
In this practical you should:

1. Watch video 2.1

2. Read the introduction [skip if you already know the answers to the 
questions raised]

3. Watch video 2.2

4. Answer the questions at the end

Hearing Practicals, Audiogram: Overview



1. Video 2.1

Watch video 2.1 to learn what an audiogram is and how to interpret it



What is an audiogram?

• An audiogram is a visual representation (graph) of a person’s hearing. It plots the minimum sound intensity 

(i.e. the level of the quietest sound) that can be heard by that person. This is referred to as a hearing 

threshold (i.e. it’s the threshold at which a sound becomes audible) 

• Some people may have hearing loss in only one ear, or at some frequencies but not others. Knowing this 

can often provide important information about the likely cause of hearing loss. Because of this, the 

audiogram plots thresholds separately for different frequencies in each ear: Left = X, Right = O.   

2. Introduction

How do you interpret an audiogram?

• The average hearing threshold for people with 

normal hearing is defined as 0 dB HL (decibels 

Hearing Level) and is shown by a black line. 

• If someone has better than average hearing, their 

thresholds will be negative (above the black line 

because negative values are by convention 

plotted at the top). 

• If someone has worse than average hearing, their 

thresholds will be positive (below the black line). 

If someone’s threshold is > 20 dB worse than the 

average, then the person is said to have hearing 

loss. In such cases, the magnitude of the 

threshold indicates the severity of hearing loss 

(mild, moderate, severe, or profound). 
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Example of an Audiogram



2. Introduction

What is the difference between air-conduction and bone-conduction?

Thresholds can be measured using either air-conduction earphones or bone-conduction earphones. 

• Air-conduction earphones are essentially ‘regular’ earphones: they cause the air in the ear canals to 

vibrate, which moves the tympanic membrane and activates the ossicular chain. Normal sensitivity to 

air-conducted sounds relies on the middle ear working properly.

• Bone-conduction earphones are placed against the skull and cause the underlying bone to vibrate. 

These vibrations are transmitted through the bone to the inner ear, effectively bypassing the middle 

ear. Normal sensitivity to bone-conducted sounds does not require the middle ear to work properly. 

Why is it useful to get both air-conduction and bone-conduction thresholds?

• If someone has middle ear problems and a healthy inner ear, they will show normal (or enhanced) 

sensitivity to bone-conducted sounds and show a loss of sensitivity to air-conducted sounds. Comparing 

air- and bone-conduction thresholds therefore allows diagnosis of middle ear problems. Normally, 

people are much more sensitive to air-conducted sound than bone-conducted sound. If this stops being 

the case, it is a sign of outer- or middle-ear dysfunction.

• This is important because various surgical interventions can be used to restore outer- or middle-ear 

function (e.g. tympanoplasty). Some forms of outer- and middle-ear problems may also resolve 

spontaneously or with minimal treatment (e.g. ear infections or earwax build-up). Currently, however, 

only hearing aids and cochlear implants can be used to compensate for inner-ear problems. 



3. Video 2.2

Watch video 2.2. to see how an audiogram is measured clinically.



4. Making sense of an audiogram

1. Which ear has better hearing overall? Does that ear 

have better hearing at every frequency?

2. Is this person’s right ear most sensitive to sound at 

low frequencies or high frequencies?

3. For one of their ears, this person has better-than-

average hearing at some frequencies. Which 

frequencies are these? 

4. How would you categorize the hearing loss exhibited 

by this person? Is it mild, moderate, severe or 

profound? How does it depend on frequency?

5. How do you think this hearing loss would affect 

everyday hearing abilities? E.g. Would they be able 

to hear or locate a barking dog? 
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High frequency hearing loss is very common in older people in both ears. Ear infections can produce equal hearing 
loss at all frequencies. And loud sounds (e.g. gunshots, music, machinery) can produce hearing loss at specific 
individual frequencies in one or both ears (depending on where the noise was located). Which of these things (or 
which combinations) might explain the pattern of hearing loss exhibited by this person? 

Explain why it would be helpful to get bone-conduction thresholds for this person. 

6.

7.

Using the audiogram pictured (only air-conduction thresholds are shown), answer the following questions:


