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Hearing Aids - Available, Affordable, Accessible

By: NANNETTE NICHOLSON, PH.D.
  

The ability to communicate is fundamental to the human experience, allowing us to meet our educational and social needs, and yet it’s not an unalienable right. In fact, it might seem as though communication is a privilege of the rich and well insured — a true treasure. And looking for organizations to help in the purchasing of a hearing aid or trying to fi nd a government program that you might be eligible for is much akin to a treasure hunt — but without a map. Well, here’s the map you’ve been waiting for. We’ll not only navigate the government programs and the nonprofi t options, but also insurance and savings plans that can soften the impact of the purchase of a good set of digital hearing aids.

GOVERNMENT-SPONSORED PROGRAMS

Veterans Administration (VA)
The second largest department in the United States government, following the Department of Defense, is the Department of Veterans Affairs, responsible for administering programs of veteran’s benefi ts for veterans, their families and survivors.

As a hearing impaired veteran returning home from World my uncle found himself with severe noise-induced loss. Although he enjoyed post-war employment and series of administrative positions with great health benefits, his policy did not cover the cost of hearing several years before he contacted his county veteran service officer who assisted him with an application for serviceconnected hearing loss. He was also informed that veteran service organizations, such as the American Legion (www.legion.org; 800.433.3318), Veterans of Foreign Wars (www.vfw.org; 816.756.3390) and Disabled American Veterans (www.dav.org; 877.426.2838), could have assisted him with this process as well. Following an investigation and evaluation to determine if his hearing loss was military service-related, he received a pair of behind-the-ear hearing aids to accommodate his hearing loss. This was several years ago and he has continued to receive his hearing healthcare from the Kansas City VA Medical Center. To help demystify the process, he recommends a document titled “Can I get a hearing aid from the VA?” available from the National Center for Rehabilitative Audiology Research: www.ncrar.research.va.gov/ForVets/documents/CanIgetaHearingaidfromVA.pdf. Note that during the transition from TRICARE (the active duty health system, www.tricare.osd.mil) to the VA (www.va.gov;800.827.1000), veterans often fi nd themselves on their own with regard to healthcare needs.

Medicare and Medicaid
Medicare (www.medicare.gov; 800.633.4227) is the federal health insurance program that is designated for people 65 years of age and older. Although directed toward a specifi c age bracket, Medicare plans are also applicable to certain people with disabilities. Medicare has two major parts: Part A is hospital insurance and is financed through federal taxes while Part B is supplementary medical insurance and has a monthly premium. Medicare never covers hearing aid expenses. If the adult has additional disabilities and qualifies for Medicaid, it is possible in some cases that hearing
aids may be covered.

In contrast, Medicaid provides medical assistance to certain individuals and families with low income and resources and may cover hearing aids. It is jointly funded by the federal and state governments. Although the federal government establishes national guidelines, each state has the authority to establish its own eligibility standards, determine the type, duration and scope of services, set the rates of payments and administer the program. Eligibility criteria can be found on the Centers for Medicaid and Medicare Services Web site at: www.cms.hhs.gov/MedicaidGenInfo.

Vocational Rehabilitation (Voc Rehab)
A young lady I know is getting ready to enter college. She was diagnosed with moderate hearing loss in a public school hearing screening at the age of seven. Although her parents both worked as nurses at the local community hospital and carried family medical insurance through their employer, hearing aids and eye glasses were specifically excluded from the policy. Her parents worked
hard to save money to pay for her initial set of hearing aids, as well as a replacement pair when she was 13. Five years later, she is once again due for a new set of hearing aids. She and her family were referred by her audiologist to Voc Rehab.

Each state’s Voc Rehab program is as an integral part of a statewide workforce system to assess, plan, develop and provide services for individuals with disabilities. Any deaf, hard of hearing or latedeafened individual whose hearing loss poses a barrier to employment, or who needs assistance in preparing for a job, getting a job or keeping a job is eligible for services. Services and technology assistance may vary by state, or even by county.

The Social Security Administration pays state Voc Rehab for the cost of the services they furnish to people receiving Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) benefi ts or Supplemental Security Income (SSI) based on disability or blindness if certain conditions are met. The services must result in the individual’s return to work for at least nine continuous months at a substantial earnings level (www.ssa.gov/OACT/COLA/sga.html). Most states have a program that will assist with the purchase of hearing aids, cochlear implants and assistive listening devices for individuals who require this technology to be employable.

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA)
I recently worked with a family whose child was diagnosed with a severe to profound sensorineural hearing loss at the age of three months, following a referral from the birth hearing screening. Otherwise healthy, the baby had been diagnosed with Mondini’s aplasia, an abnormality of the cochlea, requiring an aggressive program of early intervention and conventional amplification in the form of hearing aids, as well as consideration for cochlear implantation. The child was referred for services available under IDEA (http://idea.ed.gov), which guarantees a free, appropriate, public education for all children with disabilities, including speech, language and hearing disorders.

Part C of IDEA ensures services, education and support to young children who: 1) have a diagnosed physical or mental condition with a high probability of a resulting developmental delay, 2) have
an existing developmental delay and 3) are at risk of developing a delay or special need that may affect their development or impede their education. The purpose of early intervention is to lessen the effects of the disability or delay. As a payer of last resort, Part C will kick in for hearing aids if they are specifi ed on the Individualized Family Service Plan when all other options have been exhausted. Part C is typically administered by the state department of health or department of human services. Calling the county offi ce of this department is a good place to start.

As a child approaches his third birthday, preparation to transition services to Part B of IDEA (typically administered by the state department of education) are made. Hearing aids are viewed by state departments of education as personal devices and are not typically covered but FM systems are considered educational amplifi cation and are typically provided through the school system. Between the ages of three and 21, children and young adults are eligible for service under Part B of IDEA. Services are provided as outlined in the child’s Individualized Education Program (IEP). Again, though hearing aids won’t be covered, assistive listening systems for use in the classroom are common in IEPs for children with hearing loss. The systems go with the students through their school years.

Tax Equity and Fiscal Responsibility Act (TEFRA)
Another family I work with has three children, ages two, six and 11. The two oldest children have hearing loss. The 11-year-old recently received bilateral cochlear implants and the six-year-old wears bilateral hearing aids. The family’s health insurance provided partial coverage for the cochlear implants and surgery; however, the younger daughter’s hearing aids were not a covered expense. Although they secured an FM system for both girls through Part B of IDEA, they still needed help with the purchase of a set of hearing aids. Because this family’s income was above the income guidelines for poverty, they did not qualify for Medicaid coverage and were advised to explore financial assistance under the TEFRA provisions in their state.

TEFRA 134(a), a provision of the Tax Equity and Fiscal Responsibility Act of 1982, allows states to extend Medicaid coverage to certain disabled children. In some states, the program is administered by the state Medicaid program. For example, in my state, to qualify for TEFRA benefi ts, the child must be disabled according to the SSI defi nition of disability, be younger than 19 years of age, have countable resources that are less than $2,000 and cannot have income that exceeds the Long Term Care Medicaid limit. Parental income and resources are not considered; only the income and resources of the child are counted www.medicaid.state.ar.us/InternetSolution/General/programs/tefra/tefra.aspx). Children who live in institutions or who receive extended care in institutions are not eligible for TEFRA benefi ts. Check your state’s guidelines regarding TEFRA.

INSURANCE COVERAGE AND DISCOUNT PROGRAMS

Health Insurance Coverage for Hearing Aids
In little over a decade, universal newborn hearing screening has quickly become the standard of care in hospitals across the U.S. As a direct result of the ability to identify hearing loss within the first few months of life, a number of states have introduced legislation mandating hearing aid coverage by private health insurance companies. Connecticut, one of the fi rst states to pass a mandate, requires insurance companies to cover hearing aids for children under 12 years of age ($1,000 every 24 months). Delaware passed similar legislation requiring $1,000 of coverage every 36 months (effective January 1, 2009) for children under 18 years of age. Kentucky’s law provides $1,400 per aid every 36 months for children under 18 years of age. For more information about state mandates for hearing aid insurance see www.hearingloss.org/advocacy/govtassistance.asp. Additional states with insurance
mandates that were not listed on the Web site as of our press date include Arkansas and Wisconsin.

A few large organizations have included coverage for hearing aids in their benefi t packages. For example, the National Elevator Industry (www.neibenefits.org) includes hearing care services provided by a participating HearUSA (formerly known as National Ear Care) network provider (www.hearusa.org). Their plan covers one hearing aid per ear up to $1,200 (every 36 months for adults; every 12 months per dependent child). In a 2007 United Auto Workers (UAW) General Motors report (www.uaw.org/contracts/07/gm/gm04.php), UAW reported hearing aid coverage of $2,000 for hearing aids, ear molds and associated devices every three years. Members who go to network providers for services receive additional discounts. A Blue Cross/Blue Shield plan covers up to $1,000 per hearing aid once every three years including hearing aid fi tting, evaluation and post-fitting treatment, while the Mail Handlers plan covers $500 per ear every fi ve years. A summary of the plans offered can be found at (www.opm.gov/insure/health/planinfo/index.asp).

The Federal Employees Health Benefi ts Program (FEHBP) hearing aid insurance plans went into effect on January 1, 2009, for potentially 8 million federal employees, retirees and their families (www.opm.gov/insure/health). In 2008, for the fi rst time, the FEHBP provided a hearing aid benefit for dependent children of federal employees. The new 2009 benefi ts include coverage for adults as well. The expansion of hearing aid coverage is included as an optional fee for service, with a wide variety of benefi t amount. The FEHBP offerings are consistent with the Hearing Instrument Association’s (HIA) white paper, entitled “Issues in Third Party Reimbursement,” published in December 2008, defi ning the key elements of any coverage plan: provider choice, patient participation, and quality and medically effective treatment. (Read the white paper at http://hearing.org/uploadedFiles/Reimbursement%20White%20Paper%20(12.2008).pdf.) While the benefits cover only a portion of the cost of hearing aid treatment, they do provide significant assistance for people with hearing loss. Advocacy groups are hopeful that the expansion of the FEHBP coverage to include hearing aids will encourage other insurance companies to consider offering similar benefits as part of company-sponsored as well as private insurance plans. 

Workers with health insurance through United Healthcare (www.uhc.com) qualify as recipients of Ear Professional International Corporation Hearing Healthcare benefi ts (EPIC, www.epichearing.com), including referral to a national network of ear physicians and audiologists, evaluations and hearing aid fittings by licensed audiologists, brand-name hearing aids, availability of all levels of technology, pre-negotiated, pre-set pricing with no hidden charges, patient financing through GE Consumer Care Credit (www.carecredit.com) and home delivery of hearing aid batteries.

HearPO Corporation (www.hearpo.com) is the managed care division of Sonus Corporation (www.sonus.com), acquired by the Amplifon Group in 2002 (www.amplifon.com). HearPO contracts with managed care organizations, employers, thirdparty administrators and government agencies, such as Aetna, Blue Cross/Blue Shield, Cigna Healthy Rewards, International Union of Operating Engineers, Mail Handlers Association, MedAdvantage, New York State Retired Teachers Association, Teamsters – Local 705 and Washington Self Insurers Association. For more information refer to your health insurance provider’s manual.

Hearing Healthcare Discount Programs
Over the past decade, discount hearing aid benefi t packages have become increasingly popular. There is no doubt that this trend will continue in the next few years. HearPO (www.hearpo.com) is the largest hearing healthcare discount program in the U.S. On average, HearPO patients save 25 percent off retail pricing, with a guaranteed five percent savings off any published price from
local providers. HearPO hearing aids include a standard three-year warranty with every hearing aid purchase (with the exception of Siemens Phoenix™ line). HearPO currently contracts with the following hearing aid manufacturers: Phonak (www.phonak.com), Siemens (www.siemenshearing.com), Sonic Innovations (www.sonici.com), Rexton (www.rexton.com), Unitron (http://unitron.com), Bernafon (www.bernafon.com) and Vivatone (www.vivatone.com).

Another discount hearing healthcare plan is American Hearing Benefits (AHB; www.americanhearingbenefits.com), which serves as the network provider for a large number of unions, such as the American Federation of Government Employees (www.afge.org), American Federation of Musicians (www.afm.org), American Federation of Teachers (www.aft.org), National Association of Letter Carriers (www.nalc.org), United Auto Workers (www.uaw.org), United Farm Workers (www.ufw.org), United Mine Workers of America (www.umwa.org) and United Steel Workers (www.usw.org), to name a few. A complete union listing can be found at www.unions.org/home/hearingbenefits.php. AHB provides individual workers who are enrolled at www.Unions.org up to a 60 percent discount off the manufacturer’s suggested retail price on digital hearing instruments and a two-year warranty at no extra charge. In its nationwide network AHB has more than 1,500 hearing health offices and they are affi liated with Starkey (www.starkey.com), an American hearing aid manufacturer.

American Health Benefits also offers a hearing care discount program through HearPO (www.americanhealthbenefits.com/Hearing.aspx), providing a 30 percent discount on hearing
evaluations and exams and a 30 to 62 percent discount on hearing instruments. Follow-up services are included at no charge for one year. In contrast, the hearing aid group benefi ts for the American
Association of Truckers (www.americanassociationoftruckers.com) and National Business Association (www.nationalbusiness.org) are less comprehensive and are not affi liated with HearPO.
Their benefit packages entitle them to a 15 percent discount on over 70 models of hearing aids at Beltone Hearing Centers (www.beltone.com).

The Universal Hearing Plan offered through the American Hearing Aid Association (AHAA) is another discount benefit program available to employees through their employers, local business associations or medical insurance companies (www.ahaanet.com/ahaanet/uhbp.asp). They offer the greater of two options: either a 30 percent discount, or $250 off the manufacturer’s suggested retail price. In addition, quarterly cleanings and adjustments, yearly audiometric screenings, repair and/or loss and damage replacement renewal options and two battery packages per quarter for the life of the hearing aid are included. AHAA offers a network of over 2,000 independent audiologists, hearing aid dispensers, universities and hospitals providers.

The American Association of Retired Persons (AARP, www.aarp.org) and HearUSA are working collaboratively to develop and implement a hearing care program that offers real value to AARP members.

NONPROFIT ASSITANCE
Believe it or not, despite the government-sponsored programs, insurance mandates regarding the provision of hearing aids and the numerous employee health insurance plans and discount plans, thousands of people with hearing loss still “fall through the cracks” and do not qualify for any of the above-mentioned programs or discounts on hearing aids. In times of economic turmoil, it is helpful to know who to turn to in the nonprofit arena for help with the purchase of hearing instruments.

Community Efforts
A number of social service organizations have identifi ed hearing loss as a focal point for their efforts. For example, Delta Zeta Sorority (www.deltazeta.org; 513.523.7597) has partnered with Gallaudet University (www.gallaudet.edu; 202.651.5000) in Washington, D.C., since 1954. Local Delta Zeta chapters looking for fundraising projects may be interested in sponsoring hearing aids for a needy child or adult with hearing loss. Delta Zeta chapters are encouraged to collect used hearing aids for recycling through the Starkey Hearing Foundation.

Bill Austin, owner and CEO of Starkey, created the Starkey Hearing Foundation in 1973 to help poor Americans with hearing disabilities. It soon went international and, over the decades, the Starkey Hearing Foundation has sent teams of audiologists and hearing aid technicians to more than 150 nations. Since 2000, they have fit more than 80,000 Americans with more than 160,000 hearing aids.

The Lions Clubs Hearing Aid Recycling Program (HARP) aims to address the hearing needs of children and others around the world and to establish an international hearing aid recycling
program to promote the collection, refurbishing and distribution of donated hearing aids. They collect old, used and unused hearing aids (regardless of size, condition or age). A number of statewide programs have been developed, such as the Georgia Lion’s Lighthouse Foundation (http://lionslighthouse.org; 800.718.7483), Lions of Illinois Foundation (www.lionsofillinoisfoundation.org; 800.955.5466), and a joint program operated by the Lions Clubs of Michigan and the Michigan Association for Deaf and Hard of Hearing www.michdhh.org;800.968.7327). 

In October 2007, Lions Clubs International Foundation (LCIF, www.lionsclub.org), in conjunction with hearing aid maker Rexton announced its latest philanthropic endeavor, the Affordable Hearing Aid Project, in which Lions Clubs partner with local audiologists to provide hearing aids for people in their communities. Applications for assistance are made to one’s local Lion’s Club.

Sertoma International (www.sertoma.org) has a long history of collaborative relationships with speech and hearing clinics. The Sertoma Adopt-An-Agency program establishes a relationship between Sertoma and a nonprofi t hearing and speech facility. It is a practical way for a club to help a local organization and to promote Sertoma’s national mission of SERvice TO MAnkind. The Sertoma Hearing Aid Recycling Program (SHARP) helps needy people obtain hearing aids. Clubs collect used hearing aids, have them refurbished and distribute them to people in need. In cases where an individual cannot afford to buy a hearing aid, a club can raise the funds needed to purchase the aid (or to repair one). In addition, some clubs distribute discounted or free hearing aid batteries. For more information, call Sertoma at 800.593.5646. 

The Sound Beginnings Children’s Hearing Aid Program (www.nwesharefoundation.org; 202.331.9694), sponsored by Quota International (www.quota.org; 202.331.9694), began in January 2008 and offers Quota International service clubs in the U.S. the opportunity to distribute up to 100 vouchers for free hearing aids supplied by Siemens Hearing Instruments to qualifi ed applicants.

Audient (www.audientalliance.org; 877.AUDIENT) is a national nonprofit hearing care alliance uniting hearing healthcare professionals, suppliers and related groups around the common goal of providing access to quality hearing aids and related care for people with hearing loss and low income. Audient matches each income-qualified applicant with a hearing care professional in their community. Audient serves as a third-party administrator by performing income qualification, collecting the funds from the patient as agent of the provider and managing the database of outcome measures from each patient. Costs and pricing are designed to be reasonable for both patients and providers of care. Start the process by calling 877.AUDIENT or download the application at www.audientalliance.org/downloads/patients/AUDIENT_application.pdf.

The Hearing Impaired Kids Endowment Fund (HIKE, www.thehikefund.org; 352.688.2579) is sponsored by Job’s Daughters International, a Masonic youth organization for girls. The HIKE Fund is for children who are in need of hearing aids or other assistive listening devices whose parents or guardians are unable to meet this specific need. Applications are available on their Web site, or write to: The HIKE Fund Inc., c/o HIKE Board Executive Secretary, 10115 Cherryhill Pl., Spring Hill, FL 34608-7116.

The Miracle Ear Children’s Foundation (www.miracle-ear.com/childrenrequest.aspx) serves and supports children who have hearing loss. Their purpose is to provide no-cost hearing aids and hearing support services to children whose families have incomes that are signifi cantly limited. Eligibility requirements, procedures and a request for an application can be accessed on their Web site or by calling 800.234.5422. 

Humanitarian Efforts in Developing Countries
The World Health Organization (WHO) estimates that more than 250 million people worldwide have disabling hearing impairment with the burden twice as large in developing countries. WHO reports that current hearing aid production is 10 percent of the global need with 75 percent of all hearing aids manufactured and distributed in North America and Europe and 25 percent going to the rest of the world. In an effort to address these needs, WHO first published Guidelines for Hearing Aids and Services in Developing Countries in 2001, now in its second printing (www.who.int/pbd/deafness/en/hearing_aid_guide_en.pdf). Soon after the initial publication, the International Society of Audiology formalized a Humanitarian Audiology committee that coordinates worldwide efforts to dispense hearing aid in developing countries (www.isa-audiology.org/humanitarian.asp).

In 2003, WHO was instrumental in helping to establish an independent collaborative partnership called World Wide Hearing Care for Developing Countries (www.WWHearing.org). The purpose of this organization is to promote better hearing through the provision of hearing aids and services in developing countries and communities, within the framework published in Guidelines for Hearing Aids and Services in Developing Countries. In 2006, WWHearing became a charitable association in Switzerland and signed a Project Collaboration Agreement with WHO in order to work together to encourage and enable the provision of affordable hearing aids and services on a massive scale, prioritized to developing countries and communities. WWHearing partners with a number of international organizations who work in the area of hearing impairment, such as Christian Blind Mission (www.cbm.org), Hearing International (www.hearinginter.com), IMPACT (www.impact.org.uk), Lions Clubs International Foundation (www.lionsclubs.org), South-East Asian Forum for Sound Hearing (http://soundhearing.org), and World Vision International (www.wvi.org). Hearing instruments are distributed through their service projects and pilot programs. Other organizations that sponsor mission trips and other educational activities include Partners for a Greater Voice (www.greatervoice.com) and Global ENT Outreach (www.geoutreach.org).

Finally, select Rotary Clubs in New Jersey initiated a joint project to address the lower-income children with hearing loss of the Tucumán Province in Argentina and applied for a Rotary matching grant. The project has now become a nonprofi t corporation, Help the Children Hear Inc. (www.helpthechildrenhear.org). And Hearing-Aid for Latin America (www.latinhearing.org) is yet another project sponsored by international and local Rotary Clubs (www.rotary.org).

Let’s Get Together: Sertoma Affiliates
With an annual fee of $150 paid either by the facility or sponsoring club, Sertoma Affi liates receive various benefits:
• Sertoma Purchasing Cooperative — Affiliates receive discounts on hearing aids, batteries, therapy materials and audiology and speech pathology equipment from leading suppliers, including Widex, Oticon and Phonak, among others.
• Sertoma Grants up to $2,500 (only available to national affi liates that qualify) — The grants are for hearing health programs and projects. Grants cannot fund scholarships, capital improvements or salaries.
• Professional Education Grants — These grants enable affi liate staff members to attend conferences and trainings that greatly expand their ability to serve mankind within their communities. The impact of just one of these grants, up to $400 per fi scal year, can be seen in the hundreds of lives these professionals touch each year.

Finally, there is a mutual benefit to the affiliate and Sertoma Club from this relationship. Many affiliates have staff who become Sertoma members, expanding support and service in the community. The affiliate’s facility can also receive direct financial assistance and volunteer support from the club. In the future, Sertoma hopes that all of its local affiliates will be the vehicle to help those in need receive hearing aids or speech therapy at little or no cost.

Nannette Nicholson, Ph.D., is an associate professor with a joint faculty appointment at the University of Arkansas for Medical Sciences and University of Arkansas at Little Rock, and a clinical staff appointment at Arkansas Children’s Hospital. Please contact her at NicholsonNannette@uams.edu. Dr. Nicholson wishes to express her appreciation to Ashley DeLaune for her assistance with this article.
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