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Seven Steps for Creating an Accessibility
Project to Reduce Barriers for People who are
Hard of Hearing in the Community

With Janine Verge, AuD, Aud(C), Anne Griffin, MSc, Aud, Dana Song, MSc., Aud(C), Reg. CASLPO, and Taylor Burt, BSc

Janine Verge, AuD, Aud (C) is coordinating the “Issues in Accessibility,” column which will cover topics addressing issues in accessibility for people
who are Deaf/deaf and hard of hearing.

We have arrived at an exciting time with the passing of Bill C-81: The Accessible Canada Act.

The purpose of the Accessible Canada Act is to benefit all persons through the progressive realization of a barrier-free Canada, which includes
people who are hard of hearing. It requires the Government of Canada and Federally regulated public and private sectors to identify and remove
barriers and to prevent new barriers, that hinder the full and equal participation in society of persons with disabilities. It focuses on barriers in
the areas of employment, the built environment, information and communication technologies, the procurement of goods and services, the

delivery of programs and services, transportation, and other designated areas.!

To support improvements in accessibility, we will need as many audiologists, members of the community, and supporters as possible to become
leaders, activists, and advocates to promote change and to join those who have already been working hard to improve the lives of Canadians who

are hard of hearing across Canada. This article hopes to outline seven steps to help create an accessibility project in your community.

Step One: Define Why Accessibility is Important

When approaching others about an accessibility project idea, you will need to know some facts about why accessibility for people who are hard

of hearing is important. Here are a few you can use to strengthen your case:

e When talking about communication:
* Hearing loss can negatively affect interpersonal communication, psychosocial well-being, and quality of life.2”
e Hearing loss is an invisible disability so at times may be overlooked compared to other more visible disabilities.

e The aging population is also at risk of downstream conditions from hearing loss such as dementia,® social and emotional isolation,
loneliness,® depression,’® changing family and community engagement,* and increased risk of falls and other physical disabilities.}?

e When talking about educational and work environments:

® 30.8 % of respondents with a hearing loss reported it influenced their choice of courses or careers and 20.3% discontinued their formal

education because of it.

e Regarding the workplace, 33.2% of employed respondents reported hearing loss limited the amount or kind of work they could
perform and 32.3 % made it difficult to advance or change jobs.

e Of the 23.4% not participating in the labour force, 62.5% reported they were completely prevented from working, while 29.0% stated it
affected their ability to look for work.
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e Of those respondents who were retired, 39.7% reported their retirement had not been voluntary and 51.3% were completely prevented
from working as a result of their hearing loss.!®

e When talking generally:

e Hearing loss is the third leading cause of years lived with disability® and the WHO estimates the annual cost of unaddressed hearing
loss to be about US$750 billion globally.®

e The frequency of hearing loss is high in our society. Audiometry results from 2012 to 2015 Canadian Health Measures Survey (CHMS)
indicate that 40% of adults aged 20 to 79 had at least slight hearing loss in one or both ears. Hearing loss was more prevalent in older
age groups. Adults aged 60 to 79 were significantly more likely to have hearing loss (78%) compared with younger adults aged 40 to 59
(40%) and 20 to 39 (15%).15

These outcomes demonstrate that people who are hard of hearing represent a significant percentage of the population and that based on

these education and workplace outcomes more work needs to be done to provide access in the community.

Step Two: Communicate that People who are Hard of Hearing have Human
Rights

Understanding and complying with accessibility laws is essential for all businesses, non-profits, public sector, municipalities, educational
institutions, and community groups such as banks, pharmacies, libraries, airports, recreation centres, hospitals, nursing homes, health care
clinics, and universities. It is the foundation of why accessibility projects are important — because they are a part of basic human rights.

In 1948, the United Nations created the Universal Declaration of Human Rights which recognized the inherent dignity and equal and
inalienable rights of all members of the human family as the foundation of freedom, justice, and peace in the world.}” The Canadian Charter
of Rights and Freedoms (1982) states it is unconstitutional for any government or law to discriminate based on a physical or mental
disability.!” It states it is a discriminatory practice in the provision of goods, services, facilities or accommodation customarily available to
the general public to “deny, or to deny access to, any such good, service, facility or accommodation to any individual.”

Requirements for assistive listening compliance are also prepared under a National Building Code (2015).!° Provinces that use or have
adopted to the standards of the National Building Code are Saskatchewan, Manitoba, Nova Scotia, New Brunswick, Prince Edward Island,
Newfoundland and Labrador, and all three Territories. The National Building Code requires that assembly rooms, classrooms, auditoria,
theatres, and meeting rooms greater than 100 square metres will have an assistive listening system. Signage is also required to identify the

availability of assistive devices in both official languages.

It is therefore important for audiologists and members of the hard of hearing community and their supporters understand and promote

these laws as a fundamental right to improve accessibility in all areas of society.

Step Three: Define the Issues that Create Barriers in the Community

A big myth some people have is that hearing aids alone are enough to provide accessibility across all listening environments for everyone
with hearing loss. This is not true. MarkeTrak IX reported the listening situation with the lowest satisfaction level across all groups
surveyed was ‘trying to follow a conversation in the presence of noise’ (50% satisfaction for owners with hearing aids 6+ years old; 67%
satisfaction for aids <5 years old). Non-owners were the least satisfied (25% satisfaction) with their ability to hear in this environment,
indicating speech in noise was a universal problem. It was noted classrooms and large lecture halls were more problematic than other

venues.?®

Examples of barriers in the community that can affect the ability to hear, increase cognitive effort, or limit access to information for people

who are hard of hearing include:
Background noise: It often “masks” the desired signal (e.g., background noise, music, the sound of other conversations)
e Increased distance between the listener and speaker (e.g, sitting in the back row of a house of worship or conference) reduces the

volume of the speaker and degrades the signal (high-frequency sounds of speech do not travel as far as low-frequency sounds of
speech)



e Room acoustics (e.g., reverberation, unwanted machine noise) often distorts the quality of sound or masks the wanted signal

e The face of the speaker being obstructed from view due to distance, seating position, talking behind a glass partition which may
reduce facial and speech reading cues

e The volume of the speaker lowered due to privacy concerns (e.g., the softer voice may make it harder to hear in a pharmacy, library, or
bank when discussing private matters)

e Poor lighting (e.g., dark rooms or having a conversation in front of a bright window) may make getting information from facial cues or
speech reading more challenging

e No ASL or LSQ interpreters
e No captioning on videos or real-time captioning (CART)

e Poor communication skills from communication partner (e.g., talking while obscuring face, poor repair strategies, not talking at a
reasonable speed)

To ensure people who are hard of hearing have access to community services and to support a healthy aging community, the onus of
accessibility needs to shift from being solely on the individual to society itself.

People who are purchasing hearing aids need to be made aware of t-coils and universal receivers that could connect them to accessible
community technologies (e.g., counter loops, DM classroom audio distribution system). Another barrier is the limited uptake of hearing aids
from people who are hard of hearing. Having assistive listening devices at the community level provided to the public (e.g., loop listeners
that connect to an installed hearing loop system, assistive listeners that connect to a DM, FM, or IR systems, personal assistive listening

devices in hospital settings to communicate with doctors and nursing staff) would go a long way to reducing some of these barriers.

Step Four: Identify Specific Barriers in your Community and Pick a Project to
Improve Accessibility

There is no shortage of ideas when it comes to accessibility projects. Part of the decision on what to choose depends on your interests,
resources and barriers in your community that you think need help. Ideas include:

e Ahearing loop in a local church, or counter loops for a service counter at a local coffee shop

e Closed captioning of a video being shown in a museum

e Personal assistive listeners for a palliative care unit in a hospital

e Creating a video in ASL and/or LSQ to improve access to information on a website

e A DM system for a public meeting room space in a library or university setting with hand-held microphones
e Re-modeling to improve the acoustics or background noise in a reverberant or noisy space

o Alerting devices for fire safety in a recreation centre, or the use an UBI-Duo for hearing people communicate with someone who does
not have access to a sign language interpreter

The possibilities are endless but every time you notice an environment or service that does not address the barriers discussed in tip three, it
provides an opportunity as an accessibility project idea. When determining if a project is worthwhile, focus on whether or not the project
reduces barriers or sends a message that people who are hard of hearing matter in society and the onus of accessibility is not just on the
individual but on society as a whole.

Another resource for project ideas is reviewing the Spotlight on Invisible Disabilities Community Consultations on Accessibility Legislation
Project recommendations from the Canadian Hard of Hearing Association on page 68: https://www.chha.ca/wp-
content/uploads/2018/04/PAP_CHHA_Spotlight_ReportY1i EN_WEB_Final.pdf

Step Five: Develop Partnerships and Work towards Developing an Accessibility
Team for your Project


https://www.chha.ca/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/PAP_CHHA_Spotlight_ReportY1_EN_WEB_Final.pdf

Partnerships are key when working on an accessibility project. You do not have to know how to execute an entire accessibility project on
your own, ask questions and consult others when it comes to decisions! Depending on the project members of the team could include
experts such as an audiologist, an AV expert, a loop installer, a member of the government, a website developer, hearing aid or assistive
listening device manufacturer or distributor, and/or a member of the Canadian Hard of Hearing Association.

A member of the hard of hearing community should always be included or consulted with. This sentiment is perfectly expressed in the
slogan "Nothing About Us Without Us!" which is used to communicate the idea that no policy should be decided by any representative
without the full and direct participation of members of the group(s) affected by that policy.

If technologies are being used, working with members of your team who can provide site assessments and quotes ahead of time before
applying for grants can be very helpful. Also, some grants ask for proof of community support so making connections from local
government officials or non-profit groups who support hard of hearing groups ahead of time might be required.

Step Six: Promote the Business Case for Accessibility, and Become Knowledgeable
about Funding Resources

Funding is often a limiting factor for businesses or organizations to purchase accessible technologies that may be part of your accessibility
project. Promoting the economic benefits of becoming more accessible could be an important message when meeting with local businesses
to discuss getting involved in your project idea. A focus on accessibility is the smart thing to do from a retail model perspective because it
meets legal requirements of federal/provincial accessibility laws, improves quality of service, improves retention and loyalty, demonstrates
corporate social responsibility, creates an advantage over competitors, and improves the bottom line. The Conference Board of Canada
reports?:

e The number of Canadians living with a physical disability between the ages of 17-67 that impairs their mobility, vision, or hearing will
rise from 2.9 million to 3.6 million over the next 13 years, nearly double the pace of the population as a whole.

¢ Real spending by this group will rise from 14 to 22% of the total consumer market.

e Improvements to workplace access would allow 550,000 Canadians with disabilities to work more, increasing GDP by $16.8 billion by
2030.

Audiologists who fit hearing aids as part of their business practice would be very smart to enhance their accessibility services, especially if
they educate their patients about t-coils and universal receivers. Can you imagine the marketing potential in a private practice audiology
business funding a local hearing loop system, counter loop, or DM system in a classroom or meeting room space? Including a plaque with
the project with your business name on it shows you support accessibility, the listening needs of your patients, and extends the use of the
products you are selling. This kind of marketing also shows the community where to go for help if they want to get hearing aids to help
connect with the donated assistive technology.

Several grants provide partial or full funding for accessibility projects. It is important to keep in mind that timing can be critical when
applying. Grants can have fast turnaround times so getting organized and doing some up-front work before the grant becomes available can
be helpful.

Grants may require information about what barriers are present for people who are hard of hearing and how your accessibility project will
reduce those barriers. Use the information provided in the other tips to help fill it out. If you need extra help answering this question, ask

your local audiologist.

Please see appendix one for a list of some of the grants that are available in Canada.

Step Seven: Believe that You Can Make a Difference in the World

Mahatma Gandhi once famously said, “Be the change that you wish to see in the world.” Participating in accessibility projects directly
impacts society and makes the world a better place by changing attitudinal and cultural barriers, reducing physical barriers, and creating a
more inclusive society for people who are hard of hearing. Helen Keller once wrote, *



