
Question and Answer session with Paula McAnulty from the Royal 

National Institute for the Deaf  

The first comment was made by a person who is deaf and wanted 

make a general point on communication: 

Q. I would like to make a general awareness point relating to deaf 

families. There are communication barriers even around the dinner table 

– if my kids are talking, I have no idea what they are saying if I’m not 

looking directly at them. Or if I am cooking and not looking directly at my 

children, I won’t hear them talking to me or won’t hear them if they are 

fighting. You lose that communication and this can be difficult for us as 

parents.    

A. Yes this can be an issue, especially for people who are proud of their 

deafness and deaf identity and do not want to change it which a lot of 

people are. It would be great to see more support for families, such as 

teaching children of deaf parents sign language.  

Q. Have your service users found the Public Health Information 

accessible throughout the pandemic? 

A. We have been lucky that any briefings have had a British Sign 

Language Interpreter (BSL) or an Irish Sign Language (ISL) Interpreter 

on screen. If you watch Boris Johnson’s announcements they do not 

have an interpreter in the room so you have to ensure you are watching 

it on the correct channel which includes a sign language interpreter so 

their information is more difficult to access whereas Northern Ireland, 

Scotland and Wales all have their interpreters in the room for the 

announcements. Sometimes, if there is a very last minute 

announcement there have been issues with no interpreters being 

available and this means that the Deaf community is then playing catch 

up with the information.   

Q. With the introduction of the mandatory wearing of face masks in 

supermarkets and the form you can download and fill out to prove you 

are exempt from wearing one, we know that people are going to print 

these off who do not need them and are not exempt. How do you think 

this will affect service users who legitimately are exempt?  



A. I think there will be two issues. There will be the abuse of it for those 

who are aware of it and this is an issue because how can we prove that 

someone does not have a hidden disability or a mental health issue?. 

The other issue is service users going into the store and the staff being 

unaware of the exemptions and refusing entry to the store. We are trying 

to make people aware of exemptions through our Access to Retail 

Campaign and raising awareness of the exemption cards and sunflower 

lanyards.    

Q. You mentioned the proportion of Deaf people who leave work early 

and some of the support available to keep them in work longer such as 

Access to Work. Can you tell us a bit more about the Access to Work 

scheme?  

A. Access to Work is a government funded scheme so that people with 

disabilities can have equal access to the workplace. Anyone with a 

disability in the workplace can apply to Access to Work. An assessor will 

come out to assess the person in the role and advise of any adaptations 

that could be made and allocate funding for this. Depending on the job 

and organisation it can be fully funded or part funded. The funding can 

cover things like sign language interpreters, note takers and also 

equipment such as personal loop systems or something called a Roger 

pen which can record conversations. At the moment the assessments 

are carried out over video call rather than face to face.  

The next experience is from a person who is deaf and whose 

daughter is not: 

Q. Not so much a question but a sharing of experience. I had a situation 

recently where we were in a shop and we were wearing the lanyards 

and cards and my daughter asked someone to pull their mask down so 

that I could lip read them and the person was extremely rude to us.  

A. Unfortunately this has been happening and people can be rude when 

asked to remove or pull down their mask. It is very distressing for people 

who are genuinely exempt to be met with rudeness or not believed. 

Thankfully most people are happy to pull down their mask and 

communicate but this is not always the case. These cases are why it is 

important to raise awareness and bring this information to the public.  



Q. We have recently had two people with hearing loss approach us for 

assistance. One person was finding it increasingly difficult to work in an 

emergency situation because she could not effectively communicate 

with her medical colleagues as they were dressed in full PPE. Staff 

whom she had worked with for many years were extremely 

understanding but others were very impatient. Have you been contacted 

by healthcare professionals working in areas where PPE is essential 

asking about clear face masks to make it easier to communicate and 

would these masks be approved by infection control?  

A. Clear face masks have been issued in Northern Ireland. Each of the 

Trusts have been doing their own testing and since November 2020 they 

have started to be passed in various departments. We have not had any 

feedback on uptake yet but we have had people asking can they receive 

them and they can now get them from their main PPE central stores. 

They have been approved by infection control in most cases excluding 

surgery etc. the main priorities were for audiology and dementia patients 

but anyone can make a request for them. The main contact for the 11 

reginal HSC organisations is Sara Templar.  

Another participant pointed out that even when clear face masks are 

worn they are not completely effective for communication as facial 

expressions cannot be seen which is a large part of communicating with 

a person who is Deaf. Paula agreed that there are issues with different 

types of coverings such as the clear mask fogging up, visors reflecting 

sunlight. 

Q. We are trying to be inclusive for people who are Deaf or hard of 

hearing and have been approached by someone who used to attend our 

face to face training and lip read to say they were finding in difficult to 

access training videos etc. as they did not have subtitles. Do you have 

any tips on training and inclusivity using Zoom? 

A. Ensuring that you have asked the person what they require and have 

the appropriate adjustments in place is a good starting point. If there are 

power point presentations it is a good idea to send these to the person in 

advance of the session. It is good to remember that sign language is a 

3D language and it is difficult to do through a video call or with a mask 



on. The employment team at RNID will be able to help support and 

provide advice.  


