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Abstract 

Communication accessibility is essential to meaningful education for Deaf and hard-of-hearing 

students and extends beyond physical placement, interpreters, technology, or documented 

accommodations. Meaningful access requires students to understand instruction, communicate 

with teachers and peers, participate in academic and extracurricular activities, access digital 

content and emergency information, and engage fully in school life. Consistent with IDEA’s 

consideration of individualized language and communication needs (U.S. Department of 

Education), this white paper proposes a Communication-Accessible School Model built around 

six continuous stages: Assess Communication Needs → Prepare Educators → Design 

Accessible Instruction → Coordinate Supports → Monitor Participation → Improve 

Access. The model integrates educator training, sign-language awareness, teacher-interpreter 

collaboration, accessible instructional design, captioning, assistive technology, family 

engagement, and continuous evaluation. By embedding communication accessibility into 

instructional practice and school operations, the framework seeks to strengthen educational 

access, participation, belonging, self-advocacy, transition readiness, and equity for Deaf and 

hard-of-hearing students. 
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https://sites.ed.gov/idea/regs/b/d/300.324
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https://sites.ed.gov/idea/regs/b/d/300.324
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Executive Summary 

Communication is inseparable from education. Students learn by receiving information, asking 

questions, discussing ideas, interacting with peers, obtaining feedback, participating in group 

activities, and developing relationships with adults and other students. For students who are Deaf 

or hard of hearing, barriers within any of these communication pathways can become barriers to 

education itself. 

The challenge is particularly important because Deaf and hard-of-hearing students do not 

constitute a homogeneous population. Communication approaches may include American Sign 

Language (ASL), spoken language, listening technologies, speech reading, cued speech, 

manually coded systems, bilingual approaches, or combinations appropriate to the individual. 

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention recognizes multiple communication approaches 

and emphasizes that ASL is itself a language. (CDC) 

Consequently, communication accessibility should not be reduced to a single solution. Providing 

an interpreter does not necessarily make every instructional environment accessible. Installing 

captioning technology does not automatically make classroom discussions accessible. Hearing 

devices do not eliminate the need to design instruction appropriately. Basic sign-language 

awareness among teachers can improve everyday interactions but cannot substitute for qualified 

interpreting services when such services are necessary. 

Federal policy reflects the individualized nature of these needs. IDEA specifically requires IEP 

teams, when addressing a student who is Deaf or hard of hearing, to consider the student's 

language and communication needs, opportunities for direct communication with peers and 

professional personnel in the student's language and communication mode, academic level, full 

range of needs, and opportunities for direct instruction in that language and communication 

mode. IDEA also requires consideration of assistive technology. (EDBlogs) 

Communication access also extends beyond IDEA. Joint federal guidance from the U.S. 

Departments of Education and Justice explains that IDEA, Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act, 

and Title II of the Americans with Disabilities Act address schools' responsibilities toward 

students with communication disabilities, although they operate through different legal 

frameworks. Under Title II, public school districts must ensure that communication with students 

with hearing, vision, or speech disabilities is as effective as communication with students 

without disabilities and must provide appropriate auxiliary aids and services when necessary. 

(EDBlogs) 

https://www.cdc.gov/hearing-loss-children/treatment/how-people-with-hearing-loss-learn-language.html
https://sites.ed.gov/idea/statute-chapter-33/subchapter-ii/1414/d/3
https://sites.ed.gov/idea/idea-files/osep-dear-colleague-letter-on-meeting-the-communication-needs-of-students-with-hearing-vision-or-speech-disabilities
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The practical implication is significant: communication accessibility should be treated as a 

schoolwide capacity issue. 

This white paper proposes a six-stage model: 

 

The framework recognizes that communication accessibility requires coordinated action among 

general educators, special educators, instructional leaders, educational interpreters, audiologists, 

speech-language professionals, related-service providers, technology personnel, administrators, 

families, and students themselves. 

Its objective is not to prescribe one communication method. Rather, it establishes an instructional 

leadership structure through which schools can identify individual communication needs and 

systematically create environments capable of meeting them. 

I. Communication Access as an Educational Imperative 

Education is fundamentally communicative. A student must be able to receive information, 

interpret meaning, express questions, demonstrate knowledge, participate in discussions, interact 
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socially, and communicate with school personnel. Communication therefore affects virtually 

every dimension of educational participation. 

For Deaf and hard-of-hearing students, the relationship between communication and education 

can be particularly significant. The CDC notes that hearing loss can affect communication and 

social development and emphasizes the importance of access to appropriate communication and 

intervention. (CDC) 

This relationship means that school accessibility cannot be evaluated solely through physical 

placement. 

A Deaf student may sit in the same classroom as hearing peers while encountering substantial 

communication barriers. A student may receive interpreted instruction but struggle to follow 

rapid peer discussion. A hard-of-hearing student may hear a teacher adequately in a quiet 

environment yet lose substantial information when several students speak simultaneously. 

Another student may understand spoken instruction but encounter inaccessible videos, 

announcements, assemblies, extracurricular programs, or emergency communications. 

These examples illustrate a critical distinction: 

Physical inclusion is not necessarily communication inclusion. 

A communication-accessible school therefore asks a broader question than whether 

accommodations have technically been assigned. It asks whether students can receive 

information, express themselves, interact directly where appropriate, participate 

meaningfully, and access the full educational program. 

Federal requirements reinforce this principle. IDEA directs IEP teams to consider 

communication needs specifically for children who are Deaf or hard of hearing. (EDBlogs) The 

Department of Education has also stated in policy guidance that placement decisions for Deaf 

students must consider communication and related needs individually. (EDBlogs) 

Communication access must therefore become part of instructional planning rather than an 

accommodation considered only after lessons, activities, and programs have already been 

designed. 

II. Moving Beyond the Accommodation 

Model 

https://www.cdc.gov/hearing-loss-children/communication-resources/referring-deaf-or-hard-of-hearing-children-to-early-intervention.html
https://sites.ed.gov/idea/statute-chapter-33/subchapter-ii/1414/d/3/B/iv/
https://sites.ed.gov/idea/idea-files/policy-letter-august-23-2010-to-conference-of-educational-administrators-of-schools-and-programs-for-the-deaf-inc-president-edward-h-bosso-jr/
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Traditional approaches to accessibility can become overly accommodation-centered. A barrier 

appears, an accommodation is identified, and an individual service is added. Such responses 

remain essential when individualized supports are required, but communication accessibility can 

be strengthened when schools also examine the design of the educational environment itself. 

Consider a classroom discussion. An interpreter may provide access to the teacher's spoken 

communication. Yet if six students speak rapidly, the teacher turns toward the board while 

talking, a video begins without captions, visual slides disappear before interpretation is 

completed, and students interrupt one another, communication access may remain incomplete. 

The problem in this example is not necessarily the absence of a service. It is the design of 

communication. 

The same principle applies to assemblies, laboratories, field trips, athletic activities, 

extracurricular programs, counseling sessions, career fairs, disciplinary conferences, parent 

meetings, school announcements, and emergency procedures. 

Communication-accessible schools therefore combine individualized services with accessible 

instructional design. 

This distinction also respects student diversity. The CDC identifies a range of communication 

approaches used by individuals with hearing loss, including auditory-oral, auditory-verbal, 

bilingual ASL-English, cued speech, and total communication approaches. (CDC) 

A schoolwide framework should therefore avoid assuming that all Deaf students sign, that all 

hard-of-hearing students rely primarily on spoken language, that hearing technology eliminates 

communication barriers, or that one strategy will work equally well for every student. 

Accessibility begins with individualized understanding. 

III. The Instructional Leadership Dimension 

Communication accessibility is often discussed as a special education, interpreting, or assistive-

technology issue. It is also an instructional leadership issue. 

Instructional coordinators occupy an important position because their work can include 

developing instructional materials, implementing curriculum with teachers and administrators, 

conducting professional development, recommending teaching techniques and technologies, 

developing implementation procedures, training instructional staff, and mentoring or coaching 

teachers. The Bureau of Labor Statistics specifically recognizes these responsibilities and notes 

https://www.cdc.gov/hearing-loss-children/treatment/how-people-with-hearing-loss-learn-language.html
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that instructional coordinators may specialize in areas including special education. (Bureau of 

Labor Statistics) 

These functions are directly relevant to communication-accessible schooling. 

A school may have excellent individual specialists but still lack consistent communication-

access practices across classrooms. One teacher may understand how to work effectively with an 

interpreter while another does not. One department may caption audiovisual material consistently 

while another uses inaccessible media. One classroom may establish clear visual sightlines while 

another creates unnecessary visual barriers. 

Instructional leadership can transform these isolated practices into systems. 

An instructional leader can help establish common procedures for accessible presentations, 

teacher-interpreter coordination, classroom discussion, audiovisual content, instructional 

materials, assistive technology, student feedback, and professional development. 

The goal is not uniformity for its own sake. Individual student needs must remain central. Rather, 

the objective is to create a baseline culture of communication accessibility upon which 

individualized supports can operate effectively. 

IV. The Communication-Accessible School Model 

This paper proposes six interconnected stages: 

https://www.bls.gov/ooh/education-training-and-library/instructional-coordinators.htm
https://www.bls.gov/ooh/education-training-and-library/instructional-coordinators.htm
https://www.bls.gov/ooh/education-training-and-library/instructional-coordinators.htm
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The Communication-Accessible School Model follows a continuous six-stage cycle: assess 

communication needs, prepare educators, design accessible instruction, coordinate 

supports, monitor participation, and improve access. Rather than functioning as a one-time 

intervention, the model uses ongoing evaluation to guide reassessment, professional learning, 

instructional redesign, and stronger coordination. It operates simultaneously at the student level, 

addressing individualized language, communication, technology, and access needs; the 

classroom level, ensuring instruction and interaction support meaningful participation; and the 

systems level, establishing training, protocols, evaluation tools, and accountability structures that 

sustain communication accessibility throughout the school. 

V. Stage One — Assess Communication Needs 

Communication-access planning should begin with an individualized assessment of each Deaf or 

hard-of-hearing student’s language preferences, communication mode, academic needs, 
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technology requirements, classroom environment, and participation across school activities. 

Consistent with IDEA, teams should evaluate opportunities for direct communication with peers 

and professionals and access to instruction in the student’s language and communication mode. 

Assessment should extend beyond whether an interpreter or accommodation is available to 

determine whether the student can actually understand, communicate, participate, and access 

instruction effectively. Student input is essential because students can often identify 

communication barriers that may not otherwise be apparent. 

Schools can examine questions such as: 

Can the student follow teacher instruction consistently? Can the student understand peer 

contributions? Can the student participate spontaneously rather than only through structured 

exchanges? Are audiovisual materials accessible? Can the student communicate during lunch, 

clubs, athletics, field trips, assemblies, and counseling? Can the student receive emergency 

information? Can the student interact directly with appropriate peers and professionals? Does the 

classroom environment support visual communication? Are assistive technologies functioning 

and used consistently? 

Student input should be central. 

Students themselves may identify communication barriers that are not apparent to adults. 

Technically available accommodation may work well in one environment but poorly in another. 

Communication access should therefore be evaluated from the student's actual experience of 

participation. 

VI. Stage Two — Prepare Educators 

Communication accessibility cannot depend entirely upon specialists. General educators spend 

substantial portions of the school day interacting directly with students and therefore require 

practical preparation. 

Professional development should begin with disability and communication awareness while 

avoiding simplistic assumptions about Deafness and hearing loss. Educators should understand 

that students may use different languages, technologies, communication approaches, and 

combinations of supports. (CDC) 

Training should then move into classroom practice. 

https://www.cdc.gov/hearing-loss-children/treatment/how-people-with-hearing-loss-learn-language.html
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Educators can learn how to maintain visual access, structure discussions, communicate 

effectively through interpreters, prepare materials in advance, use captions appropriately, reduce 

unnecessary competing visual demands, confirm technology readiness, and facilitate peer 

participation. 

Basic sign-language awareness can form one component of this preparation where appropriate. 

Such training can improve everyday communication, increase cultural and linguistic awareness, 

and reduce social barriers. It should not, however, be presented as a substitute for professional 

interpreting or for the student's individualized communication services. 

Teacher preparation should also address misconceptions. Speaking louder is not necessarily 

effective. Exaggerating mouth movements can make speech reading more difficult. The CDC 

advises normal speech and direct visual positioning when communicating with people relying 

partly on speech reading. (CDC) 

The broader principle is straightforward: 

Educators should understand how their own instructional behavior affects communication 

accessibility. 

VII. Teacher-Interpreter Collaboration 

Educational interpreters can provide essential communication access, but interpreters and 

teachers perform different professional functions. 

The teacher remains responsible for instruction. 

This distinction has important implications. Teachers should not assume that the presence of an 

interpreter transfers responsibility for the Deaf student's education to the interpreter. Instead, 

teacher and interpreter should function through deliberate coordination. 

Before instruction, educators can provide lesson objectives, vocabulary, readings, presentation 

materials, videos, assessment instructions, and other relevant resources sufficiently in advance 

when practicable. Advance access can help interpreters prepare for specialized terminology and 

conceptual content. 

During instruction, teachers should communicate naturally, address the student directly, manage 

turn-taking, preserve visual sightlines, and recognize the processing demands involved when 

students receive interpreted information. 

https://www.cdc.gov/hearing-loss-children/treatment/how-people-with-hearing-loss-learn-language.html
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After instruction, teachers and appropriate support personnel can identify recurring 

communication barriers without shifting instructional decision-making away from the educator. 

Federal policy also emphasizes the importance of appropriately prepared personnel. Department 

of Education policy guidance concerning Deaf students has specifically addressed the need for 

appropriate interpreting services and adequately prepared personnel. (EDBlogs) 

Teacher-interpreter collaboration should therefore be institutionalized rather than improvised. 

Schools can create orientation protocols, shared planning procedures, role-clarification 

documents, communication expectations, and mechanisms for identifying problems before they 

significantly affect student access. 

VIII. Stage Three — Design Accessible Instruction 

Accessible instruction begins with intentional lesson design. For Deaf and hard-of-hearing 

students who rely on visual communication, teachers should maintain **visual continuity** by 

allowing sufficient time to shift attention among interpreters, teachers, presentations, 

demonstrations, and peers. Effective practices include appropriate instructional pacing, clear 

sightlines, adequate lighting, accessible visual materials, and structured turn-taking during 

discussions. By reducing competing visual demands and anticipating communication barriers, 

accessible instructional design creates a clearer and more inclusive learning environment. 

IX. Captioning and Accessible Digital Content 

Modern instruction increasingly relies on digital platforms, videos, presentations, virtual 

meetings, and multimedia resources, making digital accessibility essential. Captioning should 

provide accurate and meaningful access, particularly when content contains technical 

terminology or specialized concepts. Schools should therefore review audiovisual and digital 

resources for accessibility and extend these practices to websites, streamed events, 

announcements, virtual programs, and family communications. Under the ADA’s effective-

communication framework, appropriate auxiliary aids and services depend on the nature, 

length, complexity, and context of the communication, as well as the individual’s usual 

method of communication. (ADA.gov) Accordingly, accessible technology should be selected 

according to individual needs and context rather than through a one-size-fits-all approach. 

https://sites.ed.gov/idea/idea-files/policy-letter-september-30-2011-to-ronald-stern
https://www.ada.gov/resources/effective-communication
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X. Assistive Technology as an Instructional Tool 

IDEA requires IEP teams to consider whether a student needs assistive technology devices and 

services. (EDBlogs) For Deaf and hard-of-hearing students, these may include hearing devices, 

classroom audio systems, captioning, alerting systems, and communication technologies. 

Technology alone, however, does not guarantee access; it must be functional, properly 

configured, understood by educators, and effectively integrated into instruction. Schools should 

establish technology-readiness procedures involving equipment checks, troubleshooting 

responsibilities, backup communication options, staff preparation, and student self-advocacy. 

Ultimately, assistive technology should be evaluated by whether it improves meaningful 

communication and educational participation. 

XI. Stage Four — Coordinate Supports 

Coordinating Communication Supports 

A student’s communication needs often extend across multiple professionals, including general 

and special educators, interpreters, audiologists, counselors, paraprofessionals, administrators, 

and technology personnel. Without coordination, communication access can become inconsistent 

across classrooms and school activities. Schools should therefore establish a Communication 

Access Team, or incorporate this responsibility into an existing multidisciplinary structure, to 

support consistent implementation without replacing the IEP team. Instructional leaders can 

coordinate educator training, interpreter collaboration, accessible resources, technology 

protocols, substitute-teacher guidance, extracurricular access, and evaluation procedures. The 

central objective is continuity of communication access throughout the educational 

environment. 

XII. Family-School Communication 

Families are essential partners in understanding students’ communication preferences, strengths, 

and needs and should have meaningful, accessible opportunities to participate in communication 

planning. Schools should provide clear information about instructional access, progress, 

technology, and services while ensuring appropriate communication supports during family 

engagement. As students mature, they should also be encouraged to identify communication 

barriers, express their needs, request appropriate supports, and evaluate their effectiveness. 

https://sites.ed.gov/idea/regs/b/d/300.324
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Developing these self-advocacy skills strengthens communication access while preparing 

students for greater independence in postsecondary education, employment, and community life. 

XIII. Extracurricular and Schoolwide Accessibility 

Communication Access Beyond the Classroom 

Education extends beyond academics to athletics, clubs, assemblies, field trips, career programs, 

counseling, and other activities that support student development and belonging. Communication 

accessibility should therefore extend throughout the entire educational program. Federal 

effective-communication guidance provides that students with disabilities must have equal 

opportunities to participate in and benefit from public-school services, programs, and activities. 

(ADA Archive) Schools should ensure that necessary communication supports remain available 

across classroom and non-classroom settings, including extracurricular activities and school 

events. Meaningful communication access should follow the student throughout the 

educational experience, not end at the classroom door. 

XIV. Emergency Communication and School Safety 

Communication accessibility becomes especially consequential during emergencies. 

Announcements concerning evacuation, lockdowns, severe weather, medical incidents, 

transportation disruptions, or other urgent events must reach students effectively. 

Schools should evaluate whether emergency communication systems provide accessible visual or 

other appropriate alerts and whether staff understand how to communicate rapidly with Deaf and 

hard-of-hearing students during changing conditions. 

Emergency planning should consider multiple settings: classrooms, cafeterias, restrooms, athletic 

areas, outdoor spaces, buses, extracurricular activities, and field trips. 

The ADA's effective-communication principles emphasize the ability of individuals with 

communication disabilities to receive information from and convey information to covered 

entities. (ADA.gov) That principle assumes particular significance when information is urgent. 

Communication-access planning should therefore be incorporated into school safety planning 

rather than treated as a separate disability-services concern. 

https://archive.ada.gov/doe_doj_eff_comm/doe_doj_eff_comm_faqs.htm
https://www.ada.gov/resources/effective-communication
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XV. Stage Five — Monitor Participation 

Monitoring should determine whether communication supports produce meaningful access and 

participation, rather than simply confirm that accommodations are available. Schools should 

evaluate whether students can understand instruction and instructional media, participate in 

classroom discussions and group activities, communicate effectively with peers and school 

personnel, access digital and extracurricular programs, receive emergency information, and 

identify or communicate accessibility barriers. IDEA specifically requires consideration of a 

Deaf or hard-of-hearing student’s language and communication needs, including opportunities 

for direct communication with peers and professional personnel in the student’s language and 

communication mode. Accordingly, evaluation should focus on the student’s actual 

participation, interaction, and educational access, not merely the documented provision of 

services. 

IDEA's specific focus on opportunities for direct communication with peers and professional 

personnel demonstrates that communication access extends beyond passive receipt of academic 

information. (EDBlogs) 

Schools should therefore evaluate participation, not merely service delivery. 

XVI. Student Voice as an Evaluation Measure 

Student Voice and Self-Advocacy 

Students are an essential source of information for evaluating communication accessibility 

because formal services may not always reflect their actual experience. Schools should regularly 

seek student feedback about communication barriers across instruction, peer interactions, 

technology, school activities, and announcements. This feedback helps determine whether 

supports are genuinely effective while strengthening self-advocacy and independence. Over 

time, students should be empowered to identify their communication preferences, report barriers, 

participate in IEP discussions, request appropriate supports, and make informed decisions about 

accommodations and technology. 

XVII. Stage Six — Improve Access Through Continuous Evaluation 

Continuous Evaluation and Improvement 

https://sites.ed.gov/idea/statute-chapter-33/subchapter-ii/1414/d/3/B/iv/
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Communication accessibility should be treated as a continuous improvement process because 

student needs, technology, personnel, and educational environments evolve over time. Schools 

should therefore use a recurring cycle. 

 

supported by student and family feedback, teacher surveys, classroom observations, accessibility 

audits, technology records, IEP progress data, and participation indicators. The purpose is 

instructional improvement rather than punitive evaluation. Identified barriers should guide 

targeted professional development, stronger coordination, revised protocols, and improved 

instructional practices, making continuous evaluation a mechanism for organizational learning 

and sustained communication access. 

XVIII. A Professional Development Framework for 

Communication-Accessible Schools 

A sustainable professional-development model can be organized into four levels. 
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Professional Development Framework 

A sustainable professional-development model can progress through four interconnected levels. 

Level One—Foundational Awareness establishes educators’ understanding of Deaf and hard-

of-hearing education, communication diversity, disability access, respectful terminology, 

individualized communication needs, and school responsibilities. Level Two—Applied 

Instructional Practice develops practical skills in visual access, classroom discussion 

management, accessible audiovisual materials, interpreter collaboration, captioning, assistive 

technology, and instructional pacing. Level Three—Coaching and Demonstration strengthens 

implementation through classroom observation, modeling, feedback, and collaborative lesson 

redesign led by instructional leaders and experienced professionals. Level Four—Internal 

Leadership Development prepares communication-access mentors to support new staff, 

facilitate professional learning communities, maintain resources, and guide continuous 

improvement. Together, these levels transform professional development from isolated training 

into sustainable schoolwide instructional capacity. 
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XIX. Implementation Strategy 

 

A national or multi-district initiative should follow an incremental six-phase strategy. Phase I—

Resource Development establishes standardized but adaptable communication-access tools, 

assessments, instructional protocols, technology checklists, and feedback instruments. Phase 

II—Pilot Schools introduces the framework in selected schools through baseline assessments, 

educator training, targeted strategies, and outcome monitoring. Phase III—Instructional 

Coaching reinforces implementation through classroom observation, practical coaching, and 

feedback. Phase IV—Train-the-Trainer Capacity prepares educators and instructional leaders 

to serve as internal trainers, building sustainable local expertise while preserving access to 

specialists when needed. Phase V—District and Regional Expansion extends successful 

practices through partnerships with districts, universities, educational agencies, professional 

associations, and disability organizations. Phase VI—Continuous Research and Improvement 

uses anonymized implementation data to evaluate outcomes, identify effective practices and 
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persistent barriers, refine the framework, and support professional resources, practitioner reports, 

presentations, and collaborative research. 

XX. Reaching Rural and Resource-Limited Schools 

Communication accessibility should not depend on geography or school resources. Rural and 

resource-limited schools may face shortages of specialized personnel, interpreters, technology 

expertise, professional development, and Deaf-education resources. A scalable model should 

address these disparities through remote professional development, virtual coaching, regional 

training networks, reusable instructional resources, university and disability-organization 

partnerships, and train-the-trainer programs. By preparing instructional leaders who can 

train and mentor other educators, schools can gradually build internal expertise, reduce 

dependence on outside intervention, and sustain communication-accessible practices within their 

own educational communities. 

XXI. Potential Educational and Social Outcomes 
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Potential Educational and Social Outcomes 

A Communication-Accessible School Model can create benefits across the educational system. 

Students may experience stronger participation, communication, peer relationships, self-

advocacy, belonging, and preparation for adulthood, while educators can develop greater 

confidence and competence in accessible instructional practices. Schools and districts can 

strengthen coordination, professional development, technology use, instructional consistency, 

family engagement, and scalable implementation across multiple campuses. Families may 

benefit from stronger school partnerships and greater confidence in students’ meaningful 

participation. These practices can also benefit the broader student population, as visual clarity, 

captioned media, structured discussions, accessible digital materials, thoughtful pacing, and 

multimodal instruction contribute to higher-quality and more inclusive learning 

environments for all students. 

XXII. Sustainability 

Sustainable communication accessibility requires schools to embed accessible practices into their 

institutional systems rather than rely primarily on individual specialists or external trainers. 

Schools should develop internal expertise and integrate accessibility into teacher induction, 

professional development, curriculum review, technology procurement, instructional 

coaching, IEP implementation, extracurricular planning, and emergency procedures. 

Sustainability also requires measurable indicators to evaluate progress, partnerships with 

universities, Deaf and hard-of-hearing organizations, families, professional associations, 

technology specialists, and community organizations, and continuous professional learning that 

responds to evolving technology, guidance, instructional practices, and student needs. 

Ultimately, communication accessibility should become an integral part of how the school 

operates every day, rather than a response implemented only when accessibility problems arise. 
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XXII. A National Vision for Communication-Accessible 

Instructional Leadership 

A National Vision for Communication-Accessible Instructional Leadership 

The next stage of inclusive education requires a shift from providing individual 

communication supports to building communication-accessible educational systems. IDEA 

requires schools to consider the individualized language and communication needs of Deaf and 

hard-of-hearing students, including opportunities for direct communication and instruction. (U.S. 

Department of Education) Title II’s effective-communication requirements further reinforce 

meaningful access to public-school programs, services, and activities. (ADA Guidance) 

Effective implementation, however, depends on coordinated instructional leadership. Teachers 

shape classroom communication, instructional leaders strengthen educator capacity, schools 

integrate accessible technology and practices, and students and families provide essential insight 

https://sites.ed.gov/idea/regs/b/d/300.324
https://sites.ed.gov/idea/regs/b/d/300.324
https://sites.ed.gov/idea/regs/b/d/300.324
https://archive.ada.gov/doe_doj_eff_comm/doe_doj_eff_comm_faqs.htm


 

International Research Journal of Education and Technology (IRJEdT) 

║ ISSN: 2581-7795, Impact Factor 5.007 ║ 

║ Peer-Reviewed | Open Access | International Journal ║ 

║ Volume: 09 | Issue: 08 | Aug - 2026 | www.irjweb.com ║ 

 

 

396 

@2026 Volume 9 Issue 08 , Aug– 2026 www.irjweb.com IRJEdT 

into whether those systems actually work. Communication accessibility should therefore be a 

shared schoolwide responsibility while remaining responsive to each student’s individual 

needs. The central measure of inclusion should move beyond asking, “What accommodation 

does this student receive?” to asking, “Can this student communicate, learn, participate, 

belong, and exercise agency throughout the educational environment?” 

Conclusion 

Building communication-accessible schools requires moving beyond a service-centered 

understanding of Deaf and hard-of-hearing education toward a comprehensive model of 

instructional accessibility. Communication access affects far more than the transmission of 

spoken information. It influences students' ability to understand instruction, participate in 

discussion, develop relationships, interact directly with peers and professionals, use digital 

resources, engage in extracurricular programs, receive emergency information, advocate for 

themselves, and prepare for adulthood. 

 

Its central premise is that communication accessibility should be embedded within instructional 

leadership. Schools need educators who understand communication diversity, teachers who can 

design visually and linguistically accessible instruction, effective collaboration with qualified 

interpreters and related professionals, appropriate use of captioning and assistive technology, 
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accessible schoolwide communication, family partnership, and systems for evaluating whether 

students are actually participating. 

The model does not prescribe a single communication method for Deaf and hard-of-hearing 

students. Federal requirements themselves emphasize individualized language and 

communication needs. (EDBlogs) Rather, the framework establishes organizational capacity to 

recognize those differences and respond effectively. 

A single accommodation may remove one barrier. A trained educator may improve access within 

one classroom. An instructional leader can help multiple educators redesign practice. A 

schoolwide system can institutionalize accessibility across classrooms, programs, technologies, 

extracurricular activities, and communication environments. 

That progression—from accommodation to capacity—is the central promise of communication-

accessible instructional leadership. 

When communication becomes accessible, students gain more than information. They gain 

greater opportunity to ask, answer, contribute, collaborate, build relationships, demonstrate 

knowledge, develop independence, and belong. 

The ultimate objective is therefore not simply to make schools more accessible for Deaf and 

hard-of-hearing students. It is to build educational systems in which communication accessibility 

is understood as an essential characteristic of effective teaching and meaningful inclusion for 

every learner. 
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Endnotes 

1. Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, 20 U.S.C. § 1414(d)(3)(B)(iv); 34 C.F.R. § 

300.324(a)(2)(iv). IDEA requires consideration of the communication needs of children who are 

Deaf or hard of hearing, including language and communication needs, direct communication 

opportunities, academic level, full range of needs, and direct instruction in the child's language 

and communication mode. (EDBlogs) 

2. U.S. Department of Education, Office of Special Education Programs, Development, Review, 

and Revision of IEP, 34 C.F.R. § 300.324. The regulation also requires IEP teams to consider 

whether students require assistive technology devices and services. (EDBlogs) 

3. U.S. Department of Education and U.S. Department of Justice, Dear Colleague Letter on 

Meeting the Communication Needs of Students with Hearing, Vision, or Speech Disabilities 

(Nov. 12, 2014). The agencies explain the interaction of IDEA, Section 504, and Title II of the 

ADA in addressing communication access in public schools. (EDBlogs) 

4. U.S. Departments of Justice and Education, Frequently Asked Questions on Effective 

Communication for Students with Hearing, Vision, or Speech Disabilities in Public Elementary 

and Secondary Schools. The guidance explains that Title II requires communication with 

students with communication disabilities to be as effective as communication with students 

without disabilities and requires appropriate auxiliary aids and services when necessary. (ADA 

Archive) 

5. U.S. Department of Justice, Civil Rights Division, ADA Requirements: Effective 

Communication. The Department explains that effective communication requires consideration 

of the nature, length, complexity, and context of the communication and the individual's normal 

method of communication. (ADA.gov) 

6. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, How People with Hearing Loss Learn to 

Communicate (May 15, 2024). CDC describes multiple communication approaches, including 

https://sites.ed.gov/idea/statute-chapter-33/subchapter-ii/1414/d/3
https://sites.ed.gov/idea/regs/b/d/300.324
https://sites.ed.gov/idea/idea-files/osep-dear-colleague-letter-on-meeting-the-communication-needs-of-students-with-hearing-vision-or-speech-disabilities
https://archive.ada.gov/doe_doj_eff_comm/doe_doj_eff_comm_faqs.htm
https://archive.ada.gov/doe_doj_eff_comm/doe_doj_eff_comm_faqs.htm
https://archive.ada.gov/doe_doj_eff_comm/doe_doj_eff_comm_faqs.htm
https://www.ada.gov/resources/effective-communication/
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auditory-oral, auditory-verbal, bilingual ASL-English, cued speech, and total communication, 

and identifies American Sign Language as a language. (CDC) 

7. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Referring Deaf or Hard of Hearing Children to 

Early Intervention (May 8, 2025). CDC notes the relationship between hearing loss, accessible 

language exposure, communication development, and social development. (CDC) 

8. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Treatment and Intervention for Hearing Loss 

(May 15, 2024). CDC emphasizes the importance of timely intervention for communication and 

social development among children who are Deaf or hard of hearing. (CDC) 

9. U.S. Department of Education, Policy Letter to Edward H. Bosso, Jr., Conference of 

Educational Administrators of Schools and Programs for the Deaf (Aug. 23, 2010). The 

Department emphasized individualized placement decisions and the importance of considering 

the communication and related needs of Deaf students. (EDBlogs) 

10. U.S. Department of Education, Policy Letter to Ronald Stern, Conference of Educational 

Administrators of Schools and Programs of the Deaf (Sept. 30, 2011). The Department discussed 

communication needs, appropriate placement, interpreting services, and adequately prepared 

personnel serving students with disabilities. (EDBlogs) 

11. U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Occupational Outlook Handbook: Instructional 

Coordinators. BLS identifies curriculum development and implementation, educator training, 

instructional-material development, assessment of instructional effectiveness, technology 

recommendations, and teacher mentoring and coaching among instructional coordinators' 

responsibilities. (Bureau of Labor Statistics) 

12. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Preventing Noise-Induced Hearing Loss (May 

15, 2024). CDC recognizes the importance of hearing to communication, language development, 

learning, and social development and reports that hearing loss may affect educational 

performance. (CDC) 

 

https://www.cdc.gov/hearing-loss-children/treatment/how-people-with-hearing-loss-learn-language.html
https://www.cdc.gov/hearing-loss-children/communication-resources/referring-deaf-or-hard-of-hearing-children-to-early-intervention.html
https://www.cdc.gov/hearing-loss-children/treatment/index.html
https://sites.ed.gov/idea/idea-files/policy-letter-august-23-2010-to-conference-of-educational-administrators-of-schools-and-programs-for-the-deaf-inc-president-edward-h-bosso-jr
https://sites.ed.gov/idea/idea-files/policy-letter-september-30-2011-to-ronald-stern/
https://www.bls.gov/ooh/education-training-and-library/instructional-coordinators.htm
https://www.cdc.gov/hearing-loss-children/about/preventing-noise-induced-hearing-loss.html

