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Hearing is a complex hierarchy of func­
tions, the assessment of which requires highly 
sophisticated instrumentation and procedures 
in a clinical setting. Furthermore, testing 
procedures appropriate for adults are not use­
ful with young children and individuals with 
special needs. For example, play audiometry 
is often used with children who are difficult 
to test or unable to follow simple commands. 
In this procedure, the child is conditioned to 
respond to sounds in specific ways in order to 
determine the hearing threshold levels. Speech 
audiometry measures an individual’s speech 
recognition threshold (SRT), as well as that 
person’s speech recognition ability in various 
listening conditions. Other types of auditory 
system assessment include electrophysiological 
measures of auditory function from the inner 
ear through the auditory brain stem to the cor­
tex of the brain (auditory evoked potentials). Evoked otoacoustic emissions from 
the inner ear can be measured with sensitive microphones to examine functions in 
the inner ear far beyond the understanding of scientists in the past. To detect pos­
sible problems in the middle ear, acoustic immittance measures are used, placing a 
small probe in the ear to measure the transmission of sound through the eardrum 
and ossicular chain (American Speech-Language-Hearing Association, 2016b). Using 
all of these procedures, audiologists have opened new windows into mechanisms to 
evaluate human hearing, leading to better assessment and remediation for those with 
hearing impairments.

Age of Onset
The effects of hearing impairment depend significantly on the age at which the 
impairment occurs. Prelingual hearing impairment refers to disordered hear­
ing present at birth or occurring before the development of speech and language. 
Postlingual impairment describes an auditory deficit acquired after the acquisition 
of speech and language (Berk, 2013). The age at which the hearing loss occurs is 
critical because normal language development is very much dependent on an intact 
auditory system.

Not surprisingly, postlingually deaf children generally develop better speech, 
language, reading, and writing skills than prelingually deaf youngsters. Currently, 
great importance is placed on the early identification of hearing impairment in 
young children so that early intervention can reduce the effects of the hearing 
impairment on these skills, as well as on other areas such as social/cognitive devel­
opment and academic achievement (National Center for Hearing Assessment and 
Management, 2016a).

Professionals estimate that hearing loss affects 12,000 children born in the United 
States each year; approximately 3 in 1,000 babies are born with permanent hearing 
loss. Hearing loss is the most common congenital disorder in newborns (March of 
Dimes, 2016; Owens et al., 2015). All states screen newborns for hearing loss, and 
forty-seven states have legislation that mandates hearing screening of newborns prior 
to discharge from the hospital (Buethe et al., 2013).

play audiometry: A method for 
measuring hearing sensitivity in 
young children by rewarding correct 
responses; turning the evaluation 
situation into a game in order to 
maintain interest and cooperation.

speech audiometry: A set of 
procedures for measuring auditory 
perception of speech, including 
syllables, words, and sentences.

speech recognition threshold 
(SRT): A measure of threshold 
sensitivity for speech. The SRT 
represents the softest sound level at 
which a listener can identify the stimuli 
50 percent of the time.

auditory evoked potentials: Neural 
impulses produced from within 
the auditory system in response to 
stimulation of the auditory pathway and 
recorded as bioelectric events using a 
special computer.

evoked otoacoustic emissions: 
Sounds produced by the inner ear in 
response to auditory stimulation and 
measured in the ear canal.

acoustic immittance: A technical 
term for measurements of middle ear 
function.

prelingual: Referring to the period of 
time prior to a child’s development of 
language.

postlingual: Referring to the period 
of time after a child has developed 
language.

Special assessments are often used when evaluating the hearing of young 
children or students with special needs.
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