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Newsletter Editor’s Letter 
We consider this newsletter to be important especially for DC residents with a hearing loss.  We are now publishing our 17th issue.  With the presidential election this fall, change is in the air.  This includes hearing loss issues for DC residents.  (Note:  We are not considered a chapter for the Hearing Loss Association as of November 2007.)

Our current website continues to be:   www.geocities.com/hla_of_dc.  It includes present and past issues of the DC Towncrier.
In this issue, we will talk about a major legislative accomplishment, the ADA (Americans with Disabilities Act) Amendment Act of 2008 which has been signed into law in September.  It was passed with overwhelming bipartisan support on the hill.  We also have an extremely positive update on CapTel telephones for DC residents.

We have information about a special company that sells hearing aids at a much more affordable rate.  It is a company called America Hears, Inc.  Neil Bauman prepared this article at my request.  Hearing aids that cost $1,000 feel pretty reasonable when some of us have dished out $1,500 or more a piece.  Accompanying this article, we have an article about the proposed changes for the federal health care plans on hearing aids.  Progress is being made.
As employment issues remain a major concern for those of us equipped with hearing aids, we have an article from the American Association for People with Disabilities addressing the Federal government records on the hiring and promotion of individuals with disabilities.  It has been condensed and summarized for this newsletter.
In this newsletter, we have information about the coming transition from analog television to digital television which will be effective February 2009.
Finally, we have two articles related to the current election underway.  One suggests the criteria for voting.  No, we really cannot tell you who you should vote for.  And the second article is a humorous article, called “Vote for My Cat”.

We hope that you find this newsletter interesting and helpful in improving the quality of life for those with hearing loss and improving communication access.

We believe that positive change is coming regarding hearing loss issues.  We believe that this newsletter is helping to enable these changes.

For more information or suggestions, please contact Tamar Clarke via email at tamarclarke2000@yahoo.com. 
Sincerely,  
Tamar Clarke
Americans with Disabilities Amendments Act of 2008  
By Alan Clarke

On September 25, 2008, the American with Disabilities (ADA) Amendments Act of 2008 was signed into law by President George W. Bush.  His father, former President George H.W. Bush was present at the signing of this amendment.

This amendment was passed with the unanimous consent of the Senate and with the voice vote [members saying aye or nay instead of tabulating votes] by the House in September.  This amendment was needed because of court decisions made by the Supreme Court that reduced the protections provided in the initial 1990 ADA legislation.
This is a major civil rights legislation for those with disabilities and it includes those with hearing loss.  

This amendment gives broader coverage and protection to those with disabilities.

Modifications such as medications and interventions that manage a disability must be ignored.  As an example, a person with epilepsy may be on medication that controls the seizures.  He or she still has a disability.
This includes hearing aids.  Also, this legislation includes disabilities that may be in remission or occur on episodic basis.  This includes multiple sclerosis, lupus, epilepsy or a seizure disorder.

EEOC is instructed to issue regulations and guidance in the implementation of this law. It will be issued in 2009.

Editor’s note:  We hope that the burden of proof and the high cost of quality legal counsel will not fall heavily on the affected person with a disability experiencing discrimination.   Excessive burden of proof will not honor the interest of this ADA amendment.  
Also, in view of the fact that people with disabilities often encounter much higher levels of unemployment, it is society’s interest to enable those with disabilities to be gainfully employed and contributing members to the community.







For more information about the ADA, below are resources:

Americans with Disabilities Amendment Act (ADAA)— Source: http://www.blr.com/?funcode=WF21
Full url: http://www.blr.com/information-ADA/index.aspx?source=MKD&effort=2125&gclid=CNel_oeahZYCFQSwFQodoT0uFw#Head3
Update on CapTel Telephones for DC 

By Tamar Clarke
Public Service Commission of the District of Columbia has sent out a request to provide CapTel telephone services. They are now in the process of reviewing these proposals. Next, they will select a vendor and signing a contract. When this has been completed, this information will be available on the Public Service Commission website:  www.dcpsc.org.

	Contact information for Public Service Commission is:

	

	1333 H Street, NW, Suite 200W
Washington, DC 20005

	Phone:    
	(202) 626-5100



America Hears—A Hearing Aid Company with a Difference

© 2008 by Neil Bauman, Ph.D.

In today’s world of glitzy ads and high-priced hearing aids, one company stands out with a unique philosophy—give customers top-quality hearing aids, give them fantastic customer service, and do so at a very reasonable price! That company, still relatively unknown, is America Hears, Inc. located in Bristol, PA.
What sets America Hears, Inc. apart? First, America Hears is one of the most ethical companies you’ll ever do business with. You never have to be worried about getting ripped off, or not getting the quality or service you need.
Second, America Hears has the strange idea that you should get hearing aids based on the features you need, not on what you can afford. Therefore, all their hearing aids are the same price—no matter what you want/need from the biggest BTE (behind-the-ear) power aid, to the smallest CIC (completely–in-canal) aid.
Third, you deal directly with the company. This means there is no middle-man to inflate the cost. This alone keeps the price down.
Fourth, their prices aren’t closely-guarded secrets either. At present, each hearing aid is $995.00. That’s it! This makes their hearing aids affordable to many.
Fifth, when you deal directly with the company, you get people that intimately know their products. They don’t have to phone headquarters to find out how to program the latest hearing aids.
Sixth, you can try any of their hearing aids for a full 60 days before you need to decide whether they are right for you or not. If you decide to return them—guess what?—you get all your money back, even shipping costs. None of this withholding $300.00 per aid or other nonsense when you return them like most places charge.
Seventh, what really sets America Hears apart is their “in house” fitting process. You purchase your aids, are fitted with your aids, and have your aids tweaked as often as you need, all without your having to leave your house. No, they do not make house calls. Here’s how it works.
First, you need to go to your local audiologist and have a complete audiological evaluation. Next, you FAX or mail the audiogram and associated results to America Hears. There, their staff of audiologists and qualified hearing aid dispensers evaluate your hearing needs and work with you in person (if you come to Bristol), or over the phone, or via email or postal mail to choose the best hearing aids for your hearing needs and lifestyle. They program your new hearing aids according to your audiogram, and send them hurrying to your doorstep via overnight courier. It’s that easy.
Now, what do you do when you need adjustments—and do most digital hearing aids need a few adjustments to get them working exactly like you want them to? Glad you asked. Here again, America Hears has a unique way of doing things. You don’t have to take time off work, or drive across town or to the next town to get them adjusted.
There are three basic ways of adjusting your aids. One, you can send them back to the factory to be adjusted. (They pay the courier fees both ways.) If you are not computer-literate, this is the way to go. You’ll be surprised at how fast this happens. You don’t want to be without your hearing aids for very long. In a test, from the time the courier picked up my hearing aids at my house until they returned them was—now hold on to your hats—only 46.5 hours—not quite 2 days. That is very acceptable service to be sure!
The second way, if you are somewhat computer-literate, is what most people use—and boy is it fast! This is because when you purchase any America Hears hearing aids, not only do you get the hearing aids, but you also get a programmer box with the necessary cables to connect it to both your computer and your hearing aids, and the software that programs your aids.
To use this method, first you have to install the software on your computer, then you either phone or email America Hears and tell them what the problem is. They will adjust whatever programs need changes and upload these modified programs to the web. You log in to your account with them, download the updated hearing aid programs to your computer, then upload them into your hearing aids. This only takes a few minutes—and often it is done in real time. In other words, by the time you get off the phone, your updates are already there waiting for you. You can’t beat that for service!
The third way is for you if you have always wanted to adjust your hearing aids yourself. Now you can, and with the blessings of America Hears, too. Since you have the same software on your computer that America Hears uses at the factory, you can make any changes you want, whenever you want.
Furthermore, you don’t have to worry about “messing up” your existing programs either. You see, the software on your computer can store something like 1,000 different programs if you ever wanted to. Thus, all you do is clone your existing programs and give them different names, then “fool around” to your heart’s content, knowing that if you don’t like what you come up with, you can always reload one or more of the factory programs back into your aids. You can also make “special” programs that exactly fit your lifestyle. For example, one wildlife biologist programs one of the memories in her America Hears aids to best hear the specific species of owl she will be listening for that night!
As you can tell, I’m impressed with America Hears. I’ve been wearing my America Hears Freedom hearing aids for more than three years now. If you want to learn more about America Hears, go to their website at http://www.americahears.com or phone them at 800-492-4515. 
Editor’s note:  The cost of their hearing aids is increasing to $1,099 and the programming kit will have a separate fee of $149 as of November 1, 2008.

Neil Bauman, Ph.D. has lived all his life with a severe hearing loss. He is a hearing loss coping skills specialist, speaker, author, and the executive director of the Center for Hearing Loss Help in PA. The Center’s website (http://www.hearinglosshelp.com) has a wealth of information for hard of hearing people. You can email Dr. Neil at neil@hearinglosshelp.com.
Changes to the Federal Health Insurance Coverage for Hearing Aids in 2008 
By Alan Clarke

We learned that some changes were made to federal health benefits regarding hearing aids for 2008.

There was some effort to cover hearing aids; however it applied only in limited situations.

One of the health insurance programs available to federal employees and retirees, Blue Cross® and Blue Shield® Service Benefit Plan for 2008, cover the following:
• We now provide benefits for hearing aids (including bone anchored hearing aids) for children up to age 22, limited to $1,000 per ear per calendar year. In addition, we now provide benefits for bone anchored hearing aids for adults when medically necessary due to traumatic injury or malformation of the external or middle ear, limited to $1,000 per ear for each calendar year. Previously, benefits were not provided for these types of devices. Source: https://www.opm.gov/insure/08/changes/71-005.pdf (viewed October 18, 2008)
For more information regarding health insurance for federal employees, check the following website: https://www.opm.gov/insure/

Information about 2009 benefits will be posted on the website as of November 3, 2008.  Open season for federal employees begin November 10, 2008 through December 8, 2008.
We believe that this is a step in the right direction; however, it does not cover the vast majority of federal employees and their families with hearing loss issues who simply need a new hearing aid.

We also checked with the American Speech-Language-Hearing Association and located an article written by Angela Foehl.  In the article, it was stated that the increased coverage for hearing aids increased health insurance costs by 2%.  (See Editor’s note at the end of the article.)
ASHA has been lobbying the Federal Employees Health Benefits Program (FEHBP) for several years.  OPM urged carriers to review their current hearing benefits.  However, the insurance plans are not required to follow OPM directives.
We are really appreciative of their efforts on our behalf.  There are two proposals that we liked submitted by ASHA.  They are:
· Hearings aids need to be dispensed by a qualified audiologist (who spends time learning about hearing loss, the testing and evaluation process, and the various types of hearing aids at a university) 
· Hearing aids coverage needs to be available for federal employees, their dependants over the age of 18, and retirees.

Also, in addition to Blue Cross and Blue Shield, Mail Handlers now also includes coverage for hearing aids as of 2008.  The Mail Handlers plan added coverage for one hearing aid per ear for all members once every calendar year. Previously, these services were covered only when directly related to an accidental injury. The others—APWU Health Plan, GEHA, and NALC do not provide coverage for hearing aids, except NALC which will cover newborn hearing screening.
[Editor’s note: If hearing aid coverage for all current and retired federal employees and their family coverage were to increase health insurance premiums significantly, much more than two percent, then we as citizens need to explore our health care system.  We need to explore if there are alternative methods that will improve health care outcomes and at the same time reduce health care costs.  One area of medicine that is worth exploring is the area of naturopathic medicine which focuses more significantly on diet, exercise, and the use of nutritional supplements to address health care issues. BottomLine Secrets has articles regarding naturopathic medicine by Andrew Rubman, ND at http://www.bottomlinesecrets.com/]

Sources:

ASHA:

Foehl, A. (2008, May 6). Hearing benefits upgraded for federal employees. The ASHA Leader, 13(6), 4, 21.  

Website: http://www.asha.org/about/publications/leader-online/archives/2008/080506/080506d.htm
OPM:

https://www.opm.gov/insure/08/changes/71-005.pdf
https://www.opm.gov/insure/
Naturopathic Medicine:

Articles by Andrew L. Rubman, ND

http://www.bottomlinesecrets.com/
Note: Andrew L. Rubman has written an article that indicates how much our country is spending on ten health conditions (heart conditions, trauma, cancer, mental disorders, including depressing, asthma and chronic pulmonary disease, high blood pressure,  type 2 diabetes, osteoarthritis and other joint diseases, back problems, and normal childbirth.)
Federal Government Failing to Heed Guidelines and Laws on Employment of People with Targeted Disabilities 

Source:  AAPD News, Spring 2008

Not on "HIRE" Ground, Part One:

Summarized by Alan Clarke
Received kind permission from the American Association for People with Disabilities to condense and summarize the main points of the original article.

Over the next two years, the federal government will experience a significant exodus of experienced and talented federal employees as the baby boomer generation begins to retire.  It is estimated by the Office of Personnel Management (OPM) that the federal government will lose about 40 percent of their workforce by 2010.

There are approximately 15 million people in the United States, about five percent of the population, who are working age and have a severe disability.  About seventy percent of these individuals are not working while the national unemployment rate for all workers hovers at 5 percent or less.

The Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) has challenged federal agencies to increase their representation of people with targeted disabilities (PWTD) so that they make up at least 2 per cent of the federal workforce by 2010.  However, the federal government has a twenty year low of .94 percent representation of employees with targeted disabilities; it seems that the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 has not been helpful to address this gap between people with disabilities and their employment with the federal government.

Why is this happening?  EEOC Commissioner Christine Griffin says that there are numerous reasons.

One is the lack of leadership upon the part of federal officials, especially agency leaders.  Two, there exist a lack of knowledge about this problem and a general unawareness of resources and solutions out there to help.  Three, fears, myths, and stereotypes about people with disabilities affect hiring decisions. Four, there are initiatives like "Leadership for the Employment of Americans with Disabilities" started in 2006 to address this gap.  However, there seems to be a lack of follow through on implementing this program.

Two agencies achieved the 2 percent mark in 2006: the Social Security Administration (SSA) and the National Security Agency (NSA).  They have attracted a diverse, talented, and highly skilled workforce.  It is good business sense to hire the best talent and that includes those with disabilities.  
Another issue is that once people with disabilities are hired, they experience problems in advancement through the ranks.  The average federal pay grade for people with disabilities was 8.5 in 2006 while the average for all general schedule employees was 10.  People with targeted disabilities (PWTD) represent only .46 percent of the 20,070 senior positions in the government or 93 people in a federal workforce of 2.6 million.

Reginald F. Wells, SSA's deputy commissioner for human resources and chief human capital officer, says that they are proud of what they have accomplished at the SSA. He says, "Employees appreciate cultural differences, are engaged and feel valued, and understand that their contributions are essential to the organization's mission and overall success."

This issue needs to be brought to the attention of the current Bush administration and whoever takes over next January 2009.  We need to establish follow through and accountability for agency heads to set goals and to achieve them.

According to Christine Griffin, "It's time for justice for federal employees with targeted disabilities."

Editor's note:  A substantial number of people with disabilities are those with a hearing loss.  Furthermore, as the federal employee workforce becomes older, a significant percent of them develop a hearing loss.  (One in three Americans age 65 has a hearing loss).  Also, I personally would rather be working than receive a handout from the American taxpayers.  If anything, the federal workforce should be setting a positive example for the rest of the country to hire the best talent regardless of the disability. The federal government is required to follow the merit principle in selecting and hiring those with the best talent.
Digital Television Transition from Analog Television effective February 17, 2009
By Tamar Clarke

Be aware that effective on February 17, 2008, analog television service will no longer be available, and it will be entirely digital television service. This change will free up additional channels for public safety departments.  

If you have an analog television set, you will need a converter box.  Coupons at the $40 a piece, two for each household are available  from the US Government.

These converter boxes can be purchased from the retail store ($40 to $70).

If you are currently using a cable tv service, you will not need a converter box, unless you would like a backup system in place.
Televisions purchased in more recent years should be compatible with digital transmissions.  It is the older analog television sets equipped with rabbit ears and not used in conjunction with cable services that are in the problem area.
Below are additional web resources regarding this planned transition:  http://www.dtv.gov/transitionbasics.pdf
http://www.ncicap.org/DTV_FAQ1.asp

http://www. fcc.gov/cgb/ consumerfacts/ troubleshootguide.pdf

Suggested Criteria for Voting

By Tamar Clarke
The other day, I received an email from a friend who asked me which person she should vote for in this upcoming  presidential election.  She had trouble making a decision.
It occurred to me that instead of telling her who she should vote for, it would be better to come up with a list that she can use when deciding on which person to vote for.  This candidate would: 
1. Understand the budgetary process and long range implications

2. Understand the role of government to enhance the quality of life for everyone

3. Promote economic well being not at the expense of individuals or specific groups

4. Respect the law and  implement the law; not to mention to respect all citizens; have and show integrity

5. Have the ability to work with a wide range of people

6. Have the ability to select the best qualified individuals for specific roles

7. Build coalitions and consensus for the best course of action that will benefit all citizens

8. Represent you and the community that you are part of
9. Vote the way you want.  Look at the person’s voting record.  That is usually a strong indicator on how they will perform once elected to their new position.

10. Conduct their election campaign in a positive way, focus on issues and their stand on the issues, and refrain from what we call “character assassination”, which is attacking their opponents on a personal basis. When this is done, it will not encourage our citizens’ ability to elect the best talent as our leaders.  It also diverts attention from a broad range of issues that are in every election.

If you still have problems deciding whom to vote for, see the following article called: Vote for my Cat!
Vote for My Cat

By Tamar Clarke  
I can’t decide whom to vote for! 
I don’t like that candidate and that other candidate.  Neither one represents my views on what government should be about.  Therefore, I am not going to vote!  However, to prevent others from making a choice that you like even less and living with the consequences of that choice, our society needs your vote.

One suggestion, if you don’t like any of the candidates, I have one suggestion. You can think about the qualities that you would like to see in a candidate.  I know someone who may have the qualities that you are looking for.  It is my cat.  He would love to run for elected office.  He would love to have your vote if his paw print would be an acceptable signature.   I have a handsome Maine Coon cat named Felix.  Yes, no kidding, that is his real name.  He is loving, gentle, and kind.  He will kiss us on the mouth, too.
He has three qualifications for you to vote on. Here are three reasons for you to vote for my cat.  One, he is really clean.  Two, he is a fighter.  And three, he cares about other cats, about other dogs who are nice to him, and humans. 
In regard to my first point about my cat being very clean, cats are very clean animals, and this applies to Felix as well. He spends quite a few hours cleaning and licking his coat and keeping it clean.  He will not hesitate to let you know if his cat pan is not clean enough.  It means that Felix is clean inside as well.

In regard to the second point, my cat is a fighter.  He is known up and down our alley in DC.  He must have fought with every cat in the alley and on our block.  From time to time, he has taken on dogs, too.  One time, he scratched a dog’s eye. He almost died from that fight.  He has the scars to show for all the fights that he has been in.  Now that he is older, he is in fewer fights.  However, he will fight for you, for all humans who are nice to animals, for his fellow cats, and even for the nice and kind dogs. 

In regard to my third point, my cat is loving and caring.  That makes him an 
excellent candidate to be caring and 
loving to all of us.  That is a major quality that we need to see in our leaders that we elect to office.  Caring and loving leaders follow through with their agendas and are accountable.

If in this election or in future elections, you don’t like any of the candidates that are in front of you, or are running for office, you can vote for my cat Felix.  In fact, Felix has three fellow cats who also like the idea of running for office and representing you. Vote for Felix! You will have a clean, loving cat, and one that fights for all of us, for the common good!  This is a cat that cares about other cats, dogs that are nice, and people who are nice to cats.  That is the type of candidate that we will all need.
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