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A perceptive preschool teacher sensed something 
was amiss in nearly 3-year-old Bridget Abbott’s 
language and speech development, and suggested 

further investigation by the county’s early intervention 
office. They recommended a hearing screening. It was a 
pivotal moment for her and her family, as the test revealed 
that Bridget had late onset hearing loss. It was all the 
more surprising because she had passed her newborn 
screening for hearing loss, and there was no history of 
hearing loss in her family.
 The family began to notice things about Bridget’s 
behavior—her non-responsiveness to the doorbell and 
telephone, as well as her frequent requests for mom, dad 
and sister to repeat themselves. Bridget began wearing 
hearing aids while the family learned to support her  
cognitive, emotional and social development.
 Bridget’s experience inspired her mother, Valerie 
James Abbott, to write Padapillo, a children’s book  
incorporating her daughter’s journey through the eyes  

of her older sister, Mary Clare. Abbott is “a parent- 
advocate, a champion for early hearing detection and 
intervention programs and an active promoter of  
parent-to-parent support organizations. She is a gradu- 
ate of Hollins College and has served on boards and  
state councils that are dedicated to serving families of 
children who are deaf or have hearing loss.” 
 The story begins when Bridget points out a green 
caterpillar to her sister, calling it a “padapillo.” Mary 
Clare is mystified by her sister’s verbal description, but 
attributes it to her “weirdness,” in a typical older sibling 
put-down. After Bridget’s preschool teacher’s interven-
tion, Mary Clare accompanies her to the ENT office, but 
skeptically views the audiologist’s exam and conclusions. 
But when she conducts her own hearing tests at home 
with Bridget, it turns out the “weird” sister does have 
hearing loss. 
 Abbott is taken aback with the diagnosis—both 
thankful for the evaluation and concerned for Bridget’s  
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T he Olive Osmond Hearing Fund was founded in 2010 by Justin Osmond, son of 
recording artist and producer Merrill Osmond. The organization is devoted to 
improving and providing access to educational and musical opportunities and 

hearing technology to children who are deaf or have hearing loss, and their generosity  
has touched the lives of families across the U.S, the U.K. and more.
  In May 2021, Justin and the Olive Osmond Hearing Fund partnered with parent- 
advocate and author Valerie James Abbott to establish Late Onset Hearing Loss Awareness Week, shining a spotlight on a 
population of young children who often go unnoticed and undiagnosed because they passed the newborn hearing screen, 
but developed hearing loss later on. The campaign’s main goal of improving the lives of children with postnatal hearing loss 
through earlier identification aligns with their foundation’s mission of helping children who are deaf and have hearing loss 
become all they can be through effective identification, services, support and resources.    
  For more information about the Olive Osmond Hearing Fund, visit www.hearingfund.org and https://www.facebook.
com/HearingFund.
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future. Panic ensues, as well as guilt about missing Brid-
get’s developmental delay clues. She begins researching 
and reaching out to other parents of children with late on-
set hearing loss, and to support groups and organizations.
 Parents and pediatric audiologists will want to 
share this empathetic story with their late deafened 
children and patients. Abbott describes Bridget taking a 
hearing test while sitting on her lap, being fitted for ear 
molds with “gook” squirted in her ears, and the inevita-
ble anxiety and fear as Bridget hears sounds she has not 
experienced before—causing her to remove her instru-
ments and retreat to the audiologist’s office. She also 
includes Bridget’s acceptance by her classmates as she 
returns to school with her pink hearing aids.
 Abbott’s quest for support and information was  
far ranging, and Padapillo includes a list of 16 organi-
zations or agencies which offer help to parents of late 
deafened children. When I interviewed her, she highlight-
ed two in particular: “the Olive Osmond Hearing Fund 
(see sidebar on page 39) and the National Center for 
Hearing Assessment and Management (NCHAM). It’s 
headquartered at Utah State University and is funded by 
the Health Resources and Services Administration at the 
U.S. Department of Health and Human Services.” 

 Abbott and Justin Osmond of the Olive Osmond 
Hearing Fund have established a Late Onset Hearing 
Loss Awareness Week held May 4-10 annually, in the 
hopes of bringing further interest on this issue to the 
attention of parents, audiologists and the greater  
hearing loss community.
 The story of Padapillo ends with Bridget pointing 
out a butterfly to her sister—a symbolic observation that 
shows Bridget’s growth and emergence as a young girl 
coming to terms with her hearing loss. Today Bridget 
is the typical teenager, immersed in high school life, 
occasionally rolling her eyes at her mother and definitely 
engaging in selective hearing with her—according to  
her mother.   
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reached at lawrence.herbert@gmail.com.
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