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Abstract

Although reducing visual input to emphasize auditory cues is a common practice in pediatric auditory (re)habilitation, the
extant literature offers minimal empirical evidence for whether unisensory auditory-only (AO) or multisensory audiovisual
(AV) input is more beneficial to children with hearing loss for developing spoken language skills. Using an adapted
alternating treatments single case research design, we evaluated the effectiveness and efficiency of a receptive word learning
intervention with and without access to visual speechreading cues. Four preschool children with prelingual hearing loss
participated. Based on probes without visual cues, three participants demonstrated strong evidence for learning in the AO
and AV conditions relative to a control (no-teaching) condition. No participants demonstrated a differential rate of learning
between AO and AV conditions. Neither an inhibitory effect predicted by a unisensory theory nor a beneficial effect predicted
by a multisensory theory for providing visual cues was identified. Clinical implications are discussed.

Studying optimal methods to support communication develop-
ment in children with hearing loss has a venerable history and
includes debates regarding the role of auditory and visual input
(e.g., Ewing, Ewing, & Cockersole, 1938). Educational approaches
for children with hearing loss vary in their emphasis on unisen-
sory (auditory-only) versus multisensory (simultaneous auditory
and visual) input because of differences in underlying multisen-
sory processing theories and lack of evidence regarding the rela-
tive value of either the unisensory or the multisensory approach
over the other. Supporters of each position strive to increase the
child’s ability to integrate multisensory input for “real world”
communication (Pollack, 1970). The difference is “wholly in the
means by which this goal is to be reached” (Pollack, 1970, p. 42).
Because there is limited empirical evidence as to which
approach is more effective for which children with hearing loss
and under what conditions, some children may not be reaching
optimal spoken language outcomes. This study directly com-
pares the effectiveness and efficiency of a word learning inter-
vention under an auditory-only (AO; unisensory) intervention
condition that prohibits access to speechreading cues versus an
audiovisual (AV; multisensory) intervention condition that

permits access to speechreading cues. Specifically, this investi-
gation was designed to inform intervention practices with the
goal of maximizing spoken language outcomes in children with
hearing loss. Neither condition provides access to gestures, signs,
pictures, or other forms of visual input other than visual spee-
chreading cues in the AV intervention condition.

This introduction describes the evidence supporting the two
diverging positions (i.e., unisensory and multisensory) on how
best to teach children with hearing loss to use auditory and visual
information to facilitate spoken language skills. Then, the need
for direct evidence of learning differences under AO and AV inter-
vention conditions for children with hearing loss is presented.
Finally, vocabulary deficits and the effectiveness of vocabulary in-
struction in children with hearing loss are discussed.

Unisensory Theory

Supporters of a unisensory perspective suggest that providing
visual access to the speaker’s lips, tongue, and throat alongside
auditory information competes with and inhibits a child’s pro-
cessing of auditory information, which is then reflected in
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reduced spoken word acquisition. Pollack (1970) summarizes
the unisensory position well by stating, “There can be no com-
promise, because once emphasis is placed upon ‘looking’ there
will be divided attention, and the unimpaired modality, vision,
will be victorious” (p. 18). This position has been used to support
long-standing educational practices that aim to emphasize and
highlight the auditory signal by limiting or eliminating access to
visual cues, such as using a hand cue (i.e., covering the mouth
with a flat, slanted hand; Estabrooks, 2001), speech hoops,
speaking when the child is looking away, visual distractions,
and positioning (Robbins, 2016).

Evidence in favor of unisensory training is drawn from studies
of AO training (e.g., Doehring & Ling, 1971; Ling, 1976) and of sen-
sory deprivation and neural plasticity (e.g., de Villers-Sidani,
Chang, Bao, & Merzenich, 2007; Sharma, Campbell, & Cardon,
2015). Interest in unisensory training to isolate the auditory sense
to facilitate habilitation is centuries old (Pollack, 1970). Much of
the evidence for unisensory training can be traced back to the
1940s to 1970s when use of AO training emerged in the United
States (Pollack, 1970). Studies reported increased word perception
and improved recall of sequences of verbal information through
training using audition without access to speechreading (i.e.,
visual) cues (e.g., Doehring & Ling, 1971; Ling, 1976). However,
these studies showed limited generalization. Further, because
the studies used no-treatment comparison groups instead of a
comparison multisensory intervention group, they did not
directly address whether multisensory input during training is
advisable (Doehring & Ling, 1971; Ling, 1976). More recent re-
sources supporting unisensory training for children with hear-
ing loss (e.g., Estabrooks, 2001; Rhoades, Estabrooks, Lim, &
MacIver-Lux, 2016; Robbins, 2016) still rely on early studies as
opposed to more recent empirical evidence (see McDaniel &
Camarata, 2017 for a review).

Studies of sensory deprivation and neural plasticity have been
used to support AO training as well. One underlying motivation
of AO training is to reduce the probability that brain regions that
process auditory information will be repurposed to process
another sense—namely vision (e.g., Sharma et al., 2015; Zupan &
Sussman, 2009) or somatosensation (i.e., sense of touch; Glick &
Sharma, 2017; Sharma & Glick, 2016; Sharma et al., 2015).
Evidence from animal models indicates that after a period of total
auditory deprivation, the auditory cortex does indeed undergo
changes that result in relatively inefficient processing of auditory
information even after auditory access is subsequently provided
(de Villers-Sidani et al., 2007; Kral, Tillein, Heid, Hartman, &
Klinke, 2005; Kral, Tillein, Heid, Klinke, & Hartmann, 2006; Zhang,
Bao, & Merzenich, 2001). When these principles are applied to
children with hearing loss, the unisensory theory predicts that
AO training prevents cortical reorganization in favor of vision
and instead supports processing of auditory information (Noreña
& Eggermont, 2005; Polley, Steinberg, & Merzenich, 2006; Sharma,
Gilley, Dorman, & Baldwin, 2007). The unisensory position asserts
that providing access to visual input, particularly speechreading
cues, would inhibit the ability for a child with hearing loss to pro-
cess AO input, including spoken words, due to an overreliance on
the visual system (Pollack, 1970).

Multisensory Theory

Supporters of a multisensory theory suggest that simultaneous,
integrated AV input facilitates word learning, even when input is
unequal across senses (e.g., in hearing loss). Evidence in favor of
the multisensory position is drawn from studies of the multisen-
sory nature of speech perception in natural contexts (e.g., Holt,

Kirk, & Hay-McCutcheon, 2011), spoken word recognition tasks
in unisensory versus multisensory conditions (Erber, 1969, 1972;
Gilley, Sharma, Mitchell, & Dorman, 2010; Sumby & Pollack,
1954), and associations between the degree of benefit from visual
cues with language skills and speech intelligibility in children
with hearing loss (Bergeson, Pisoni, & Davis, 2003; Kirk, Pisoni, &
Lachs, 2002).

First, visual cuesmore heavily influence spoken word recogni-
tion for individuals with typical hearing than previously thought
(Holt et al., 2011). Visual input can change auditory perception as
demonstrated through the McGurk effect (McGurk & MacDonald,
1976), and auditory input can influence visual perception (Seitz,
Kim, & Shams, 2006). Although multisensory functions were once
thought to be restricted primarily to higher level brain regions
and dedicated multisensory subcortical regions feeding these
higher level brain regions (e.g., cortical association areas, premo-
tor cortices, and sensorimotor subcortical regions), more recent
evidence shows multisensory functions at early processing levels
including the primary visual and auditory cortices (e.g., Ghazanfar
& Schroeder, 2006; Murray, Lewkowicz, Amedi, & Wallace, 2016;
Murray, Thelen, et al., 2016). Additionally, recent evidence indi-
cates that multisensory processing emerges very early in develop-
ment. Infants as young as two months show detection of
mismatched auditory and visual stimuli for vowels (Patterson &
Werker, 2003). Infants also exhibit perception of audiovisual syn-
chrony (Lewkowicz, 2010).

Second, replicated findings indicate the benefit for AV input
relative to AO and visual-only (VO) input for speech recognition
tasks for children and adults with and without hearing loss, espe-
cially under noisy conditions (e.g., Bergeson & Pisoni, 2004;
Bergeson, Pisoni, & Davis, 2005; Campbell, 2008; Erber, 1969, 1972,
1979; Geers, Brenner, & Davidson, 2003; Gilley et al., 2010; Holt
et al., 2011; Kirk et al., 2007; Lachs, Pisoni, & Kirk, 2001; Ross, Saint-
Amour, Leavitt, Javitt, & Foxe, 2007; Stevenson, Sheffield, Butera,
Gifford, & Wallace, 2017; Sumby & Pollack, 1954). Investigators
report superadditive effects (i.e., greater performance with multi-
sensory stimuli than the summed performance with unisensory
stimuli; Stanford & Stein, 2007) in word recognition accuracy in
AV conditions compared with AO and VO conditions (e.g., Gilley
et al., 2010). Nonetheless, individuals with hearing loss vary in the
degree to which they fuse and benefit from AV stimuli relative to
unisensory input. Prominent factors include audiological history
and age of cochlear implantation—two measures of auditory
experience (Bergeson & Pisoni, 2004; Bergeson et al., 2005; Gilley
et al., 2010; Rouger, Fraysse, Deguine, & Barone, 2008; Schorr, Fox,
van Wassenhove, & Knudseon, 2005). In alignment with these
findings, numerous animal models show the importance of expe-
rience for developing multisensory integration abilities (e.g.,
Wallace & Stein, 2007; Wallace, Perrault, Hairston, & Stein, 2004;
Yu, Rowland, & Stein, 2010). For example, cats required exposure
to coordinated, not random, auditory and visual input to exhibit
multisensory enhancement to AV stimuli versus unisensory sti-
muli (Xu, Yu, Rowland, Stanford, & Stein, 2012).

Finally, AV integration and enhancement have been positively
correlated with speech-language outcomes including receptive
vocabulary, receptive and expressive language, and speech intelli-
gibility in children with hearing loss (Bergeson et al., 2003, 2005;
Kirk et al., 2002). These correlations suggest there might be shared
variance between multisensory integration and gains in speech
and language skills in children with hearing loss. Further research
is needed to understand and apply this correlational evidence.

In sum, given the AV multisensory nature of speech percep-
tion in natural contexts, the importance of experience for multi-
sensory integration, benefits of multisensory input for speech
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recognition tasks, and positive correlations between AV integra-
tion and enhancement with speech-language outcomes, one
must carefully consider the possible implications of unisensory
versus multisensory intervention strategies for children with
hearing loss. The degree and manner in which children with
hearing loss receive access to multisensory input could have
important implications for speech and language outcomes.

Vocabulary Deficits and Instruction
Effectiveness in Children with Hearing Loss

Because vocabulary skills strongly predict a variety of long-term
outcomes, including reading and other academic skills, the impor-
tance of word learning and vocabulary skills cannot be overem-
phasized (Johnson & Goswami, 2010; Qi & Mitchell, 2012). Many
children with hearing loss understand and use fewer words than
their peers with typical hearing, despite substantial gains in over-
all spoken language outcomes (Convertino, Borgna, Marschark, &
Durkin, 2014; Davidson, Geers, & Nicholas, 2014; Houston, Stewart,
Moberly, Hollich, & Miyamoto, 2012; Lund, 2016; Tomblin et al.,
2015). They face an uphill battle learning to understand and use
age expected vocabulary words due to a history of reduced audi-
tory input, an impoverished auditory signal, and word learning
deficits relative to peers with typical hearing (Anderson, 2015;
Houston, Carter, Pisoni, Kirk, & Ying, 2005; Houston, Stewart, et al.,
2012; Lederberg & Spencer, 2009; Lederberg, Prezbindowski, &
Spencer, 2000). Children with hearing loss exhibit variation in
word learning skills and use of word learning strategies, which
may be attributed to a variety of factors including vocabulary size,
age of implantation, and chronological age (Houston, Stewart,
et al., 2012; Lederberg & Spencer, 2001, 2009; Lederberg et al., 2000;
Robertson, von Hapsburg, & Hay, 2017). Continued investigation of
the specific factors influencing word learning skills in children
with hearing loss is needed to inform the development and imple-
mentation of appropriate vocabulary interventions for children
with hearing loss who as a group exhibit vocabulary skills below
age expectations (e.g., Lund, 2016).

Additional investigation as to which specific features of in-
struction are most effective for increasing the vocabulary skills
of children with hearing loss is also required. In a systematic
review of vocabulary instruction for children with hearing loss
aged 3- to 21-year-old, Luckner and Cooke (2010) identified 10
studies published between 1967 and 2008 that directly assessed
the effects of a specific vocabulary intervention. Luckner and
Cooke (2010) called for additional research on vocabulary in-
struction for children with hearing loss and highlighted the
need for replication of published findings. Since 2008, several
more studies have been published (e.g., Lund & Douglas, 2016;
Lund & Schuele, 2014; Lund, Douglas, & Schuele, 2015; Sacks
et al., 2013), but the overall number of investigations remains
small. Nonetheless, one theme that has emerged through sev-
eral empirical articles and reviews is the benefit of explicit (i.e.,
direct) instruction (e.g., Lund & Douglas, 2016), which is consis-
tent with findings from children with typical hearing (Marulis &
Neuman, 2010).

Need for Direct Evidence

Despite decades of debate between unisensory andmultisensory
theoretical positions, a literature search did not yield any studies
of children with hearing loss directly comparing AO versus AV
intervention conditions for word learning or other language
tasks. Related findings from adults with cochlear implants or
cochlear implant simulations via vocoders may not apply to

children with hearing loss because of differences in auditory and
language experiences (Bernstein, Eberhardt, & Auer, 2014; Pilling
& Thomas, 2011; Stacey et al., 2010). Further, nearly all known
experiments focus on word recognition rather than word learn-
ing (Fu & Galvin, 2007; Stevenson et al., 2017). One study of word
learning in 6- to 10-year-old children with hearing loss used an
intervention that provided simultaneous visual and auditory
input through a computer-animated tutor; however, this study
did not have a comparison condition without access to visual
speechreading cues (Massaro & Light, 2004). Researchers and
clinicians need direct evidence of how providing visual (spee-
chreading) stimuli may impact the effectiveness and efficiency
of word learning interventions for children with hearing loss.

Although studies comparing oral communication versus
total communication programs and sign language exposure
(e.g., Bergeson & Pisoni, 2004; Bergeson et al., 2005; Geers et al.,
2017; Geers, 2002; Houston, Beer, et al., 2012; Pisoni et al., 1999)
are indirectly related to the current question of AO versus AV
intervention conditions for word learning, these studies do not
compare spoken AO and AV instruction directly. In addition,
they omit the degrees to which oral communication programs,
caregivers, and interventionists emphasize unisensory training
and only broadly describe the degree of exposure to sign lan-
guage in home and educational settings. Perhaps even more
importantly, whereas auditory and visual stimuli from spoken
words offer complementary and correlated information for the
same articulatory gestures (Campbell, 2008), auditory and visual
stimuli from spoken words with sign language do not (Houston,
Beer, et al., 2012). Thus, these two comparisons are not equiva-
lent. Last, these correlational studies lack sufficient evidence to
answer causal questions about interventions’ active ingredi-
ents. Whether AO or AV input results in more efficient word
learning for children with hearing loss cannot be discerned
from the current extant evidence base. Therefore, an adapted
alternating treatments single case intervention research design
was employed in this investigation. This design allowed for the
direct, stringent evaluation of the effectiveness and efficiency of
AO versus AV intervention conditions for word learning tasks.

Research Questions and Hypotheses

This study directly compares the effectiveness and efficiency of
an explicit receptive word learning intervention for teaching
young children with hearing loss to associate pseudowords (i.e.,
non-real or “nonsense” words such as “weem” and “moob” that
conform to the rules of English phonology) with unfamiliar ob-
jects in an AO intervention condition versus an AV intervention
condition. The following two research questions were used to
guide the present investigation: (A) Do children with hearing loss
learn pseudowords receptively under AO and under AV interven-
tion conditions? (B) Do children with hearing loss learn pseudo-
words receptively more efficiently under an AO intervention
condition compared with an AV intervention condition when
tested in an AO presentation format?

When directly comparing the relative effectiveness and effi-
ciency of AO versus AV intervention conditions on word learning,
one must use the same testing method regardless of the words’
intervention format. Otherwise, differences in results could be
attributable to different testing formats. Providing one consistent
testing method inherently creates a mismatch between testing
versus intervention formats of presenting the word. Arguably, an
AO testing format for words taught in AO as well as AV interven-
tion conditions (a) eliminates the possibility of participants being
exposed to visual input for the AOwords during testing, (b) provides
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an appropriately conservative test of AV input benefits, and (c)
directly addresses whether AV input inhibits word learning
when tested in an AO format. Based on a multisensory theory,
the AV intervention condition should result in more efficient
word learning. In contrast, based on a unisensory theory, the AO
intervention condition should result in more efficient word
learning. In addition, unisensory theory posits that the AV pre-
sentation format will inhibit the ability of a child with hearing
loss to comprehend words when presented without speechread-
ing (visual) cues. This study design allows for a direct test of
these competing hypotheses.

Methods

Experimental Design

This study employed a type of single case research design (SCRD)
called an adapted alternating treatments design (AATD) to evalu-
ate the effectiveness and compare the efficiency of AO and AV
intervention conditions (Sindelar, Rosenberg, & Wilson, 1985;
Wolery, Gast, & Ledford, 2014). SCRD is a type of experimental
design that enables investigators to draw causal conclusions
about the relation between independent and dependent variables
(DVs) (Horner et al., 2005). It is ideal for low-incidence populations
with notable variability across individuals, such as children with
hearing loss (Horner et al., 2005; Wendel, Cawthon, Ge, & Beretvas,
2015), and has been recently highlighted as directly applicable to
studying intervention practices in children with hearing loss
(Cannon, Guardino, Antia, & Luckner, 2016).

There are a number of designs within the overall rubric of
SCRD that can be adapted to address different intervention ques-
tions. Selecting an appropriate SCRD for a specific research ques-
tion is a critical decision for all SCRD studies. The AATD was
selected for this study because it was specifically developed to
compare two or more treatments for behaviors that are expected
to remain after intervention is withdrawn (i.e., non-reversible
behaviors). Word learning is considered a non-reversible behav-
ior because children are expected to retain word knowledge after
they acquire it, even if they are no longer being directly taught
the information. The AATD orders conditions through rapid iter-
ative alternation and necessitates behavioral sets (in this case
word sets) of equal difficulty to draw conclusions regarding the
relative efficiency of one condition compared with another.
Investigators can also draw conclusions about the effectiveness
of a condition by measuring performance on an untrained con-
trol set throughout the AATD study. Conclusions are drawn
based on whether the participant exhibits a different pattern of
acquisition for the target behavior under one condition than is
observed without intervention for an equivalent set (i.e., for a
control set). Specific to this study, we examined whether partici-
pants exhibited greater accuracy identifying the target pseudo-
words in the AO and AV sets than in the control set.

Participants

Participants were recruited from a specialized preschool for chil-
dren with hearing loss that focuses on developing listening and
speaking skills. The preschool’s teachers do not use manual com-
munication (e.g., American Sign Language). As required by the
inclusion criteria, participants achieved standard scores of at least
70 for spoken receptive vocabulary skills on the Peabody Picture
Vocabulary Test, Fourth Edition (PPVT-4; Dunn & Dunn, 2007) and
spoken expressive vocabulary skills on the Expressive Vocabulary
Test, Second Edition (EVT-2; Williams, 2007). Participants were

required to be monolingual English speakers based on caregiver
report to ensure that English vocabulary deficits were not due to
limited English exposure and to avoid multiple phonological sys-
tems confounding the word sets’ equal difficulty.

Individuals were included in the study only if they displayed
at least average nonverbal cognitive ability (i.e., standard score
of at least 85 on the Kaufman Brief Intelligence Test, Second Edi-
tion, Kaufman & Kaufman, 2004 or Primary Test of Nonverbal
Intelligence, Ehrler & McGhee, 2008) had a negative history for
uncorrected vision impairment per caregiver report and/or medi-
cal record, and no evidence of severe motor impairment. Indivi-
duals with low nonverbal cognitive levels, uncorrected vision
impairment and/or severe motor impairment may not have
been able to participate in the research tasks.

Teachers identified students expected to meet inclusion cri-
teria. Study packets containing a letter describing the study and
consent forms were sent to perspective participants. The
recruitment process continued until four participants who met
the inclusion criteria were secured. Participation in the study
was also dependent on the family’s ability to commit to the
intervention schedule (i.e., three times per week for several
months). Institutional Review Board approval to conduct the
study was granted and caregivers provided written consent for
participants.

Four preschool children (three males, one female) aged
4 years 4 months to 5 years 2 months with permanent hearing
loss completed the study (see Table 1). Three participants were
reported to be white and one to be Asian. None identified as
Hispanic. For maternal education level, two reported a bache-
lor’s degree and two reported some college. According to the
participants’ medical records, possible hearing loss was de-
tected at birth for each participant and then confirmed via
follow-up testing. All of the participants consistently wore bilat-
eral hearing technology (i.e., at least 8 hours per day per care-
giver report; Contrera et al., 2014). All children at the preschool
complete listening checks every morning with the educational
staff and a resident educational audiologist provides trouble-
shooting services and backup equipment as needed. The parti-
cipants varied in their degree of hearing loss and types of
hearing technology devices. Participants 1, 3, and 4 were all fit
with hearing technology prior by 3 months of age. Participants 1
and 4 received bilateral cochlear implants at 12 months of age.

Participant 2, who was diagnosed with mixed bilateral hear-
ing loss, bilateral microtia, right-side atresia, left-side cochlear
aplasia, and left-side auditory neuropathy and was adopted
internationally, received amplification at 2.5 years of age. Both
social and medical histories contributed to her age of amplifica-
tion. Limited information is available regarding audiological
and medical history prior to her adoption. The most recent
audiological evaluation report in Participant 2’s medical record
indicated a severe mixed hearing loss rising to normal hearing
sensitivity at 4,000 Hz and a moderate hearing loss from 6,000 to
8,000 Hz in the left ear and a moderately-severe to moderate
conductive hearing loss in the right ear. Aside from hearing
loss, none of the participants were reported to have other dis-
abilities or medical conditions that were expected to impact
learning or adaptive skills.

Rationale for Instructional Approach and
Teaching Pseudowords

Due to significantly higher gains reported for studies imple-
menting only explicit rather than only implicit (i.e., incidental)
vocabulary interventions, we implemented an explicit word
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learning intervention (Lund & Douglas, 2016; Marulis & Neuman,
2010). Relatedly, we taught nouns because there is evidence that
children with and without language impairment learn nouns
more efficiently than action verbs receptively in experimental
contexts (Camarata & Leonard, 1985; Leonard et al., 1982; Rice,
Buhr, & Nemeth, 1990; Schwartz & Leonard, 1984). We chose to
use pseudowords to control the number of exposures participants
received. Because we created the pseudowords specifically for
this study, it is highly unlikely that the participants would have
heard these pseudowords before the study or during the study
from anyone other than the examiner. In addition, use of pseudo-
words enabled superior confidence that word sets were equiva-
lent and independent, which were necessary for the research
design (i.e., AATD).

Word Set Development

Because the AATD necessitates word sets of equal difficulty, three
independent pseudoword sets of equal difficulty that were coun-
terbalanced across AV, AO, and control pseudoword sets across
participants were carefully developed. These pseudoword sets
were developed to be taught within the intervention and to be as-
sessed during the study probes as the outcomemeasure. Each set
included four consonant-vowel-consonant (CVC) pseudowords
that are phonotactically legal in English phonology. Word sets
were balanced for phoneme audibility, phoneme visibility, and
phonological neighborhood density (see Appendix A for complete
sets; Stoel-Gammon, 2011; Storkel & Hoover, 2010). Phoneme visi-
bility was categorized by place of articulation and degree of lip
movement (Bernthal, Bankson, & Flipsen, 2009). Phoneme audi-
bility was categorized by relative amplitude and acoustic fre-
quency. Relatively low amplitude, higher frequency sounds were
classified as low audibility (Ohde & Sharf, 1992). Because vowels
demonstrate relatively high audibility, they were distributed by
visibility. As shown in Appendix A, each word set contains one
high visibility–high audibility, one low visibility–high audibility,
one high visibility–low audibility, and one low visibility–low audi-
bility word. The first author randomly assigned unfamiliar object
referents to each pseudoword for each participant and confirmed
that the participants did not have a “name” for any of the objects
prior to intervention. All objects named by a participant during
a screening probe were not used for that participant. See
Appendix B for example objects.

Procedures

The first author was the examiner for assessments and inter-
vention. She is a certified, licensed speech-language pathologist
who was unfamiliar to the participants prior to the study. The

examiner recorded the room’s noise level using the SPLnFTT
Noise Meter app on an iPhone 4 S before each session. This sys-
tem was calibrated with a dosimeter. The mean sound levels for
the two rooms used across all sessions were 42.7 dB(A) and
40.0 dB(A), which provides evidence that the sessions were com-
pleted in quiet rooms with limited background noise. All ses-
sions were video-recorded using a Sony Professional camcorder
for data collection purposes and to monitor procedural fidelity.
The examiner used a speech hoop (10.5” diameter) to prohibit
access to speechreading cues without distorting the acoustic
signal during listening checks, the DV probes, and the AO inter-
vention condition.

Pre-baseline evaluation
Participants completed assessments of language, speech produc-
tion, auditory discrimination, and audiovisual integration for
descriptive purposes during the pre-baseline evaluation (i.e., pre-
liminary testing). This descriptive information provides guidance
on to whom the study results may apply (i.e., external validity) by
enabling readers to compare individual children with the partici-
pants of the current study (see Table 2 for results). The pre-baseline
evaluation included two measures of audiovisual integration—
mulitmodal word recognition and McGurk tasks. In the multi-
modal word recognition task, participants repeated 24 recorded
tri-phonemic, monosyllabic nouns from the Hoosier Audiovisual
Multi-talker Database with a 0 dB signal-to-noise ratio in AV, AO,
and VO conditions to yield an AV gain score (Sheffert, Lachs, &
Hernandez, 1996; Stevenson et al., 2015). A total of five lists, each
containing 24 real words, were used across the participants.
Words lists were used across multiple conditions across partici-
pants. See Appendix C for an example word list. Stimuli were
presented using MATLAB 2012b software. All participants com-
pleted the multimodal word recognition task in all conditions.
As shown in Table 2, participants exhibited a wide range of bene-
fit from AV input relative to unisensory input in the word recog-
nition task (range: 8–50%).

For the McGurk task, two participants demonstrated suffi-
ciently accurate and reliable responses during the practice trials
and unisensory conditions (i.e., AO and VO) to complete the
task. For the multisensory trials, participants were shown
dubbed videos of a woman saying, “Ba,” or “Ga,” with congruent
or incongruent AV stimuli (McGurk & MacDonald, 1976). The
McGurk incongruent (illusion) trials presented a video of a
woman saying, “Ga,” with an audio recording of “Ba.” Across all
conditions, participants reported the syllable they perceived by
pressing a computer key (e.g., “B” for “Ba;” Baum, Stevenson, &
Wallace, 2015). The strength of the McGurk effect was calculated
as the percentage of perceived illusions relative to unisensory
baseline performance (p(AV McGurk) × [1−p(Unisensory/dɑ/);

Table 1. Participant characteristics

Participant Age Gender Degree of hearing loss Device(s) Age at HA Age at CI PPVT SS EVT SS NVIQ

1 4;7 Male Severe to profound CIs 3 months 12 months 91 107 97
2 5;2 Female Moderate to severea BCHAs 2.5 years NA 101 112 113
3 4;4 Male Mild to moderately-severe HAs 3 months NA 109 100 113
4 4;11 Male Severe to profound CIs 2 months 12 months 89 101 107

Note. Age is the participant’s chronological age at the first day of the pre-baseline evaluation (years;months); Age at CI is the participant’s chronological age when his

cochlear implants were activated; BCHA = bone conduction hearing aid; CI = cochlear implant; EVT = Expressive Vocabulary Test—Second Edition (Williams, 2007); HA =

hearing aid; NA = not applicable; NVIQ = nonverbal intelligence quotient asmeasured by the Kaufman Brief Intelligence Test, Second Edition (Kaufman & Kaufman, 2004)

or Primary Test of Nonverbal Intelligence (Ehrler & McGhee, 2008); PPVT = Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test—Fourth Edition (Dunn & Dunn, 2007); SS = standard score.
aParticipant 2 presented with a severe mixed hearing loss rising to normal hearing sensitivity at 4,000 Hz and a moderate hearing loss from 6,000–8,000 Hz in the left

ear and moderately-severe to moderate conductive hearing loss in the right ear.
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Stevenson, Zemtsov, & Wallace, 2012). Because no participants
reported perceiving “da” in the unisensory condition, the results
are equivalent to those that do not take into account unisensory
performance. Participant 1 pressed “D” on one of the 20 multi-
sensory incongruent trials resulting in a score of .04 (scale 0 to 1),
but he spontaneously and immediately stated that he made a
mistake. Participant 2 did not report perceiving the McGurk illu-
sion. Because age is a known factor in the likelihood of indivi-
duals perceiving the McGurk illusion, age may at least partially
explain the participants’ performance (Hillock, 2010; Massaro,
1984; Massaro, Thompson, Barron, & Laren, 1986; McGurk &
MacDonald, 1976). Older children are more likely to perceive the
illusion than younger children (Hillock, 2010). Nonetheless, some
preschool children have been reported to perceive the McGurk
effect (e.g., McGurk & MacDonald, 1976).

DV probe
All probes were administered without visual cues because one
must use the same testing format regardless of the pseudo-
words’ intervention condition when comparing performance
across intervention conditions. During DV probes, participants
selected unfamiliar objects corresponding to the target pseudo-
words within a given set (e.g., AV, AO, or control). Objects in the
DV probe for a given set included unfamiliar objects assigned to
the four target pseudowords, a known object (e.g., ball), and two
foils (i.e., unfamiliar objects never taught). The DV is the percent
accuracy (i.e., correct responses/total trials × 100) for identifying
target words receptively within 5 s in a field of seven objects in
an AO probe (i.e., examiner uses a speech hoop).

The examiner sat across the table from the participant and
placed the seven objects in the randomly drawn order on the
evenly spaced stickers across the table. The examiner covered her
mouth with a speech hoop throughout the probe. She said, “Give
me the (target word),” with an upturned palm for each target
pseudoword in a predetermined random order. The examiner did
not provide repetitions of target pseudowords, even if the partici-
pant requested one, or any feedback regarding response accuracy,
except for the one known object per set. To maintain engagement
and effort, the examiner was permitted to provide positive rein-
forcement for identifying the known object for each group and for
behaviors not targeted in the intervention (e.g., remaining seated
and waiting quietly for the next direction; Wolery et al., 2014).
Note that the probe was receptive only; participants were not
asked to label objects. All data were entered twice into an elec-
tronic spreadsheet and initial data entry errors were corrected to
ensure data entry accuracy. Further details about the DV probe are

available in the study’s procedure manual, which is available from
the first author upon request.

DV probes were approximately 2–10min depending on
whether the control set was assessed that session and the parti-
cipant’s response speed. AO and AV sets were administered
each session. The control set was administered every two to
three sessions to provide sufficient data for interpreting the re-
sults without conducting excessive assessments that might
reduce the saliency of the learning task.

Baseline phase
The baseline phase occurred prior to teaching the participants
any of the target pseudowords. Baseline sessions occurred three
times per week until the participant demonstrated a stable pat-
tern of response (i.e., low variability in accuracy level with
either a decreasing or flat trend), with a minimum of three ses-
sions (Wolery et al., 2014). In baseline sessions, participants
completed a listening check (i.e., participant repeated the Ling 6
sounds produced by the examiner to assess whether his or her
hearing devices were working properly; Ling, 1989; Tye-Murray,
2014), followed by the DV probe. Because the targets were con-
structed specifically for this study, any correct responses prior
to intervention must have arisen from chance.

Comparison phase
The receptive word learning intervention was provided only dur-
ing the comparison phase. Comparison phase sessions occurred
three times per week and began with a listening check, followed
by the DV probe, and then the AO and AV intervention conditions.
The order of the AO and AV intervention conditions was alter-
nated across sessions and counterbalanced across participants. In
each session, the second condition occurred immediately after the
first. Participants were taught to associate pseudowords with
unfamiliar objects using a procedure adapted from Leonard
et al. (1982). The independent variable that differentiated the
AO and AV intervention conditions was the presence or absence
of access to speechreading cues (i.e., visual stimuli). All other
potentially influential variables were held constant. The exam-
iner never taught any of the pseudowords in the control set. The
control set pseudowords were only included during probes at
the scheduled times.

For the intervention, the examiner introduced each target
object one at a time, while engaging with the participant with
the selected theme box (see Appendix D). These theme boxes
were used to facilitate active manipulation of the unfamiliar
objects, maintain the participants’ interest, and more closely

Table 2. Descriptive information for participants

Language Auditory discrimination Speech production Multisensory processing

TACL SS TEXL SS TAPS-3 WD Arizona-3 SS AV Gain McGurk

1 92 94 10 96 32% .04
2 88 84 7 90 8% .00
3 108 98 10 90 21% DNC
4 98 86 6 93 50% DNC

Note. Arizona-3 = Arizona Articulation Proficiency Scale—Third Revision (Fudala, 2000); AV Gain = gain in percent accuracy identifying words in the audiovisual (AV)

condition relative to the child’s predicted AV percent accuracy based on his or her unisensory performance calculated as [AV accuracy] – [(auditory-only accuracy +

visual-only accuracy) – (auditory-only accuracy × visual-only accuracy)] based on Stevenson et al. (2015); BCHA = bone conduction hearing aid; CI = cochlear implant;

DNC = did not complete; HA = hearing aid; McGurk = percentage of perceived McGurk illusions relative to unisensory performance (Stevenson, Zemtsov, & Wallace,

2012); SS = standard score; TACL = Test of Auditory Comprehension of Language (Carrow-Woolfolk & Allen, 2014a); TAPS-3 WD = Test of Auditory Processing Skills—

Third Edition Word Discrimination subtest (scaled score; Martin & Brownell, 2005); TEXL = Test of Expressive Language (Carrow-Woolfolk & Allen, 2014b).
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approximate how children interact with unfamiliar items in thera-
peutic and community settings. The theme box items were not
used as unfamiliar target objects. Instead, the examiner introduced
unfamiliar objects one at a time while the participant engaged
with the theme box. The same theme box was used during the AO
and AV intervention conditions for the session to maintain consis-
tency of the intervention across conditions.

The examiner completed three key intervention components
for each of the four target objects: (a) eight labeling exposures,
(b) two elicited labels, and (c) two opportunities to identify target
objects. For each labeling exposure, the examiner secured the
participant’s eye contact, named the unfamiliar object in the
sentence final position (e.g., “Here’s the ____.”), and produced a
show gesture with the target object toward the participant. At
least one utterance or play action by the examiner or participant
occurred between each exposure. To maintain uniformity across
conditions, the examiner used one hand for the show gesture
because she continuously held the speech hoop with one hand
in the AO intervention condition. For the elicited labels, the
examiner asked the participants to say each target pseudoword
two times per session (e.g., “What’s this?” while holding the tar-
get object). Participants were not required to say each target
pseudoword. If the participant declined to say the target pseudo-
word, the examiner proceeded with the intervention procedure.
The examiner repeated these steps for all four target objects in the
set in a predetermined, random order. At the end of each inter-
vention condition, the examiner provided two opportunities for
the participant to identify each target object. She asked the partici-
pant to find each target object twice (e.g., “Where’s the ____?” or
“Find the ____.”) with all target objects and a standard collection of
four additional unfamiliar objects (i.e., not target objects) present
and provided feedback on the participant’s accuracy.

After a participant reached criterion of 75% accuracy across
three consecutive sessions for the AO or AV pseudoword set in
the DV probe, instruction was provided only in the unmastered
condition. Intervention ceased for the mastered condition. The
comparison phase ended when both conditions reached the
predetermined criterion.

Maintenance phase
Maintenance data were collected using baseline procedures 1
week and 2 weeks after the last comparison phase session.
Maintenance DV probes were administered in the same manner
as those in the baseline phase.

Procedural fidelity
Prior to initiating intervention, the examiner achieved proce-
dural fidelity of at least 90% accuracy across two consecutive
sessions with young children not participating in the study.
Throughout the study, a graduate research assistant (RA) coded
at least 25% of sessions across each phase and condition for
each participant. All sessions were video-recorded, and then
the graduate RA randomly selected sessions via a random num-
ber generator. The examiner was blind to which sessions were
going to be selected for procedural fidelity coding. Using direct
observation of video-recorded sessions, the RA collected proce-
dural fidelity data for the independent variables and numerous
control variables (i.e., behaviors that should remain constant
across conditions; Gast, 2014) on an electronic spreadsheet.

Procedural fidelity behaviors for probes were consistent
across all phases. Only the independent variable (i.e., presence
or absence of the speech hoop) varied across the AO and AV
intervention conditions’ procedural fidelity behaviors. Complete
descriptions are available in the study’s procedure manual

available upon request from the first author. Procedural fidelity
was analyzed formatively at the behavior level. Across all parti-
cipants, the examiner demonstrated a mean of 99.8% (range:
93–100%) accuracy for administering probes and 98.4% (range:
90–100%) and 98.6% (range: 94–100%) accuracy for AO and AV
intervention procedures, respectively.

As an additional evaluation of consistency across conditions
and to ensure no systematic bias in salience of pseudoword pre-
sentation, the duration of target pseudowords in each condition
during DV probes and AO and AV intervention conditions was
calculated using Audacity 2.1.2 software for two to three ran-
domly selected sessions per participant (at least 12.5% of each
participant’s sessions). The duration of pseudowords was very
similar across conditions for each participant during probes and
intervention. The mean duration for target pseudowords in the
AO and AV DV probes was .71 s (SD = .031 s) and .72 s (SD =
.027 s), respectively. The mean duration for target pseudowords
in the AO and AV intervention conditions was .59 s (SD = .025 s)
and .59 s (SD = .031 s), respectively.

Interobserver Agreement

A secondary coder (e.g., graduate RA) independently scored the
DV probe for at least 25% of sessions in each condition for each
participant for interobserver agreement (IOA). The primary
coder was blind to which sessions were to be coded for IOA. The
secondary coder was trained to .90 point-by-point agreement
with the primary coder for independent coding of the partici-
pant’s accuracy responding to the DV probes for three consecu-
tive sessions via video recordings of non-participants (Ayres &
Ledford, 2014). Primary and secondary coders completed regular
discrepancy discussions. Overall mean IOA was .99 (range:
.90–1.00). The mean IOA was .99 (range: .97–1.00) for the baseline
phase, .99 (range: .90–1.00) for the comparison phase, and .99
(range: .96–1.00) for the maintenance phase. These IOA are high
and well above the recommended standard (i.e., .80; Horner
et al., 2005).

Analysis Approach

Results were interpreted via visual analysis (visual inspection),
the primary method for analyzing single case research data (Gast
& Spriggs, 2014). As described in the What Works Clearinghouse
(WWC) Procedures and Standards Handbook, Version 3.0, multi-
ple features were examined during visual analysis to determine
the presence of a functional relation between the independent
variable and the DV: level, trend, variability, overlap, and consis-
tency of data in similar phases (What Works Clearinghouse,
2014). Although WWC does not provide explicit standards for the
AATD, principles from other relevant SCRDs and guidelines from
experts (e.g., Ledford & Gast, 2018) were applied. We used a mas-
tery criterion of at least 75% accuracy across three consecutive
sessions for each pseudoword set. Because we used pseudo-
words, the participants cannot learn the pseudowords outside of
intervention. Thus, participants were only expected to learn
pseudowords in the AV and AO sets, not the control set.

Results

Effectiveness of Audiovisual and Auditory-Only
Intervention Conditions (Research Question A)

Evidence for the effectiveness of the AO and AV intervention
conditions is drawn primarily from comparing the level and
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trend of the AO and AV intervention conditions to the control
(no-teaching) condition in the comparison phase. As seen in
Figures 1–4, data from Participants 1, 2, and 4 achieved the mas-
tery criterion (i.e., at least 75% accuracy across three consecu-
tive sessions) for the AO and AV sets and show a clear
differentiation in level and trend for the AO and AV sets from
the control set. Data from these three participants show higher
accuracy and increasing trends for the AO and AV sets as com-
pared with lower accuracy and a flat (i.e., not increasing) trend
for the control set. These data indicate strong evidence of a
functional (causal) relation between the AO and AV interven-
tions and increased identification of target pseudowords recep-
tively, as predicted. Data from Participant 3 exhibit moderate
evidence of a functional relation between the AO and AV inter-
ventions and accuracy identifying target pseudowords. Although
there is a small difference in level between the AO and AV sets
relative to the control set, there is a flat rather than an increasing
trend across the comparison phase for the AO and AV sets indic-
ating a consistent but relatively weaker functional relation as
compared to the other participants.

Participants 1, 2, and 4 all reached mastery criterion (i.e., 75%
accuracy identifying target pseudowords across three consecutive

sessions) for the AO and AV sets. Nonetheless, they differed sub-
stantially in the number of sessions required to reach mastery
(range: 4–18 sessions) indicating variation in learning rates across
participants. Participants 1 and 4 exhibited rapid increases in
accuracy with limited variability. Participant 2 required more than
twice as many sessions to reach mastery and presented with sub-
stantial session-to-session variability.

Maintenance data provide information about the degree to
which participants were able to identify taught pseudowords
1 and 2 weeks after intervention ended without additional in-
struction (i.e., short-term retention). Maintenance data across
participants indicate moderate evidence of retention for taught
pseudowords based on differentiation between the AV and AO
sets from the control set during the maintenance phase.

Participant 1
At baseline, Participant 1 exhibited low accuracy identifying pseu-
dowords for the AO and AV sets as shown in Figure 1. Although
he achieved 50% accuracy for the control set at Session 1, the
decreasing, counter-therapeutic trend (i.e., moving in the opposite
direction as expected to occur with the onset of intervention)
strongly suggests those results were due to chance. That is, the
initial variation in performance is likely the result of random re-
sponses, which is not uncommon in studies involving compre-
hension of pseudowords. Participant 1 demonstrated a shift in
level after the first intervention session for AO and AV sets while
the control set continued to exhibit a flat slope. Data for the AO
and AV sets show an accelerating trend with a moderate, positive
slope. Participant 1’s accuracy declined from the prior session on
only one session. Accuracy for the control set remained at 0–25%
accuracy. Even though the target pseudowords were randomly
paired with unfamiliar objects, participants were expected to iden-
tify some objects accurately because they were identifying objects
from a closed set. It is important to recall that because there were
four trials per set, participants could only achieve scores of 0%,
25%, 50%, 75%, and 100% accuracy.

There is a difference in level and trend between the AO and
AV sets and the control set during the comparison phase, indic-
ating a functional relation between the AO and AV interventions
and increased identification of target pseudowords receptively,
as predicted. Participant 1’s accuracy for the AO and AV sets ex-
ceeded the control set across the maintenance period, which
spanned four weeks.

Participant 2
As shown in Figure 2, Participant 2 demonstrated low, stable
performance in the baseline phase. During the comparison
phase, she exhibited substantial variability in accuracy across
sessions. Participant 2 remained seated and responded at an

Figure 1. Participant 1. Percent accuracy on auditory-only probes of target pseu-

dowords; AO = auditory-only; AV = audiovisual. Sessions 1–12 were completed

three times per week. Sessions 13–15 were completed one time per week. The

horizontal dotted line denotes the 75% criterion level.

Figure 4. Participant 4. Percent accuracy on auditory-only probes of target pseu-

dowords; AO = auditory-only; AV = audiovisual. Baseline and comparison ses-

sions were completed three times per week. Maintenance sessions were

completed one time per week. The horizontal dotted line denotes the 75% crite-

rion level.

Figure 2. Participant 2. Percent accuracy on auditory-only probes of target pseu-

dowords; AO = auditory-only; AV = audiovisual. Baseline and comparison ses-

sions were completed three times per week. Maintenance sessions were

completed one time per week. The horizontal dotted line denotes the 75% crite-

rion level.

Figure 3. Participant 3. Percent accuracy on auditory-only probes of target pseu-

dowords; AO = auditory-only; AV = audiovisual. Baseline and comparison ses-

sions were completed three times per week. The horizontal dotted line denotes

the 75% criterion level.
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appropriate pace without overt signs of inattention or impulsiv-
ity during the DV probes. She was observed to label some items
correctly spontaneously as the examiner set up the DV probe,
but then respond incorrectly when asked to give them to the
examiner. This behavior and Participant’s 2 observed variability
highlight the need to consider performance and measurement
error when interpreting assessment results of young children.
Participant 2 achieved 50% accuracy twice for the control set;
however, accuracy fell to 0% accuracy on the next session each
time. Thus, chance rather than learning is the most likely expla-
nation for this control set performance. Nonetheless, out of 10
sessions, her performance for the AO and AV sets exceeds that
for the control set in eight and seven sessions, respectively.

Further, a clear differentiation in level and trend from the con-
trol set is evident beginning at Session 18 for the AO set and Session
17 for the AV set. Participant 2 achieved the mastery criterion in 18
comparison phase sessions for the AO and AV sets. These data indi-
cate a functional relation between the AO and AV interventions and
increased accuracy identifying target pseudowords receptively, as
predicted. During the maintenance phase, Participant 2 achieved
25–75% accuracy for AO and AV sets and 0% accuracy for the control
set, which provides weak evidence of retention.

Participant 3
During the baseline phase, Participant 3 achieved 0% to 25% accu-
racy for the AO and control sets, as shown in Figure 3. Because he
achieved 50% accuracy for the AV set for Session 3, the baseline
phase was extended by one session during which his performance
returned to 0% accuracy. Participant 3, the youngest participant,
presented with notably greater need for redirection and more
direct requests for his attention prior to administering exposures
during intervention than the other participants. Although accu-
racy for the AO and AV sets exceeds the control set for most ses-
sions in the comparison phase, the trend is flat rather than
increasing. Because of this trend, intervention was discontinued
and no maintenance data were collected. Thus, Participant 3’s
data provide moderate evidence of a functional relation between
the AO and AV interventions and the DV.

Participant 4
As shown in Figure 4, Participant 4 demonstrated low, stable per-
formance in the baseline phase. During the comparison phase, he
exhibited a shift in level after three and one intervention sessions
for the AO and AV sets, respectively. Data for the AO and AV sets
show an accelerating trend withmoderate slope andminimal var-
iability. His accuracy only declined on one session from the imme-
diately preceding session. Accuracy for the control set remained
at 0–25%. The clear difference in level and trend between the con-
trol set and the AO and AV sets indicates a functional relation
between the AO and AV interventions and increased identification
of target pseudowords receptively. Participant 4 achieved 75–100%
accuracy in the maintenance phase for AO and AV sets relative to
the control set at 0–25% accuracy, indicating strong retention.

In summary, three participants provide strong evidence in
support of the hypothesis that participants would learn pseudo-
words under AO and AV intervention conditions. The fourth
participant (i.e., Participant 3) provided moderate evidence in
support of this hypothesis.

Efficiency of Audiovisual and Auditory-Only
Intervention Conditions (Research Question B)

None of the participants exhibited a differential rate of word
learning in the AO versus AV intervention conditions as shown

in Figures 1–4. Because the participants achieved the mastery
criterion close in time across intervention conditions and exhib-
ited similar trends with overlapping data points between AO
and AV sets, their data do not provide evidence of superior effi-
ciency for either condition. The data are consistent with the
null hypothesis of approximately equal word learning efficiency
in the AO and AV intervention conditions. There was no inhibi-
tion evident when providing access to visual cues alongside
auditory input nor was there differential benefit for the AV con-
dition on accuracy identifying target pseudowords presented
without access to visual cues. Participants achieved the mastery
criterion for AO and AV sets no more than two sessions apart
and all exhibited overlapping data points. Thus, neither the
hypothesis asserted by the multisensory theory nor the hypoth-
esis asserted by the unisensory theory was supported.

Discussion

Effectiveness of Audiovisual and Auditory-Only
Intervention Conditions (Research Question A)

The replicated effect for the effectiveness of the AO and AV
intervention conditions relative to the control set indicates that
participants learned taught pseudowords with and without
access to visual cues and did not learn pseudowords not taught
(i.e., control set pseudowords). No probable threats to internal
validity that would explain the results were identified. Thus,
learning can be reasonably attributed to the intervention.
Results yield strong evidence that three of the four participants
were able to pair pseudowords and unfamiliar objects following
direct instruction for the objects’ labels. Our findings are consis-
tent with our hypothesis and prior findings indicating that chil-
dren with hearing loss can learn words with explicit instruction
(e.g., Houston et al., 2005; Lund & Douglas, 2016; Willstedt-
Svensson, Löfqvist, Almqvist, & Sahlén, 2004).

The participants’ performance patterns highlight the vari-
ability across children with hearing loss, even when they share
a number of characteristics (e.g., prelingual hearing loss, consis-
tent hearing technology use, and same specialized preschool).
Variation within and across young children in their responses
to interventions ought to be expected and addressed clinically
through data-informed decisions in special education because
demographic and common child characteristics may not readily
account for these variations (Ledford et al., 2016). In future,
studies factors that explain a substantial portion of the variance
in response may be identified.

Efficiency of Audiovisual and Auditory-Only
Intervention Conditions (Research Question B)

None of the participants exhibited a differential effect between
AO and AV sets for word learning efficiency during probes
administered without access to visual cues. The three partici-
pants who reached mastery criterion did so for both interven-
tion sets. Further, they achieved the mastery criterion no more
than two sessions apart and exhibited similar trends in the
comparison phase for each set. Therefore, neither the pattern
predicted by the unisensory theory nor the one predicted by the
multisensory theory was observed. Recall that all pseudowords
were tested without visual cues to provide equivalent testing
conditions even though they were taught under different condi-
tions. Although the teaching and testing procedures align for
the AO intervention condition, for the AV intervention condi-
tion participants were taught with access to speechreading cues
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and tested without access to speechreading cues. Blocking
visual cues during the probes eliminated the possibility of parti-
cipants being exposed to visual input for the AO pseudowords
during testing, provided an appropriately conservative test of
AV input benefits, and directly addressed whether AV input inhi-
bits word learning for identifying words when speechreading
cues are not available.

The AO intervention condition can be viewed as unusual and
“unnatural” from a social-pragmatic perspective (see Rhoades
et al., 2016). Thus, strong positive evidence is needed to support
its implementation. That is, one could argue that the AO inter-
vention condition be recommended only if the socially and prag-
matically appropriate AV intervention condition is inhibitory.
The results of this study, and the extant literature thus far, do
not provide such evidence.

Additionally, data from the participants did not indicate a
benefit of AV input for efficiency of word learning as would be
expected by the multisensory position. The results could be par-
tially related to task difficulty level. To optimize the learning
conditions for an arguably fair comparison between the AO and
AV intervention conditions, the intervention sessions were con-
ducted in a quiet room with minimal background noise. That is,
we chose to ensure optimal access to the auditory signal to test
the AO intervention condition under ideal listening conditions.
Finally, only the examiner and participant were present to sim-
ulate a common therapy session scenario. Indeed, the extant lit-
erature on speech perception clearly indicates that AV input
results in greater benefit over AO input at poorer signal-to-noise
conditions (e.g., Sumby & Pollack, 1954) than were employed
herein. Participants may exhibit a differential response in con-
ditions with a poorer signal-to-noise ratio, such as classroom,
home, or other less controlled natural language-learning set-
tings wherein auditory input is attenuated.

Limitations

Before discussing the implications of this study and future di-
rections, several limitations should be acknowledged. First,
because the examiner conducted both the assessment and
intervention portions of the study, she was not blind to condi-
tion when scoring. This scenario can result in detection bias
(i.e., systematic differences between conditions in determining
outcomes; Cochrane, 2017). Having separate, blinded examiners
for the assessment and intervention were not feasible for this
study, but should be considered in future studies. In the present
study, the high point-by-point IOA reduces the likelihood of
detection bias being present. Second, the study included only
four children and the external validity of the results is limited
by the characteristics of those four participants. The same re-
sults may not be found for all children with hearing loss. It is
unknown whether the same results would be found for children
at other ages, those with higher or lower language levels, or
those with different hearing histories, including children who
have had access to sound for shorter periods of time. The spe-
cific procedures are expected to require adaptations for children
at different ages and/or language levels. Even though study pro-
cedures were designed to be a salient, simple word learning par-
adigm, the difficulty level was beyond the current abilities of
one participant.

This study focused on fast mapping (i.e., the ability to link a
word to its referent after only a few exposures, Carey & Bartlett,
1978) and, to a limited degree, retention for word learning. It did
not address word extension or other aspects of semantic knowl-
edge, which are other components of vocabulary knowledge

(Walker & McGregor, 2013). In addition, we only tested receptive,
not expressive, performance in the word learning task. These
aspects of word learning should be addressed in future studies,
particularly in light of the identified weaknesses in lexical orga-
nization, including taxonomic, semantic, and phonological
organization, in children with hearing loss (Lund & Dinsmoor,
2016; Wechsler-Kashi, Schwartz, & Cleary, 2014). It is important
to test whether tasks requiring more complex semantic knowl-
edge (e.g., relations between words or more abstract concepts)
or producing words independently will reveal differences in
learning efficiency under AO versus AV interventions.

Strengths

Five strengths should be acknowledged. First, the use of pseu-
dowords enabled tight control of the number of exposures to
the target words and strict balancing of the acoustic features of
the words across the AO and AV intervention conditions. When
using real words, it is impossible to control for the number of
prior exposures participants have had with a given word and for
partial understanding of the words, even for words they do not
identify or use correctly. Use of pseudowords ameliorates this
concern. In addition, neither caregivers nor teachers were
aware of which words participants were being taught. Second,
numerous steps were taken, including use of pseudowords, to
ensure equal difficulty across word sets, which is a critical char-
acteristic for AATD studies. No evidence of unbalanced sets was
identified. Third, participants’ ability to identify target words
were tested at the beginning of each session rather than the
end to provide a more distal measure of word learning that
more closely approximates what children must do to build their
vocabulary skills. Being able to identify a word immediately
after instruction but not later in the day or week offers little
value to children in their everyday settings. Additionally, the
target pseudowords were taught until the participant reached a
predetermined criterion for three consecutive days, rather than
conducting a set number of sessions, which may more closely
align with the goal structure in educational and therapeutic set-
tings at least for some children with hearing loss. Fourth,
including a control set, which is not required with a AATD
study, permitted evaluation of the effectiveness of the AO and
AV intervention conditions and increased the internal validity
of the study design. Fifth, high-procedural fidelity across all par-
ticipants and phases supports the study’s internal validity.

Theoretical and Clinical Implications

Our findings do not support a unisensory (auditory-only) theo-
retical, but heretofore untested, assertion that visual access pro-
vided alongside auditory input differentially inhibits auditory
processing in children with hearing loss for a word learning
task compared with conditions that isolate the auditory sense
(Pollack, 1970). We did not observe any detrimental effects of
permitting simultaneous visual access to speechreading cues
during the AV intervention condition on the participants’ per-
formance even when the probe blocked access to these visual
cues. This theoretical implication ought to be further explored
in future studies and applied educationally if replicated and
extended across learning conditions. Importantly, the results do
not provide evidence supporting the use of eliminating visual
access to the speaker’s mouth and throat when teaching spoken
words to children with hearing loss to increase the efficiency of
word learning. Participants demonstrated the ability to identify
taught pseudowords in assessments that blocked access to
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speechreading cues regardless of whether they were permitted
access to these cues during teaching sessions.

The “hand cue” may be used to block access to visual spee-
chreading cues. When using the hand cue, the speaker covers
his or her mouth while speaking to children with hearing loss in
an attempt to focus the child’s attention and skills on auditory
cues rather than visual cues by physically restricting access to
seeing the teacher’s mouth (Estabrooks, 1998). Our findings may
be added to the list of reasons Rhoades et al. (2016) expressed
for explaining why use of “the hand cue (or any substitute for it)
is no longer recommended by AVT [Auditory-Verbal Therapy]”
(p. 287). Although Rhoades et al. (2016) are appropriately critical
of the lack of evidence supporting the use of the hand cue, they
rely on indirect evidence from studies of children and adults
with typical hearing and studies using speech recognition or non-
language tasks, rather than language-learning tasks (Rhoades
et al., 2016). The direct evidence from the current study bolsters
their recommendation to eliminate use of the hand cue. Even
though we did not use the hand cue in the current study, the use
of a speech hoop should be viewed as a “substitute for it.” Like
the hand cue, use of the speech hoop is intended to block access
to speechreading cues and focus the child’s attention on the
auditory stimuli alone. The current study’s evidence could also
apply more broadly to other practices of restricting or eliminating
access to visual cues.

Note that the recommendation to refrain from prohibiting
access to speechreading cues applies to intervention, not assess-
ment. Evaluating the degree to which a child can perform a given
task with versus without access to speechreading cues can pro-
vide clinically valuable information for treatment planning, clini-
cal recommendations, and determining candidacy for hearing
technology include cochlear implantation and assistive listening
devices such as digital modulation (DM) or frequency modulation
(FM) systems. In addition, the current study did not identify the
beneficial effect of access to speechreading cues predicted by the
multisensory position. It is possible that children with hearing
loss would exhibit more rapid word learning in an AV intervention
condition relative to an AO intervention condition if intervention
occurred in a room with a poorer signal-to-noise ratio, similar to
the acoustic environment of many classrooms. Nonetheless, one
must consider very carefully whether prohibiting access to spee-
chreading cues during intervention is most beneficial in light of
the current evidence. With adequate support through collabora-
tion with researchers and professional development, clinicians
could use SCRD principles when collecting data in varying condi-
tions to determine whether a given child demonstrates a differen-
tial response to either AO or AV input for a particular skill.

Future Directions

This study provides evidence of successful word learning in AO
and AV intervention conditions for preschool children with hear-
ing loss. Continued work is needed to determine whether one or
both of these conditions results in greater learning efficiency for
certain tasks for at least some children with hearing loss. Most
immediately, future studies similar to the current study should
be conducted (a) with words taught under a poorer signal-to-
noise ratio that simulates the acoustic environment of a typical
classroom but tested in a quiet environment, (b) with learning
tasks of varying difficulty levels, (c) with learning contexts that
more closely approximate classroom instruction, and (d) with
participants of different chronological ages and language levels.
To understand word learning skills of younger children with
hearing loss and those with lower language levels under AO and

AV intervention conditions, less demanding tasks and more
proximal measures should be considered. These studies could
contribute to identifying the active ingredients in word learning
interventions for children with hearing loss.

Future studies will need to address whether and how pretreat-
ment characteristics (e.g., age, language abilities, audiological his-
tory and skills, and multisensory processing skills) influence
differential responses to AO versus AV intervention conditions to
individualize intervention. Using pretreatment characteristics of-
fers the potential to match individuals efficiently and effectively
with specific interventions or intervention features. Differences
in auditory access, time post cochlear implantation, and length
and/or degree of auditory deprivation might all influence an indi-
vidual’s response to AO versus AV input. Individual differences in
multisensory processing abilities have been documented, but the
mechanisms responsible for such differences are not yet well
understood (Murray et al., 2016; Stevenson et al., 2017). Measures
of multisensory integration may provide an avenue for capturing
differences in how children with hearing loss respond to AO ver-
sus AV intervention conditions proximally and over time. Use of
multisensory integration measures will require (a) continued
research of multisensory integration development in children
with and without hearing loss, (b) thorough evaluations of the
reliability and construct validity of specific tasks, and (c) develop-
ment of tasks appropriate for individuals with a wide variety of
language and developmental levels. Of note, in the current study
all participants completed the multimodal word recognition task
and two of four completed the McGurk task with little to no in-
struction. The current study is not designed to be able to explain
variation in performance on multisenseory assessments. In the
future, large randomized controlled trials could evaluate differ-
ences in behavioral (e.g., performance on learning tasks) and neu-
ral outcomes (e.g., degree of enhancement with multisensory
versus unisensory stimuli) of young children who receive inter-
vention in either AO or AV presentation formats. Such studies
could evaluate moderated differences in AO and AV intervention
conditions based on pretreatment characteristics.

Conclusion

This study provides an early step in testing two competing
viewpoints on how to develop spoken language and multisen-
sory processing skills in children with hearing loss. It is the first
known study to provide direct evidence for the effectiveness
and efficiency of word learning instruction in AO and AV inter-
vention conditions for children with hearing loss. Perhaps the
most striking finding is that even under optimal listening condi-
tions, there was no inhibitory effect of access to visual spee-
chreading cues on word learning. This finding was seen even
though word learning was assessed in an AO presentation for-
mat, an optimal test of whether auditory learning had occurred.
Following instruction in AO and AV intervention conditions,
participants accurately identified taught pseudowords during
AO probes with similar rates of learning. Therefore, these find-
ings do not support the widespread practice of prohibiting
access to visual speechreading cues in order to isolate auditory
input to increase the rate of word learning, even when such
learning is subsequently assessed without access to visual cues.
Future research is required to replicate the findings and to
determine whether the same pattern of results is observed for
children with hearing loss with different audiological and lan-
guage profiles, for tasks of varying difficulty levels, and across
different timespans.
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Appendix A
Pseudoword sets for each participant

Auditory-only set Audiovisual set Control set

Participant 1 /fif/ /gʌʒ/ /fip/
/gʊʒ/ /mum/ /jʊŋ/
/mub/ /pɑf/ /ʧʊʧ/
/ʧʊk/ /ʧʌʃ/ /wim/

Participant 2 /fip/ /fif/ /gʌʒ/
/jʊŋ/ /gʊʒ/ /mum/
/ʧʊʧ/ /mub/ /pɑf/
/wim/ /ʧʊk/ /ʧʌʃ/

Participant 3 /gʌʒ/ /fif/ /fip/
/mum/ /gʊʒ/ /jʊŋ/
/pɑf/ /mub/ /ʧʊʧ/
/ʧʌʃ/ /ʧʊk/ /wim/

Participant 4 /fip/ /gʌʒ/ /gʊŋ/
/jʊŋ/ /mum/ /mib/
/ʧʊʧ/ /pɑf/ /pif/
/wim/ /ʧʌʃ/ /ʃʊʧ/

Appendix B

Example unfamiliar objects
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Appendix C
Example word list for multimodal word recognition task with pho-
netic transcription

1. bean b i n
2. bone b o n
3. bug b ʌ g
4. chair ʧ ɛ r
5. cod k ɑ d
6. dame d eɪ m
7. debt d ɛ t
8. fit f ɪ t
9. fool f u l
10. give g ɪ v
11. gut g ʌ t
12. hash h æ ʃ
13. lad l æ d
14. late l eɪ t
15. mouth m aʊ θ
16. nose n o z
17. rain r eɪ n
18. rule r u l
19. seat s i t
20. shape ʃ eɪ p
21. talk t ɔ k
22. vice v aɪ s
23. wife w aɪ f
24. work w ɝ k

Appendix D

Standardized theme boxes

Standardized Theme Boxes

Rocket Ship Animals Dinosaurs Kitchen

KidKraft Rocket Ship

Play Set with moving

crane and

accessories

including astronaut

figures

Animal Planet

Animal World Mega

Bag Playset of 51

animals, including

prehistoric, safari,

barnyard, and ocean

animals, and

accessories

Animal Plant 

Extreme T-Rex 

Adventure set 

including tree house,

airplane, two figures,

three dinosaurs, and

accessories (Note:

Giant T-Rex was

removed because it

was battery-operated

and produced

excessive noise.)

Little Tikes Splish

Splash Sink &

StoveTM including 13

accessories and Just

Like Home Fruit and

Veggies play food

bucket (75 pieces)
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