
Introduction to hearing impairment 
 

 The hearing system is made up of three parts: the outer, the middle and the inner ear. 
           
        The Cochlea 

 
 
Sound waves travel down the ear canal to the eardrum and cause the eardrum to vibrate. 
This in turn causes the three small bones in the middle ear to vibrate. When the sound waves 
reach the cochlea, the snail like structure, they are turned into electrical impulses and travel 
along the auditory nerve to the brain. 
 
Types of hearing loss 
 
If there is a problem with the outer or the middle ear, the hearing loss is known as a 
conductive loss. This loss is often temporary. The most common type of conductive loss in 
young children is Glue Ear where fluid builds up in the middle ear. If the condition persists 
surgical intervention, such as the insertion of grommets, may be required. Some children may 
also benefit from wearing hearing aids. 
 
If there is damage to the inner ear, the hearing loss is described as a sensori-neural loss. 
This type of loss is almost always permanent. 
 
The term ‘mixed loss’ is used when there is a problem in both the middle and the inner ear. 
 
How is hearing loss measured and described? 
 
Hearing is tested using a machine called an audiometer. The results are recorded on a graph 
known as an audiogram. The horizontal axis measures the pitch in Hertz (Hz). Tests are 
usually carried out at  500, 1000, 2000 and 4000 Hz. These cover almost all the sounds of 
speech.  The higher the number, the higher the pitch of the sound. The vertical axis measures 
the loudness of the sounds. These are measured in decibels (dB). The audiologist tests each 
pitch at different volumes. The quietest level that can be heard at each pitch is called the 
threshold. Each ear is tested separately and the threshold for each ear is marked on the 
audiogram using red for the right ear and blue for the left ear. Most people have a threshold of 
0-20dB 
 
Hearing loss is described as mild, moderate, severe and profound. Few children are totally 
deaf – most can hear some sounds at certain pitches or volumes. 
 
Mild:  20-40dB  
Moderate: 41-70dB 
 Severe: 71-95dB 
Profound: 95+dB 
 
 
 



 
 


