When the Brain Doesn’t “Hear” 

What is CAPD?

By: Basha Ontiveros, M.S., CCC-SLP

A Central Auditory Processing Disorder (CAPD) is a physical hearing impairment, but one which does not show up as a hearing loss on routine screenings or an audiogram. Instead, it affects the hearing system beyond the ear, whose job it is to separate a meaningful message from non-essential background sound and deliver that information with good clarity to the intellectual centers of the brain (the central nervous system). When we receive distorted or incomplete auditory messages we lose one of our most vital links with the world and other people.

Children and adults whose auditory problems have not been recognized and dealt with are forced to invent their own solutions. The resulting behaviors can mask the real problem and complicate not only school and work, but even close relationships, where communication is so important. Advice like "Pay attention," "Listen," or "Don't forget --," hasn't helped either.

It takes specialized testing to identify a CAPD. An audiologist can often perform extensive testing to diagnosis this condition. Speech-Language Pathologists who specialize in CAPD may be able to conduct a “screening” to determine whether further testing is necessary.  

Children or adults with Central Auditory Processing Disorder (CAPD) often display some or many of the following symptoms.

· Talks or likes T. V. louder than normal. 

· Often says “huh” or “what”? 

· Difficulty sounding out words.

· Needs additional “time” to process oral information

· Weak vocabulary

· Difficulty with spelling, reading or writing.

· Difficulty with phonics and speech sound discrimination

· Confuses similar-sounding words. 

· Difficulty following directions in a series. 

· Speech developed late or unclearly. 

· Memorizes poorly. 

· Hears better when watching the speaker. 

There are many individuals who have no trouble detecting the presence of sound, but who have other types of auditory difficulties (e.g., difficulties understanding conversations in noisy environments, problems following complex directions, difficulty learning new vocabulary words or foreign languages) that can affect their ability to develop normal language skills, succeed academically, or communicate effectively. Often these individuals are not recognized as having hearing difficulties because they do not have trouble detecting the presence of sounds or recognizing speech in ideal listening situations. 

Since they appear to "hear normally," the difficulties these individuals experience are often presumed to be the result of an attention deficit, a behavior problem, a lack of motivation, or some other cause. If this occurs, the individual may receive medical and/or remedial services that do not address the underlying "auditory" problem. 

Many children with CAPD can benefit from auditory training procedures (such as FastforWord), phonological awareness training,  typically performed by a Speech-Language Pathologist. Intervention may also involve the identification of (and training in the use of) strategies that can be used to overcome specific auditory, speech and language, or academic difficulties. 

Being proactive and recognizing the warning signs early is critical.  Auditory processing problems, if not identified early and managed appropriately, can result in lifelong communication difficulties, academic failure and/or underachievement, loss of self-esteem, and/or social/ emotional problems. 

Basha Ontiveros M.S., CCC-SLP, the owner and director of Speech and Language Connections in Bloomington, Illinois, is a Speech-Language Pathologist  who specializes in CAPD, Language-learning disabilities (including Dyslexia) and Autism Spectrum Disorders. More information can be obtained on their website at bloomingtonnormalspeech.com or by calling  309-663-4172.
