
By Saleem Assaf
Hearing Instrument Specialist

Background noise in a 
restaurant can turn a 
pleasant conversation in-

to a frustrating muddle of  
“What?” and “Say again.” In 
order to hear better and enjoy 
conversations more while din-
ing out, consider these sugges-
tions.

Ask for a table in a corner 
or one where you can sit with 
your back to a wall. Put voices 
and the noise in front of  you.  
If  you wear hearing aids, ad-
just them to their noise reduc-
tion setting. This will reduce 
the clatter and disruptive na-
ture of  background noise and 
allow you to focus more easily 
on the voices you want to hear. 

 If  the restaurant has dif-
ferent rooms or sections with 
solid partitions, ask for a table 

in the smallest area. A small-
er room reduces the disruptive 
background noise compared 
with a larger room.  Again, 
keep your back to a wall if  pos-
sible.

 Tell your waiter or wait-

ress to talk a little slower than 
normal so you can hear them 
more clearly.  Similarly, you 
will hear the people in your 
group better if  they speak a 
little slower.  

  Restaurants can take steps 
to help with noise, too. They 
can train their staff  to main-
tain good eye contact and 
speak a little slower. Smaller 
sitting areas with solid parti-
tions help reduce noise trans-
fer. Carpeting isn’t a favorite 
of  restaurant owners, but it 
can help reduce noise tremen-
dously. With high ceilings, 
even small sound baffles hang-
ing from the ceiling keeps 
sounds from bouncing around 
so much.

 If  you are concerned about 
your hearing, contact me at 
the Better Hearing Center 512-
282-4327 for a complimentary 
appointment.
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My parents and I at a recent lunch. Background noise hampered our conversation.
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Port-au-Prince, Haiti – 
Last month I spent a week 
inspecting and cleaning 

ears in two schools supported 
by the Salvation Army in the 
Delmas 2 and Fort National 
neighborhoods.  

Since the Haitian earth-
quake in 2010, these schools 
have continued to struggle 
to return to their daily rou-
tines.  Students would join me 
in the Science room one group 
at a time to have their ears 
checked and cleaned.  

 One tremendous outcome 
to the trip was that I trained 
one of  the neighborhood’s 
health clinic assistants, Car-
oline – pictured above.  By 
the end of  the week, we saw 
815 children and school staff  
members and cleaned the ears 
for 150 of  them.  I left two sets 
of  equipment with the clin-

ic for Caroline to use for years 
to come.

  Typically, 1 in 20 pa-
tients might need a thor-
ough ear cleaning.  Last week, 
we cleaned the ears of  1 in 5.  
Most of  the cleaning was need-
ed for Pre-K through third-
grade students, and many of  
their ears were fully blocked.  

Some had long forgotten paper 
or cotton stuffed into them, 
perhaps in an earlier attempt 
to help a sore ear.  The ex-
treme level of  dust in the air 
influenced the high percent-
age of  blockages as well.  With 
their ears cleaned, the stu-
dents noticed a distinct im-
provement in their hearing!

 Contributions from my 
Austin patients made the trip 
possible; your kindness has 
touched many lives in Haiti.  I 
am also very grateful for Ma-
jors Bob and Rae Doliber, who 
served as my Salvation Army 
liaisons, caretakers and han-
dlers in Haiti.

  If  you are concerned with 
your hearing and would like 
thorough information about 
your options, contact me at the 
Better Hearing Center 512-282-
4327 for a complimentary ap-
pointment.  When you arrive, 
you can see more pictures 
from this Haiti trip, too.
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Caroline 
quickly 
learned how 
to inspect 
and clean 
ears in the 
Delmas 2 
neighborhood 
in Port-au-
Prince, Haiti.
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