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hearing matters

Karen Dempsey Libby Harricks Award

*There are people in our lives we encounter who make their marks. Those who leave some indelible influence
on whom and what we will become and some of us are lucky to meet someone whose presence in our lives
makes such a difference that our life would not have been what it was destined 1o be without them™

To me Libby Harricks was one of those people. | first met Libby many years ago when she put her little
microphone up to me and introduced herself. Several years later we were both members of the National
Working Party on Captioning, a group formed to get more captioning on television for deaf and hearing-
impaired viewers. The National Working Party worked extremely hard for many years and I'm sure Libby
would be thrilled to see the amount of captioning that is now available, not
just on television but in movies, videos, DVDs and live theatre performances.
We had some great times as part of the National Working Party and kicked
up our heels at the annual Supertext Captioning Awards.

| was born in the outback country town of Broken Hill. The eldest of two
children, my brother was born 3 years later. | was born with normal hearing
and went through my early school years as an A-level student achieving
good marks in my exams.

Growing up in Broken Hill meant that family holidays were usually camping
trips to the nearby Menindee Lakes or along the Darling River and at times
to Mildura and Red Cliffs camping grounds where we used to have the time
of our lives swimming in the Murray River.

It was after one holiday in my early teen years that | picked up a virus that
; left me pretty sick for several weeks and it is thought that it is one that
Karen as a child a1 Menindee Lakes  Caused the damage to my hearing.

| was in High School at the time and a dictation test was part of half yearly exams. A teacher asked me if |
was having trouble hearing, because even though my spelling was all correct, | had written the wrong words.
So | was sent off to Adelaide for a specialist appointment and a hearing test. The specialist told me that, yes,
there was a hearing loss there, but not to worry too much about it, because | probably wouldn't need a
hearing aid until | was around 40, Well, that suited me just fine, because at that time the last thing a
teenager needs to be told is that they need a hearing aid which is big, bulky and ugly. | managed quite well
with my high school studies and achieved good results in my school certificate; | even came second in my
year for English. My Home Economics teacher asked me to consider staying at school to become a cooking
teacher, but I'd had enough of lessons and exams and | just wanted a job so | could buy myself a record player.

| left school and obtained my first job as a Shop Assistant at Broken Hill's largest Department store — A J
Benjamins. |was put to work in the kitchen department, where my job was to make sure the glassware and
crystal display was sparkling every day and | blew my first pay packet on the much-wanted record player. |
was also being taught to type by a friend, as | really wanted to work in an office, and my lessons would
consist of a shoe box being placed over the keyboard with a hole cut out for my fingers. If leanette were with
us today, she'd be pleased to know I'm still a pretty good typist.

| soon learnt to type and this led to a job in the office at Benjamins as Secretary to the Credit Manager for
several years before | was fortunate enough to obtain a dream job with the Department of Attorney General
& Justice at the Broken Hill Court House where | was in charge of the Birth, Deaths and Marriages section. |
loved every minute of my job and being the only female in the office, | was rather spoilt by my male
colleagues.



August 2006

It was during this time that | met my husband, Dennis, who was a police constable. We used to chat in the
carridors while he was waiting for court business.

Dennis and | left Broken Hill in 1973 and moved to Newcastle, as he had been transferred in his job and |
managed to obtain a transfer to the Newcastle office of the Public Trustee. We returned to Broken Hill in
1974 for our wedding, then came back to Newcastle, where we have lived ever since.

| was having some hearing problems, but in the back of my mind was still the specialist’s words "you won't
need a hearing aid until you are at least 40”. My daughter, Megan, was born in 1977. Dennis left the police
force and we purchased a small business, which we ran for several years before selling. My son, Mark, was
born in 1984. As my hearing was deteriorating by then and Dennis was now working shift work at BHP |
used to sleep with one hand in my son’s bassinette so | would know when he was awake to be fed. It was
around this time that | decided to check out whether a hearing aid would help me. It was an awful
experience, however, and | didn't seem to be getting much benefit from the hearing aid | was given to trial:
| was told to stop wasting time and go away and get used to being deaf. So | became a stay-at-home mum.

As my children grew up, | was becoming
increasingly frustrated at how my
hearing loss was isolating me. | used to
be the mum who would stand by herself
on the sidelines at her son's soccer
games, because no-one seemed to want
to talk to her. | used to think: "What have
. | done?” It wasn't me who had the
problem - it was those who just couldn’t
be bothered taking the time to talk to
someone with a hearing loss. | was
perfectly normal, it was just my ears that
wieren't working all that well.

Around 1990, | became aware of captioning for television programs and could not believe that such a thing
was available overseas, but not in Australia. | wrote a letter to the local newspaper and, surprisingly, it was
published. | then received a letter in the mail from the next person who helped make a difference to my life,
the then-President of “Better Hearing Australia” (BHA), Richard Davies, who suggested | come along to the
local office and have a chat with them. This was my first involvement with “Better Hearing Australia”™.

At BHA, | found out about the Australian Caption Centre and teletext decoders and | purchased one. At that
stage, very few programs had captioning, but one of the programs was “Play School”. | can remember
setting up my decoder and counting down the hours until 4 pm, when Play School came on. | soon learnt
all the songs!

I began doing voluntary work with “Better Hearing Australia” and loved meeting people who had a hearning
loss just like me, Libby being one of those people. She was not shy in telling people about her hearing loss
and | no longer felt isolated: there were many more people out there just like me.

I was still very keen to get more captioning on television and it became a pet project for me. During this
time, | met Elizabeth Burgess, after we both won a competition where we got to watch the filming and meet
the cast of the ABC Show "GP,

In 1991, the “Mational Working Party on Capticning” (NWPC) was formed and | was asked to become one
of the group, which comprised representatives from all over Australia. It was after the first meeting of the
NWEPC that it became obvious to me that | needed to try a hearing aid once again, so | went along to a









