Building Deaf Communication Access into IL Operations
Supplemental to IL T&TA Webinar: Engaging the Deaf and Hard of Hearing Community
Practical Considerations for the IL Network
Independent Living is built on inclusion, consumer control, peer support, self-direction, and full participation. Communication access directly impacts whether Deaf consumers are able to fully engage in Independent Living services, decision-making, advocacy, and community participation.
At the same time, engagement with Deaf and Hard of Hearing consumers across the IL Network has steadily declined over time. While there is no single reason for this decline, it raises important questions about communication access, outreach, trust, participation, and organizational readiness.
This resource is intended to help IL organizations strengthen communication access practices in realistic, operational, and sustainable ways.
Why This Matters to the IL Network
· There has been a consistent decline in reported Deaf and Hard of Hearing consumers across the IL Network over recent years 
· In FY24, only 2.9% of IL consumers were reported as Deaf or Hard of Hearing 
· National Census data estimates that 27% of the disability population reports having a hearing difficulty 
· While these measures are not directly equivalent, the disparity highlights an ongoing challenge in engagement, outreach, communication access, and participation 
· Communication access is not separate from Independent Living philosophy - it directly impacts informed choice, peer connection, autonomy, participation, and trust 
Communication access is not only about accommodations - it shapes whether people feel informed, included, respected, and able to fully participate.
IL organizations do not have to solve communication access alone - but we do have to ensure communication barriers are not what prevent Deaf consumers from engaging with Independent Living services and communities.
Building Communication Access into Everyday Operations
Organizational Practices & Internal Readiness
· Train staff across roles on communication access expectations and practices 
· Reduce assumptions about communication preferences or language comprehension 
· Recognize that communication needs may shift depending on setting, stress, technology, or complexity 
· Understand that delayed follow-through may reflect communication barriers or access fatigue — not disinterest 
· Build relationships with local interpreters, Deaf community organizations, and communication access providers 
· Include Deaf perspectives when reviewing communication access practices whenever possible 
· Track recurring barriers, delays, or communication challenges to identify patterns that may impact participation and engagement 
Small communication barriers repeated over time can become larger barriers to trust, participation, and connection.
Intake, Scheduling & Service Coordination
· Ask about communication access needs early during intake, registration, and scheduling 
· Document preferred communication methods and backup communication options when appropriate 
· Confirm communication access arrangements before meetings, trainings, appointments, or events 
· Share agendas, forms, instructions, and materials in advance whenever possible 
· Build communication access planning into outreach, events, and service coordination from the beginning instead of reacting after barriers appear
Communication Access Tools & Strategies
Communication access tools work best as part of a broader communication ecosystem — not as a one-size-fits-all solution.
	Communication Strategy
	May Be Helpful When…
	Considerations

	ASL Interpreter
	Real-time conversations, meetings, services
	Does your communication require visual access and qualified interpreters?

	Deaf Interpreter
	Complex communication needs or additional linguistic bridging
	How could a Deaf Interpreter improve understanding in some situations?

	CART / Live Captioning
	Group settings, trainings, meetings
	Do we have strong audio quality?

	Captions
	Recorded/live video content
	Will the captions be high quality and highly accurate?

	VRS / VRI
	Remote or quick communication access
	Do we have strong technology, visibility, and pacing/structure for VRS/VRI?

	Plain Language / Visual Supports
	Forms, instructions, high-stress, or complex situations
	Will we have a need to reduce communication complexity?



Effective access often comes from flexibility, layered approaches, planning, and direct communication with the Deaf consumer.
Digital Access & Communication Practices
· Ensure videos and virtual content include captions 
· Review websites, forms, outreach materials, and social media for communication access considerations 
· Use plain language and visual supports when appropriate 
· Consider visibility, pacing, technology limitations, and interpreter placement during virtual communication 
· Check for understanding instead of assuming understanding 
Access also shows up in how information is designed, shared, and checked for understanding.
Questions for Organizational Reflection
· Who may not currently be making it through our doors — and why? 
· Where might communication barriers unintentionally limit participation or engagement? 
· How are communication access needs currently identified within our organization? 
· Are Deaf consumers helping shape how communication access is designed within our services and programs? 
· What communication access resources or partnerships already exist within our community?
· What is one operational change our organization could begin implementing now? 
Additional Resources
· HHS OCR Section 504 Guidance 
· 45 CFR § 84.77 – Effective Communication Requirements 
· ADA Effective Communication Guidance 
· IL T&TA Resource: Operationalizing the Independent Living Philosophy into Practice and Operations 
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