
HOME NEWS SPORTS THINGS TO DO BUSINESS COMMUNITIES OPINION • •Ider ARCHIVES • USA TODAY OBITUARIES SUBSCRIBE MORE 

An Iowan suddenly lost her hearing after vowing to teach 
f disabled students. It didn't stop her. 
'JI Mike Kilen, mkilen@dmreg.com Published 2:32 p.m. CT Feb. 1, 2018 
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-.... Julie Young of Badger says that "I never thought I would become a student with a disability ." Her 

hearing loss has already made her a better teacher , she says . Bryon Houlgrave /The Register 

(Photo: Bryon Hou/grave/The 

Register) 
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FORT DODGE, la. - Julie Young kindly told the 

students to be quiet, which was ironic for a woman 

who not long ago couldn 't hear. 

"Our voice level should be at a one," she announced , 

which meant a whisper. 

The seventh-graders at Fort Dodge Middle School 

had been told her story of hearing loss, at least some of it. 

What they didn't know was that for most of her life Julie Young had perfect hearing but 

hated school. She didn't fit in as a child and felt invisible. She took her lunch to the 

bathroom and flushed it down the toilet. She was depressed and cut herself. And 

although her father worked at a university in Canada and she could get free tuition , she 

didn 't feel smart enough, or good enough, to finish a four-year college degree. 
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Instead, she got married and had children. She still had dreams, yet the obstacles 

seemed too great after the family moved to the middle of the Iowa, a small town north 

of Fort Dodge called Badger. 

But after a divorce she met Jason Young, who asked her about those dreams. 

"To visit Italy," she said. "And to be a teacher." 

It sounded ridiculous even saying it. She wasn't smart enough, she thought. She was 

too old, already approaching her mid-40s. 

Jason told her it was never too late. He took her to Italy for vacation. He married her a 

few months later. And two years ago, he cheered her on as she launched into her 

study with nonprofit Western Governors University , an online university based in Salt 

Lake City. 
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"She did more work than any student I've ever had," said Sydney Rombola, her 

program mentor in elementary education. "She did 1½ years of study in one year." 

Halfway through her studies, she began working as a part-time paraeducator with 

special needs students, helping them out in the classroom. It clicked. She could help 

students who were underdogs, just like she was. She in April she switched her focus of 

study to special education. 

What happened later that same month at first seemed like a cruel twist of fate. 

Young caught a virus, her ears became infected, and one day she woke up with 

terrible vertigo. The next day she couldn't hear out of her right ear and had lost some 

hearing in her left ear. 



Doctors would later call it sudden sensorineural hearing loss, a rapid loss of hearing 

often caused by viral infection. No treatments worked. 

"I couldn't hear birds chirp anymore," Young said. "I couldn't go to dinner with my 

husband and have a conversation." 

In a room full of conversation or background music, much less a noisy classroom, she 

could hear no speech. 

Suddenly, her dreams faded again. How could she finish her degree or teach? 

She reached out to a Facebook group for hearing loss; they rallied to send her financial 

support and a basic hearing aid that could help for a while. But insurance wouldn't 

cover the necessary treatment and special hearing equipment, and her application for 

assistance through a federal-state rehabilitation program to assist people with 

disabilities to become employed sat on a long waiting list, she said. 

"I saw a lot of potential in her," said Ryan Flaherty, Fort Dodge Middle School's 

principal. "She is the kind of person we want around our kids." 

He wrote a letter to Iowa Vocational Rehabilitation Services officials, urging them to 

help her: "Julie is one of those rare human beings who has the ability to unlock the 

potential in all human beings, especially young students, and in our case young 

students working through a disability." 

Young was soon after accepted into the rehab program. She got a new hearing aid that 

connects wirelessly via a transmitter, processing the speech and amplifying it in the ear 

that still has some hearing. 

Julie Young, a substitute teacher in Fort Dodge, shows one of the devices she uses to hear. Young 

recently lost all hearing in her right ear and partial hearing in her left. (Photo: Bryon Hou/grave/The 

Register) 

Young was able to continue her studies and student teach. Though she still has trouble 

with balance and is unable to locate where a sound is coming from, at least she can 

hear, even in a noisy classroom. 



As a student in special education passionate about advocating for students with 

disabilities, she said, "I never thought I would become a student with a disability." 

It has made her a better teacher already. 

"I can look at each kid and ask, 'What are their obstacles?' Some, like me, have a 

disability that you can't see," she said. "It's my job to reverse that obstacle." 

She especially champions kids who are overlooked or are troublemakers. 

Young recently pulled aside one young lady with an attitude and told her she liked her 

because she was feisty. 

"I'm a horrible person," the girl responded. 

No, Young told her, you are a leader. 

She could see the young woman's facial expression lighten. 

Julie Young, a substitute teacher in Fort Dodge, works with seventh-grade students in reading class 

on Tuesday, Jan. 30, 2018. (Photo: Bryon Hou/grave/The Register) 

"I don't want one kid to walk out of my room and feel like I have not seen them," she 

said. "I see them. I accept them." 

In January, Young finished her degree at age 47, just months before her oldest of two 

boys will get his high school diploma. She's a substitute while preparing for her 

commencement from Western Governors , which picked her to give an address at the 

Feb. 10 graduation in Orlando, Florida. 

Her message won't be about her personal story of overcoming but "the power of 

people." 

"Anyone can say with hard work you can do anything ," she said. "Sometimes hard 

work is not enough. Sometimes you need advocates and mentors." 



Young had them in her husband , in complete strangers online going through hearing 

loss, and in Flaherty, the principal who offered her a full-time job for next year as a 

sixth-grade special education teacher. 

Young will urge other teachers to be that advocate , especially for those often left 

behind, just like she was in school and almost was as an adult. 

Nothing is more fulfilling , she says , that working with these children and letting them 

know there is someone in their corner. 

She is seeing them even more clearly for who they are. 

And now she can hear them. 
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