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This presentation is based upon our work and experiences with deaf from the Deaf community and hearing impaired people. Many of these clients struggle with communication everyday and have to rely on a variety of communication techniques – Auslan, Signed English, lip reading, oral communication, and written communication. 

We have decided to share our experiences as community workers and those of our clients with you today. We have an empathy with our clients and understand only too well what many of them go through as we are deaf also.

Many people come to our service because we are able to understand their various communications. Communication levels vary amongst the Deaf population for a number of reasons- schooling, parental influence, friends, social isolation being some of the influencing factors. Many professionals do not understand that these levels exist and it can be quite frustrating for the deaf client who feels that they are not being understood when communication is misinterpreted and people think the clients’

behaviour is odd. 

For deaf people English is a second language and they find it very difficult to follow the complexities of the English language- especially when it is written. Clients may need assistance with understanding a letter or forms, getting access to information or need a referral to another service- even understanding medical directions can be quite challenging at times. 

We have found that amongst the deaf community the levels of communication vary greatly and that for the client to be best understood they need to feel comfortable with their own way of expressing themselves. Often this means we have to act as a relay interpreter for them. After all they deserve the right to be able to give their own story in their way and to be understood. This also helps with reducing the stress for all parties involved.

Technology is great and has proved a big improvement in Deaf people’s lives. Like hearing people they are now able to communicate with their friends and for those who have video phones they are very comfortable with their communication. But technology also brings problems. Many deaf still have problems with sms because they need English. Many businesses now use automatic answering systems, either numbers have to be pressed or words have to be spoken to get the required department. Again deaf people struggle to have access to many things.  Deaf people prefer face to face communication especially when difficult information is to be conveyed. 
In almost all organisations we have visited, managers admit that they use written communication to avoid confrontation or uncomfortable situations. You need to choose your method of communication carefully when communicating with the client. 

Yes it is easier to send a letter or sms but the problem is the tone of the letter or text can be misinterpreted. So where possible use the preferred method of communication of the client. Most times this will be face to face with an interpreter. You will find that this is actually easier and it definitely works better for the client and you than any other form of communication.  
Let’s use this example, of communication with deaf clients. Meeting the client face to face and using an interpreter means you can explain everything to the client; the client is then able to ask questions and clarify any queries that may arise. When you finish your meeting you can leave the room, knowing that the client has been able to understand. 

Allow clients to plan, control, and make their own decisions. They are usually in the best position to provide the information you are after. You can still establish clear goals and expectations but you can let the individual clients to make their own decisions.

Be respectful, remembering to treat others was individuals and respect the differences such as positions, titles, ages. Always treat others with professional respect and courtesy.

Will you able to solve every problem to everyone’s satisfaction? 
Of course you would not be able to and it is okay.  As long as you take every problem seriously and meet their communication needs of the various clients involved. If you are not able to understand, explain why, just ask clients – repeat, listen and consider what the client has to say. They may not expect you to solve every problem that arises but the client will expect you to listen, take them seriously and let them know what is going on. Just be prepared to be involved in the right way, provide the right communicate to match the client and follow through.

If a situation arises where the client gets angry or appears to be angry, remember it is important to stay calm. Do not get angry if client does not agree with your, or their behavior seems aggressive. Take time and collect your thoughts, then take steps to figure out what to do. It is possible you know what to do right way- if so get tasks and get the client to understand, make sure clients know their situation and try to start solving the problem. 
Every client is an individual, and miscommunication can create many unnecessary dramas for you and the client.  Frustrations rise and the problem gets worse, especially if there are no interpreters or the communication levels do not match. Putting energies into solving the problems means communication will happen in the right way. It will be beneficial for you and your clients. It will reduce the stress for yourself and the client. Remember that not all clients are equal and that there are a variety of communication levels. If the client is struggling with understanding the interpreter then you may need to get a deaf relay interpreter or some other form of communication support. By using people who are involved in the case you will be able to make sure there is understanding by all parties through correct communication. 
The current lack of access has to be changed. The barriers need to be removed as they are creating frustration for deaf and hard of hearing and to the professional. Deaf and hard of hearing want to live like any other person in the community. This can only happen when the communication barriers are removed – so that people can access their choice of communication. There should be no need to be struggle again and again over the same things as happens all the time. Society needs to accept the responsibility for removing those barriers so that deaf and hard of hearing people are able to have a choice of their method of communication so that they can also live their lives in today’s society. 
