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T he Americans with Disabilities
Act is landmark civil rights legisla-
tion for all citizens with disabilities.
The ADA prohibits discrimination in
almost every aspect of society and
will be particularly beneficial for
some 30 million or more deaf and
partially deaf people in their efforts
to gain equal access to society. The
ADA and its regulations provide le-
gal requirements to remove, among
other things, communication barriers
for the hearing impaired.

High reverberation and resulting
background noise levels can be as
much of a barrier to communications
for the hearing impaired as a set of
steps might be to a person in a
wheelchair. Addressing the prob-
lems of communication barriers will
have a profound impact on the
acoustical environment in many
buildings where communications is
a function of those who are living,
working, playing or learning in the
space.

While the ADA and other similar
legislative acts make provisions for
assistive hearing devices to accom-
modate hearing impaired persons,
very little of a specific nature has
been mentioned about the acoustical
environment as an important aid to
better communications. Hearing im-
paired persons therefore have to rely

on the broader aspects of the legisla-
tive language in order to assert their
rights for those aids and services that
will better accommodate their needs.

The impact of well-designed
acoustical environments on the com-
munication processes is well known
and not a matter of speculation but
rather is governed by laws of physics
and supported by scientific evidence.
Effective acoustical environments
are a gray area of building design
today; often taken for granted or
overlooked, the acoustical element of
building interiors is greatly misun-
derstood.

Better Acoustics for All
Unlike other environmental con-

siderations in building interiors, such
as lighting, heating, cooling and ven-
tilation, the acoustical environment
cannot be regulated at the flick of a
switch; rather, it must be carefully
considered during the initial design
process for new buildings or the re-
modelling process for existing build-
ings. Inasmuch as the acoustical envi-
ronment can have a profound impact
on the communicative processes of
millions of people with hearing im-
pairments, the moment is at hand
when acoustics will be the focus of
much more attention by millions of
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people of all ages in all walks of life.
For too long people have tolerated

noise without really being conscious
that in doing so the quality of life is
seriously diminished. With the pas-
sage of the ADA, many of the dis-
abled are becoming more aware of
their rights for equal access to pro-
grams, services and benefits guaran-
teed and defined by the ADA and
other legislative acts. The more than
30 million people suffering from
varying degrees and types of hearing
impairments are becoming more vo-
cal in their demands for more effec-
tive communications.

Despite the marvels of many
high-tech electronics in this modem
age, assistive hearing devices, sound
systems and personal hearing aids
alone are not sufficient to guarantee
access to effective communications
in all situations. On the contrary, not
all assistive hearing devices work
well under all conditions, and per-

Often taken
for granted

or overlooked,
the acoustical

element of
building

interiors is
greatly

misunderstood.
sonal hearing aids frequently only
serve to further amplify interfering
and annoying noise in a poor acous-
tical environment. A well-designed
acoustical environment in conjunc-
tion with hearing-assistive devices
may well be a much more effective
solution than either one alone.

Correcting noisy environments in
existing spaces, in spaces undergo-
ing remodelling or in buildings un-
der design, is neither an unreason-
able accommodation nor a financial
hardship in many cases. Adding ef-
fective acoustical treatments does not
generally require structural changes

and, with the wide range of materi-
als and design solutions available,
need not represent undue financial
hardship for the building owner.

Noise Control
The benefits of controlling noise

by acoustical means are well known
and documented. Quieter environ-
ments are known to improve pro-
ductivity, reduce noise-induced
hearing loss, improve communica-
tions, reduce stress and anger and

much more. The benefits of good
acoustical environments that reduce
or control noise are overwhelming,
but not all noise need be of a high
level to constitute an annoyance or to
be an interference in the communica-
tions process. Thus, the acoustics in a
wide variety of spaces should be the
focus of far greater attention than
currently is the case.

Designers, architects, building
owners and operators would do well
to focus on the acoustical environ-
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ment now. The winds of change are
blowing softly but will pick up with
increasing speed as people with
hearing impairments become more
knowledgeable and make known
their demands for equal access un-
der the law. Whether by voluntary
means or by legal due process,
changes are coming.

Local Recourse for
the Disabled

There is evidence to suggest that
acoustics as an aid to communica-
tions access is the focus of attention
of several organizations associated
with deaf and hearing persons.
While the development of guidelines
and standards wil l  take t ime to
implement, legal recourse by those
with disabilities is already a part of
the legislation. Indeed, a person with
a disability does not have to wait
until discrimination actually occurs
to seek remedial action. Anyone who

has reasonable grounds for believing
that he or she is about to be subject to
discrimination may institute civil ac-
tion for preventive relief, including
an application for permanent or tem-
porary injunction or a restraining or-
der. Therefore, it is not too soon to
start focusing on priorities that ac-
commodate the disabled.

The control of noise by acoustical
means as well as developing acousti-
ca l  env i ronments  that  enhance
speech intelligibility and word dis-
crimination can, in certain circum-
stances, be rather complex; on the
other hand, the whole idea of creat-
ing good acoustics is fundamentally
very simple but still may require
some expert assistance. Perhaps
more impor tant  than what  we
should use with the how and where
to use it, more effective acoustical
solutions should address the many
reasons why we should be more ac-
commodating to the needs of the
hearing impaired and, more impor-

tantly, what the consequences will be
if we do not. The latter may prove to
be more costly in the long term.

In short, we can become sensitive
to the needs of persons with hearing
impairments now on a voluntary ba-
sis, or we can wait until we are re-
quired to do so under penalty of law.
For the hearing impaired and, for
that matter, many hearing persons as
well, less noise means better hearing.
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