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T
ake a moment to consider the 

listening behaviour of those 

around you every day. You can 

often hear a thumping car stereo before 

you see the car coming down the street. 

Riding public transport, you hear the 

music coming from the headphones of 

your fellow riders. If you attend concerts 

and clubs, your ears may ring for days 

afterwards. If you have children, the 

noise from their video game battles can 

be heard in every corner of the house.

These types of listening behaviour have 

become increasingly common in recent 

years. Yet have we really thought about 

the impact it may have on our hear-

ing? At the Hearing Foundation 

of Canada, we have become 

concerned that this amounts to 

a huge, unregulated, although 

unintentional experiment that 

exposes the general population 

– especially young people – to 

the risk of noise-induced hear-

ing loss.

Several years ago, reacting to 
alarm bells set off by Canadian 
and international researchers, 
the Hearing Foundation became 
increasingly concerned about 
this issue and its impact on the 
future of our young people. As a 
result, the Hearing Foundation 
designed, with the help of the 

Ontario Trillium Foundation – an award 
winning and unique preventative educa-
tion programme called Sound Sense/Oui 
à l’ouïe.

Students learn just how loudly they listen to their 
MP3 players



Sound Sense is a hearing health 
programme designed to teach elemen-
tary school students about the dangers 
of noise-induced hearing loss. This 
programme, available in English and 
French, complements the Healthy/Active 
Living module within most provincial 
elementary school curricula. Sound Sense 
focuses on the value that young people 
place on music as a way to engage them 
in a discussion about their hearing. For 
students who are at the start of the active, 
noisy teenage years, music becomes 
increasingly important – because how 
they listen to music will likely play a key 
role in preventing noise-induced hear-
ing loss.

The Sound Sense Programme is deliv-
ered by trained facilitators, including 
audiologists and people with existing 
hearing loss. The classroom presenta-
tion includes:

students aware of how their hearing 
connects them to others and the world 
around them

shows how hearing works and the 
fundamentals of noise-induced hear-
ing loss

using a sound meter and MP3 player

listening

(earplugs, stickers) and parents (infor-
mation sheets)

posters, a backpack for programme 
materials, and fact sheets on improving 
classroom acoustics.

By establishing Sound Sense, the 

Hearing Foundation is building on a 

growing body of international research 

that is indentifying hearing loss at 

younger ages and that is showing the 

value of preventative education. For 

example, the Royal National Institute 

of Deaf People, in the United Kingdom, 

highlights a Norwegian study where 

the incidence of some form of hear-

ing loss among 18 year-olds increased 

from 15% to 35%, within the space 

of 10 years. This was strongly linked 

to an increase in leisure noise expo-

sure. Within seven years of begin-

ning a comprehensive public informa-

tion campaign, however, these levels  

dropped by more than half, to 15%. 

Early results from a scientific outcome 

study by Vancouver researchers are 

showing that Sound Sense may 

have a similar impact on Canadian 

students.

In the past several years, the Sound 

Sense message has been delivered to 

more than 3,000 elementary schools 

across Canada. As part of its long-

term strategy to deliver the message 

of noise-induced hearing loss, the 

Hearing Foundation is now in the 

early stages of piloting a comple-

mentary programme to engage high 

school students. These students are 

in their prime listening years and 

are exploring lively social activities 

and playing their music loudly.

In the fall (autumn) of 2008, the 

Hearing Foundation brought 

together high school students 

(including many with hearing 

loss), medical researchers, musi-

cians and songwriters for Canada’s 

first ‘Youth Listening Summit’. In two 

days of discussions, research brief-

ings and other activities, this diverse 

group designed the basics of what will 

become an interactive presentation for 

Canadian High School students. Using 

a mix of live presentations by work-

ing musicians and using social media 

such as Facebooka and Twitter,b the 

programme will engage high school 

students on their own terms in a 

discussion on listening behaviour and 

hearing loss.

This programme will be piloted in 

three high schools in Ontario, Canada, 

by mid-2009 and, then, evaluated to 

determine how best we can use this 

model to involve students across the 

country.

While the elementary school Sound 

Sense programme and its emerging 

high school counterpart are on the 

front lines of addressing what we 

believe is a growing public health chal-

lenge, much more needs to be done. 

The Hearing Foundation of Canada is 

only one of many non-profit organisa-

tions across the world that are trying 

to highlight the challenge of noise-

induced hearing loss, with the purpose 

of alerting and advising governments, 

health care providers, researchers and 

the public.

Spike is the engaging host on the Sound Sense 
programme DVD

 
aFacebook - Facebook is a social net-

working website that is operated 

and  privately owned by Facebook Inc  

(Wikipedia)

bTwitter - Twitter is a free social net- 

working and micro-blogging service  

that enables its users to send and read

messages known as tweets. Tweets are  

text-based posts of up to 140 charac-

ters displayed on the author’s profile  

page and delivered to the author’s sub-

scribers who are known as followers

Wikipedia)

   For more information on the 

   Foundation’s work, 

   please visit 

   www.hearingfoundation.ca 
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