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Providing Substance Abuse counseling to deaf and hard of hearing clients

Many deaf and hard of hearing people do not have access to substance abuse treatment due to the lack of: therapists who know sign language, good interpreting services, and accessible resources.  The lack of resources, knowledge or skills needed to work with the deaf and hard of hearing substance abuse population has a significant impact on providing effective substance abuse service to clients.  Each deaf and hard of hearing client has a different level of understanding of substance abuse.  Some clients require psychoeducational services while others require counseling.  The client’s educational history and access to information has an impact on the level of their understanding and knowledge of substance abuse.  To better understand the gaps and significant communication delays often seen in the deaf and hard of hearing community, the history of deaf education needs to be reviewed.  Deaf education has had a significant impact on the reading and writing ability of deaf individuals.  Over the years, there has been much controversy over which communication mode is the best for use in the classroom with deaf children.  It has only been in recent history that people have begun to realize the importance of full access to communication in the classroom for deaf children.  

Due to the lack of appropriate communication modes in the classroom, deaf children have missed out on essential educational opportunities, leaving many unable to read and write.  For deaf individuals, a good reading ability is needed to obtain an indirect education.  Indirect educational opportunities include mundane daily tasks, such as reading the newspaper, watching television with closed captions, reading magazines, and even street signs.  A lack of education and limited access to information not only impacts the deaf person’s ability to obtain information, but also impacts their ability to understand information at the abstract and concrete level. 
Although the long history of varied education approaches/theories for deaf has had a significant impact on the education for deaf children, laws regarding education for people with disabilities have also created barriers to the learning process for deaf children.  For example, in the USA, the Individuals with Disabilities Educational Act (IDEA) requires public schools to provide sign language interpreters for deaf students, yet overlooks the emotional and educational impact of having the deaf student being the only deaf student at a large hearing school and the qualifications of the interpreter.  

Knowing your deaf client’s educational history and their access to communication is essential in helping you provide better services for them.  It is important to do a screening/assessment to get an idea of what kind of knowledge and understanding the client has regarding substance abuse. The screening/assessment will help with determining the appropriate kind of treatment.  Regardless of the knowledge levels of the client regarding substance abuse, an assessment is needed of the client’s level of readiness for change.  Using the motivational interviewing-stage of change model will help the counselor assess which stage of change the client is on and which approach to use when working with the client.  Understanding the patient’s readiness to make change, acknowledging barriers to change and helping patients anticipate relapses can improve client satisfaction and lower therapist frustration during the change process.  The Motivational interviewing-stage of change model is a directive method for enhancing intrinsic motivation to change by exploring and resolving ambivalence. This model is especially useful in addressing lifestyle modifications for disease prevention, long-term disease management and addictions.  The model has seven stages, but the first five stages are most important when working with addiction clients.  The first five stages are pre-contemplation, contemplation, determination, action, and maintenance.  Each stage will let the counselor know if the client is ready for change.  Addiction is experienced on both the physical and emotional levels, making it challenging for clients’ readiness for change and their ability to understand readiness.  The stages do not only help the therapist provide appropriate treatment for the client, it also prevents burn out for the counselor.  Addiction is one of the most challenging fields, because it is a demanding and unrewarding career.  
After completing the assessment/evaluation, a workbook is provided to use with counseling services, along with other materials including visual materials.  Several considerations while providing counseling such as relapses, finding new friends and a different place to socialize are also discussed.  The last two stages, relapse and termination, are areas that the counselor should take into consideration when making treatment plans, as there are limited aftercare treatments for deaf recovery clients.  
References: 

Accessing Alcohol and Drug Abuse Services for People who are Deaf or Hard of Hearing; Alcohol, Drugs & Disability: Volume 3, Issue 1, Spring 2007

Guthmann, Debra, Lybarger, Ron, & Sandberg, Katherine; Chemical Dependency Treatment: Specialized Approaches for Deaf and Hard of Hearing Clients; The Minnesota Chemical Dependency Program for Deaf and Hard of Hearing Individuals
Guthmann, Debra, & Sandberg, Katherine; Assessing Substance Abuse Problems with Deaf and Hard of Hearing Students; The Minnesota Chemical Dependency Program for Deaf and Hard of Hearing Individuals

Bundy, Christine, Changing Behaviour: Using Motivational Interviewing Techniques; Journal of The Royal Society of Medicine Supplment, n o . 4 4  volume 9 7,  2 0 0 4.
Tomlin, Kathyleen, Motivational Interviewing and Stages of Change
Rosengren, David; Building Motivational Interviewing Skills: A Practitioner Workbook, 2009

History of Education of the Deaf in the United States , http://amer-sign-lang--ii-l.woodbridge.hs.groupfusion.net/modules/locker/files/get_group_file.phtml?fid=2447434&gid=700954&sessionid=13088b50be8587df.

