August 27, 2008
Secretary JudyAnn Bigby
EOHHS
One Ashburton Place
Room 1109
Boston, MA 02108

Sent to: eohhshearings@massmail.state.ma.us

Subject: Public Testimony submitted in support of MCDHH

Dear Secretary Bigby,

Thank you for letting me submit a letter of testimony in support of the Massachusetts Commission for the Deaf and Hard of Hearing (MCDHH) before the Executive Office of Health and Human Services (EOHHS). We wish to re-iterate how MCDHH has proven to be of value to us and to me personally.

I noticed MCDHH at the Abilities Expo in October 2000 when I picked up their literature for the first time, and I am a bit embarrassed to say that I wasn’t interested in their services because I was under the impression that the Commission only served Deaf individuals who signed in ASL and the Massachusetts Rehabilitation Commission (MRC) was the place to go to if I needed any help with my hearing loss issues in school and in the work-place. I was a client of MRC for many years and ironically, they were the ones who referred me to MCDHH and DEAF, Inc. two years later for emotional support to deal with hearing loss issues. 

I went to the second Abilities Expo in 2002 and encountered CART services (Communication Access Realtime Translation) for the first time and I was so overwhelmed with joy because I finally understood everything that was being said! And of course, MCDHH was present and I had the pleasure of meeting Ray Reed, who later became my mentor, and explained to me the services that the Commission offers to hard of hearing individuals. That was when I decided to volunteer in the CATTS Department (Communication Access, Training and Technology Services) to work with Ray Reed, Carole Rossick, and Jonathan O’Dell. It was such a joy to work there and it cemented my desire to work with deaf and hard of hearing people on a volunteer basis. I learned how MCDHH was dedicated to educating others while providing communication access.

Meanwhile, everyone in the deaf community is well-aware of what MCDHH offers in terms of providing services, but there are still gaps in coverage because many hard of hearing individuals are unaware of what MCDHH can do for them. That point was driven home to me recently when a newly late-deafened person approached me and asked for my help. That person was very surprised and pleased to learn of the existence of MCDHH. Obviously, MCDHH needs to formulate a strategy to make the public aware of their services.

I have volunteered with several hearing loss organizations and non-profit agencies since then. MCDHH, under the leadership of Heidi Reed, has been in the forefront in providing communication access, educational materials, and support to the hearing loss organizations. They have been superb in supporting us over the years. I very often encounter people at meetings and socials and explain how MCDHH would benefit them and direct them to the MCDHH website. MCDHH’s resource directory has proven to be of immense value to a person who needs to find a solution to a particular issue of hearing loss.

I have had the pleasure of working with Karen Rockow, who authored the book, “The Savvy Consumer’s Guide to Hearing Loss,” which was greatly revised and enlarged under contract with MCDHH this year (2007-2008) and I am delighted to say that this free book is published for distribution to individuals who need assistance. Karen and I have become good friends since that day; I somehow managed to get myself snagged into volunteering the Beyond the Audiogram conference, which Karen and Dr. Brad Ingrao organized! She also mentored me, as I became President of the Hearing Loss Association of Greater Boston last year.

Over the past two years, I have been involved with legislative issues at the State House, namely, communication access at the hearings, captioned telephone services (CapTel), insurance coverage for hearing aids, ASL workforce, and E-911 services. I am delighted to say that our hard efforts have finally paid off in passing most of the bills. However, I am a bit saddened that we still do not have insurance coverage for hearing aids, which is sorely needed. After a house and a car, hearing aids may be the single largest investment a person ever makes, and they must be replaced at fairly short intervals. I have been aware of people who have decided to forgo hearing aids simply because they can’t afford them. Often, even people who have insurance are over the income threshold and are denied coverage to buy hearing aids. 

MCDHH has provided CART services at HLA-GB meetings at Northeastern University. Most of our members are late-deafened and do not know ASL. They have benefited greatly in having communication access. We are thrilled to finally understand every word that is being said! We are immensely grateful in having MCDHH’s sponsorship and wish to acknowledge the skill and dedication of the CART providers. 

We typically meet once a month for a couple of hours to discuss hearing loss issues. Attendance at the meetings generally ranges from 15 to 25 people. We have covered the following issues in the past year: legislative issues, assistive listening devices, digital television transition, captioned telephone services, emergency services preparation, vestibular disorders, lip-reading strategies, and coping strategies in dealing with hearing loss. 

We are very pleased with MCDHH’s services and we look forward to supporting their services as they expand their coverage in the hard of hearing community. We would love to help MCDHH with their endeavors as we passionately feel that we should have the right to fair and equitable communication access at home, at work and at play.


Sincerely,


Laura Meier
President
Hearing Loss Association of Greater Boston
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