How to involve deafblind people in meetings 
Background information                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

Deafblind Scotland estimates there are around 5,000 people in Scotland with a dual sensory impairment. Few people are totally deaf and totally blind, many have a little hearing or sight. Most deafblind people are over 60, and have become dual sensory impaired as part of the ageing process. They may use a range of communication methods, such as sign language, hands-on-signing, deafblind manual, keyboard interpreting, often using two at a time. 

Due to the nature of a dual-sensory impairment, deafblind people are at a disadvantage when attending meetings. They have problems with mobility, communication and accessing information. Resulting in missing information, thus many deafblind people have been unaware of and unable to participate in the community planning process.
Deafblind people can be enabled to be full and active members of committees; to be involved in meaningful consultation; to serve their communities; to represent themselves if  the following guidelines are followed:
Guiding and communication support

Due to their dual-sensory impairment deafblind people require the services of a trained guide/communicator to access meetings. A guide/communicator will pick the person up from their home, take them to the meeting and take them home again. When walking about the guide/communicator will guide the deafblind person, during the meeting and any conversations they will provide communication support. However if the deafblind person is a British sigh Language user an interpreter will be required to be booked as well as the guide/communicator. 
Accessing the building

Before the meeting the deafblind person and/or guide/communicator should be given directions to the venue, how to enter the building and made aware of where the disabled parking is. The building should be clearly signposted and a flat route into the building identified, ramps and handrails can be helpful.

Inside the building

The meeting room should be well signposted, receptionist/greeter available to show the way, and take the person to the room, as directions are not always helpful. Stairs should have handrails with each step highlighted i.e. with a white or yellow stripe. Good lighting is essential in corridors and stairwells to avoid collisions, trips and falls. A lift is needed if the stairs are inaccessible i.e. poorly lit, no handrails, very steep or narrow, the lift buttons should have large clear markings, with a sign to tell you which floor to go to for the meeting.
Before the meeting

It should be recognised that special arrangements may need to be made to publicise the meeting to deafblind people. Find out the individual needs of those attending a meeting.

Ask deafblind people and their support organisations how to make any meeting accessible to an individual deafblind person.

Appropriate communication support should be booked well in advance e.g. BSL interpreters, guide/communicators and speech to text operators. Check required working arrangements, e.g. working time allowed. 

Previous minutes and agenda material should be sent out, well in advance, in the correct format e.g. Braille, large print, extra large print, moon, audio tape, BSL video, e-mail.

One to one communication support should be offered to the deafblind person to go over any written materials prior to the meeting.  

BSL Interpreters, guide/communicators etc. should have a print copy of any materials before the meeting.

A loop system is vital to hearing aid users. It should be tested in advance of the meeting, there should be someone who knows how to use it and fix or tune it if not working. Depending on the type of loop system, the microphone may have to be passed to each speaker so the loop picks up what is being said. There may be just one or two microphones fixed to the ceiling, wall or table, these should be checked to confirm they are working, connected and switched on. If the system uses neck loops, these should be fully charged (or have new batteries) and tested. Ensure the loop system is working by checking it with a hearing aid user before the start of the meeting.

The acoustics should be considered, high ceilings can cause the sound to distort, and wooden floors can produce an echo that distorts the sound. There should be no trailing wires, clear passageways and flexible seating.

An ideal room will have good lighting i.e. good natural light (but not shining from behind a speaker as this will cause their face to become very dark and the deafblind person will be unable to see facial expression clues or lip-read them), extra uplighters may be required if the room is dull, curtains should be available incase of strong sunlight. Décor on the walls will be plain with no mirrors, pictures or posters that would cause distractions when trying to focus on speakers. 

To find the best seating for the deafblind person, be prepared to re-organise seating arrangements so the deafblind person can gain optimum use of available resources. The speaker should be facing the windows and the deafblind person have their back to the windows, which allows for effective lip reading and allows for visual clues to be picked up i.e. facial expressions and body language.
During the meeting

The Chairperson and speakers should be made aware of good practice for a meeting involving deafblind people.

Have a roll call at the start of any meeting to allow deafblind people to know who is present and where they are seated.  The Chair should make clear in which order (clockwise or anti-clockwise) people are introducing themselves.  The preferred method of communication the person uses should also be stated e.g. BSL interpreter user.  Name cards assist interpreters in unfamiliar situations.

All members present should be made aware of the different communication methods being used e.g.:
· Deafblind Manual

· British Sign Language

· Hearing Aids

· Loop Systems

· Lip Reading 

· Speech to text

· Hands-on Signing

Allow 5 minute interpreting breaks approximately every 35 – 40 minutes. Reassure interpreters that they may request breaks if for any reason they cannot provide the required quality of service to the deafblind person.
Ask each person present to speak:

· Slowly

· Clearly

· Where possible in short sentences

· Avoid acronyms, use only commonly known abbreviations, e.g., RNIB

· Avoid jargon

· Spell out unusual names, terms, or places etc.

Ask people to speak in turn as designated by the Chair and allow them to finish. People should raise their hand when they wish to contribute and give their name when the Chair indicates. DO NOT INTERRUPT; otherwise it is difficult for the interpreter and deafblind people to follow.
Guide/communicators are not there to participate in the meeting their role is to provide guiding and communication support for the deafblind person to participate. You should speak directly to the deafblind person, not to the guide/communicator. They may ask for clarification of points to ensure the deafblind receives the correct information.

Background noise should be avoided as much as possible.

If there is a presentation the speaker should describe any pictures or read out what is being displayed on the screen.

If there are going to be any handouts, they should be put into the required format before the meeting and sent to the deafblind person so they can take the extra time needed to read the document.
Clearly state when about to move onto the next agenda time. Manual communication takes longer and there is always a time lag, normally between 5 and 20 seconds. Ensure the deafblind person is asked if they want to comment on an issue, they are not able to interrupt or put their hand up in time, because of the time lag.  

Only one person can be interpreted at a time, if two or more people speak at one time the deafblind person is disadvantaged.
DO NOT continue discussions during interpreter breaks.

Before a vote is taken, make sure that deafblind people are up to date, and understand the implications of a yes or no vote.  Often votes are proposed and seconded before the deafblind person is aware of what is going on.

Be mindful of language other than speech that sighted-hearing people use to communicate.  Eye contact, head shaking, finger tapping, etc., all give indications of assent/dissent and can influence judgement and input.  Endeavour to keep these to a minimum and NEVER use them to detract from a deafblind person’s input.  A good guide/communicator should in any event make a deafblind person aware if such communication is taking place.

NEVER instruct an interpreter to stop interpreting to exclude a deafblind person from proceedings.  Likewise, avoid any asides not intended for interpretation.

Ensure that guide dogs/hearing dogs can be accommodated and that someone is on hand to take them out (if necessary) during interpreter breaks.
After the meeting

Minutes/papers from meeting should be distributed in the appropriate format.
For further information on any issues regarding deafblindness please contact:

Deaf Communication Service

Sensory Impairment Centre

13 Wilson Avenue

Kirkcaldy  KY2 5EF

Tel 01592 583272

Fax 01592 583273 

Email: SWInfo.DeafCommunications@fife.gov.uk
Deafblind Scotland

21 Alexandra Avenue

Lenzie

Glasgow

G66 5BG

Tel/Text: 0141 777 6111

Fax: 
    0141 775 3311

Email:     community@deafblindscotland.org.uk
Web: 
    www.deafblindscotland.org.uk
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