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Musicians with Hearing Loss!
Last month, we featured three musicians that
appeared in the Spring issue of Hearing Life Magazine. [https://www.hearingloss.org/news-media/
hearing-life/issues/] This month, we continue with
two other inspiring stories.
Stu Nunnery

Many of us with
hearing loss believe that
losing the ability to hear,
enjoy and perform music is every bit as painful
as losing speech comprehension. For some of
us it, it’s even worse.
I’ve been learning
about hearing loss and music for more than forty
years. Desperate to learn, that is. At 29, I was at the
early peak of a highly successful and lucrative music career. I was the composer of my own music
with hit records on the American charts and a #1
song in Brazil back in the ‘70s. I also wrote and
sang jingles for national advertising campaigns and
a popular parade theme for Disney.
Then suddenly, my connections to music
changed forever. Over the course of eighteen
months, I suffered a bilateral sensorineural hearing
loss. Volume dipped (total loss in my left ear),
tones became skewed, pitch was horribly distorted,
the tinnitus in both ears was punishing, and vertigo
was my constant companion. A mixed bag of disturbing noise and sensation from which I could not
even think of creating new music much less performing or recording it. I disappeared from the
New York music scene and shut the book on being
a musician.
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It was devastating, more so because
there was no cure much less a diagnosis that would give me any hope, a
course of action, or any sense that I
might have a musical future.
Who was I, then? For much of the
past four decades I ignored the
gnawing urge to try to make music.
With what ability or capacity, I wondered.
Then my wife passed away, and life
changed again. This time, alone and growing older,
I decided to see what possibilities there might be
for this musician with hearing loss to reclaim his
musical heart and soul.
Between 2013 and today, I pursued every avenue that might show promise. Hearing aid companies started to take music and hearing loss seriously. Hearing aids and CIs kept evolving with
ever more bells and whistles and now, apps that
sharpen tones, offer Bluetooth connectivity, and
even assist equalizing musical sounds.
I started hearing rehab, auditory training, focused listening, and getting back in touch with my
muscle memory to not only hear songs again, but
sounds – and the feelings they inspire. I returned to
vocal work with a teacher that, given my inability
to sing on key, felt it was hopeless, and that I
should speak my lyrics instead of trying to sing
them. I kept singing anyway.
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Our Web Page (HearingLossAbq,org) will have the link to join
the Zoom meeting.

Turning Obstacles into Jewels: My journey in
overcoming hearing loss
You “met” Renee O’Connell last month. She authored
one of the articles by HoH
musicians.
Renee O’Connell is a Certified Music Practitioner,
singer/songwriter and multiinstrumentalist. She plays
therapeutic music for hospital
patients, nursing home residents and people with disabilities. She
has one CD, “Choose the Sky,” that features her own compositions. While in her early 20s, she developed a severe hearing loss,
which progressed through her adult years, resulting in getting a
CI (Cochlear implant) in 2009 at the age of 50. Since her implantation, she has participated in CI research in numerous Universities around the U.S., was a panelist at the Symposium for Music
and Cochlear Implants in Montreal in 2016, and was a two-time
finalist in the Beats of Cochlea Festival in Warsaw. She enjoys
finding ways to help others overcome challenges with hearing
loss. She lives in Charlottesville, Virginia with her beloved cat,
Jasper.
Upcoming programs:
We are taking a summer break. We will continue in the fall. Look
for upcoming programs in the next Wired for Sound newsletter or
on our Home page: HearingLossAbq.com.

Special Programs: Courtney McBride
Courtney.A.McBride@gmail.com
Past Pres./Advisor: Mary Clark
Mary@mandgclark.com
The Albuquerque HLAA Chapter is
aﬃliated with the
Hearing Loss
Association
of America

www.hearingloss.org
7910 Woodmont Ave, Suite 1200
Bethesda, MD 20814
phone: (301)657-2248

Page 2

The HLAA ABQ Chapter has openings for several roles.
You can man a special project. You can help us out for a few
months, or consider a longer-term commitment. “Try us
out” for a month or two. We will provide orientation for
working on a nonprofit board, share our chapter’s mission
and goals, and discuss topics we can use your help with. If
interested, contact any board member (contact info on page
2), or use the chapter email hlaabq@gmail.com .
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That’s eight years of experimenting, a thousand
false starts, embarrassing performances, and endless practice, practice and more practice.
I am once again a singer-songwriter, writing
new music, playing the piano, and most importantly, singing on key and recording again.
Some call it a miracle. I know that’s not the
case. It’s good old hard work, great tech, new research and discoveries, wonderful mentors, audiologists and teachers, and for me, it’s the driving
passion to enjoy and make music again.
I’ve learned something else important. As I
went through the motions to get back to this place,
I learned to accept that it might never be as it was
before and hardly perfect, sometimes. Compared to
what I suffered, what I can do now is more than

Jay Alan Zimmerman

It sounds dramatic, but honestly… Wendy and AAMHL
saved my life.
Hearing loss is always scary
and traumatic, but I’m also a
composer who became deaf,
which made it life-altering. My
deafness also coincided with the
tragic events of September 11th,
since the Twin Tower collapses
forced us out of our apartment
just a thousand feet from the
South Tower. It took over a
decade before epidemiological studies by the
World Trade Center Health Registry confirmed that
being exposed to the sudden collapse of the towers
and the toxic dust clouds caused my deafness, at
least in part.
But when I met Wendy soon after we moved to
Virginia to recover, all I knew was that my hearing
was radically worse, my home and neighborhood
was decimated, my composing career was in jeopardy, and the thing I loved most of all—music—
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good enough to pass for a performance or a
recording.
In fact, I’ve written a screenplay about my journey called “Good Enough” – a love story about
music and the heart. In 2017, I met the woman of
my dreams, and we have been together since our
second date.
Have you lost your music to hearing loss? With
each passing day, it’s becoming more and more
possible to enjoy it again.
Go find it. It’s waiting for you.
Here’s Laurie Jonason and me singing “Forever
Yours”, a duet from our screenplay recorded just
as the pandemic started in April 2020. Enjoy!
https://youtu.be/KifLGc2MAdU

was vanishing. I think it was
during a moment of desperate
internet searching that I stumbled across a mention of a concert of musicians with hearing
loss. I can remember sitting in
some sort of small office or conference space watching Wendy
perform and feeling scared and
probably arrogantly self-pitying
as a “professional musician from
New York” thinking “this is
what my life has come to and I
can’t even hear the music.”
What radically changed my life and viewpoint
was Wendy’s honesty and bravery. It was so inspiring see her and these early AAMHL members
stand up in public, admit their hearing loss before
each song, cheerfully explain the tech and assistive
devices they were using completely without
shame, and then wholeheartedly dive into a piece
of music without knowing exactly how it was going to sound to the average hearing person. And
then afterwards, they welcomed me into the fold so
warmly!
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Then came all the opportunities. For each of the
early concerts I did with AAMHL—while still hiding my hearing loss from peers and potential employers in New York—Wendy let me experiment
with new music, test accessibility methods, play
the part of “emcee”, and sometimes fail horribly
yet always receive applause. This gave me the
courage and experience I needed to relearn how to
compose music again, to “come out” as a deaf
composer, and start creating the songs and scenes
that became my INCREDIBLY DEAF MUSICAL
produced off-Broadway.
Following Wendy and AAMHL’s example to be
honest, authentic, and ever adaptable, not only
jump-started my career in musical theater, speaking and consulting, but even more meaningfully
taught me how to be an inspiration and example
for others who are struggling with hearing issues.
Over these 20 years, the AAMHL community has
Do you have a personal experience relating
to hearing loss that would benefit your fellow
HoH readers? It could be something practical
or a warning of something to avoid or even
something humorous. If you don’t mind sharing a short note, send it by email to:
EditorHLAAbq@gmail.com
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brought me so much support, new friendships, and
opportunities to learn and grow. I would not be
“Broadway’s Beethoven” today without Wendy
creating AAMHL. And I would not be the better,
happier person I am now. Thanks for saving my
life!
Tricks for performing music with a hearing loss:
Always remember your job is to give the audience a great experience and let them have fun, not
necessarily to create the most amazing music ever
heard. When performing, I use all of my abilities to
support perception and enjoyment of music: feeling vibrations through my fingers, strengthening
and triggering auditory memories to “hear” music
in my mind, and watching closely the actions of
music-making in the bodies of singers and instrumentalists in order to get a sense of dynamics and
emotional intent before any sound is even produced. That way I don’t have to rely on my ears
except when absolutely necessary, because overamplification makes me hear worse as well as possibly damages what little hearing I have left. But
the biggest secret is that I prepare for “failure” by
hiding visual cues into the performance, so that we
can stay together in important moments and finish
the piece at the same time even if everything falls
apart. No matter what happens, always smile and
nod as if it was your best performance ever, and
the audience will believe you. Always practice taking a bow.

An Audiogram From a Layman’s
Perspective
Mary Clark, HLAAbq

What does it mean when you are told you have
a “mild” or a “moderate” hearing loss? How much
hearing loss does it take to be called “deaf”? Why
do some people seem to be able to do better when
their hearing loss is worse than mine? Why can’t I
understand my grandkids?
You’ve probably seen an audiogram like the
simple one at right:
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Red ⨀: right ear
Blue ⨉: left ear
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There is another big factor involved when
someone says “I can hear, but I can’t understand.”
This is called speech discrimination. You can have
a mild hearing loss with terrible speech discrimination and really struggle in certain settings. You can
have a moderate hearing loss with great speech
discrimination and do better than the first person.
Speech discrimination is sort of like the third
dimension for this graph, and it can
vary for different frequencies. So
you might understand women’s
voices better than men’s, or vice-versa. Since the typical hearing loss associated with aging (called “presbycusis”) usually affects high frequencies more than low frequencies. It is
common for people to complain
about not being able to hear women
or kids.
When testing your hearing, a reputable hearing healthcare provider
will include testing for comprehension of words and sentences, as well
as simple responses to the “beeps”
you can hear.
When I was teaching, I always
invited people to share their audiograms. One man’s audiogram surprised me. He had gotten a cochlear
implant only a couple of months earlier. His hearing was better than mine by a lot. I was surprised
until I took a look at his speech discrimination
scores. His were in the 7 to 13% word recognition;
mine are typically in the 85 to 90% range. There
was the difference!
Working with a professional who looks at all
aspects of hearing loss is important in being successful with hearing aids.
The audiogram is the first step. Studies show
that it is common for people to wait 7 to 10 years
from the time they know they have a hearing loss
until they do something about it. For those with
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declining hearing, a good yearly hearing exam
provides a solid baseline for the future.
An on-line hearing test can give you a glimpse
of where your hearing loss falls, but without the
speech discrimination portion of the test, you’re
limited to “cookie-cutter” hearing aids—not as
customized as they would be if you are working
from a full audiological evaluation.

The drawings in the bigger audiogram above
illustrate sounds you can hear at the different levels
of hearing loss, and the ones above that are likely
to be unclear. For example, with a moderate hearing loss, you will have trouble hearing sounds like
water dripping, birds singing, leaves rustling or a
watch ticking. (Remember those?) The yellow
shape is called the “speech banana”. It identifies
the range of frequencies where specific vowels,
consonants and certain combinations are heard.
At mild loss, you may have trouble with words
that have s, th, and f. Words like fish, or this or sift
will be easily mistaken for other words, like wish,
hiss, or if at the mild level speech comprehension.
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At the moderate loss level, you may have trouble with words that contain “hard” sounds, such as
p, d, h, ch and sh. Notice that the vowel sounds
also show up in the mild to moderate level in this
“banana”. This is when we start to complain about
“hearing but not understanding”.
You may hear terms about your audiogram like
“ski slope” or “reverse curve” or “cookie bite”.
These refer to the shape of the curve when your
loss is plotted on the graph. Since many people experience hearing loss in the high frequencies first,
a “ski slope” describes better hearing at lower frequencies and more loss at higher frequencies. A
“reverse curve” (not as common) audiogram will
show more hearing loss in the low frequencies than
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the high ones. A “cookie bite” shows hearing better
at the ends than in the middle, like a smile. These
are trickier to fit well. Hearing healthcare professionals have tools that usually start with the most
common templates for hearing loss, so exceptions
will require more manual adjustments and skill.
Reviewing your audiogram with the hearing
healthcare professional, you need to be clear about
what it means, and should feel free to ask many
questions. There are other formats, but these are
two basic styles.
In another column I will share what I understand about what it means to “qualify” for a
cochlear implant, or I may invite a guest columnist
to help me out with that.

Smith’s Community Rewards Shop at Amazon Smile
Smith’s with their Rewards card, and Smith’s will
make a donation to HLAA Albuquerque chapter.
You get your usual rewards points.

Call 1-866-4141 to sign up or re-enroll.
The HLAAbq NPO number for Smith’s is 14881.

Loop People, Loop Places
Ginevra Ralph

Loop YOUR Stage
The idea behind “Loop Your Life” is to ponder
where a hearing loop could be one of the tools in
your toolkit to hear better throughout your work
and personal day. If you ask, “Where do I need or
want to hear better, and could a loop help with
that?” you might just come up with some creative
solutions.
Musicians need to hear their bandmates. Actors
need to hear their cues. Dancers need to hear their
music. And speakers need to hear themselves. They
use on-stage or in-ear monitors and other audio
delivery systems to do this. But sometimes it’s not
enough for performers with hearing loss.
Looping the stage or speaker platform can make
the difference for these professionals to do their
work well. Gael Hannan, Canadian comedienne
and loop spokesperson, describes her on-stage exPage 6

You can donate to the Albuquerque Chapter of the Hearing Loss Association of
America every time you make a purchase of most of
the products from Amazon.
Go to http://www.hlaabq.com/
amazonsmile.html for more information and detailed
instructions on how to designate HLAA-ABQ Chapter
as your charity of choice when you make amazon.com purchases.
Once you have set it up, always log into smile.amazon.com to purchase from amazon. 0.5% of the
purchase price is automatically donated to HLAA Albuquerque Chapter—at no cost to you.

periences that included sharing the temporarilyinstalled loop with her pianist who also had hearing loss. Another temporary loop was designed to
help one actor in a vintage radio “live broadcast”
performance hear his cues, the music and the
sound effects. Two other performers also turned on
their t-coils and could hear everything better.
Recently, a dancer used a temporary loop on the
stage to hear his music better than he had in a
decade. He is considering adding a stage loop as a
requirement in his touring contracts and to create a
traveling stage loop “kit” for himself.
So, what’s your literal or figurative stage? Can
you hear your cues? Would a small loop system
help your performance?
Yearly dues are $15 per household. They are
due in January. If you missed it, see page 7.
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Thanks to those listed below for their generous donations.
Platinum $400+
Albuquerque Hearing
and Balance
Rosaline Cohen
Donald Thurn
Adelaide Zabriskie
Gold $200 - $399
Ginevra Ralph
Jim & Karen Twohig
Silver $100 - $199
Ben Curret
Gloria Inlow
Mike & Barbara Langner

Bronze $50 - $99
Barbara Armstrong
Carol Emerson
Kim Granzow
Bette Jean Ingui
James & Sharen Koch
Michael & Karen
Lieberman
Paul Merritt
Fran Neil
Ira J. Rimson
Rod & Bobbi Rodríguez
Friends - up to $49
Gail S. Anastasia
Hal Behl
Rees & Marilyn Bevan
Samuel & Catherine Cone
Norm Dawson

Don Degasperi
Carol Emerson
Barbara Fix
Shirley Furen
Andrew “Bo” Gamboa
Gene & Sondra Golden
Patricia Gonzáles
Linnea Hendrickson
Don Johnson
Richard Johnson
Barbara Kerr
Richard & Pushpa
Knottenbelt
Dirk Knowles
Richard Kutscher
Victoria L. Magown
Deanna & Bob McMain
James Ogle
Barbara Pierce

Mary J. Raje
Linda Sue Romero
Harriet S. Smith
Steve Smith
Ronald Syler
Richard Tuschhoff
Mary Tyler
Marge Weitzel
Sandra Williams

Special
Smith’s Community
Rewards
Amazon Smiles
Frontstream
Ginevra Ralph: Two
portable loop
systems

NM HLAA chapters are 501(c)3 nonprofits and all donations are tax deductible.
Support the Hearing Loss Association of America (HLAA). Become a member TODAY!
The Hearing Loss Association of America is a volunteer association of Hard of Hearing people, their relatives
and friends. It is a non-profit, non-sectarian educational organization devoted to the welfare and interest of
those who cannot hear well. Membership in the national organization is by annual dues, which are separate
from the annual Chapter fee paid to your local chapter. National membership includes a subscription to the bimonthly publication Hearing Life.

☐ New
☐ Renew

Albuquerque Chapter Membership
Name: …………………………………………………………….………………

Date: …………………….

Address: ……………………………………………………………………………..…………… ☐Please mail Newsletter rather than email.
City: …………………….………………………………….

State: ………… Zip: ……………..

Email: ………………………………………………………………………………

Phone(s): ……………………………………………
voice? text? VP? caption?
Mail to: HLAAAbq Treasurer, P. O. Box36792, Albuquerque, NM 87176
Payment: Membership amount: $………………
Donation: $………………
Dues: $15 per household per calendar year (Includes newsletter subscription)
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Online: https://www.hearinglossabq.org/electronic-pay

Total: $……………
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P.O.Box 36792, Albuquerque, NM 87176

Meeting
on Zoom

HLAA Albuquerque Chapter Meetings are held at Los Altos Christian Church,
11900 Haines Ave NE, on the 3rd Saturday of the month, Sep-Jun.
Socializing starts at 9:30 am; presentation at 10:00.
The public is cordially invited to attend.
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