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From the Chair
First Voice is an Australian-based association with 
international affiliates, committed to improving 
communication, education, social and life 
outcomes for children with hearing loss in Australia 
and beyond. First Voice is a member of the World 
Hearing Forum, CIICA (the Cochlear Implant 
International Community of Action) and active in 
the A.G. Bell Academy Association for the Deaf 
& Hard of Hearing. It is also well known to many 
members of the parliaments of Australia and its 
State & Territories. 

First Voice and its members deliver evidence-
based, cost-effective early intervention programs 
for children with hearing loss. Our focus is on 
Clinical Outcomes; Research; Sustainability; Mutual 
Support and Advocacy.

This edition reports on two key ways in which First 
Voice demonstrates the truly extraordinary and life-

changing effectiveness of expert early intervention 
for deaf children:

1. The Power of Speech, Parliament House 
Canberra, held this year on 8 September 2022 

2. Sound Outcomes (2022) our annual publication 
of speech and language outcomes for deaf 
children in Australia, NZ, the UK and South Africa 

Australia is an acknowledged world leader in 
services for deaf children. As Minister for the 
National Disability Insurance Scheme Bill Shorten 
put it:  “in Australia we have world-class early 
intervention services supporting children with 
hearing loss and their families ... but I have no 
doubt that there is more room for improvement.” 

First Voice is truly grateful for the ongoing 
interest and bipartisan support of the Australian 
Government in the funding and provision of 
services for deaf children through the NDIS and 

Department of Health – as witnessed 
by the attendance of so many 
Ministers and MPs at this year’s Power 
of Speech. As the Government reviews 
the effectiveness and efficiency of the 
NDIS, we take the opportunity to again 
press three issues facing Australian 
families and deaf children and seek 
your support in resolving them. They 
are:

1. Timely Access to Expert Services for 
all children 

2. Equitable and sustainable funding, 
and

3. Technology upgrades to ensure 
optimal access to sound

Dr Jim Hungerford
Chair First Voice

Minister for the 
National Disability 
Insurance Scheme, 
Bill Shorten

Minister Bill Shorten MP and 
Dig Howitt, Cochlear Chief 
Executive Officer 

Prime Minister Anthony Albanese MP, and 
Dr Jim Hungerford
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On Thursday 8 September seven young 
children with hearing loss stood in The 
Mural Hall, Parliament House, Canberra 
to tell their story in their own words, to 
an audience of MPs, government officers, 
business and health professionals and their 
own families; over 120 people in all.

Attendees included the Prime Minister, The 
Hon. Anthony Albanese MP; Deputy Prime 
Minister, The Hon. Richard Marles MP; 
The Hon. Bill Shorten MP, Minister for the 
National Disability Insurance Scheme; and 
Shadow Minister for Health, Senator the 
Hon. Anne Ruston. Each of these guests 
addressed the audience, demonstrating the 
parliament’s understanding of the needs 
of deaf children and their commitment to 
improving services. 

Our speakers – Matthias, Evie and Lilla 
(twins), Jeremy, Audrey, Harper and Abigail 
– are just 7 to 8 years old. They come from 
all over Australia and New Zealand and, 
one and all, they demonstrated beyond 
doubt that deaf children can, and do, 
learn to speak as fluently, interestingly and 
capably as children of the same age with 
normal hearing. Watch the 2022 Power of 
Speech video here, you will be blown away.

All 7 children have cochlear implants 
and attend First Voice early intervention 
centres where they learn to listen, speak 
and develop social skills through the 
expertise and support of multidisciplinary 
teams, including Listening & Spoken 
Language specialists, audiologists, 
speech pathologists, deaf educators, 
OTs, social workers and family therapists. 
Outcomes from these programs are 
consistently extraordinary, so long as 
families commence service early and are 
appropriately funded by the NDIS for the 
therapy they need. 

Talk about polished performances from 
children who have been challenged from 
birth! Prime Minister Anthony Albanese 
commented: “what I see (here) is brave, 
tough, smart, young people who will make 
an enormous contribution to Australia in 
the years ahead”. And the Deputy Prime 
Minister Richard Marles, when awarding 
the Prime Minister’s award for Courage, 
observed that “the person who has won 
the award [had spoken] with no notes and 
was able to present this speech to everyone 
in this amazing building… “.

Prime Minister Anthony Albanese

The Power of Speech, Parliament House 8 Sept 2022

Speakers – Lilla and Evie Harmsworth

Deputy Prime Minister, Richard Marles presenting 
Jeremy Carr with the Prime Minister’s Award for 
Courage

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DnY6EQjg-EI
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Auditory Verbal UK’s Power of Speech Event
AVUK also held a Power of Speech event 
at the UK Parliament, celebrating what 
deaf children can achieve and why it is so 
important that families are able to access 
timely and effective support in the critical 
first few years of their child’s lives. 

The distinguished audience of MPs, 
organisations and professionals working in 
the sector had the privilege of hearing from 
seven young people, who learnt to listen and 
talk with the support of Auditory Verbal UK. 
They demonstrated that their hearing loss 
is no barrier to their achievements and why 
we must have much higher expectations 

for children who are deaf; and ensure the 
necessary investment is made in the early 
years to enable children to have the same 
opportunities in life as their hearing peers. 

At the event, we showed this video of 
AVUK’s graduate, Alana Burton connecting 
with Harper, a graduate from The Shepherd 
Centre in Australia. We are proud to work 
with The Shepherd Centre and other 
organisations in the First Voice network who 
are supporting families of deaf children and 
young people across Australia, New Zealand 
and South Africa.

NextSense: Abigail 
Shares Her Wisdom on 
Being Born Deaf
NextSense client Abigail is one of the 
seven incredible children who spoke at 
the Power of Speech. 

Travelling all the way from Darwin 
with her family and speech pathologist 
Hannah Wadsworth, Abigail spoke 
about the importance of our newborn 
hearing screening program and the early 
intervention support her family received. 

‘My Mum and I learnt so much from our 
listening therapy sessions. They were fun 
sessions and helped me to learn to hear, 
especially after I got my new cochlear 
magic ears.  These sessions also helped 
me to start using my voice,’ Abigail said.

Born deaf, Abigail received bilateral 
cochlear implants at six months of age, 
along with early intervention services. 
She and her family had weekly habilitation 
sessions with a NextSense therapist until 
her speech and language developed to 
the point where she no longer needed 
therapy.

Abigail’s mum, Melinda, said a highlight 
of the Canberra trip for Abigail was giving 
her speech, following closely by the 
medal that each child received afterward.

‘The progress of all the children who 
gave speeches, in their listening and 
language ability, is a direct reflection of 
the important work that Auditory Verbal 
Therapists and speech therapists carry 
out,’ Melinda said.

NextSense Chief Executive Chris Rehn 
reflected on LinkedIn that the Power of 
Speech was a wonderful opportunity to 
show national decision-makers first-hand 
the impact of early intervention and an 
important reminder to keep the national 
conversation on this alive.

Anita Grover, Chief Executive at Auditory Verbal UK (AVUK) on right, with the seven 
young people from AVUK who spoke at Power of Speech 2022

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zjBqK6LmiFc
https://youtu.be/PWShkgzoOmk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PWShkgzoOmk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DnY6EQjg-EI
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Clinical Outcomes of First Voice Graduates 2022: 
Sound Outcomes Report

Overview: Speech and language outcomes 
data from First Voice centres, together 
with graduate survey results, show that 
a comprehensive, intensive, evidence-
based approach to early intervention for 
deaf children yields extraordinary results 
at the three critical life touchpoints of:

• a ge - a p p ro p r i ate  l a n g u a ge  at 
commencement of school

• successful school completion and post-
secondary education and training; and

• gaining paid employment.

The report is available to read online here

The 2022 Sound Outcomes data1 show 
that 83% of graduating children (5-6 
yrs.) who had hearing loss only were 

within or above the normal range for 
spoken language at school entry age 
(compared with 84% for typically-hearing 
children) with 69% of all graduating 
children (including those with additional 
disabilities, English as a second language 
and late diagnosed) within or above the 
normal range. These results are consistent 
with data going back to 2015 and earlier. 
They constitute a modern miracle in 
early intervention outcomes with lifelong 
social and economic benefits for the child 
and community at large. Longer term 
outcomes survey data2 show that 86% 
of respondents successfully completed 
Year 12; 82% were accepted into tertiary 
education and 77% had found paid 
employment. 

25%  Unilateral loss Bilateral profound loss
20%  Bilateral mild loss
22%  Bilateral moderate loss
10%  Bilateral severe loss
8%  Bilateral severe to profound loss
15%  Bilateral profound loss

16% Unaided
24% Cochlear implants
47% Hearing aids
12%  Other devices

Cost-Benefit Studies in Australia and the UK show a return of 2-4 times on 
this investment.3.4

1 Outcome data is collected from the centres annually for the previous calendar year. Children in the study 
met specific criteria for inclusion and were assessed according to the First Voice protocol which includes 
standardised and non-standardised assessments.

2  First Voice Graduate Outcomes Report, February 2017. Click here

3 First Voice Deloitte Access Economics Cost Benefit Analysis. Click here

4 Investing in a sound future for deaf children: a cost benefit analysis of auditory verbal therapy at Auditory 
Verbal UK - Executive Summary (June 2016). Click here

Current Issues in Australia’s 
Support for Children:

In the interest of all Australian children with hearing 
loss and their families, First Voice has been actively 
pressing three messages with government and 
the NDIA to strengthen existing arrangements and 
achieve better outcomes for more children. These 
are: 

1. Timely Access to Expert Services for all children 

2. Equitable and sustainable funding, and

3. Technology Upgrades 

Timely Access to Expert Services 
At the Power of Speech, Minister Shorten 
importantly acknowledged “how important it is to 
detect and have intervention as early as possible 
in a child’s hearing loss”. This is one of the three 
main areas for concern as First Voice estimates 
that around 50% of children with hearing loss are 
still not receiving the specialist supports they need; 
with even fewer accessing those supports within the 
international endorsed timeline of within 6 months 
from diagnosis.

Australia needs targeted support for all children with 
hearing loss to assist their families in receiving the 
supports they need in a timely fashion. First Voice 
has developed a detailed proposal (a Concierge 
Model) as to how this might best be done which 
would cost approximately $2.6 million p.a. while 
providing an annual return of $21.7m.

NDIS Funding 
Significant problems remain around achieving 
equitable and sustainable NDIS funding for young 
children with hearing loss. Children with similar 
needs often receive markedly different funding and 
a considerable number do not receive sufficient 
funding to cover the costs of the services they 
need. The NDIS needs an objective-based funding 
approach that allocates funding based on nine 
objective factors that have been proven to produce 
optimal outcomes. The proposed approach does 
not require an increase to the current average plan 
funding of $15,100.

Technology Upgrades 
Children with cochlear implants rely on the quality 
of the external speech processor to provide high-
quality access to sound. As with all technologies the 
capabilities of these processors are improving rapidly 
and children need regular upgrades. However due 
to funding limitations the vast majority of children 
are not receiving upgrades until their processor is 7 
years or older. There are 850 children on the waiting 
list and additional funding of $7.8 million is needed 
to clear the backlog, with a further $17 million over 
the forward estimates to meet future recipients’ 
needs.

Language Scores within and above the average range

83%  
of First Voice children with hearing loss alone

84%
general population.

69%
of all First Voice graduating children, including those with an additional 
disability and/or exposed to a language other than English.

Levels of 
Hearing 

Loss
Devices Used

https://www.firstvoice.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2022/09/2022_First-Voice_Sound-Outcomes_summary-report.pdf
https://www.firstvoice.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/First-Voice-Graduate-Outcomes-Report.pdf
https://www.firstvoice.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/First-Voice-Deloitte-Access-Economics-Cost-Benefit-Analysis.pdf
mailto:amy.spicer%40avuk.org?subject=
https://www.firstvoice.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/Concierge-model-for-children-with-hearing-loss-Apr-22.pdf
https://www.firstvoice.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/Concierge-model-for-children-with-hearing-loss-Apr-22.pdf


Addressing the Hearing Health of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples 
in the Criminal Justice System
Deafness Forum Australia and its members, 
particularly those in Western Australia, 
have been involved in various reports to the 
Australian Government highlighting the high 
rates of hearing loss amongst Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander peoples, advocating for 
improved funding, resources, and programs 
to address these health disparities.

Today, there is a pressing need to address 
the high rates of hearing loss of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander peoples in contact 
with the criminal justice system, with rates 
as high as 80-95% in some communities.

The Australian Law Reform Commission 
(2017) report Pathways to Justice – Inquiry 
into the Incarceration Rate of Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander Peoples estimated 
that the annual economic burden of the 
incarceration of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples was nearly $8 billion, with 
that figure expected to rise to over $20 
billion without appropriate intervention.

As well as the enormous economic burden 
to society, and particularly First Nations 
communities, Australia’s commitments 
under the United Nations Convention on the 
Rights of Persons with Disabilities is currently 
being neglected, with Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander peoples with hearing loss 
experiencing unlawful discrimination on a 
regular basis.

Our justice system remains ineffective 

in addressing their complex needs and 
vulnerabilities.

This new report from Deafness Forum aims 
to provide evidence of the perpetual cycle 
that exists between childhood ear disease in 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples 
and how it impacts the disproportionally 
higher rates of incarceration for this 
population and makes recommendations 
accordingly.

Download and read Addressing the Hearing 
Health of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Peoples in the criminal justice system.
Reproduced with the permission of Deafness Forum 
Australia from One in Six newsletter, 9 November 2022.
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Find out more:

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

New Appointment
The Shepherd Centre is excited to announce 
that Dr Aleisha Davis has been appointed as 
their new CEO from the 20th of January 2023. 
For the last 12 years Dr Jim Hungerford has 
had the privilege of leading The Shepherd 
Centre as CEO as well as playing a pivotal 
role in the establishment and operations of 
First Voice, including three periods as Chair of 
the First Voice Board. Jim has been a tireless 
advocate for children with hearing loss but also 
recognises the need for ongoing renewal in an 
organisation, and for that reason has decided 
that it’s time to move on. Dr Aleisha Davis 
has been part of The Shepherd Centre since 
joining as a speech pathologist in 2003. She 
was appointed Chief Clinical Officer in 2021 
and has many career highlights to her credit. 
Read more from Dr Aleisha Davis here. 

On the announcement of her appointment, 
Dr Davis said “For those of you I haven’t met 
yet, I’ve been part of this amazing organization 
for nearly 20 years since I joined as a speech 

pathologist. I have experienced firsthand the 
profound difference The Shepherd Centre 
makes to thousands of children’s lives. Through 
the many families and colleagues I have 
worked with, I hold the standard at which we 
work, the best practice care we provide, and 
the incredible outcomes we achieve, very close 
to my heart.”

Aleisha will be joining the First Voice Board 
as the newly appointed representative of The 
Shepherd Centre and Jim will be handing back 
the First Voice Chair role to Mark Fitzpatrick.

Dr Jim Hungerford has given tirelessly to the 
cause of children with hearing loss in NSW, 
Australia and globally. He has been a strong and 
effective CEO of The Shepherd Centre, leader 
in First Voice and an extremely persistent and 
powerful advocate.  On behalf of First Voice, 
the hearing services sector and families of 
children with hearing loss, we acknowledge his 
extraordinary contribution and wish him every 
success in the next stage of his career. 

Today, there is a pressing need to address the high rates of hearing loss of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander peoples in contact with the criminal justice system, with rates as high 
as 80-95% in some communities.

Dr Aleisha Davis,  appointed new CEO of 
The Shepherd Centre

https://www.deafnessforum.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/Addressing-the-Hearing-Health-of-Aboriginal-and-Torres-Strait-Islander-Peoples-in-the-criminal-justice-system.pdf
https://www.deafnessforum.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/Addressing-the-Hearing-Health-of-Aboriginal-and-Torres-Strait-Islander-Peoples-in-the-criminal-justice-system.pdf
https://www.deafnessforum.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/Addressing-the-Hearing-Health-of-Aboriginal-and-Torres-Strait-Islander-Peoples-in-the-criminal-justice-system.pdf
https://www.firstvoice.org.au/
https://shepherdcentre.org.au/important-announcement/

