing House - Bringing 
school-aged children back 
under our care so we can 
support them from birth 
to adulthood • Increased 
government funding that allows 
us to support 160 more adult 
cochlear implant recipients 
over four years • Growth of 
our team to meet increasing 
client base • Continuing child 
speech and language therapy 
sessions outdoors as Auckland 
lockdown restrictions eased

Auditory-Verbal UK  - 62 
trainees currently training 
on AVUK’s Foundation and 
Advanced courses • Launched 
an enhanced family support 
programme through the 
recruitment of our Family 
Support Manager. A pathway of 
care has now been introduced 
to ensure that family support 

is available to every family on 
the programme • Moved to 
hybrid model of delivery and 
continued to provide high-
quality support to families 
and professionals • Graduates 
featured on BBC Breakfast on 
World Hearing Day

Carel du Toit - The Carel du Toit 
Centre is incredibly proud of 
the way in which our learners 
have adapted to Covid-19 
protocols • 75% of our final 
year learners are leaving 
for mainstream schools to 
integrate into a hearing society 
• We are thrilled to announce 
that our e-learning hall for 
childhood hearing is reaching 
the pilot phase. The portal will 
reach parents, professionals 
and communities in Africa 
with information and solutions 
focused on childhood hearing .

“Despite the challenges of 2021, we have united our organisation under 
one brand to make it easier for people to navigate and interact with 
us, work with us and collaborate. We collaborated with our First Voice 
partner organisations to advocate for more financial support for cochlear 
implant upgrades. Together we also lobbied the Federal Government for 
Medicare funding to cover telehealth appointments for cochlear implant 
recipients.” Chris Rehn, Chief Executive of NextSense

NextSense (formerly the Royal Institute for 
Deaf and Blind Children) - 2021 saw a once-in-
a-generation change for our organisation, with 
the rebrand of our 160-year-old organisation 
to NextSense, uniting RIDBC and all our sub 
brands together • Services were pivoted to be 
delivered remotely or online via telepractice 
or phone • Services were expanded at our 
Liverpool centre to better meet the needs of 
the growing population in Western Sydney • 
We also saw the official opening of our new 
Broadmeadow centre in the Hunter region and 
finally look forward to breaking ground at our 
new Macquarie University centre early in 2022

The Shepherd Centre, New South Wales 
and ACT, Australia

 The Carel du Toit Centre, Cape Town, South Africa

Telethon Speech & Hearing, Western 
Australia

About First Voice

Our Purpose: First Voice believes that all children with hearing loss, 
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 advocacy, 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 with hearing loss

Pursue domestic / international fundraising opportunities 
for listening and spoken language services and related 
research

Promote universal newborn hearing screening and 
the implementation of adequately funded and timely 
management pathways

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

https://www.avuk.org/Pages/Category/become-an-av-therapist
https://www.avuk.org/Pages/Category/become-an-av-therapist
https://youtu.be/TahvE8FgQdE
https://shepherdcentre.org.au/contact-us/
https://careldutoit.co.za/contact-us/
https://www.tsh.org.au/about/contact-us/
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Ever since the establishment of the 
Commonwealth Acoustics Laboratories in 
1947 to carry out research and provide 
hearing services to children and war 
veterans, Australia has been a world leader 
in tackling hearing loss in children. This has 
been characterised by 70 years of innovation, 
investment and collaborative problem-solving 
accompanied by the growth of a network of 
innovative, evidence-focussed, not-for-profit 
multidisciplinary centres providing free and 
accessible services for children with hearing 
loss and their families.

This environment has stimulated and 
sustained Thought Leadership in research 
and development, science and technology, 
service design and ever-more-effective 
mul t id i sc ip l inar y  ser v ices  y ie ld ing 
extraordinary outcomes for children with 
hearing loss with substantial economic and 
social benefits (as demonstrated in First Voice 
Sound Outcomes and Graduate Outcomes 
publications here).

2021 was a Landmark Year. On World 
Hearing Day in March 2021, the WHO World 
Report on Hearing was released documenting 
the facts, issues and challenges the world 
faces in relation to hearing loss and laying the 
foundation for national and global action. A 
fortnight earlier, on International Cochlear 
Implant Day, Cochlear Ltd was instrumental 
in launching the Cochlear Implant 
International Community of Action (CIICA) 
whose membership already stands at 74 
organisations and over 300 individuals from 
44 countries. First Voice is actively engaged in 
both these, and many other, global initiatives. 

But government perspectives and priorities 
are slow to change. When hearing services 
for children moved from the Australian 
government health sector to the disability 
sector with the creation of the National 
Disability Insurance Service (NDIS) in 2013, 
much of the basic understanding of the 
principles and practice of early intervention 
habilitation – involving intensive, targeted 
upfront investment to optimise lifelong 
capability and minimise lifelong disability – 
was lost. Eight years on, Australian children 
with hearing loss are, for the first time 
in decades, facing diminishing services, 
inadequate and inequitable funding, and 
timely access problems. 

Thus, on the global front, First Voice is working 
with a growing group of advocates fighting 
for urgently needed services and supports for 
children with hearing loss across the world. 
But in Australia we are having to fight to 
protect and maintain the access, services and 
funding of the past. This work is never done.

Thought Leadership can be seen in many 
guises. It frequently brings together 
intellectual and moral leadership. Currently, 
for First Voice, it is chiefly about how best 
to capitalize on the global momentum for 
investment and reform in areas of greatest 
need around the world while working 
in Australia to convince the government 
agencies to focus on, and invest in, long-term 
evidence-based outcomes with their proven 
personal, social and economic benefits. 

Can:Do 4Kids, South Australia

Auditory Verbal UK, Bicester and London, United Kingdom

Thought Leadership

“The Shepherd Centre, with the other 
Australian members of First Voice, is 
passionate about the need to introduce a 
new approach for NDIS plans for children with 
hearing loss. We have proposed a ‘Structured 
Planning Approach’ that uses specific 
information about a child’s hearing loss to 
allocate them a defined and appropriate 
amount of NDIS funding. The change from the 
current approach to a structured approach is 
critical as we are still seeing large variations 
in the value of funding, with many children 
being under- or over- funded. Children from 
disadvantaged backgrounds often miss out on 
funding for critical supports, whereas children 
from very articulate families receive more 
than they need. The proposed Structured 
Planning Approach would provide equitable, 
targeted funding for each child with 
hearing loss, whilst protecting the financial 
sustainability and integrity of the NDIS. We 
have called on Minister Reynolds to support 
its adoption.”

Jim Hungerford, CEO of The Shepherd Centre

THANK YOU First Voice could not function at the high level that it does without the strong and reliable contributions of its many supporters 
and the excellent work of its small staff team Bryony Roschitsch, Executive Officer, Sandra Slade our Company Secretary and the amazing 
and effective Donna Edman from Astute Advocacy. As the year draws to a close, I would like to thank Cochlear Limited for their support and 
leadership in this sector; the many Ministers, Shadow Ministers, backbenchers and cross-benchers for their interest and availability; relevant 
government departments and agencies with whom we have worked to strengthen and improve services and funding for our client families 
and children; and all the donors who generously support First Voice member organisations to continue providing high quality, evidence-based 
services for children with hearing loss. Thanks also to my fellow Board and Committee members for their unstinting support during my period as 
Chair of First Voice. Farewell - and heartfelt best wishes- to our colleague Chris McCarthy, past First Voice Chair and committed Board member 
for 10 years. And a warm welcome to new directors Chris Rehn and Bridget Murray. Mark Fitzpatrick, Chair First Voice

“Africa presents a very different picture 
when it comes to childhood hearing, 
bringing with it challenges unique to third 
world countries. With a significantly lower 
rate of screening for hearing impairments, 
babies are immediately at risk of falling 
into the vortex of undiagnosed hearing 
impairment. The importance of early 
identification of hearing loss and early 
intervention cannot be emphasized 
enough... without it many children will be 
missed, with dire consequences. In South 
Africa, a clarion call has been made for the 
National Department of Health to roll-out 
early hearing detection and intervention 
(EHDI) programmes in all public hospitals 
across the country – universal screening 
is the goal.” Dr Diane Bell, Chairperson of 
Carel du Toit Trust

https://www.firstvoice.org.au/reports-papers/
https://www.cando4kids.com.au/contact/
https://www.avuk.org/contact
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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 recent 2021-2023 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, Clinical 
Advisory Committee, Audiology Group, and 
Communications Group

• 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

• active engagement in collaborative Thought 
Leadership 

“Public funding gives cochlear implant 
recipients access to cochlear implant 
technology but, for many adults and some 
children, repairs are not covered. Our 
repair fund will help those who are unable 
to meet the cost of repairs themselves and 
our goal is to grow this into a perpetual 
fund with much wider parameters.”

Claire Green, CEO of The Hearing 
House

Loud Shirt Day

Carel du Toit: Casual Day 2021
In South Africa we celebrate Casual Day annually. It is the 
National Council for Persons with Disabilities (NCPD)’s flagship 
awareness and fundraising project. The theme changes every 
year and in order to participate the public is required to 
purchase and sticker to support the NGO of their choice. The 
sticker serves as their ticket to dress up, the theme this year 
was Disney Royalty. Every year the Carel du Toit learners, staff 
and supporters have such fun dressing up.

NextSense: Business Network International virtual Loud Shirt Day party

RIDBC - Natalija and brothers 

Hear and Say Ambassador Katie 
Douglas and colleagues at Jacaranda 
Finance getting loud

The Shepherd Centre  
get loud!

Telethon Speech & Hearing with 
WA State Premier Mark McGowan 
celebrating with a Ministerial Loud 
Morning Tea

NextSense: Maverick 
and mum Bree raised 
an amazing $2,911

Auditory Verbal UK:  
Sam and Joanna’s school 
cake sale

Loud Shirt Day is First Voice’s international fundraising appeal hosted 
annually in October to raise much needed awareness and funds for 
children with hearing loss. Loud Shirt Day 2021 achieved incredible 
support and success with First Voice members in Australia, New Zealand and the UK raising 
the equivalent of A$624,600 globally, up $230K on 2020. We thank everyone who continues 
to support deaf children through their participation in Loud Shirt Day, and the hard working 
marketing and communication teams in all our member centres who throw themselves so 
wholeheartedly into creating amazing events for our supporters and friends each year.

In 2021 the
equivalent of

A$624,600 was
raised globally

Find out more:

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

Can:Do 4Kids 
Ambassadors Megan 
& Liam with Cale from 
Fresh 92.7 promoting 
Loud Shirt Day

The Hearing House: 
Celebrations at 
Tauranga Intermediate. 
Staff celebrated online, 
watch here

https://www.firstvoice.org.au/
https://www.facebook.com/hearinghouse251/videos/2690097994619459

