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Jill Economou: You're welcome. Another example of Penfield collaborating with other 

nonprofits is when a child comes into their care that is experiencing some kind 
of hearing loss. So stay tuned to hear how Penfield's therapists and service 
coordinators work hand in hand with an organization called HEAR Wisconsin, 
that's H-E-A-R, HEAR Wisconsin, to ensure families with children living with 
hearing loss, that they receive the best care possible. We'll be right back. 

Jill Economou: Welcome back to Milwaukee's philanthropic community brought to you by 
Ellenbecker Investment Group. I'm your host, Jill Economou. 

Jill Economou: My next guests are Jill Van Calster, President and CEO of HEAR Wisconsin and 
Laura Corcoran, the Director of Therapy Services at HEAR Wisconsin. Welcome 
to the show today, Jill and Laura. 

Jill Van Calster: Thank you. 

Laura Corcoran: Thank you. 

Jill Van Calster: So glad to be here. 

Jill Economou: We're happy to have you here and learn all about HEAR Wisconsin. And that's H-
E-A-R Wisconsin, not H-E-R-E. 

Jill Van Calster: Correct. 

Laura Corcoran: Correct. 

Jill Economou: So people understand that, yes. Statistics show that nearly three in every 1000 
children in the United States are born with a detectable level of hearing loss in 
one or both ears. Not kids that develop hearing loss after an accident or perhaps 
after years of loud music blaring in their ears. If you have a teenager you get 
that reference right. But some babies are born with minor or significant hearing 
loss. It's great that you collaborate with Penfield. We had them in the first two 
segments to offer services that are so desperately needed, but tell us about 
HEAR Wisconsin and what makes it so special and why are you so passionate 
about the work you do? 

Jill Van Calster: Well, thank you Jill. I am really excited to answer that question but on behalf of 
Laura and myself and everybody back at HEAR Wisconsin, I just want to thank 
you at the Ellenbecker Investment Group and Ellenbecker for having us here 
today. 

Jill Economou: You're welcome. 

Jill Van Calster: We obviously think our organization is special and want to share that with all of 
your listeners. So hearing loss affects everyone, whether you're young or old. 
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Imagine having a baby who's born with hearing loss. Or imagine that you lose 
your hearing later in life through a virus or a work injury or just through the 
natural aging process. I think what makes HEAR Wisconsin so special is that we 
are Wisconsin's best kept secret. We have been in the community for 93 years, 
so coming up on a hundred years. 

Jill Economou: Wow. 

Jill Van Calster: Yeah, and nobody knows that we're there. Every time we meet with people 
they're like, Oh, I had no idea that HEAR Wisconsin exists. 

Jill Economou: They will now. 

Jill Van Calster: They will now. 

Laura Corcoran: That’s our hope. 

Jill Van Calster: And we literally are the state's most comprehensive organization serving the 
deaf and hard of hearing community. So not only the breadth of the services 
that we provide, but our reach. We serve the entire state even though we are 
located in West Allis. 

Jill Van Calster: We also know that being born deaf or experiencing hearing loss later in life can 
be really traumatic and scary and frightening for families who are experiencing 
that, and what I have found is that our team really focuses on hope. Letting 
parents know there's help on the way, we are here to help you, letting older 
individuals who are experiencing hearing loss, which can be so traumatic 
because they hadn't had hearing loss their entire life and are experiencing it 
later in life. So I know that Laura will speak a little bit to that as well, but hope is 
sort of at the heart of our mission and we want to make sure that people know 
that there are services there to help. 

Jill Economou: I love that. You got to have hope. 

Jill Van Calster: You do. 

Laura Corcoran: You do. 

Jill Economou: Without hope, where do you go? 

Laura Corcoran: You do. I think the other piece to add to that is our staff is just stellar. And one 
thing that really makes us unique is that our staff reflects the clientele that we 
serve. So about 33% of our staff, of our employees would identify themselves as 
deaf or hard of hearing. We have staff members that were born with hearing 
loss or acquired hearing loss later in life, that use spoken language or sign 
language or a combination of those approaches. And that's actually true of our 
board of directors as well. 



  
 

Laura Corcoran: So I think as Jill mentioned, that's the thing about hearing loss is that it can 
impact anybody and it's invisible. It's this invisible condition. So even if you don't 
have someone in your immediate family, you likely know someone in your 
circles, in your workplace that has a hearing loss and HEAR Wisconsin is the 
place that can provide a really wide range of comprehensive services for all of 
those individuals. It is literally all we do. 

Jill Economou: Okay. Well so how did you come to the organization? 

Laura Corcoran: I started at the organization while I was finishing my master's degree in speech 
pathology. I went to Marquette for their bilingual program and I was a Spanish 
interpreter at the organization in grad school. And then when I graduated they 
made a position for me as a bilingual speech language pathologist. At the time I 
knew almost nothing about hearing loss and our early intervention team is 
amazing. They are experts in what they do. And 10 years ago they started 
training me and I've been there for over 10 years. So they offered me 
opportunities to really delve in and specialize. I got a certification in auditory 
verbal therapy. I got all of this support to be able to learn American Sign 
Language to a good degree of proficiency so that we can provide those 
specialized services that this community needs. 

Jill Economou: Wonderful. Well we talked with Jason from Penfield about the importance of 
early detection and intervention. I understand that the Kellogg Child and Family 
Program in early intervention services are really at the heart of HEAR 
Wisconsin's mission. So if I'm a parent of a child who was just identified with the 
hearing loss, where do I even begin? 

Laura Corcoran: Yeah, I mean I think Jill said it perfectly. 

Jill Economou: The other Jill. 

Laura Corcoran: The other Jill. HEAR Wisconsin Jill mentioned that we're sort of in the hope 
business and that's what I would want a family to hear, is that in today's day and 
age, any child, every child who is identified with a hearing difference or a 
hearing loss really has the full potential to be thriving, successful members in 
their communities and in their families. That being said, 90% of babies who are 
identified with a hearing loss at birth are born to hearing parents. So parents 
with hearing within normal limits. 

Jill Economou: Ok. 

Laura Corcoran: So like we said before, many people have never met another person with 
hearing loss or not known that they met someone with a hearing loss. And for 
our families, sometimes these parents, the first person they meet with a hearing 
loss is their baby. And they feel lost. They feel clueless. They don't feel like 
they're the experts in this. And so what I want parents to hear is that yes, this is 
an unknown, but it's not unknown to us. We are here for you. And the first 



  
 

question a lot of parents have is, how is my child going to communicate? What 
are the opportunities for my child now knowing this diagnosis. 

Jill Economou: And you're providing hope. 

Jill Van Calster: Absolutely. 

Laura Corcoran: We are. 

Jill Economou: As you said, you're in the hope business, how wonderful is that? 

Laura Corcoran: I think so. We want families to know that it's never too early. Sometimes I get 
calls from parents who say, my baby's six weeks old, can I start? And we say, 
yes, please start. We consider hearing loss to be a neurodevelopmental 
emergency and the earlier we can start, we start as young as four and six weeks. 
Like Jill said, we were based in Southeastern Wisconsin, but we also have a 
teletherapy program available. So if you don't have access to early intervention 
services like we have from Penfield in Milwaukee, you can access our services 
through web cameras, web conferencing software, even farther out in the more 
rural areas of Wisconsin. 

Laura Corcoran: So we want parents to know that we will give them the info they need so that 
they can help get their kid on the road to success. 

Jill Economou: Yeah. Well you talk about the critical importance of specialized services. Can you 
elaborate on that, Laura? 

Laura Corcoran: Yes. So I get a little animated when I talk about this, but our early intervention 
team, we feel like we are baby brain fanatics. I know a lot of weird baby brain 
facts, so here we go. Babies when they're born they are constantly taking 
statistics through their senses, their five senses, right? Hearing is one of those 
senses and so when we have a baby who is identified with a hearing loss, we see 
that as a doorway to the brain issue. 

Laura Corcoran: The brain needs as much information as it can so it can start to organize itself 
and learn language, and when there is an ear doorway problem getting that 
information up to the brain, we know that that family needs support to step in 
to make sure that that baby's brain can organize itself as best it can to be able to 
learn language. So we know that there are things like amplification, hearing 
AIDS, cochlear implants. There are things like specialized services for people 
who know what they are doing. We work with babies with implants and hearing 
aids and using sign language all day, every day, and we can help bust down that 
obstacle to your brain, get through so that your baby can really start to learn 
language, whether that spoken language or sign language or both as quickly and 
efficiently as possible so that that brain is just ready to learn and it's ready to go. 



  
 

Jill Economou: I saw on Facebook and some of you may have seen that. Okay, you're smiling. 
There's a little baby, the camera's focused on the little baby and he or she, I 
can't recall, hears mama's voice for the first time, and it just brings you to tears. 
I mean, you're like, Oh my goodness. You just see the baby's smiling and 
responding to mama. Now I can imagine mom is just a boatload of tears, but I 
mean to be a part of that is wonderful. 

Laura Corcoran: Absolutely. 

Jill Economou: We talked earlier about the partnership HEAR Wisconsin has with Penfield to 
offer services to the little ones, which we're talking about who come into their 
facility, but approximately 50% of American adults, that's 37.5 million, age 18 
and over, report some kind of problem with their hearing. So stay tuned to learn 
how HEAR Wisconsin works with older children and adults with various forms of 
hearing loss. We'll be right back after the break. 

Jill Economou: Welcome back to Milwaukee's philanthropic community brought to you by the 
Ellenbecker Investment Group. I'm your host, Jill Economou, Director of 
Community Outreach, and Jill Van Calster, President and CEO of HEAR Wisconsin 
and Laura Corcoran are here today from HEAR Wisconsin. They're joining me in 
the studio today. 

Jill Economou: So approximately 50% of American adults, that's about 37.5 million, age 18 and 
over, are having some kind of difficulty with hearing. So tell us about how 
hearing loss impacts those populations. 

Jill Van Calster: Sure. Well of that statistic that you gave in that total number, about 500,000 
people in the state of Wisconsin alone have hearing loss. So if you take that 
number, you can imagine that we are serving a lot more of the population than 
just the little ones that Laura talked about. At our West Allis facility, we have an 
audiology clinic, so we have a state of the art audiology clinic and a doctor of 
audiology on staff who helps anyone with hearing loss. So she will do hearing 
evaluations, hearing tests, helps with tinnitus, which is ringing of the ears that 
lots of us have. 

Jill Van Calster: I'll tell you a quick story. We recently had a gentleman come to our clinic, had 
been hearing his whole life, working man, family man, and told us the story 
about him and his wife taking their granddaughters out. He said, we were in the 
car, all four of us in the car. We're going somewhere, a lot of chatter and 
excitement as you can imagine. And he said, we get home and my wife looks at 
me and says, why were you ignoring the girls? And he said, I wasn't ignoring 
them? And she said, well you were, they were telling you about camp and what 
they were doing, and the food that they were eating. And he obviously was 
distraught and said, I had no idea. I wasn't ignoring them, I couldn't hear them. 
And at that moment he knew he had hearing loss and came into our clinic, and 
sure enough had pretty profound hearing loss. But I think it's really difficult for 
those of us who aren't deaf to know that you're gradually losing your hearing 
and how devastating that can be. 



  
 

Jill Economou: What about selective hearing? [Laughing] 

Jill Economou: Okay anybody raise their hand, I was just going to say anybody experience 
selective hearing, anyone, anyone? 

Jill Van Calster: I think many couples would say that they have experienced that. Yeah, exactly. 

Jill Economou: Well, there's a lot of different viewpoints apparently about sign language that 
you talked about before Laura, and hearing technology like hearing aids or 
cochlear implants, how does HEAR Wisconsin's staff help families navigate these 
choices? 

Laura Corcoran: Yeah, so there is a lot of information like you mentioned those Facebook videos 
that show those babies when they're first wearing their hearing aids or their 
cochlear implants. There's a lot of different information out there. Right. And 
sometimes I think often times families aren't getting very balanced information. 
The internet is everyone can WebMD something. Right? Okay. So we feel very 
passionately about families getting accurate fact-based objective information 
from us about what availability there is in communication modality choices like 
sign language, like listening and spoken language, like using both of those 
approaches at the same time. 

Laura Corcoran: So every family that comes to our organization for services goes through a very 
comprehensive educational session with our staff to learn about all of those 
choices. Every choice can be successful. We have families that use all of those 
options and their children are meeting their milestones and those families feel 
like they are on a true path to success. 

Laura Corcoran: What I want families to know and the public to know is that our staff isn't a 
decision maker. So we really feel like these families are driving the bus towards 
their goals, right? We're just kind of here to help them make maps and get the 
information that they need so they can make an informed choice about, Hey, 
this is what we're working towards and this is why. And we know that that other 
family that we met at your great winter party is using that approach and that 
seems to really be working for them. And I know that that was an option for me. 
I didn't need it at this time, but it's good to know that that was there. 

Jill Economou: And then can you connect to those families so they can have a peer to peer 
support or accountability or something like that? 

Laura Corcoran: Absolutely, and I think one of the most heartwarming parts of my job is seeing 
families connect to other families and sort of mentor each other and the 
relationships that can grow as a part of those families meeting up. That's a really 
magic moment. I love connecting families. 

Jill Economou: You have something called a voucher program. What's that about? 



  
 

Jill Van Calster: Absolutely, we do. This is an exciting program in the state of Wisconsin for 
Wisconsin residents. It's actually called the TEPP Program, which stands for 
Telecommunications Equipment Purchase Program. So this is a program that 
provides through our store, or other stores across the state, but we have an 
assisted listening device store, so it has all kinds of technology equipment for 
people who are deaf or hard of hearing. We have caption phones, we have 
phones that will slow down a live voice. So like old school answering machines 
used to slow down if a doctor were talking really fast and he would call you and 
you didn't get it all. We have phones now that will slow down a live voice. 

Jill Van Calster: But this voucher program in the state of Wisconsin gives free dollars for 
purchase of this equipment to anyone who is deaf, hard of hearing, has a 
speech or mobility impairment. So you can get up to $6,000 in free equipment 
through the voucher program to help you communicate. Because we said 
earlier, one of our mission statements is to help people facilitate 
communication. This would be a really weird conversation if Laura and I were 
speaking French to you and you didn't understand French. 

Jill Economou: Oh, I took two years in high school. 

Jill Van Calster: You did, so you would have understood us. 

Jill Economou: Maybe a smidgen. 

Laura Corcoran: Well I know none. So I would have been lost. 

Jill Van Calster: But we really want folks to know about this voucher program because it does 
impact their daily living and it does impact their quality of life. 

Jill Economou: And their access to the community. I mean that's just such a huge piece. 

Jill Van Calster: So you can get an iPad, you can get smart phones, you can get the captioning 
phones, all of these will be free or very low cost to Wisconsin residents. It's the 
second best kept secret. We said HEAR Wisconsin is the state's best kept secret. 
This is literally the second best kept secret in the state of Wisconsin. We really 
want people to know that we have the team there who is ready and poised and 
ready to help them with getting this specialized equipment. 

Laura Corcoran: They'll meet with you one on one and explain the whole process. Let you try out 
the equipment. They're amazing. 

Jill Economou: Wow. Well what other services? You talk about all these great things. We never 
have enough time to go into everything. We're trying to plant a seed, but just so 
people know that it exists and they can go to your website and whatnot. But do 
you offer sign language, interpreting services? 

Jill Van Calster: Absolutely. 



  
 

Jill Economou: Or what other classes or services do you provide? 

Jill Van Calster: Not only do we offer American sign language classes for anyone in the 
community who wants to learn basic sign language, we have a beginner classes, 
we have an intermediate classes, but we also have a statewide 24/7 business of 
on-staff American Sign Language interpreters. 

Jill Van Calster: So I'm sure that all of us can kind of think in our heads about what an 
interpreter does. I've seen them at Summerfest during musical presentations, 
but our sign language interpreters go to medical appointments, they go to job 
hirings, they go to job terminations. 

Jill Economou: Oh very nice. 

Jill Van Calster: One of our interpreters just got called out at two o'clock in the morning, hence 
the 24/7 business. But there was a 16 year old who was involved in a car 
accident. The 16 year old was not deaf, but both of her parents were so the 
hospital could not treat her until they got parents there who they could 
communicate ... Until parents got there and we got an interpreter there who 
could help facilitate that conversation. 

Jill Economou: Don't even think about those things. 

Jill Van Calster: You don't. You just really don't think about those kinds of situations. 

Laura Corcoran: They are there for births, they administer last rites. I mean interpreting for the 
clergy. 

Jill Economou: Wow. Well, again, lots of things that you guys offer. We're not going to be able 
to get into everything. So who should people reach out to? Phone numbers? Do 
you have contact information? 

Jill Van Calster: Absolutely. So the best way that we feel to reach out to us is to stop and visit us. 
We have our facility on 102nd in between National and Cleveland Avenue in 
West Allis. That's where our store is. It's very much like a mini Best Buy. You can 
come in and view the equipment, you can see audiology, you can talk with our 
staff. We talk about welcome walk-ins all the time, so there's no appointment 
necessary and we're there Monday through Friday. You can also find us on 
Facebook and LinkedIn or at our company website, which is hearwi.org or you 
can call us at (414) 604-2200 or contact us via video phone at (414) 395-2117. 

Jill Economou: Wow. Well thank you both for being here Laura and Jill. 

Jill Van Calster: Oh thank you so much. We are so appreciative. 

Laura Corcoran: We're very grateful for this opportunity. 



  
 

Jill Economou: I'm so happy to be able to share information, like you said, one of the best kept 
secrets here. It's wonderful to share that. So again, thank you for being here Jill 
Van Calster, President and CEO of HEAR Wisconsin and Laura Corcoran, Director 
of Therapy Services at HEAR Wisconsin. 

Jill Economou: I'd also like to thank Jason Perry, who is the VP of development and 
communications of Penfield Children's Center. Thank you for all you do to help 
children and families with some very special needs that they may have, 
including hearing impairment so they can all have more fulfilled lives. Right. 
Thank you for sharing your mission and your passion. 

Jill Van Calster: Thank you, Jill. 

Laura Corcoran: Thank you. 

Jill Economou: You're welcome. If you would like for the rest about who we talked to today, 
you can email me at jill@ellenbecker.com or you can call our office at (262) 691-
3200. 

Jill Economou: There's a number of different ways you can access our outreach show. You can 
of course listen live on Newstalk Radio WISN AM 1130 on Sunday mornings at 
10. You can tune in via the iHeart radio app, or you can just go to 
iheartradio.com. And if you miss the broadcast on Sunday, you can go to our 
website at ellenbecker.com to see all past shows, or you can now listen on 
demand on Spotify, Stitcher, Google Play, or Apple Podcast. 

Jill Economou: So join us next Sunday morning to learn more about some great people and 
nonprofit organizations that are doing great things in our community. If the 
organization or the people or the stories that they share resonate with you, 
reach out and see how you might be able to help them in some way. Find a way 
to be a blessing and give a blessing. Have a wonderful Sunday. 

 


