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Communication  Deaf People  Information

People communicate using one or more of their 
five senses 
seeing • hearing • tasting • smelling • touching

People who are Deaf use their visual sense to access information or to 
compliment their level of hearing.

Auslan — Australian Sign language
Many people who have a severe to profound hearing loss have a 
preference for the visual language of sign language. In Australia this 
is called Auslan. It is a visual /spatial language that is recognised by 
the Australian government as the 
native language of the Australian Deaf 
community and is therefore included in 
language services policies. 

ESL — English as a Second 
Language
Like people from other minority 
language groups, Deaf people regard 
their native language, Auslan, as their 
first language, with English being 
regarded as a second language. In the 
Deaf community English literacy skills 
are varied, therefore plain English is 
preferable.

Visual communication 
strategies 
It is preferable to use visual strategies 
rather than relying on wordy 
explanations. See diagram for examples

Did you know?
Communication is 
the key barrier to 
the full participation 
of people who are 
Deaf or hard or 
hearing.

Instructors who use 
gestures, mime, 

facial expressions 
and body 

movements

Pictures, 
photos, 
videos

Symbols 
and 

objects

Flowcharts 
and 

mindmaps

Diagrams

Use 
whiteboards 
and different 

colours

Demonstrate 
and use 
examples
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Communication Deaf People Tips

Interpreters

•	 Engage Auslan←→English interpreters 

•	 Although some Deaf people speak for 
themselves don’t assume they can hear. 
Interpreters may be required for one way only 
i.e. English→Auslan 

Getting Attention 

•	 Use visual or tactile ways of getting attention: 
waving	•	flashing lights/torches	•	tapping the 
deaf person on the upper arm or ask the 
person nearby to tap them	•	send vibrations 
through the floor or table 

Face to face

•	 Maintain eye contact during conversation 
— it is considered rude to look away while 
talking

•	 Facial expressions provide emotional content 
so keep your face visible at all times

•	 Only 30% of words are clear on the lips	•	lip 
reading abilities vary	•	lip reading is tiring and 
unreliable. However, keep your mouth visible at 
all times.

Keep it visual

•	 Use visual tools such as diagrams	•	pictures	•	
flow charts	•	objects	•	colour

•	 Demonstrate by example

•	 Allow time to observe the visual instruction

Keep it clear

•	 Introduce the topic to give context before 
starting communicating e.g. “We are now going 
to discuss the training schedule…”

•	 Use open ended questions rather than yes /no 
closed questions

•	 Check for understanding and rephrase and 
clarify if required

•	 Don’t assume a nod means agreement

•	 Use plain English

‘Deaf friendly’ environment

•	 Adequate 
lighting: avoid 
glare, shadows 
and dim lights

•	 Reduce visual 
distractions

•	 Limit 
background 
noise

•	 Use circles/
semicircles for 
instructions


