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S everal years ago, I was the subject of an intervention.  
No, I’m not a substance abuser. I have hearing 
loss and the co-workers who brought me into a 

conference room and sat me down opposite them wanted 
me to know that my failure to modulate my voice during 
telephone conversations and lower the ringer on my 
phone was making it hard for them to focus on their 
jobs. The experience was both jarring and eye-opening—
jarring because it was so unexpected; eye-opening 
because although I knew that my hearing loss had  
long been a source of emotional distress, until the 
intervention I hadn’t realized the extent of that distress.
 When I was 6 years old, a bout of measles robbed 
me of about 40% of my hearing. My parents responded 
by taking me from doctor to doctor in a desperate search 
for a remedy. In addition to radiation treatments, I had 
three tonsillectomies and a series of painful procedures 
that involved sticking long needles into my ears. Finally, 
when I was 12, a doctor convinced my parents that sen-
sorineural hearing losses such as mine weren’t fixable, so 
they did what they had resisted for six years and bought 
me hearing aids.
 What we didn’t do was talk about the hearing 
loss. Indeed, because having a child with a disability 
embarrassed my parents (and, by extension, me), it was 
a verboten subject. After I got hearing aids, I always 
made sure my hair was long enough to cover my ears, so 
the aids remained out of sight. Faking it—pretending I 
could hear a statement—sometimes helped me dodge the 
dreaded but all-too-frequent, “It wasn’t that important,” 
or, worse, “Oh, never mind.” Still, because my comments 
were sometimes off-topic, I was subjected to consider-
able teasing. Occasionally, people who I misheard reacted 
with humor, such as the fellow who suggested I write a 
book called “Things I Thought I Heard.” More often, 
however, the responses were ego-deflating and hurtful. In 
group settings, people looking at each other and laughing 
is one example. Being tacitly excluded from conversations 
is another.
 After working my way up in the publishing world, 
I became a writer for a trade magazine. My hearing loss 
remained a veiled issue. Then the intervention happened, 

and I fled from the room, but not before unleashing a 
barrage of tears that left the participants mortified and 
apologetic. I’m not sure what my co-workers learned 
from that showdown, or from my flummoxed response 
to it, but I definitely learned something: My hearing loss 
was more of an emotional burden than I cared to admit, 
and it was time to recognize and address that. I began 
using the words “I have a hearing loss” more often,  
especially to enlighten people who assumed my non- 
germane comments or difficulty tempering my voice 
stemmed from inanity or thoughtlessness. 
 Do more folks in my orbit “get it”? Not to the 
extent I’d prefer. The invisibility of hearing loss makes 
it easy for people to assume it’s nonexistent, or a minor 
problem. Still, my journey from denial to acceptance 
continues, aided by the realization that I wasn’t doing 
myself, or anyone else with compromised hearing, any 
favors by intimating that hearing loss is a source of  
shame best dealt with by adopting a “Who, me?”  
attitude. Having hearing loss presents many challenges. 
Overcoming these challenges, while at the same time 
being—in the words of HLAA activists—an “ambassa-
dor for hearing loss,” makes personal and professional 
successes especially gratifying. 
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