UNDERSTANDING CAPD IN YOUR CLASSROOM

Central Auditory Processing Disorder — A Guide for Teachers

What is CAPD?

Central auditory processing disorder (CAPD), also called Auditory Processing Disorder (APD), is a condition
where the brain has difficulty understanding and filtering sound, even though hearing is normal. Hearing and
understanding are two different tasks for the auditory system. A student with CAPD can hear you, but their brain
struggles to make sense of what it hears.

#” Key Insight: Hearing # Understanding

A traditional hearing test only checks if a student can detect sound, it does NOT rule out CAPD.
A student may pass every hearing test and still have significant auditory processing challenges.
Similarly, someone may have dyslexia despite having perfect vision.

What CAPD Looks Like in the Classroom

Students with CAPD are frequently misunderstood. Their behaviors are often mistaken for inattention, laziness, or
defiance. Knowing what symptoms of CAPD to look for can help teachers understand that a child’s struggles are
due to an inefficient auditory system and are not behavioral or intentional.

Top Signs of CAPD How It May Be Misread

» Struggles in noise: Has difficulty * Lazy or unmotivated: Student is actually
understanding speech when background working extremely hard just to follow along.
noise is present. Even quiet sounds can be e Rude or noncompliant: Student genuine|y
distracting. did not understand the instruction.

» Mishears instructions: Often hears words « ADHD or inattentive: CAPD and ADHD
incorrectly or misunderstands directions, can look identical and can co-exist.
especially multi-step ones. + Emotionally sensitive: Frustration from

* Asks for repetition: Frequently says being constantly misunderstood causes
"What?" or "Huh?" or needs instructions emotional responses.
repeated. + Defiant: Resistance often stems from not

» Appears inattentive: Looks distracted or understanding what was asked.
disengagt_aq,_ especially during lectures or « Low ability: CAPD is not related to
group activities. intelligence. Many students with CAPD are

» Slow to start tasks: Delays beginning gifted.

tasks often because mishearing instructions

caused confusion.
"Imagine a tag on your shirt that bothers you all

» Fatigued by gnd of day: Processing day. For a student with CAPD, that tag is noise that
sound all day is exhausting; students may is constant, inescapable, and exhausting."
"shut down" by the afternoon. — Able Kids Foundation
» Upset by routine changes: Needs
structure and predictability; surprise
schedule changes can be distressing.
* Anxiety in loud settings: May avoid the
cafeteria, group activities, or ask to leave
class frequently.



Conditions That Commonly Co-Exist with CAPD

CAPD frequently co-occurs with other diagnoses. A student may have one or more of the following alongside
CAPD:

ADHD / ADD Dyslexia Sensory Processing
Disorder

Often looks identical to Both involve processing Auditory overload is Sound sensitivity and
CAPD; both can be challenges in different common in autism due to auditory overload often co-
present simultaneously. modalities. the presence of CAPD. occur with CAPD.

Classroom Strategies That Help

The following evidence-based accommodations can make a significant difference. Many can be included in a
student's 504 Plan or IEP.

1 Environment & Seating Managing Fatigue & Overwhelm

+ Seat the student close to the teacher and » Understand that listening all day is
away from windows, doors, or HVAC units. genuinely exhausting for these students

+ Reduce background noise as much as and their effort is invisible.
possible during instruction. » Allow quiet breaks or a designated calm

» Allow the student to wear sound- space to decompress.
attenuating headphones or earplugs during » Permit restroom or nurse visits. These
independent work or tests. breaks are often escape strategies from

+ Consider FM systems: a teacher wears a sensory overload due to noises.
microphone so the student better * Schedule demanding listening tasks earlier
understands auditory instruction. in the day when the student is freshest.

I Instructions & Communication % Mindset & Relationships

» Provide written and verbal directions. * Never tell a student with CAPD to "try

+ Break multi-step directions into smaller harder” to listen. They already are.
chunks. » Build predictable routines. Familiarity

+ Give advance notice of schedule changes, reduces auditory load.
even for positive events like assemblies or + Communicate with parents about daily
parties. fatigue levels and what is working.

» Check for understanding by asking the + Maintain high expectations. CAPD does not
student to rephrase. limit intelligence or capability.

+ Allow extra processing time before
expecting a response.

™\ The Spoon Theory — Why Students Are Exhausted

Think of each student starting the day with a limited number of "spoons.” The spoons are units of
energy. Every task that requires extra effort (like filtering noise, following verbal directions, or staying
focused in a loud classroom) uses up spoons faster for a student with CAPD. By the afternoon, that
student may have used all their spoons just trying to hear and understand. There is nothing left for
homework, social interactions, or emotional regulation. With the right supports in place, students can
conserve their spoons and better thrive in their daily environments.

Information sourced from Able Kids Foundation (www.ablekidsfoundation.org). This handout is for educational purposes.



