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It is crucial for the members of a group to understand why the following communication guidelines are so important when one or more of the members are deafblind. Sight and hearing are our two distance senses; our main modalities for sending and receiving communication. When either or both are limited, communication does not flow as freely. DeafBlind persons are often left behind or left out in a discussion when a predominantly hearing group do not take the time necessary to ensure full participation. 

By following these guidelines and recommendations, communication between members of your group will flow much better:

1. When doing group introductions (e.g., going around the table), speak slightly slower than normal, especially if you are giving describing your background in great detail. If you have an unusual name, spell it after saying it as the interpreter must fingerspell proper names. If you have a name sign, indicate that as well. Take a 2-3 second pause between speakers. This allows the interpreter to catch up and indicate to the deafblind person that a new speaker is about to introduce him/herself. 

2. Always identify yourself prior to each time you speak (“This is Joan speaking…”), and direct your communication to the deafblind person, not his/her interpreter. This also helps the interpreter if he/she does not know the names of all participants or cannot easily see name tags. 

3. Turn taking during discussions is critical! An interpreter can only interpret one person at a time. When hearing members of a group do not turn take, such as in a heated discussion, it makes it impossible for the interpreter to follow and keep clear who said what. Group members must be patient and accept that communication will take a slower pace than they are used to. It is strongly recommended that turn taking be done by having the chair of the meeting call on each speaker in turn. It is often helpful for someone to keep a list of names of who wants to speak so that fair turn taking occurs (and members don’t have to keep their hands up in the air for a long period of time!). 

4. Remember that the interpreter is not only interpreting what is said or signed, he/she must also include visual and environmental information to make the message complete. This may take additional time. 

5. Realize that there is a slight delay between the spoken or signed communication and the interpretation (the interpreter must first hear the comment, comprehend it, process the information, then produce the signed equivalent). Make sure the deafblind member has finished speaking or had a chance to respond before jumping in with the next comment or question. 

6. When comments or feedback are requested, or if a question or vote is posed to the group, leave enough time for the interpretation to be completed and the deafblind person to have a chance to respond. For example, quite often votes on motions are made quickly and by the time the deafblind person gets the call to vote interpreted to them, the motion has already been determined passed or failed by an auditory or visual vote. It is best to go around the room having each voting member state their name and response. Because the deafblind person may not be able to see people’s hands raised or hear a voice vote, the interpreter must indicate the vote of each person by name. If a hand vote is used, hands should remain up until the interpreter has finished relaying the votes. 
7. Providing an agenda, outline and handouts that will be given during the meeting to the DeafBlind person and his/her interpreters prior to the meeting is extremely helpful! Having a chance to preview the agenda and materials will help keep the DeafBlind person on track with the discussion. Without this, he/she may easily become lost and the meeting’s pace will slow considerably. It is also helpful if the chairperson meets with the deafblind person (utilizing the appropriate interpreting services) prior to the meeting to discuss the agenda and answer any questions of clarification. Also note that the materials should be provided in the format that the deafblind person utilizes: regular print, large print (18 pt. bold Arial or other plain font) or Braille. 
8. Handing out materials at the last minute or asking group members to “quickly” skim over materials during the meeting is unacceptable. This will be impossible for most deafblind persons and they will be at a loss for the information when it is discussed. 

9. Realize that within the interpreting process, the interpreter must also include visual and environmental information; e.g., how the room is set up, who is here, who enters/leaves, written information on a chalkboard or overhead, Power Point slides, graphics that must be described, gestures, movements and facial expressions. There may be times where the interpreter will ask the discussion to pause briefly if more time is needed to include this information or to expand on concepts in order to provide full comprehension. 

10. Questions or comments regarding communication should first be addressed to the deafblind person, not his/her interpreter. The interpreter may explain the interpreting process or request adjustments in communication to allow interpreting to proceed more smoothly, but the interpreter should not speak for the deafblind person nor make comments about the person’s abilities; e.g., “How much can he hear?”, “Can he see anything?”, “Why does he communicate that way?” 

11. In addition, do not ask for the interpreter’s comments or opinions regarding the discussion content even though he/she may have that knowledge. The interpreter’s Code of Professional Conduct (ethics) prohibits him/her from participating in the discussion at hand. 

12. Depending on the color and busyness of the meeting room walls, a black cloth/drape may be needed behind the interpreters or other members who are signing. If you have a meeting room that is used on a regular basis, consider painting the walls a dark green, navy blue or dark gray color and removing any pictures or other visual obstructions. 
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