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TIPS for COMMUNICATING with PEOPLE WHO HAVE DISABILITIES
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The Value of Communication

Communication is the core activity of interactions amongst individuals.  Its functions are to ensure that individuals know what is expected of them, to ensure that the appropriate person receives the correct information and to ensure that there is coordination amongst the players. 
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The basic communication methods are:
· Visual, which is often known as body language (e.g. facial expressions, eye movement posture and gestures).
· Tactile, which involves the use of touch to communicate meaning (e.g. handshake, pat on the back, kiss, hug)
· Vocal, which refers to the tone in which a message is given.  It can portray any number of emotions (e.g. anger, fear, amazement).
Note:  Communication can also be delivered by use of space, image and/or time. 
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Individuals should be assisted in finding the most effective, convenient and appropriate modes for their individual situations and preferences.  The following table outlines some of the advantages and disadvantages of various communication channels.

	Communication
Channel
	Advantages
	Disadvantages

	
Personal
	· is beneficial for communicating with individuals who have low literacy levels
· can be more effective than formal techniques
	· due to the limited numbers of face-to-face communicators, some individuals may not receive any information


	

Telephone
	· readily accessible
· ideal way to keep in touch with friends & family 
· generally, is easy to operate
	· may be difficult for individuals with hearing impairment
· may not be able to speak to a real person
· automated answering systems can be frustrating & complicated

	
Print
	· enables individuals to absorb information at their own rate
	· may pose difficulties for individuals who:
· have vision impairment
· have literacy problems (reading)
· are not familiar with the language

	

Meetings
	· practical way of exchanging information
· allows for oral exchange of information
· provides a social setting
· provides a chance to confirm the information taken in
	· cannot always hear well enough in a group setting
· may not come forward with thoughts & feelings

	

TV
	· has a large viewing audience
· can be entertaining
· can provide “captioned” messages to assist individuals with hearing impairments
	· does not enable viewers to set the rate at which information is received
· may present problems for people who cannot absorb information quickly or who have limited retention abilities

	

Radio
	· is effective for individuals with vision impairment
	· broadcasts must be carefully tailored to suit individuals e.g.:
· suitable pitch of voice tones
· appropriate rate of delivery
· absence of background sounds

	

Videotape
	· use of graphics & action sequences enable individuals to be shown the message instead of being told the message
	· does not enable viewers to set the rate at which information is received
· may present problems for people who cannot absorb information quickly or who have limited retention abilities

	
Forms
	· enable a lot of specific information to be gathered at one time & in one location
	· must be designed carefully to capture essential information 
· individuals often require assistance with completing information

	
Signage
	· can capture attention quickly 
	· individuals with low or declining vision may have problems with:  
· reading the material
· some color combinations

	

Public Address Systems
	· can reach a large number of people at one time
· is convenient & easily setup
	· individuals often have difficulty hearing the message because of:
· background noise
· interference
· speed of message delivery
· pitch of announcer’s voice

	
Automated Systems (e.g. bank machines)
	· are convenient
· are readily accessible
	· individuals undergo changes in their functioning levels, which may affect their ability to physically & mentally use the systems
· individuals find automation very impersonal & usually prefer face-to-face interactions

	
Internet
	· is able to reach a large segment of the individual population
· encourages individuals to take computer courses to be able to “surf the net”
	· intricate web design & presentation may present challenges (web sites should be made “individual friendly”).
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Verbal means expressed in words - either spoken or written.  However, verbal is more commonly known as the oral or spoken word.  For effective verbal communication: 
· Use open ended questions to obtain information (e.g. questions that requires more than a “yes” or “no” answer).
· Avoid using professional or complicated language.
· Speak at the appropriate level of vocabulary and understanding of the person to whom you are speaking. 
· Make sure the person being spoken to understands what has been said.
· Summarize information they receive to reiterate facts and to ensure the message was received as intended.
· If the message was not understood as intended, rephrase it, as opposed to speaking louder or repeating the same word.

Non-Verbal Communication refers to any communication which is not verbal such as posture, body movements, facial expressions, gestures, touch and smell. For effective non-verbal communication:
· Avoid creating physical barriers (e.g. sitting on opposite sides of a desk).
· Pay attention to the person they are speaking to.
· Maintain eye contact.
· Use “touch”, when appropriate.
· Remain seated until the conversation is completed.
· Show interest in what is being said.
· Avoid fiddling or doodling.
· Be alert for non-verbal hints, which may support or be against what is being said.
· Show the person how to do something, as opposed to telling him/her.
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The purpose of communication is not simply to convey a message but it is also a way to determine if the message is understood.  Essential communication skills include: 
· being able to understand gestures, words and behavior;
· being able to recognize verbal and non-verbal messages;
· allowing enough time for interactions to occur; 
· providing suitable replies; and,
· being a good listener.

Techniques, which can be applied, to facilitate effective communication are:  
· Be an effective listener.  Communication is a “two-way” street.  Participants need to express their thoughts and feeling and to hear what the other is saying.  Listening shows caring and respect. 
· Ask direct questions to solicit specific information.  They can either be “yes” or “no” answers or short responses. e.g.:
HCA:	“Do you have a Doctor’s appointment tomorrow?”  
Individual:	“Yes”  
HCA:  	“Where is your doctor’s office?”  
Individual:   	 “It’s in the Mall on Main Street”
· Ask open-ended questions.  They require more than a “yes” or “no” answer and are often used to solicit thoughts, feelings or ideas.  e.g.:
HCA:	“Tell me about your deceased spouse.”
Individual:	(To answer this question, the individual has to provide details.)
· Clarify the information to make sure you understand what is being communicated. Often it is accomplished by asking them to repeat what they stated.  E.g.:
HCA:		“I’m not sure what you mean.  Could you repeat that please?”  Or,
HCA:	“Are you saying that you have chest pain?”
· Paraphrase to repeat in your own words what you have heard for purposes of encouraging further communication. e.g.:
Individual:	“My son said he is coming to see me today.  I wonder what is wrong.”
      HCA:	“You don’t know why he is coming to see you?”
· Focusing can be helpful to keep attention on a certain subject.  It is useful when an individual’s thoughts roam elsewhere.  e.g.:
HCA needs to know why the individual didn’t sleep last night but the individual just talks about other times in his life when he didn’t sleep.  The HCA attempts to direct the individual back to last night by saying: “Tell me why you had trouble sleeping last night.”
· Silence can be a potent means of communicating with an individual as it:
· gives the individual time to organize his/her thoughts;
· gives the individual time to gain control over his/her emotions; and,
· shows the individual you care.  e.g.:
Individual:	Is very quiet and a tear slides down his face.  
HCA:	Leans over and takes individual’s hand, saying nothing verbally.
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Listening is probably the most important part of communicating and should be utilized extensively. Tips on how to be an effective listener include:
· Recognize that listening is very effective as a first response when dealing with individuals who are angry or upset. 
· Be alert for defensive feelings, which can present as aggression or anger.  They are counterproductive to effective communications.
· Reflect what the individual has stated in respect to facts, thoughts, beliefs, feelings, wants, and expectations.
· Use your own words when paraphrasing what the individual has said (i.e. as opposed to repeating the same words the individual used).
· Look for the intent and feelings of the words, as well as their meanings.
· Ensure the individual is actually looking for a response before prematurely giving one.
· Use eye contact and avoid looking at others or items in the area.
· Avoid distractions (e.g. telephone).
· Avoid crossing your arms or appearing critical.
· Show interest by nodding your head and leaning forward. 
· If you don’t understand what is being said, get clarification.
· Be empathetic and non-judgmental.
· Be accepting and respectful of the individual without compromising your values.
· Recognize when to stop listening and start talking.
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There are many barriers or interferences that can enter the communication process. They all have a negative impact on effective communications.  Some barriers to effective communication include: 
· using words or language that are not understood by both the HCA and the individual;
· misinterpreting communications in cross-cultural situations, especially in respect to time, space and privacy;
· assuming that the individual sees the situation in the same light as the HCA does;
· misreading body language, tone and non-verbal forms of communication;
· being exposed to noisy transmissions, which make messages unreliable and inconsistent;
· changing the subject frequently or suddenly;
· giving an opinion, which suggests to the individual he/she is being judged;
· excessive talking by either the HCA or the individual -- the other doesn’t have a chance to “get a word in”;
· failing to hear what has been said;
· giving standard answers, which suggests to the individual that he/she is being ridiculed;
· being the victim of a disorder that affects body movement and ability to speak;
· being on the defensive, which comes across as anger or aggression and sets up communication blocks; and,
· stereotyping the individual without supporting facts.
  
[bookmark: _Toc95956272][bookmark: _Toc325878336]Communicating with Individuals with Disabilities

Communicating with mentally or physically individuals can be exasperating and complex. When dealing with individuals with disabilities, it is important to:
· listen carefully; 
· speak clearly and slowly; and,
· use body language to help deliver the message.  
Depending on the type of impairment, communications can be designed to suit the existing disability.  Various techniques can be used for dealing with specific types of impairment including:
· the visually impaired and the blind;  
· the speech impaired;
· the hearing impaired and the deaf;
· the aphasic individual (An aphasic person is one who has a complete or partial loss of the power to understand words (usually the result of brain damage or stroke); and,
· the individual with a dementia.
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Communicating with Individuals Who Are Visually Impaired 

Poor vision and blindness can be caused by eye diseases, congenital abnormalities, accidents and some diseases such as diabetes.  Individuals often have vision problems and depending on the degree of vision loss, it can have a major impact on their daily lives.  Tips for communicating with visually impaired individuals include:
ask the individual how much they can actually see;
ask the individual how much lighting they want;
utilize whatever vision they do have;
ask the individual how you can be of assistance; 
when walking: 
offer your arm for guidance;
walk slightly ahead;
alert individual when approaching steps;
give specific directions such as “right” or “left”; and,
walk at a normal pace.
don’t speak loudly unless the individual has hearing problems;
when entering a room with the individual, describe the layout, who else is in the room and explain what is going on;
if leaving an individual alone in a room, tell him/her that they are alone – don’t leave the individual in the middle of a room;
don’t leave doors partially opened or closed;
don’t change the furniture around;
state the individual’s name before touching him/her;
when speaking to a third party, tell the individual who you are talking to;
keep environment safe and free from clutter;
tell individual where food and beverages are positioned by equating their location to the times on a clock
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Hearing impairments can range from mild loss of hearing to total deafness.  Indicators that an individual is experiencing some hearing difficulties:
The individual speaks loudly.
The individual leans forward to hear.
The individual turns in the direction of the sound and/or “cups” his/her ear.
The individual answers questions or responds inappropriately.
The individual frequently asks for things to be repeated or frequently says “pardon”.

Many individuals wear hearing aids to facilitate hearing.  For some, that is all the help that is required.  For others, more assistance is indicated.   Hearing impaired individuals can be communicated with by:
ensuring they are wearing their hearing aids and that the batteries are turned on;
alerting them of your presence by raising a hand or touching them;
waiting until you are directly in front of them before speaking;
being on the same level as they are when speaking;
keeping your hands away from your face while talking;
keeping things out of your mouth while talking (e.g. gum, food);
speaking clearly, distinctly and slowly;
using short sentences and simple words;
rephrasing words they have difficulty understanding;
speaking to the better ear;
reducing background noise;
speaking in a normal tone, without shouting;
writing notes as required; 
using body language to convey messages, and, 
allowing sufficient time to converse.
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Aphasia is a complete or partial loss of the ability to understand words.  It often results from brain damage or a stroke.  To communicate with an individual with Aphasia:
Allow lots of time to communicate.
Be patient.
Be honest – if you can’t understand them, admit it.
Ask them what the best way to communicate with them is.
Allow them time to get their words out – don’t try to guess what they are trying to say. 
Suggest they write down what they are trying to say and then try to read it to you.
Use body language and gestures to try to interpret what they are saying and to get your point across.
Use pictures to offer suggestions – they merely point to the picture, which indicates what they want.
Use touch generously to:
· help them concentrate;
· establish another communication channel; and,
· offer support and comfort.
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Dementia is “a slow, progressive decline in mental function in which memory, thinking, judgment, and the ability to learn are impaired”.  The most common form of dementia is Alzheimer’s Disease.  
Individuals with dementia are especially challenging but there are things that can be done to communicate with them: 
· Create an environment with little stimulation.
· Meet them head on to avoid surprises.
· Speak to them face-to-face.
· Don’t move arms and hands around unnecessarily.
· Keep eye contact and smile – avoid frowning.
· Stand/sit one to one-and-a-half feet away from them -- respect their personal space.
· Walk with those who pace back and forth  - talk to them as you walk.
· Use distractions when required. 
· Ask only one question at a time.
· Repeat words they have difficulty understanding.
· Move your head in agreement only if what they say is understood.
· Speak to them in a normal tone and volume of voice.
· Use a low-pitched, slow speaking voice.
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