• The “precedence effect” (PE) is
an auditory phenomenon that
suppresses echoes in
reverberant environments. For
young children the PE is
important because children gain
their initial social and
educational experiences in
noisy, complex auditory
environments such as
playgroups and preschools.
• The PE is not fully developed in
18-month-old children (Litovsky,
1997). Improvement occurs by
age five, however children still
perform more poorly than adults
on precedence effect tasks
(Litovsky, Godar, 2010).
• Using the Reaching for Sound
(RFS) methodology we hope to
learn about toddler’s
performance on PE tasks.
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• Native English
speakers
• Typically developing
• No history of hearing
loss
• No medical
complications at birth
• Reported no illness at
the time of testing
N=12
µ=34.3 months

METHODS
• Testing Apparatus: All testing was conducted at
the Waisman Center. The testing apparatus
(Figure 2) had nine holes spaced 15° apart from
-60° to +60°. A speaker was
behind each of the nine holes.
• Task: For each trial a
reinforcer (a toy, snack or
sticker) was placed above
the testing apparatus at 0°.
The carrier phrase, “I’m
Figure 2
hiding under,” was then
presented from the 0° speaker. Next, the
experimenter behind the apparatus drew the toy
behind the curtain as the stimuli was presented.
It was the task of the child to reach into the hole
the stimuli was played from, where the reinforcer
would be waiting behind the hole’s cover for
them to grab.
• Stimuli: The carrier recording was a female voice
stating, “I’m hiding under,” prior to stimuli
presentation. The stimuli were three 250-ms
white noise bursts presented at a rate of four per
second at random levels between 56-64dB SPL.
• Three experimenters were involved in testing.
Experimenter 1 presented the stimuli and
reinforcer. Experimenter 2 sat next to the subject
and encouraged responses when needed.
Experimenter 3 ran the testing program from the
control room.

FAMILIARIZATION

Familiarization was done to teach the children the
Reaching for Sound (RFS) task. A toy of the child’s
choosing was placed above
the puppet show stage (Figure 3).
An experimenter then read the
carrier phrase, “I’m hiding under,”
before placing the toy behind the
curtain to obstruct the child’s
view. Next, the experimenter
simulated the task stimuli.
Figure 3
The child would then reach through the stage curtains
to reveal the toy. This taught the children to focus on
the toy in front of them and reach for the toy after they
heard the stimuli.

PROTOCOL

Visit 1- Single Source:
• Discrimination: For this task only two locations,
symmetrically distant from 0°, were possible. This
was a right/left discrimination task and was used
to train the children prior to localization testing.
• The stimuli were first presented at ±60° and if the
child completed the task with 4/5 trials correct,
then testing was conducted at ±30° followed by
±15° (Clark, 2014, see Figure 5). Reaching 4/5
correct at ±15° was required in order to advance
to the localization task.
• Localization: For this task 8 locations were used
and the child’s task was to identify the correct
location on each trial. Testing was conducted on
16 trials for all children, with an additional 8 if a
child appeared to be motivated and interested in
additional testing.
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Figure 4: Localization
task being performed
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CONCLUSIONS

Figure 5: Discrimination

Visit 2- Precedence Effect:
• Localization: The PE stimuli were a “leading” sound
and a replica of that sound, delayed by 5 ms
(“lagging”). The lagging sound was always
presented from the front (0°), while the leading
sound varied in location. The intensity of the
lagging sound was either 60 dB (equal intensity to
the leading sound) or 50 dB (10 dB less intense
than the leading sound).

PREDICTIONS
• Performance will be best for the single source, followed
by lead-60/lag-50 dB, with the most difficult condition
being lead-60/lag-60.
• Effect of age was predicted such that younger subjects
would perform more poorly on the tasks. In particular, it
was expected that with an increase in age children
would perform more similarly on the PE task and the
single source task. This was expected because prior
studies have shown closer performance between 18month-old and five-year-old children on single source
tasks than on PE inducing tasks (Litovsky, 1997;
Litovsky, Godar, 2010).

• 2- to 3-year olds, a group difficult to test with behavioral measures,
are capable of performing localization tasks that induce the
precedence effect when using the Reaching for Sound method
(Litovsky et al, 2010).

• While all children performed well on the single source and
60/50 conditions, older children performed better than
younger children when the lead and the lag sounds were at
the same level (60/60 condition), which may suggest
precedence effect is a skill that is still developing at this age.
REFERENCES
Clark, Alexandra. Shannon, E. (Presenters) (2014, April 10). The Emergence of the Precedence Effect in Toddlers with Normal
Hearing. Undergraduate Research Symposium 2014. Presentation conducted from Binaural Hearing and Speech Lab,
Madison, WI.
Litovsky, R. (1997). Developmental changes in the precedence effect: Estimates of minimum audible angle. The Journal of the
Acoustical Society of America, 102(3), 1739-1745. Retrieved February 3, 2014, from
http://www.waisman.wisc.edu/bhl/about_publications/1997LitovskyJAcoustSocAm.pdf
Litovsky, R., & Godar, S. (2010). Difference in precedence effect between children and adults signifies development of sound
localization abilities in complex listening tasks. The Journal of the Acoustical Society of America, 128(4), 1979-1991.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
We would like to thank Emily Burg, Mariah Ferri, Samantha Ginter, Rachael Jocewicz, Ellen Meisner, Sara Misurelli, Corey
Stoelb and Alan Kan for their help with this project. We would also like to thank the families who have participated in this study.
Work supported by NIH-NIDCD Grant No. 5R01DC008365 (R. Litovsky, in part by a Hilldale grant and in part by a core grant to
the Waisman center from the NICHD (P30 HD03352)).

