Intervention Considerations for Preschool Age Children

Early identification and diagnosis of APD in children is especially important given the significant adverse impact APD can have on communication, academic achievement, and social function.  Since a firm diagnosis of APD may be impossible to obtain with this age group, it is probably prudent to involve preschool children suspected of, or at-risk for, APD (e.g. children with histories of recurrent and persistent otitis media with effusion) in programs designed to promote development of auditory perceptual skills.

The development of auditory perceptual and auditory-language skills may be facilitated through a highly responsive language environment involving planned activities that are interesting tot he child and provide natural opportunities for listening and communication.  Repetition of daily routines creates a sense of familiarity, allowing the child to focus attention on new auditory information.  Collaboration between speech and hearing professionals, preschool teachers, and families maximizes the transfer of skills to daily routines and other settings.

Because listening is fundamental to learning at all levels, children should benefit from experiences early in life that encourage careful listening.  Creating an optimal listening environment is crucial to the success of early intervention/prevention.  Strategies used to enhance the acoustic signal and the listening environment for individuals with hearing impairment are also appropriate for children at-risk for APD.  Presenting visual information (e.g. pictures, facial expression, gestures and other nonverbal cues) to support and reinforce auditory information also will enhance the importance of the acoustic signal.  

Strategies to enhance the acoustic signal include reducing the distance between child and speaker (e.g. preferential seating, one-on-one or small group activities); gaining the child’s attention before speaking to him/her; speaking slowly, clearly, at a comfortably loud level, and with natural intonation; using appropriate vocabulary; repeating key words and rephrasing important information; allowing adequate time for processing and responding; and using frequent comprehension checks to ascertain that information was understood.

Strategies to enhance the listening environment include reduction of noise background through decreasing or eliminating noise (e.g. turning off televisions, radios, dishwashers), architectural modifications, and furnishings (e.g. carpet, drapes, upholstered furniture, and acoustic ceiling tiles).

The following activities provide opportunities to reinforce good listening skills.  Reading aloud to children serves several purposes, including concept learning, vocabulary building, and practice in selective listening.  To encourage selective listening, target words for which the child should listen should be designated before beginning the story.  For example, children might be instructed to raise their hands each time a word is read that represents an animal.  Focusing on target words may also encourage the child to listen for subtle prosodic cues (e.g. intonation, stress).  To ensure that the child listens to the story and not only to individual words, comprehension questions should be posed at the end of the story to promote listening for meaning.  Multisensory integration can be fostered by allowing the child to examine the accompanying pictures and words as the story is read aloud.  Joint book reading, where the caregiver and child elaborate on the pictures in a book or sections of the text that are of particular interest to the child seems to foster vocabulary development and reading skills.

In addition to providing authentic contexts in which the child must follow sequenced directives to successfully complete the task, games can be organized that require the child to follow directions presented auditorily (e.g. Simon Says).  The child can be asked to repeat the directive before acting to enhance reauditorization and transference to a motor activity.  Telephone and other games requiring children to repeat what they have heard to other people and barrier games in which the child must follow directions presented auditorily to create something also are effective activities to promote listening.  Group actions requiring cooperation among the children may be used, and children can be given the chance to act as teacher by generating directive s for others to follow, which builds confidence and self-esteem.

For most preschool children, discriminating differences among sounds is a challenging, yet engaging, task.  Environmental sounds differing in intensity, frequency, duration, and quality can be used to develop auditory discrimination.  Identifying different but familiar voices is also an excellent exercise.  To increase task difficulty, the speakers can alter their voices, speak quickly, say short words or CV combinations, or use a combination of these three modifications.

