Identifying Hearing Loss Among Young Children

by Myrle Jackson
“Blind Man’s Simon Says” was developed by Damien Howard (Howard,1992) and described by Natasha Cowie (1998). The “Gorilla Game” has been adapted from “Blind Man’s Simon Says” to help check young children’s speech perception abilities by observing if they can follow directions given in a quiet voice.

How to play the Gorilla Game

1.
Choose 4-8 children, some of whom you believe have good hearing. Begin to sing the rhyme, giving instructions in a loud, clear voice so that they are understood and can be performed by all children.

(Number) gorillas in a cage the biggest in the zoo,

And all the people sat around to see what they would do.

The “gorillas” line up about 3 metres from the teacher and are given instructions from the following list. 

They put their hands on their nose

They put their hands on their hair

They put their hands on their cheeks

They put their hands on their ears

They put their hands in the air

They put their hands on their chin

They put their hands on their knees

The instructions should be varied and sometimes repeated to prevent prediction of what will be asked next. Try to position yourself so that children can not see lip patterns which may mean screening your mouth or, if someone else is available to observe, have the children facing away from you. A turn is completed with:

And then they all went back to their places, because it was time for tea.
2.
Once the game is understood (and names of body parts are familiar to all children) it should be explained that it will be played as a listening game and that you will use a quiet voice. Minimise background noise and encourage children to be quiet while others are having their turn. You should lower your voice gradually (but not whisper) until some children follow the directions but others have difficulty. If all children have difficulty you need to raise your voice slightly. If you think all children in the group have suspect hearing you should rearrange the group to include some who you believe have normal hearing to confirm that you can be heard.
3.
Give an instruction a few times quietly then repeat it in a loud voice to observe those children who need a louder voice to hear.

4.
Repeat the instructions as many times as needed to discern which children are having consistent                 difficulties. Some words, through sounding similar, are harder to distinguish eg air, ear, and hair; cheek and chin; knees and nose. Use these more frequently to help confirm which children are having hearing difficulties.
What to look for
As well as watching for children (a) who have consistent difficulties following directions in a quiet voice and (b) who make sudden corrections when you use  a louder voice, also watch for children who:

(c) follow the directions after a short delay

(d) turn to peek at what others are doing

(e) consistently turn their head to favour one ear

(f) make ambiguous movements – eg. have their hands ‘hover’ around the sides of their heads

(g) are reluctant participants or are disruptive during the game.

Take note of children who consistently respond in these ways. They are children whose hearing is suspect and should be referred for formal hearing assessment. However, if other aspects of a child’s behaviour suggest the possibility of a hearing loss then they should also be referred for hearing testing regardless of their ability to perform the “Gorilla Game” activity.
“Gorilla Game”adapted with permission of Damien Howard by Myrle Jackson, Teacher for Children with Hearing Ipaiment, 1999.

Reference: Natasha Cowie – Educational Audiologist 1998 – Extracts taken from Otitis Media and Aboriginal Children: A handbook for Teachers and Communities
