The question, “What has GAA done for me,” is not only a fair question it is one that should be anticipated.  More important, it is incumbent upon the association to be able to provide an answer.  Why should anyone be asked to pay money to join an organization if that organization can’t explain its purpose or its actions on that individual’s behalf?  So, in the next few short paragraphs, I would like to reiterate some of the comments I made at the GAA Convention a few weeks ago that illustrate activities your Board of Directors has initiated during the past year or so.

Perhaps the action that has received the most attention centers on the change in the state licensure law governing the practice of Audiology in Georgia.  The revised law requires anyone receiving a graduate degree in Audiology after January 1, 2007, to have a doctoral degree in order to become a newly licensed practicing audiologist in this state. Efforts to make the changes to our licensure law began approximately two years ago when a large group of audiologists representing every segment of our profession, including a licensure board member, met to begin discussions concerning the professional changes that were occurring nationally and the need for our licensure laws to reflect those changes.  Following many written drafts, and in collaboration with the Georgia Speech-Language-Hearing Association, a revised document was presented to Representative Bob Smith from Watkinsville, GA.  We owe a huge debt of gratitude to Representative Smith for moving our bill through the state legislature, but we are also thankful to the several members of GAA who wrote to their respective state legislators and various legislative committee members, as well as took time to go to the state capital and meet with senators and state representatives to urge them to support this bill.  Our efforts came to fruition when HB 1112 was signed into law by Govenor Purdue this past May.

An equally important achievement for GAA this past year was the development of a set of association bylaws, in order that we may govern our internal affairs in a fair and effective manner.  The bylaws, which are available for you to read on the GAA website (georgiaaudiology.org), include, among other things, the mission and objectives of the association, the composition and duties of the GAA Board Directors, the election process, and the standing committees and their respective duties.  There are nine standing committees: Membership (Chair, Kim Barry), Legislative and Government Affairs (Chair, Annette Peppard), Ethics (Chair, Jane Kassing), Marketing and Publicity (Chair, Teri Huber), Publications (Chair, Kelli Smith), Continuing Education (Chair, Lori Smith), Convention (Chair, Helena Solodar), Archivist (Chair, Sara Woolley), and Finance (Chair, GAA President). 
During this past year, your Board also has developed a Code of Ethics for the association to ensure that all audiologists maintain the highest level of integrity in all aspects of our profession, whether it is teaching in a classroom, conducting research, or providing clinical services to the general public whom we serve.  We forwarded the Code of Ethics to the GAA Ethics Committee for their comments and approval.  The association bylaws and the Code of Ethics were adopted by the membership at the GAA Convention this past February.

Recently, GAA members were sent a brief survey in the mail to gather information concerning Medicaid reimbursement for Audiology services, as governed by Georgia’s three Care Managed Organizations (CMOs).  Although the response was small, information gathered from the survey clearly reflected the impact these CMO policies are having on the practice of Audiology. We will be presenting this information to our lobbyists in an effort to effect changes in those policies so that many of hearing impaired children in Georgia, who depend on those third party agencies, can receive the necessary hearing services that they deserve.
In February, three members of the GAA Board of Directors met with the State Board of Examiners for Speech-Language Pathology and Audiology to ask that the Board consider modifying some of its policies related to continuing education credits.  As of this date, we are still waiting for the licensure board’s response to that request.

In the very near future, I will be approaching our association’s lobbyists to enlist their assistance in expanding Medicaid coverage for hearing evaluation services for adults when provided by an independent Audiology practitioner.  These services are already covered when provided in a physician’ practice, but do not extend to the audiologist who is practicing independently and may receive referrals from a physician to conduct those evaluations.

I hope that it is evident to anyone reading this brief report that GAA is very much committed to representing you as a member audiologist and working on your behalf.  It also is dedicated to the guiding principle that GAA is responsible for raising the standard of professionalism in the state and increasing awareness among the citizens of this state that audiologists are the professionals to seek for hearing health care.  To be successful in such endeavors, however, requires the efforts of many and, although we have had a very good response to the call for volunteers to work on committees and serve as officers and board members, we need many more volunteers in an effort to increase our visibility as hearing health care professionals in the state. Currently, there are approximately 100 members of GAA, and yet there are approximately 400 licensed audiologists in the state.  Recently, your Board voted to give each member a $10 reduction in their annual dues for every member that he/she recruits to become a GAA member, up to a maximum of seven members.  For example, if an individual recruited seven new members, in any given year, that member’s dues for the year would be only $5.00.  Trust me it costs more to belong to AARP.

So, in summary, I repeat the question.  What has GAA done for me?  Well, I’d have to say it’s made a darn good start at advocating on your behalf, tackling issues that raise our professional standards, addressing state-wide issues that impact the way you can meet the needs of the hearing impaired population that you serve, monitoring activities of health care organizations, providing avenues of continuing education, and offering several other benefits that can be found elsewhere in this newsletter. 

The more important question is what can GAA do for you?  The answer to that question is the sky is the limit.  The things that GAA can accomplish are left only to your imagination.  The best way to enact change, however, is to become a player rather than a spectator.  If the association doesn’t seem to be addressing your needs, perhaps the reason is because it isn’t aware of them.  If the association isn’t addressing a problem to your satisfaction, perhaps you have a better solution, and the Board of Directors welcomes your input.  Many years ago, when I was coaching little league and senior league baseball, parents came up to me after a game and offered a number of suggestions concerning the team’s play.  I would thank them and would invite them to come to the practices to share their input and help.  Invariably, I wouldn’t see these parents again until the next game.  So, now I challenge you to help your profession grow in this state, take pride in your professional organization, and take time to volunteer for a leadership role in GAA, either as an officer, a committee chairperson, or a committee member. I am confident that unlike the parents from my baseball teams in the past you will answer the call because, after all, you are not little leaguers – you are professionals!

