
Location 
Ground floor, All About Us exhibition 
 

In a nutshell 
Experience an auditory illusion – speech sounds are processed 
to remove key information which makes it difficult to understand 
the speech. With a hint, you can hear the funny sounds as 
speech. Visitors can record their own message, listen to it once 
it’s been processed and invite a friend to listen to it. 
 

What to do 
Students can investigate how humans have evolved over the last 4 million years by viewing model skulls, femurs and tools. 
There is also an activity sheet available to interact with this exhibit.  

  
Time Required 
KS3 & KS4 3 minutes per student. 

 
What’s happening? 
The twittery sounds are speech made with whistles rather than with our vocal chords. These whistles get rid of the cues which tell 
your brain you are hearing a human voice. However, if you know the words which are being whistled you can manage without these 
cues and hear the sounds as speech. 
We talk by using our mouth, lips and tongue to filter the buzzy sounds which come from our vocal chords. The vocal buzz does two 
things. It glues the speech sounds together so you recognise the sounds as being a voice. The vocal buzz also allows us to pick 
out a single voice in a crowd because we can use the difference in the pitch of individual voices to separate sounds. 
The effect in this exhibit is an auditory ‘pop-out’ illusion. If you don’t know that you are listening to speech (albeit highly modified) 
you will not hear words and will be unable to understand the sounds. However, once you are aware that the sounds are speech 
(either through hearing the original or reading words), your brain tunes in and starts to process the sounds as speech which you 
understand. This effect demonstrates that the brain actively processes sounds. 

 
 

Curriculum links 

KS3 Science - Sound waves 

 sound needs a medium to travel, the speed of sound in air, in water, in solids 
 sound produced by vibrations of objects, in loud speakers, detected by their effects on microphone diaphragm 

and the ear drum; sound waves are longitudinal 
English - Reading 

 learning new vocabulary, relating it explicitly to known vocabulary and understanding it with the help of context 
and dictionaries 

KS4 Science - Nervous coordination and control in humans 

 explain how the structure of the nervous system (including CNS, sensory and motor neurones and sensory 
receptors) is adapted to its functions 

Science - Psychology -  Perception   

 perceptual set and the effects of the following factors on perception: motivation, expectation, emotion, and 
culture 

 
Relates to:  
 

Workshops & Theme Days Shows Trails Other exhibits 

 Brain Lab (KS3 & KS4) 

 How my body works 
(KS2 & KS3) 

 Boggling Brains  
(KS3 & KS4) 

 

 

 Hearing range 

 Surprising sounds 

 Vocal vowels 

 Sound bite 
 


