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Advanced Bionics

An AB Pioneer is an Example to All

By: Doug Lynch, AB recipient since 1995 and Cochlear Implant Consumer Specialist

It was the summer of 1996 when Lisa Depamphilis, a mother
of a 15-month-old girl with Usher Syndrome, called my office
at Advanced Bionics.

Lisa was on a mission to get her daughter, Larissa, included
into AB's pediatric clinical trial so she could “get AB
technology” no matter what hurdles she might face. And she
faced some big ones. First, Larissa was only 15 months old,
while the inclusion criteria for the clinical trial required
children (at that time) to be at least two years of age. Next,
AB's implant at the time was considered an “investigational
device" and, as such, wasn't covered by the family's
insurance.

Through a ton of determination, support of her clinicians at Children's Hospital of
Philadelphia (CHOP), and work with AB and the FDA, Lisa got exactly what she
set out for. On December 12, 1996, Larissa Depamphilis became the youngest
child to receive an AB cochlear implant at just 19 months of age.

The story ended there for me another family starting their journey with AB's
groundbreaking technology - or so | thought.

In 2015, | ran into Lisa and Larissa at an HLAA Walk4Hearing event in Philadelphia.
And, that is when | learned the rest of the story.

Growing up with Usher Syndrome meant that Larissa was not only deaf, but had
low vision and a lack of balance. To enhance her hearing, she went bilateral
with AB technology when she was nine.

So, how would you expect an AB pioneer to tackle life, particularly growing up in
a household with a family that taught her to be goal-driven? Well, | asked Larissa
just that, and here's what she shared with me.

“The summer before my junior year of high school, | was watching TV and | saw
this commercial about this 9-year-old girl who competed in triathlons and | just
had this thought: ‘That looks fun!’ | talked to my friend about it and two weeks

later we were training for the race in early September.
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I was a competitive swimmer for six years prior to deciding to participate in a
triathlon. Many people thought that the swim would be the most difficult part for
me due to the hearing loss, but the real challenge was riding a bike.

Growing up with Usher Syndrome and having basically no balance also meant
that I didn't learn how to ride a bike when | was 5 like everyone else.

So here | am, 16 years old, trying to learn how to ride a bike so | can ride it for 10
miles straight, surrounded by hundreds of other bikers, and with only three
months to do it. | had my first wipeout when learning to ride — another scar to
add to my collection, except this one was on my arm rather than my head. It
was difficult and frustrating, both physically and mentally, but eventually | got
good enough to ride a bike somewhat comfortably.

The day of the triathlon was particularly windy at Long Beach Island. We were
swimming with a strong current for a quarter mile, biking for 10 miles against wind
of speeds of 35 mph, and then finishing with a 5k run. The race seemed to last
forever, especially the biking portion. | messed up on the first turn and ended up
falling off my bike during the race, but everyone cheered me on saying, “Come
on! Get back on the bike! You can do it!" as they biked by. That was probably
the only reason | was able to get back on and finish the race.”

Growing up, Larissa always wanted to help other people with hearing loss to
lead “a normal life like | have.” She figured the one way to accomplish this goal
would be to become a teacher. Then, one day, a friend of hers told Larissa that
she wanted to become a biomedical engineer - a professional discipline that is
like a bridge between medicine and engineering. Larissa thought, “the people
who make cochlear implants don't use them, so | decided that designing and
manufacturing better implants is what | want to do.”

When asked to summarize her journey since | first listened to her mother fight for
her to be an AB pioneer, Larissa shared this:

“As | grew up | always knew that | had Usher
Syndrome, but | never thought | was different. | never
realized how big some of the accomplishments I've
made are. | never thought that joining a swim team,
competing in a triathlon, learning dances, studying
engineering would be difficult because | have
hearing loss, have low vision, or lack balance. |
thought they would be difficult because they are
difficult. But | like a challenge. As | reflect back on my
accomplishments, | realize that | was overcoming so
much more than | thought | was at the time, because
1 didn’'t think about my challenges. | only thought
about my future and my ability to do what | want.”
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Larissa is currently enrolled in The College of New Jersey as an Engineering Major.
She received her AB C1 implant in 1996, and went bilateral with a HiRes 90K™
implant when she was 9. This last summer, Larissa decided she wanted the “latest
of AB's technology on both sides”, so chose to have her implant from 1996
replaced with a new HiRes 90K™ Advantage implant and enjoy hearing with
Naida Cl Q70 processors.

Indeed, Larissa lives a goal-driven life and is an example for us all.
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