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Soundings Newsletter

When choosing proposals to fund, the American 
Hearing Research Foundation looks for fresh 
ideas, sound analysis, reasonable aims and 

budget, and potential results that could be significant. In 
other words, “good science.” 

AHRF’s 2025 awards will be announced soon.

For 2024, AHRF chose to award its prestigious $75,000 
Birtman Grant to Litao Tao, PhD, assistant professor in 
the Department of Biomedical Sciences at Creighton 
University.  He and his team  are exploring a new way to 
identify pieces of DNA (called enhancers) that can alter 
the way hair cell genes of the ear function in development.

Keiko Hirose, MD, a pediatric otolaryngologist and 
physician-scientist at Washington University at St. Louis, 

“Good Science” in 2024

and her colleague Daniel Romano, MD, postdoctoral 
scholar and otolaryngology resident, received AHRF’s 
$65,000 Richard G. Muench Chairman’s Grant. Their study 
investigates how cholesteatoma (a middle ear skin cyst 
that can damage hearing) develops and recurs in children. 
A list of all seven studies funded in 2024 is on page 2. 

WINTER 2025

In 2025, AHRF will co-sponsor a scientific Meniere’s Symposium for researchers  
and clinicians to share cutting edge information and promote future partnerships.  
Patient-friendly content will be shared after the symposium. See page 3.

Research. Education. Community.

Dr. Litao (3rd from left) and team members

Joan Wincentsen, AHRF’s Executive Director since 
November 2016, will retire at the end of 2024. Starting 
January 1, 2025, she’ll hand over management 
responsibilities to Tricia Fusilero, who has a strong 
background in association management, communication, 
and production management. “Tricia is a great 
strategist and a quick learner. She’ll be a wonderful 
addition to the AHRF team,” notes Wincentsen. 

Wincentsen adds, “It’s been an honor to be a part 
of this organization’s long history. I arrived with a 
general understanding of nonprofits but had a lot to 
learn about hair cells, cochlear implants, and how the 
brain works to process language and sound. It’s been 
fascinating to see how AHRF cultivates promising ideas 
– and careers - with seed grants.  I’ve been inspired by 
researchers and board members alike who are leaders 

AHRF’s Executive Director Passes Baton

in their fields. When you work with diligent, insightful 
people like Richard Muench, Mark Muench, Donna 
Whitlon, and Alan Micco, you yourself can’t help but 
grow. I know AHRF will continue to grow, too, as an 
impactful and esteemed hearing research funder.”

Joan Wincentsen & Tricia Fusilero
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AHRF Funds 7 Projects in 2024

Sudden hearing loss—
also known as sudden 
deafness—is a hearing loss 
that comes on quickly—all 
at once, over a few hours, 
or over a several days. 
Often, it affects only one 
ear, but it can involve both.

A clinical research study 
is being conducted at 
Northwestern Medicine 
in Chicago, with the goal 
to improve the standard 
of care for this medical 
emergency. Individuals 
who experience sudden 
hearing loss may be eligible 
to participate in the study 
and will be compensated 
for their time. Learn more 
at https://sudden-hearing-
loss.northwestern.edu/

The study compares the 
usual steroid treatment 
(standard of care) to one 
that also includes a short-
term dose (7-day) of oral 
statin. Statin is a medication 
that is already widely used 
in human medicine to treat 
high blood cholesterol.

Chicago’s 
Northwestern 
Medicine Targets 
Sudden Hearing Loss

2024 Grant Recipients
These investigators received funding for their studies in 2024.  
AHRF will announce grant funding decisions for 2025 in January.   

BIRTMAN GRANT ($75,000)
•	� Litao Tao, PhD, Creighton University: High-throughput and quantitative 

measurement of hair cell distal enhancers

RICHARD G. MUENCH CHAIRMAN’S GRANT ($65,000)
•	� Keiko Hirose, MD, and Daniel Romano, MD, Washington University in St. 

Louis: Revealing molecular and cellular drivers of cholesteatoma pathogenesis and 
recurrence in children using single-cell RNA sequencing

DISCOVERY GRANTS (UP TO $50,000)

•	� Joaquin Cury Sr., PhD, Northwestern University: Design, Development, and 
Implementation of an Optical System to Preserve Residual Hearing and Evaluate 
Cochlear Health in Patients Receiving a Cochlear Implant

•	� Samuel Mathias, PhD, Boston Children’s Hospital: Early Warning Signs of Age-
Related Sensorineural Hearing Loss

•	� Akihiro Matsuoka, MD, DMSc, PhD, University of California San Diego: 
Regenerating the Blood-Labyrinthine Barrier: Harnessing Induced Pluripotent Stem 
Cells for Ménière’s Disease Treatment

•	� Pei-Ciao Tang, PhD, University of Miami: Development of an ‘organoid-on-a-
chip’ platform for the study of dorso-ventral patterning in a stem cell model of the 
human inner ear

•	� Sangamanatha Ankmnal-Veeranna, PhD, The University of Southern 
Mississippi: Auditory System Integrity in University Marching Band Students
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For Scientists and Physicians
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According to the World Health Organization, by 2050, nearly 
2.5 billion people will have some degree of hearing loss, 
and at least 700 million will require hearing rehabilitation. 
The American Hearing Research Foundation is committed 
to alleviating this developing hearing health crisis through 
groundbreaking research and education. 

But we can’t do it alone. We have a goal to raise 
$100,000 for hearing and balance research this year. As 
of mid-November, we were at about $62,000 in general 
contributions. We need your help. Your donation of any 
size can make a difference in the health and well-being of 
those affected by hearing loss.  

You can be part of finding long-term solutions and 
treatments for people with hearing and balance disorders. 
You can encourage the next generation of researchers. 
It’s time to think big – whether with a one-time gift, or a 
lifetime legacy. Donate online at American-Hearing.org or 
with the enclosed envelope.  

A Legacy of Generosity
Do your estate-planning documents reflect your current 
situation and wishes for both your loved ones AND the 
charities you believe in?

We invite you to empower hearing and balance research 
by including the American Hearing Research Foundation 
in your estate and financial planning.  A gift in your will 
or trust, or a beneficiary designation, will embody your 
desire to advance this work and help people live healthier 
lives.

If you choose to name the American Hearing Research 
Foundation as a beneficiary, please let us know.  We 
want to acknowledge your generosity and ensure that we 
understand your wishes. 

Please keep in mind it’s important to consult an attorney, 
financial advisor, or other qualified professional to 
determine how a gift or estate planning decision might 
affect your individual circumstances. 

Research. Education. Community.

Be Part of Something Big

Note AHRF’s New Address! 
AHRF’s Beneficiary designation information, 
with our new address:

Tax ID: 36-2612784

American Hearing Research Foundation 
4055 W. Peterson Ave. #105 
Chicago, Illinois 60646
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Have you heard the news?
In October 2024, the Federal Communications Commission 
(FCC) adopted a new rule requiring all smartphones to 
be compatible with hearing aids. In its press release, the 
FCC noted, “With this change, the 48 million Americans 
with hearing loss will be able to choose among the same 
mobile phone models that are available to all consumers.”
Pairing hearing aids with a mobile phone gives users 
the ability to customize sound settings. Under the new 
rule, consumers can freely choose the mobile phone and 
hearing aid of their choice without concerns they won’t 
work together.

The FCC also established universal Bluetooth rules to 
discourage smartphone makers from implementing custom 
connections that could inhibit pairing. All devices must 
meet certain “volume control benchmarks that ensure 
clear audio for the listener,” including allowing them to 
increase the audio through the phone without distortion. 
This applies to both hearing aids and cochlear implants.
Phone makers must also clearly label devices to clarify if 
they meet all these rules: Hearing aid compatible, universal 
Bluetooth pairing, and volume control benchmarks, 

including how high the audio volume can be raised.
The FCC did not provide a timeline for implementation, 
only mentioning the rule will take effect “after a transition 
period.”

FDA clears Apple’s AirPods Pro 2  
to act as hearing aids
In September 2024, the U.S. Food and Drug Administration 
authorized the first over-the-counter (OTC) hearing aid 
software device, Hearing Aid Feature, which enables 
Apple’s AirPods Pro 2 headphones to serve as an OTC 
hearing aid. The device can be used to amplify sounds 
for individuals 18 or older with perceived mild to moderate 
hearing impairment. 

How does your county measure up?
Maps showing hearing loss prevalence by U.S. states and 
counties were included in study results published in the 
February 2024 issue of The Lancet. Investigators from 
the University of Chicago, Johns Hopkins University, and 
Utah State University collaborated to develop models 
that estimate 37.9 million people in the U.S. experience 
bilateral hearing loss.  A higher prevalence of hearing loss 
was found in rural (rather than urban) areas, among non-
Hispanic Whites (compared to other races and ethnicities), 

and in older populations. West Virginia, Alaska, Wyoming, 
Oklahoma, and Arkansas had the highest hearing loss 
prevalence rates. Source: DOI: 10.1016/j.lana.2023.100670

https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanam/article/PIIS2667-193X(23)00244-2/fulltext
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Sammy Weavil with greatgrandchildren

A Granddaughter remembers her Papaw

Many – but not all – individuals who have Meniere’s 
disease are able to bring their symptoms under 
control. As Lauren Hedrick describes her grandfather’s 
experience, we’re reminded why it’s so important 
for AHRF to support and promote Meniere’s disease 
research.

Like many disorders, the symptoms of Meniere’s disease – 
which may include vertigo, tinnitus, and hearing loss – can 
affect a person’s life to varying degrees. Lauren Hedrick’s 
grandfather, Samuel “Sammy” Weavil (“my papaw” as she 
says), lived to age 75, and he struggled with the symptoms 
of Meniere’s disease for about 55 of those years. In fall of 
2023, Lauren and her friend Kenzi Reddick hosted the first 
“2Morrow Needs You” run with proceeds going to prevent 
suicide, which took her grandfather’s life. Lauren made 
sure a third – $6,500 – went to AHRF for Meniere’s disease 
research. Laura explains, “I wanted to do something in his 
name, because he was one of the most wonderful people 
I’ve ever known.”

Lauren’s grandfather’s vertigo episodes began at age 21 
after he finished his stint in the U.S. army in Germany 
and returned home to North Carolina. Sammy’s hearing 
diminished permanently with each episode. He also 
developed a ringing in his ears. By the time Lauren knew 
him in his 40s, she recalls him “saying it was roaring inside 
his head.”

Sammy eventually was diagnosed with Meniere’s disease by 
the nationally known neurotologist, Michael E. Glasscock 
III.  Lauren noted, “My papaw really respected him” and 
tried many treatment options under his care.

One of Dr. Glasscock’s suggestions was to focus on a 
hobby. Lauren explains that her grandfather “took up 
video. He dove into having the best equipment and was 
interested in technology advancements.”  Lauren describes 
how he enjoyed weekend visits with his grandchildren, 
and videotaped everything from their activities to simple 
breakfast conversations. He worked hard to keep physically 
fit, using his at-home gym “when the noises weren’t too 
bad. He had six-pack abs into his 50s.”  And his religious 
faith became deeply important.

But losses began to take a toll. He had to quit his job in 
the furniture manufacturing industry due to disability. He 
and his wife divorced, and he struggled to communicate 
with family members. Eventually he stopped seeing Dr. 
Glasscock when treatment options didn’t help.

In his 60s, Sammy had cochlear implant surgery. “I was 
there when they turned on the CI,” Lauren recounts. “He 
said he could hear me, but I sounded like a chipmunk.” 
The audiologist explained that his brain would need to be 
trained. “As much as she tried to help, and as much as he 
tried, when he knew he wouldn’t actually hear what our 
voices sounded like, he gave up. He’d turn the CI device on 
in his later years because it would cancel out the tinnitus. 
Sometimes he’d turn it on just to take a nap.”

Throughout her childhood, Lauren saw firsthand how her 
grandfather’s life was impacted by his Meniere’s symptoms. 
The second annual  2Morrow Needs You 5K took place 
in September, and is still accepting donations at https://
runsignup.com/Race/NC/Archdale/2morrowNeedsYou5K.

Lauren Hedrick and brother 2Morrow Needs You

https://runsignup.com/Race/NC/Archdale/2morrowNeedsYou5K
http://2Morrow Needs You 5K
https://runsignup.com/Race/NC/Archdale/2morrowNeedsYou5K
https://runsignup.com/Race/NC/Archdale/2morrowNeedsYou5K
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Article by Matsya Thulasiram

“Blindness separates people from things; deafness 
separates people from people.”

This quote from Helen Keller has impacted the scientific 
journey of Assistant Professor Dr. Justine Renauld. 
Renauld’s fascination with the inner ear began during her 
master’s degree. “I really liked the inner ear…the fact that 
it is a spiral and everything is perfectly organized, I was 
hooked. I also liked the idea of helping people recover 
hearing loss.” Her work throughout her graduate studies 
was on the development of the cytoskeleton, the structural 
network of a cell, in support cells of the cochlea. Her 
focus shifted during her postdoctoral fellowship when she 
directed her attention toward the stria vascularis, the part 
of the cochlea which maintains the proper environment 
that is required for hearing function.

Focus on the stria vascularis; how stress 
hormones affect the environment of the ear
As a postdoc at Case Western Reserve University, 
Renauld started investigating the stria vascularis to 
develop therapies to treat congenital deafness, such 
as Waardenburg syndrome. Throughout her fellowship, 
Renauld began to think about other forms of hearing loss 
that affected the stria vascularis, specifically Meniere’s 
disease. While the exact cause of Meniere’s disease is 
unknown, characteristics of disease onset and progression 
include the irregular modulation of endolymph, the fluid 
that fills the inner ear. Since one of the triggers of Meniere’s 
disease is the exacerbation of stress, Renauld is interested 
in understanding the impact of stress on the regulation 
of endolymph composition and stability, in other words, 
homeostasis. “Some stress hormones from the adrenal 
glands can influence the secretion of ions”, Renauld 
explains. “I want to try and understand the adrenergic 
receptors in the ear and how different types of stress 
responses influence endolymph homeostatis.”

Using two techniques
Renauld is approaching her research question with two 
techniques: she is using in vitro ion marker recording, which 
is a technique used to visually trace ions within the cells, 
and she is using ion-sensitive microelectrodes to directly 
measure ion concentration. By using both a visual imaging 
technique and a quantitative electrophysiological technique, 
Renauld is building a comprehensive method to develop the 
foundation of her work as a new Principle Investigator at 
Creighton University. Renauld reflects that her AHRF funding 
allowed her to really develop the details of her study. “It was 
a big part of why I was able to secure a faculty position.” 

SPOTLIGHT ON

Justine Renauld, PhD
Assistant Professor
Creighton University

2021 AHRF Grant Recipient

Stress hormones’ effect on inner ear workings

A Note of Thanks to Our Reviewers
AHRF’s ability to fund outstanding science depends on 
the generosity of the scientists who give their time and 
expertise to review grant applications. We thank those 
who participated in the 2024 grant cycle.

Donna Whitlon, PhD, Chair  
Sumit Dhar, PhD 
Jill Firszt, PhD 
Michael E. Hoffer, MD
Kazuaki Homma, PhD  
Nina Kraus, PhD  
Anna Lysakowski, PhD  
Alan G. Micco, MD 

Claus-Peter Richter, MD, PhD
Katherine Shim, PhD
Alex D. Sweeney, MD 
Matthew Crowson, PhD 
Faisal Karmali, PhD  
Richard Rabbit, PhD  
Jeffrey Savas, PhD  
Larry Hoffman, PhD  



american-hearing.org  |  info@american-hearing.org  |  630-617-50798

Research. Education. Community.

“Most of what we know about the human brain comes 
from technologies like F MRI where people lie still.  We 
don’t know very much at all about how the brain is 
activated by sound in natural settings – when people 
are walking around, looking at a scene, moving their 
heads to orient.”

Imagine a crowded party. Over the music, you hear people 
talking, laughter, glasses and plates clinking. Kamal 
Sen, PhD, explains that in this setting our brains usually 
can “focus on a single conversation despite numerous 
distractions.” He is using a 2023 AHRF Discovery Grant 
to investigate auditory scene analysis in humans (also 
called “the cocktail party problem”), where our brains 
can selectively attend to specific objects in a complex 
scene involving multiple sounds. He wants to explore why 
those with hearing impairment “find such complex scenes 
overwhelming even when wearing hearing assistive devices.”

Auditory Scene Analysis
Sen’s interest in auditory scene analysis grew out of studying 
how songbirds process sounds in their natural environment. 
He notes, “With sounds like animal vocalizations and [human] 
speech, there is a lot of richness – and a difference in the 
physics of the sounds themselves. They are behaviorally 
more relevant; we are more engaged when those sounds are 
presented. These aspects really shape the brain response.” 
Sen uses computational modeling to understand how the 
auditory cortex contributes to the recognition of complex 
sounds. His work “morphed” into the cocktail party problem 
because “we’re always communicating in the presence 
of background sounds – whether it’s at a café or a train 
station. The question is how that impacts communication 
and representation.”

Novel Device and Collaborators
Sen’s AHRF-funded project uses innovative wearable 
technology for measuring brain signals developed in the 
laboratory of David Boas, PhD, at Boston University. These 
wearable caps measure both EEG signals as well as fNIRS – 

a measure of “blood flow and blood signals” – in the brain. 
Sen explains, “The EEG provides very precise temporal 
signals [electrical activity over time].  The fNIRS measure 
has good spatial resolution. So you can really tell the activity 
is coming from a certain part of the brain.”
Sen adds, “When I met David and talked to him about the 
cocktail problem, we knew we had found a good match 
between technology and a problem where you’re naturally 
engaging with people as you’re conversing.” He adds, 
“Looking at these signals for the first time in humans, we 
should be able to see specific types of signatures, like which 
areas [of the brain] are activated, how they follow a target 
sound of interest, and how are other sounds suppressed. I 
think it will remarkably advance our understanding of how 
the brain is activated in these situations.”
In addition to David Boas, Sen’s co-investigators at 
Boston University are Virginia Best, PhD, who specializes 
in psychophysics, and Laura Lewis, PhD, who is providing 
specialized analysis of the EEG data.
Sen sees many ways this work can be expanded. It might 
lead to improvements in the way hearing aids segregate 
sound, enabling attention-steered hearing aids. It also 
could have broader implications, for instance with autism 
or attention deficit issues, where individuals have trouble 
suppressing unwanted sound stimuli.

SPOTLIGHT ON

Kamal Sen, PhD
Director, Natural Sounds and 
Neural Coding Laboratory
Boston University

2023 AHRF Grant Recipient

Left: Kamal Sen; Right Side Top to Bottom: Collaborators 
David Boas, Virginia Best, Laura Lewis

The Cocktail Party Problem
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Article by Matsya Thulasiram

“Science is a way of explaining the natural world that we 
see, and religion gives us that significance and meaning 
as to what that is all about. To me they are two sides of 
the same coin.”

To some, Dr. Dwayne Simmons’ two passions of science and 
religion can be seen as opposing forces, but for someone 
who naturally seeks to find connections, these topics are 
synergistic. Simmons’ holistic perspective is not only a 
significant part of who he is but also what drew him to 
Baylor University seven years ago.

At Baylor, Simmons continued his work on the auditory 
efferent system, the pathway that carries signals from the 
brain to the cochlea. The efferent system is not widely 
studied in the field of auditory neuroscience, but Simmons 
is no stranger to going against the grain, or “swimming 
upstream,” as he describes. Simmons’ preliminary work 
confirmed fundamental aspects of the development of the 
efferent pathway that challenged previously established 
literature. These discoveries led to the development of a 
new mouse model to investigate calcium-related responses 
in the inner ear, which Simmons pursued further in his 
AHRF funded study.

Mouse model for noise-induced and age-
related hearing loss
Calcium signalling is a fundamental process for hearing 
function. Oncomodulin is a calcium-binding protein that is 
unique to a subset of cells, including outer hair cells and 
myeloid immune cells in the cochlea. To determine the role 
of the oncomodulin protein in hearing function, Simmons 
engineered an oncomodulin knockout mouse model. He 
observed that oncomodulin knockout mice become deaf 
around three months of age, representing a model for 
early onset age-related hearing loss, and that they are 
highly sensitive to noise.

Digging deeper into understanding the mechanism behind 
these responses, Simmons discovered that the absence of 

oncomodulin causes higher calcium signals in the outer hair 
cells of knockout mice than in normal mice. These results 
suggested that without oncomodulin, calcium levels are 
dysregulated in the cochlea, and this imbalance is what 
primes the hair cells for their sensitivity to different 
kinds of damage. Previous work done in calcium signalling 
shows that too high levels of calcium lead to cell death. So, 
how will the cochlea respond to different types of damage, 
including noise or aging, when calcium is dysregulated? 
This is merely one of questions that Simmons is actively 
pursuing to answer next.

Finding connections between systems and  
cell types
Simmons’ future investigations will examine the dynamics of 
the efferent system during the aging process and delve into 
the interactions between the immune system and hair cells 
throughout development, maturation, and as a consequence 
of damage. In finding connections between systems and cell 
types Simmons is “hopeful to come up with effective targets 
to [mitigate] noise damage or aging damage” with the ideal 
goal being the production of preventative interventions 
against hearing loss.

SPOTLIGHT ON

Dwayne Simmons, PhD
Professor and Chair, Department 
of Biology Baylor University

2021 AHRF Grant Recipient 

How aging affects the ear’s biology
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Giving to the General Fund
The General Fund sustains the core programs central to the Foundation’s mission. Donations to the 
General Fund also can be directed to use for research into certain areas such as Meniere’s disease.
There are several levels from which to choose:
• Chairman’s Circle $5,000 and above
• Research Champion $1,000 to $4,999

• Research Supporter $100 to $999
• Friends of the Foundation $99 or under

This list reflects donations received from October 1, 2023 to November 20, 2024.

Thank You to Our Donors
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