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Our Goals

To increase knowledge of Deaf culture and 
communities in the United States

To raise awareness about the incidence and 
prevalence of sexual abuse of Deaf children 
and these survivors’ unmet needs

To provide practical skills and resources to 
remove communication barriers and provide 
services that are culturally and linguistically 
specific to Deaf children
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About Us

About Us

Nancy Smith

Center on Victimization and 
Safety
Vera Institute of Justice

15+ years working at 
intersection of abuse and 
disability/Deaf communities

12+ year-long journey (and 
counting) as a hearing ally

OVW training and technical 
assistance provider on 
serving survivors with 
disabilities and Deaf 
survivors

Jessalyn Frank

Independent 
Consultant

12+ years 
experience as 
a Deaf anti-
violence 
advocate 
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Poll

How often do you support Deaf survivors in your work?

a. Weekly

b. Monthly

c. Quarterly

d. Semi-Annually

e. Yearly

f. Never

Understanding Hearing Loss, 
Deaf Culture, and Communities

Prevalence

There are approximately 28 million individuals with 
hearing loss in the United States.

Deaf (1%)

Hard of Hearing/Oral Hearing Loss (94%)

Late Deafened (5%)

These terminologies are not to be used interchangeably. 



5/17/2017

4

The Many Faces of Deafness

Onset of hearing loss
Family Support/Values
Natural abilities
Communication mode
Residual hearing
Speech ability
Community “Ties”
Schooling
Professional Advice
Philosophy

The Many Faces of Deafness

Deaf, Big “D”

deaf, lowercase “d”

Hard of Hearing

Oral Deaf

Late-Deafened

Varying Communication Modes

• Manual Communication (e.g., American Sign 
Language, Pidgin Signed English) - language vs. mode

• Simultaneous Communications (sign and speech)

• Finger spelling (e.g., Rochester Method)

• Oral Communication (e.g., cued speech, Auditory 
Verbal)
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Deaf Culture

Some deaf and hard of hearing people do not identify 
as having a disability.

They identify as a member of a cultural and linguistic 
group. 

They use the term Deaf to reflect their cultural 
identification. 

An emphasis is placed on “culture first language” as 
opposed to people first.

Defining Characteristics of Deaf Culture

Language 

Sign Language

English is often second 
language.

Beliefs and Values

Collectivism

Transparency

Visual

Behavioral Norms

Direct communication

Eye contact

Shared Institutions & 
Traditions

Schools for the Deaf

Deaf clubs

Deaf events

Language

American Sign Language (ASL)
ASL is the natural visual-gestural language of the 
culturally deaf population
ASL is the language of the USA and Canada deaf 
populations; ASL is not universal but, like English is a 
widely used sign language in the world
ASL is a language opposed to other invented 
communication modes
ASL follows all the grammatical rules of “language” in the 
visual-spatial mode
ASL owes nothing to English; has not evolved to a written 
form yet; deaf people are bilingual using English for 
written communication
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ASL and English Linguistic Examples

Tense/time markers: 
STORE ME GO NOW
STORE ME GO FINISH
STORE ME GO WILL
Yesterday, today, 
tomorrow

Uses of non-manual 
markers
Sign formation to show 
duration, slower and 
distinct:

ME TELEPHONE TO
TELEPHONE TO YOU

Use of Classifiers
Possession/Verb 
Directionality

CALL ME
I WILL CALL YOU

Adverbs show verb 
adaptations: walking 
leisurely, walking briskly, 
walking aloofly 
Repeated signs show 
frequency/pluralization: 

MANY TIMES ME CALL 
CALL CALL YOU

Ineffectiveness of Speech Reading

Only 30% of English is 
visible on the lips.

Words that are visible 
often look like other words 
so there is a great deal of 
opportunity for 
misunderstandings.

P/B, S/Z, D/T looks exactly 
alike on the mouth 

Speech reading does not 
correlated to intelligence

Examples:
Show …Sew
Fifteen… Fifty
Friday…Fried Eggs
Bomb…Mop
Pan…Ban…Man
Van…Fan
Dan…Tan
Fight…Find
Rise…Rice

Norms

Greet with hugs

Bluntness and directness

Say good bye with hugs

Extended good byes

Conversational space

Maintaining eye contact
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Victimization + Deaf Children

Poll

Do you have financial resources set aside in your budget 
for sign language interpreters?

a. Yes

b. No

c. I don’t know/not sure

What We Know & Don’t Know

Research on victimization of Deaf and hard of people is extremely 
limited.

Many studies that do exist have methodological weaknesses.

Existing research suggests that people with disabilities and Deaf 
people have higher rates of victimization than people without 
disabilities.  

o Deaf children are 1.4 times more likely to be neglected and 2 
times more likely to be physically abused. 

o Children with disabilities are 2.9 times more likely that children 
without disabilities to be sexually abused.

Higher rates of abuse continue into adulthood. 

Deaf women are 1.5 times more likely to be a victim of sexual 
harassment, sexual assault, psychological abuse, and physical 
abuse than their hearing counterparts. 
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Unique Dynamics of Sexual Abuse in 
Deaf Community

Deaf children, hearing families

o Lack of language access

o Hearing privilege

Deaf children, Deaf families

o Fear of mainstream, hearing institutions

o Power and privilege within Deaf communities

Sexual abuse in Deaf institutions

Barriers to Services and Justice

Invisibility

Lack of specialized outreach

Phone-based access to services

Lack of language/communication access 

Lack of cultural competency 

Implications for Serving Deaf 
Children
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What are accessible and inclusive 
services?

Staff are trained to work with American Sign 
Language Interpreters and Certified Deaf Interpreters 
Staff are trained in deaf culture and are comfortable 
advocating for access for Deaf/HH individuals
Staff understand implications of needing separate 
interpreters for 2 parents who warrant interpreting 
services
Staff understand confidentiality and the needed space 
for visual privacy 

What are accessible and inclusive 
services?

The facility has visual alarms that provide safety 
access for D/HH and their families.

The staff have an emergency response planned 
working with D/HH and their families. 

The staff have alterative ways to support D/HH who 
are not fluent in English with all written forms that 
warrant signatures.

The staff are comfortable to intervene relying on their 
knowledge of working with D/HH. 

Achieving Language Access and 
Inclusion
Approach

Be prepared. Be proactive.

Assume and design for the widest array of people. 

Meet individual requests/needs. 

Guide Posts

Federal, State, and Local laws

Principles of universal design

Experiences/expertise of Deaf and hard of hearing 
people
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American with Disabilities Act

Federal legislation enacted on July 26th, 1992; similar to 
Civil Rights Act of 1964 and Section 504 of the 
Rehabilitation Act of 1973
Five “titles: mandate public accommodation, 
employment, telecommunications and other forms of 
access for disability populations
Establishes standard for “effective communication”
Spirit of law says entity should ask person requesting 
accommodation which one is most appropriate as the 
individual requesting accommodation's is most aware
Appropriate alternatives may be considered if 
appropriate and effective unless fiscal undue burden can 
be proven

Practical Tips and Solutions

Budgeting for Language Access

Policies to Support Language Access

Practices for Working with Sign Language Interpreters

Accessible and Inclusive Services

Building Relationships with the Local Deaf Community
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Budgeting for Language Access

Operating budgets should assume program 
participants with disabilities and who are Deaf.

Specific line items must be included to meet baseline 
accessibility requirements established by the 
Americans with Disabilities Act.

Include money to cover the costs of auxiliary aides and 
other accommodations.

Qualified Sign Language Interpreters

$65-75/hour/interpreter

2 person teams

Minimum hourly job requirements
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Budgeting for Access cont’d…

The cost of qualified interpreters can be high.

The cost of missed information, 
misunderstandings, and limited access is 

always higher.

Poll

Do you collaborate with Deaf organizations in your area?

a. Yes

b. No

c. I don’t know

Policies & Practices that Support 
Language Access

Language Access Policy

Accommodations Policy

MOUs with Interpreter Agencies

Staff Training on Language Access and Deaf Culture 
and Communities

Inclusive Materials

o Include universal signs of access

o Reference “Deaf” community
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Practices for Working with Sign 
Language Interpreters

What is a qualified interpreter?

How do I find qualified interpreters?

Preparation is critical. 

o Relationships and MOUs with interpreting agencies

o Prepping for each job

Other considerations

o Conflicts of interest

o Safety

o Placement

o Lighting

Effective Communication Indicators

Eye Contact

Waving hands

Stomping on the floor

Blinking lights

Tapping on the table

Tapping gently on the shoulder or upper arm

Effective  Communication Etiquette

Conducive communication environment

Environmental noise factors

Facial expressions

Speech clarity

Topical change cues

Level of conversational details

Visual gestures

Rephrasing/word selection
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The “7” signs for on the job:

Do you need help?

Are you hurt? 

The A B C’s 

My name is

You Deaf? Hard of Hearing?

You write? Talk? Read lips? Sign? 

Do you need an ASL interpreter? 

The “ID” note pad:
Have visual pictures set up as a back up plan for an 
emergency response.

If you are writing, use simple text. Draw if you need to. 

Building Relationships with Deaf 
Community

Types of Organizations

o Deaf-specific victim service organizations

o State-level Deaf/HOH Commissions

o Local Deaf service organizations

Considerations

o Accessibility

o Timing

o Purpose

o Confidentiality
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Deaf-Specific Victim Services

Additional Resources

Resources
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Resources cont’d…

Contact Information

Nancy Smith

nsmith@vera.org

www.endabusepwd.org


