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This revised and updated training and resource package is designed to provide basic training and awareness for those involved in the management and care of older people who have a hearing impairment. It is divided into two major sections. The first section provides training material, which can be used by trainers who have “little previous knowledge of hearing impaired”. Mindful of the limited time for training as well as the high turnover of staff and carers involved with the aged, the program is set up with three half hour sessions. The second section of the package contains guidelines for developing a hearing help program using volunteers and/or staff.

The package contains all the necessary session plans, handouts and a video section for each of the three training sessions. All the information required is contained in an 87 page manual which includes two disks, one which is a DVD and includes handouts in pdf format and in numerous languages as well as a simulated hearing loss audio. The other disk is for those users who cannot access the information via DVD on a PC and contains the same information via Windows Media Player. 

There is no doubt that this type of package will be extremely useful in covering the need to improve the awareness of those who are involved with the care and management of older hearing impaired people. I would imagine that many involved in the training of staff in nursing homes and residential facilities will be most impressed with this package as it is well laid out, very accessible and the DVD video segments add realism to the training.

As with most training packages, individual trainers, particularly those with some audiology background, will want to customise the information and lay greater emphasis on some aspects of the training than others. 

The first training segment focuses on identifying and understanding the problem of hearing impairment. It examines some misconceptions about hearing impairment and the reasons for them. A video clip, which includes captioning, highlights some common hearing problems and the session finishes with a questionnaire and discussion about problems the participants may have experienced or a family member who is hearing impaired may have experienced. It also looks at possible solutions they have tried. An inexperienced trainer may have difficulty eliciting information from participants, however there is an alternative handout that can be used if this is the case. An audiogram with an overlay of some speech sounds is included as one of the handouts to help explain the comment “he hears when he wants to”. Perhaps more information should be provided in the presenter’s notes explaining the audiogram and the importance of high frequency speech information for speech understanding.

The second training session focuses on communication. The hearing tactics section and the accompanying video, which illustrates some of the tactics is excellent. There is also a section headed Technical Aids, which includes assistive listening devices of ALDs. I would have preferred to see hearing aids listed under technical aids, as ALDs are often complimentary and interact with the hearing aid or are an alternative to a hearing aid. Hearing aids are covered comprehensively in the subsequent training session. Again in the second training session there are well presented handouts (in various languages if preferred), which are used as part of the session. The handout titled Basic Assistive Listening Devices (handout 7) should also include a comment that Amplified Listeners are available under the Commonwealth Government Hearing Aid program where a personal hearing aid is not the preferred option.

The third training session which covers basic management of hearing aids is no doubt the most difficult to compile and keep current because of changes in hearing aid technology. In any training program about hearing aids it is difficult to cover the vast range of user controls of hearing instruments. Many aids no longer have a lever switch to access various programs including the T switch but use a push button type switch (which incidentally makes it difficult to know if the aid is on a microphone or telecoil setting) or switch automatically. The video is therefore of limited use when discussing user controls as it concentrates more on one particular switch configuration. However, there is a valuable demonstration on the insertion of batteries and general introduction to hearing aid styles for those who are unfamiliar with hearing aids. The program suggests that demonstration aids be used rather than the video but this will depend on what aids are available for this purpose. The handout titled  “What is a Hearing Aid” could well have done with an illustration of a hearing aid to better explain the various part of the aid. The description of the T switch function also needs more explanation. I was surprised in this section that there is no reference to body aids (except in reference to ear moulds) though bone anchored hearing aids and cochlear implants are included. Body aids are still used by a number of people particularly those who are in residential care facilities. There is also no reference to conventional bone conduction aids. 

Handout 10 which covers Common Types of Hearing Aids comments that ITE aids are difficult to handle whereas BTE aids are less difficult to handle. It is this reviewer’s experience that a two piece BTE aid where the tubing can get twisted and both the mould and aid have to be correctly positioned is more difficult for many aged people than a large ITE aid. Again some changes have overtaken this module, reference to “lesser quality” of the T switch in ITE aids is incorrect. This probably refers to some older technology aids where the orientation of the coil in an ITE/ITC aid was not ideal for phone use. Most modern aids now allow for a change in the sensitivity of the coil so that there is no problem with an adequate response. Similarly, not all zinc/air batteries now have a protective paper tab but use a common adhesive backing.  Nonetheless there is a lot of very helpful information in this module including basic care and troubleshooting of hearing aids, though it may need to be modified to keep up with changes including no mould open fitting BTE aids. I would suggest that trainers consult an audiologist involved with hearing aid provision to ensure that information is current and accurate.

The second section of this package provides guidelines for setting up an ongoing hearing help program using volunteers or staff at residential facilities. The guidelines outline how to set up objectives, required training, and operational issues including people’s rights. The “helper’s” role as outlined, focuses on assisting the hearing aid user to manage the hearing aid(s) as well as troubleshooting hearing aid problems. There is also a section on developing agreed listening skills as well as discussion and demonstration of assistive listening devices. The involvement of support people to assist hearing impaired people is certainly laudable and there is an obvious need. I would recommend that there be close liaison with the primary hearing care professional who in many instances will have discussed listening goals with the hearing aid user and will be evaluating the outcomes of the hearing program including the need to consider ALDs. The requirement to liaise with primary hearing care professional should be included as one of the guidelines when setting up the program. 

Handout 16, which covers hearing aid listening skills, is somewhat prescriptive and advises on a graduated approach to hearing aid use. Some hearing impaired people prefer this approach but many are keen to obtain as much auditory experience immediately and are excited at this prospect. Hand and hand with this I would like to see more information provided to new hearing aid users about acclimatisation to hearing aids.

There is a final section in the program that provides additional information about medical, health, audiological and community support resources including valuable information on the provision of hearing aids. One omission is a listing of Resource Centres, which are referred to as a source of further information in the program manual. The section closes with a comprehensive glossary of terms.

In summary, this is an excellent and well presented program with improvements over its earlier version. If introduced into residential facilities it would undoubtedly improve hearing aid use and acceptance. More importantly it would enhance communication with older hearing impaired people and no doubt improve their quality of life.   
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