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W
e live in the age where the Internet of 
Things—connecting one’s physical world 
to the digital world—rules the day. It’s no 
different for many of us who depend on the 

latest hearing technology to make it through the day. We 
negotiate wires, wireless signals, hearing aids, cochlear 
implants, remote controls, captions (phones, TVs, movie 

and live theaters), and cell phone 
apps, all to stay on a level playing 
field in a world that is ruled by 
sound.

This past January I was pleased 
to participate in the hearing 
access group at the Consumer 
Electronics Show (CES) in 
Las Vegas. The Consumer 
Technology Association (CTA) 

gathers the most influential, inspiring and disruptive 
technology visionaries from across the world at CES.

HLAA was part of the CTA Foundation Accessibility 
Leaders Tour, which included disability-focused 
organizations. Along with HLAA 
was the American Foundation for the 
Blind, the World Institute on Disability, 
the Seattle Lighthouse for the Blind, 
and Gallaudet University. The CTA 
Foundation, in conjunction with CTA’s 
Government and Legal Affairs team, 
brings disability advocates to CES. We 
engaged with companies to continue the 
dialogue of making technology more 
accessible, as each of our organizations 
brought a wealth of knowledge and 
expertise to companies. 

We enjoyed the Accessibility Marketplace where 
companies exhibited technologies that help people of 
all ages and abilities live healthy and independent lives. 
There were also two panels planned—smart homes 
and self-driving vehicles—to highlight technologies for 
enabling greater independence regardless of age  
or ability. 

For the second year in a row, the CTA Foundation 
partnered with the Extreme Tech Challenge to hold 

the Eureka Park Accessibility Contest. More than 200 
startup companies showed how their products have the 
potential to improve the lives of seniors as well as those 
with disabilities. And, by age 65, one out of three people 
has some degree of hearing loss. 

We talked with IBM, who is interested in working 
with HLAA and our members to better understand 
hearing access. IBM and many HLAA sponsors, 
advertisers and partners in the technology world feel they 
have a social responsibility to make products accessible 
to people with disabilities. And it makes good business 
sense. How many times do people with or without a 
hearing loss enjoy captioning? Mostly everyone I know 
has problems hearing in noisy restaurants, whether or 
not they have a hearing loss. Many of these people might 
like an earbud with some noise cancellation features to 
understand speech in noise. 

Visiting the CES floor was intriguing. We saw the 
latest in wearable hearing devices, which included 
traditional hearing aids. The lines are getting blurred 
between technology for people with hearing loss and 

devices for those who want some 
hearing enhancement or simply want 
a better sound experience in a noisy 
world. We tried headphones for listening 
to music that measured acoustic 
emissions and then adjusted the sound 
according to your level of hearing. 

Then there was the unforgettable and 
amazing Accessible Ollie, a collaboration 
between Local Motors, IBM, and the 
CTA Foundation to create a self-driving 
public transportation vehicle with 

accommodations for people with hearing and vision loss, 
mobility limitations, and cognitive issues. We are pleased 
to know that Ollie is equipped with a hearing loop and 
initial discussions with Local Motors and IBM allowed 
HLAA to have input into hearing access. A fascinating 
aspect of Ollie is that it is created on a 3D printer!  
(I can’t even begin to explain that one.)

Stephen Ewell, executive director of the CTA 
Foundation, says about Ollie, “Through the power of 
cognitive computing, the Internet of Things (IoT) and 
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accessibility technology, this initiative will significantly 
improve the lives of persons with disabilities and the 
growing aging population.” 

Traversing the landscape of CES is an overwhelming 
technology assault on all the senses, with mindboggling 
myriad disruptive gadgets that are supposed to make 

life simpler, some day, 
where everything will be 
connected through the IoT. 
It left me in awe but not 
knowing how I, my family 
and our lifestyle, and my 
workplace will fit into it all. 

In the midst of all this 
cacophony of hopeful, yet 
unsettling, technology, 
there was a beacon of hope, 
a phrase printed on a sign. 
The words were like an 
oasis in the desert; it came 

from nowhere and gave me reassurance that someone 
understood what I was going through. 

The sign read: Humans Are the Next Big Thing

Someone, maybe one of the great scientific minds or 
inventors, was mindful that, at the end of the day, there is 
a person who will use these technologies for a better life. 
There is a person who will be wirelessly connected to the 
Internet of Things, who will have to look up from his or 
her smart device to engage with others, to say hello, and 
to care about the people in our community. 

We’ve always said here at HLAA that we are people 
first, people who just happen to have a hearing loss. We 
need technology to stay in the hearing world, and the 
technology will only get better and we will use it. But, 
there is still the human connection we crave. We are not 
meant to live alone with our technology or in a world 
without sound. As humans, we are not destined for 
isolation. We are destined for hope.

Come to an HLAA Convention, go to a 
Walk4Hearing, or attend an HLAA Chapter meeting. 
Bring your wires, your apps, your devices, but know that 
you are not living on an island with your hearing loss. 

Barbara Kelley is executive director of the Hearing  
Loss Association of America. She can be reached at  
bkelley@hearingloss.org. Follow on her Twitter  
@BKelley_HLAA.

Our Lady on the Front 
Lines Retires from HLAA

Many of you would recognize Barbara 
Miller only by her cheerful voice greeting 
you on the phone when you called the 
HLAA national office. Others of you might 
have met her when you visited our office 
and she offered you coffee, tea or water. 
And, of course, Barbara was at many 
HLAA Conventions working tirelessly at 
the registration desk to make sure you all 
had your badges, packets and anything 
else you needed to make your convention 
experience as enjoyable as possible.

Barbara Miller was a program assistant on 
the staff at HLAA since October 2005. She 
retired this February. 

Barbara Kelley, HLAA executive director, 
said, “Barbara was the consummate 
professional; nothing was too much to ask 
of her. She worked many long hours, never 
going home until her work was finished, and 
took time with everyone on the phone who 
needed help or who just wanted to talk about 
his or her struggles with their hearing. And she 
did all that with sincere compassion. Barbara 
juggled a lot of tasks and made everyone’s job 
easier. We will miss her probably more than 
she knows.” 

We’ve always 
said here at 
HLAA that we 
are people first, 
people who just 
happen to have a 
hearing loss. Barbara Miller (right) at the HLAA2017 Convention 
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