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“The learning environment consists of the acoustics, the physical layout of the classroom, dynamics and degree of structure, and the teacher’s teaching style. For the child who relies on residual hearing, a poor acoustic environment is the biggest obstacle to learning. It is also the most controllable”

Pam Talbot, 2002, from Topics in Auditory Verbal Therapy

In order to improve the acoustic environment, there are three principal resources available to schools:

· Acoustic treatment

· Assistive devices

· Classroom culture and attitude

All three of these need to be deployed, in order to optimise learning, not just for pupils who have a hearing impairment, but for all the occupants of the classroom, including the teaching staff. The three strands for development of a successful “listening classroom” are discussed below, with examples to aid in implementing them .

Acoustic treatment

Resonant, or “echoing” rooms, with many hard surfaces, are unfavourable to listening. (Imagine listening in a tiled bathroom, or a swimming pool, as compared to your living room at home). Noise which competes with what you are trying to listen to makes it significantly harder to concentrate on the information you hear (Imagine trying to keep track of a film, when the people in the row behind you are talking and rustling their crisp packets). Both resonance and noise can be controlled in effective, but inexpensive ways. These include:

· Fitting carpets, curtains, and soft wallcoverings

· Selecting a classroom with a low ceiling wherever possible

· Keeping doors and partitions closed to reduce noise from external sources

· Padding drawers and boxes for pencils, Lego etc

· Having rubber stops on chair and table legs

· Avoiding background music

For further information, and support in treating your classroom, contact your EDUCATIONAL AUDIOLOGIST

Assistive technology

A personal classroom FM system, and/or soundfield FM system are absolutely ESSENTIAL components of the listening environment for the pupil who has a hearing impairment. This equipment is provided by the specialist support service. However, for the child, the most important classroom provision is a WELL INFORMED ADULT, who is highly vigilant as to the functioning of the assistive technology. It is essential that equipment is checked throughout the day, and at any time a glitch occurs, the child gets immediate assistance. (Imagine trying to learn new information on a faulty telephone connection).  The equipment is a learning lifeline, and the pupil with hearing impairment needs to know that there is active and efficient support for its use available at all times. 

Make sure the Learning Support Assistant (LSA) and others within the learning environment receive direct training, and are confident in the checking and use of the child’s assistive technology.

Classroom culture and attitude

Why not work as a group, to create a QUALITY LISTENING CULTURE, which will be of value to each participant both inside and outside the classroom? 

One of the many challenges for a mainstream teacher is to serve the needs of all the children in the group, while ensuring that the child with a hearing impairment benefits from an optimal listening environment. 

Here are some of the things which you may have been advised to do:

· Checking with the child: “can you hear me ok?”
· Shushing the children: “be quiet now, because Jenny can’t hear if you’re noisy”

· Asking the LSA to go over all the information after it has been presented, to make sure the student with hearing impairment has got it
All of these options feel awkward and unsatisfactory, because they single out the pupil and are ineffectual in controlling the acoustic environment.

SO, see below: why not work as a group, to create a QUALITY LISTENING CULTURE, which will be of value to each participant both inside and outside the classroom?
Elements of quality listening which everyone can participate in:

· Sitting still and in silence together at the beginning of a session, to make sure that the classroom is quiet: Is there a mower outside the open window? Is the heater making too much noise? Is the gerbil scratching around his cage? Is there a noisy singing lesson in the room next door? The children can make suggestions as to what they can do to improve things, and implement them before the lesson starts
· Promoting politeness in keeping quiet and attentive when somebody else is speaking
· Being able to ask politely but assertively for somebody else to make less noise: practise this in role play, and discuss it with the class
· Developing an “instant quietening down” signal, which the teacher can use for the whole class, to get silence
· Think of situations which are quiet and noisy, and why: A party? The playground? Your bedroom at night? The library? What sort of place would we choose if we really wanted to concentrate on what somebody was saying?
This “Listening culture” work is not a single lesson, but an approach which is woven into all activities in the classroom. It is something which will be of benefit throughout a person’s life, if it is learned early. We all put up with too much NOISE POLLUTION!
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