Information on Classroom Acoustics to Support Quality First Teaching
We are all aware that noisy conditions make it very difficult for us to hear speech clearly. For deaf children in school, wearing hearing aids or cochlear implants, the problem is even worse. Hearing aids and cochlear implants cannot distinguish between speech and noise – they amplify all sounds around them.

If a pupil is to understand what is being said they need the teacher’s voice to be louder than the background noise (this is known as the signal-to-noise ratio). Also, many classrooms can be quite reverberant i.e. noise within the classroom echoes round the room for long periods of time. This reverberant noise can mask some of the quiet sounds of speech, and again make it difficult for a pupil to hear and understand.

Adults with normal hearing are able to cope in adverse situations and are able to fill in the gaps when they have missed part of what has been said. They can do this because of their wealth of experience with language. Young children in particular find this very difficult and are not able to do this. In fact children do not achieve the same level of hearing ability as an adult until they are approximately 15 years of age.

“People can fill in the blanks of missed information only if they have that information already stored in their brain’s ‘data bank’ from where they can retrieve it. Because they do not have those ‘data banks’, children need a sharper auditory signal than adults do. Thus, while a classroom might sound fine to an adult, it may be woefully inadequate for typical children who are neurologically undeveloped and have not had decades of language and life experience.

All this means that children require a quieter environment and a louder signal than adults do in order to learn.” (Flexer, Carol ‘Hearing Journal’ August 2002) 
As speech is the main medium for teaching in classrooms, the acoustic conditions are highly important. Noise must therefore be kept to a minimum to allow children to hear speech clearly. The source of noise may be:
· From outside the classroom (traffic noise, aircraft, PE hall etc)

· From equipment within the room (projectors, heating systems etc.)

· From the children themselves

There are two main ways in which school staff might collect information regarding the acoustics in their school:

· Complete some form of pupil interview/questionnaire

· Carry out a noise survey

The National Deaf Children’s Society (NDCS) have produced an Acoustics Toolkit which you can download for free from their website. The Pupil Interview and Noise Survey have been taken from this.

The survey will highlight areas having the greatest problems with noise. There might be simple solutions you can put in place to improve listening conditions. The results of the pupil interview will inform you about how your pupils perceive noise and the extent to which it affects their learning.
