Adapting audiological assessment for
learners with complex needs

Kate Ellor

Introduction

Assessing the hearing of children and young people
with complex needs often requires flexibility, creativity,
and close collaboration across multi-disciplinary teams.
This case study illustrates how adapted approaches,
combined with partnership working, enabled successful
hearing assessment for a student with Down syndrome
who was previously unable to access routine

audiology services.

Seashell Trust in Cheadle, Stockport is a national specialist
centre for children and young adults with complex needs.
The on site Audiology suite allows for assessment in a
familiar, low stimulus setting with opportunities for
integrated working with education, therapy, and
residential teams. This environment proved key for the
student described below.

Background

The student, a young person with Down syndrome, had

been unable to complete audiological assessment within

his local National Health Service (NHS). Notes indicated

the following barriers:
high anxiety when attending hospital appointments
difficulty waiting in busy or clinical environments
minimal engagement during previous visual
reinforcement audiometry (VRA) and play audiometry
inconsistent participation, with periods of complete non
co-operation and difficulties with attention

When this young adult started their Seashell placement,
the audiology team aimed to establish his hearing levels by
exploring alternative behavioural test methods appropriate
for his developmental profile.

Initial assessment

The student was seen in the Audiology suite at Seashell.
This suite design is based on a sensory room in order to
offer a familiar and less clinical feel for students attending
sessions. The student had met the Audiology team in their
classroom before being invited to the Audiology suite.
From classroom observations and discussions with his
wider multidisciplinary team including teaching staff,
learning support assistants, speech and language
therapists we felt his developmental presentation
suggested potential for play audiometry.

We began with standard behavioural performance testing,
using men in the boat and a piggy bank toy, and began to
try and condition the student to the test. The student
engaged well and seemed to learn the association
between the sound and the action when supported by
staff. However, when asked to do the test without
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prompts and support, he became ‘stuck’ when he heard
the sound. He appeared unsure how to respond, despite
being able to complete the action when prompted
verbally. During the sessions in audiology at Seashell, the
student again presented with difficulties of freezing and
needed verbal prompts and support from staff, which
limited test reliability. Despite repeated conditioning, these
difficulties continued to present and we began to question
if the student did not understand the task or was
struggling with cause and effect.

Multidisciplinary collaboration

Recognising the need to explore cognitive accessibility, we
worked closely with the student’s speech and language
therapist (SaLT), who attended the next session to support.

We changed to a familiar game ‘pop-up pirate’ that had
been routinely used during his speech and language
sessions. Although he understood the game well in its
usual context, changing the rules so that the game was
triggered by listening for a sound caused difficulty, and we
saw the same challenges from the student once more
becoming ‘stuck’. As with the initial task, he struggled to
connect the listening cue with the motor action.

The SalT was very surprised that he was struggling with
the task, as she felt this was very much within his
understanding. We wondered if repurposing a game he
was already familiar with and introducing new rules (ie
waiting for the sound before taking a turn) was too
confusing.

These sessions highlighted that the core difficulty was not
motor, sensory, or motivational; it was understanding the
purpose of the task, and we therefore began to look at
sounds that had meaning to the student.

Gathering functional hearing information
To better understand his listening behaviours in daily life,
we contacted his education support team and asked them
to observe and document:

when he listened to sounds

how he responded

which sounds were meaningful or motivating to him

At college there is a pedestrian crossing, and here the
education team highlighted a key observation. At
pedestrian crossings, when the tactile/auditory alert
sounded, the student would independently say 'noise’ and
prepare to cross.

This was a breakthrough for us. This highlighted the
student’s understanding of cause and effect in meaningful
functions.
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Personalised testing adaptations

Using this functional behaviour, we recreated a mini

pedestrian crossing inside the clinic. The elements

included:

e men in the boat figures to represent crossing the road

o ahand held warbler to simulate the crossing alert

o a verbal reinforcement sequence: ‘Noise > cross the
road’.

We first modelled the sequence and conditioned the
student. The hand-held warbler sound plays a noise similar
to a crossing sound; we then verbally said ‘noise — cross
the road’ and demonstrated crossing one of the figures
across the crossing. The student quickly engaged with this.
We then proceeded to remove the modelling and present
the sound via soundfield speakers; the student responded
by saying ‘cross the road’ and moving the figure.

This demonstrated clear understanding of the auditory cue
and enabled reliable behavioural thresholds to be
obtained.

Discussion

This case highlights several core principles for audiological
assessment in complex needs settings:

1. Familiar context supports successful conditioning
Repurposing familiar tasks can be confusing, whereas
using a situation already meaningful to the student can
support understanding.

2. Multi-disciplinary insight enhances outcomes
Input from SalT and education staff revealed valuable
functional information not visible in clinic.

3. Flexibility is essential
Standard testing is not always accessible to those with

complex needs. Creative adaptations allowed the student
to participate in an assessment that was previously
deemed inaccessible.

4. Anxiety and environment matter

Providing assessment in a calm, low pressure space
enabled engagement with familiar staff and allowed the
student to participate in a way that was not possible in a
hospital setting.

Conclusion

This case demonstrates the value of a collaborative,
personalised approach to audiological assessment for
learners with complex needs. By combining specialist
assessment skills with input from education staff, SalTs,
and the young person’s daily experiences, we were able to
adapt the testing method to suit his understanding, and
obtain the reliable behavioural responses required for his
ongoing hearing management.

It serves as a reminder that, for complex learners, it is not
the child who must fit the test but it is the test that must
adapt to the child.
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