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Sound * Section Summary

How You Hear Sound
Key Concepts

m What is the function of each section of the ear?

-m What causes hearing loss?

The function of your ear is to gather sound waves and send information

"about sound to your brain. Your ear has three main sections: the outer ear,

the middle ear, and the inner ear. The outer ear funnels sound waves, the
middle ear transmits the waves inward, and the inner ear converts the
sound waves into a form your brain can understand.

The outermost part of your ear looks and acts like a funnel. It collects
sound waves and directs them into a narrow region called the ear canal.
Your ear canal is a few centimeters long and ends at the eardrum. The
eardrum is a small, tightly stretched, drumlike membrane. The sound waves
make your eardrum vibrate, just as a drum vibrates when you strike it.

Behind the eardrum is the middle ear. The middle ear contains the three
smallest bones in the human body—the hammer, the anvil, and the stirrup.
The hammer is attached to the eardrum. When the eardrum vibrates, the
hammer does too. The hammer then sends vibrations to the anvil, which
sends them to the stirrup.

The inner ear is separated from the middle ear by another membrane.
Behind this membrane is a cavity filled with fluid. This cavity, the cochlea, is
shaped like a snail shell. The cochlea is lined with over 10,000 tiny structures
called hair cells. These hair cells have hairlike projections that float in the
fluid in the cochlea. When the stirrup vibrates against the membrane, the
vibrations move through the fluid in the cochlea. This causes the hair cells to
move, sending messages to the brain. The brain processes these messages
and tells you what you've heard.

When hearing loss occurs, a person may have difficulty hearing very soft
sounds or very high-pitch sounds. There are many causes of hearing loss,
including injury, infection, exposure to loud sounds, and aging. Some
types of hearing loss can be helped with hearing aids.
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