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ABSTRACT 

The population of the United States is getting older and with the aging comes

more hearing impaired citizens. Police involvement with the hearing impaired is more a 

concern than ever before due to the aging of the citizens.

Law Enforcement is taking some steps to deal with the hearing impaired by 

installing the required communication devices in the dispatch offices but not much more. 

Law Enforcement is acquiring breath test equipment and officers to operate those 

instruments to combat the impaired drivers that are on the streets of cities today. Speed

measurement devices to combat speed and the results of higher speed crashes that occur
 

in society by drivers not being vigilant to their driving skills resulting in serious injuries 

or death to other citizens. Recently news reports of drivers being cut off in traffic and 

retaliating toward other drivers and causing concern by the public in general by having to 

deal with “road rage drivers”. Video cameras installed in many police cars in an effort to 

to show “what really happened” for officer safety as well as training of officers. Other

items police departments are using is phone lines to address language barriers for arrested 

persons or victims and now are available on a twenty four hour basis for almost any 

language, but very little training or experience for dealing with the hearing impaired. 

Research of articles and interaction with deaf persons were part of this project to

reach a conclusion about law enforcement neglecting training in the area of dealing with 

the hearing impaired that is a fact for all law enforcement. 
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Silent Mirage

“A disaster was viewed as a sudden event occurring with little or no warning and 

resulting in extensive social disruption. Disasters without much warning were emphasized 

as those with a warning period permitting the implementation of some precautionary 

actions and thus risk is reduced for everyone including disabled persons.” (Parr, p.148) 

Emergency services do not take time to assess the needs of all patients all of the time. In

dealing with disabled individuals, some persons do not identify themselves as disabled, 

such as ostomates, epileptics or diabetics. There is great reluctance of some individuals to 

identify themselves as disabled. Safety needs and safety protection needs to be taken 

into account for agencies/services to be provided to the general public. Police interaction

with the deaf is almost non-existent due to actions that have occurred between the deaf

community and police officers in recent news accounts. 

Police officers have to deal with rapid situations that change with activities 

that occur in seconds, and the officers need to be cognizant of the fact of any 

handicapped person that has to be identified as handicapped, takes time by the 

police officer. Deaf persons may not understand the events as the events are occurring

without the ability to hear, and will do one of several things; not responding properly to 

instructions given by an officer, they will move their hands to talk which is normal for 

them to do, or not respond at all. All of these actions are contrary to police officers usual

responses from citizen when officers are yelling “Don’t move!” 
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UNFAMILIARITY WITH THE PROBLEMS OF THE DEAF

When a deaf person desires an emergency response, police officers dealing with 

these emergencies and service requests need to be familiar that a the disabled person may 

request services also. There are currently approximately 24 million people in the United

States suffering from some type of hearing impairment (Swanson,p 33), but the deaf 

person needs to understand that when they request police services what the police officers

actions may be. There may be a reason to enact in any agency a list indicating who is 

disabled and the extent of the disability. Another alternative may be a capture locator

that most departments have available on the 9-1-1 emergency system that carry notations 

of a disabled person for officer information while the officer is enroute to the call for 

police services. This notation needs to be up to date in the 9-1-1 system and reviewed

periodically. Currently the problem is being addressed in emergency services by medica 

and fire services, but is limited in police response. 

There are groups that provide services to the deaf mainly through churches, 

Salvation Army, and Red Cross to assist the deaf.  “The Police Service did not display 

any special awareness and knowledge about disabled persons in disasters”.(Parr, p 148). 

In communities and households where disabled persons are living are sometimes known by 

police officers, but more often are unknown.
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GENERAL SITUATIONS, ACTIONS, AND PLANS

“The views of disabled persons. Of the eleven disabled persons

interviewed for this project, four of them had experienced a major disaster, 

although two were not disabled at the time of the disaster.” There was one blind person

interviewed who found out what had happened by phoning the local Police Service. (Parr, 

p 149). Another issue for disabled persons is the time of the occurrences of disability and

the length of time they have been disabled. The ease of coping with adversity and 

challenges will be more developed in those persons who have been disabled for longer 

periods of time and have adjusted to public perception of their disability. Few disabled 

persons have experienced a catastrophic disaster and do not have the knowledge to make

practical and strategically use disaster plans for their own welfare. 

How to recognize a Deaf Person in an Emergency

Since deafness is invisible, it is not always apparent and may add to the confusion 

of the responder as well as the deaf person. A deaf person may indicate they are deaf in

several ways: 

-- verbally say” I am deaf or “I cannot hear”, 

-- point to their ear(s) while simultaneously shaking their head 

-- try to reach for a notebook and pencil or make writing motions in the 
    air, 

-- move their lips without making any sound, 

-- make unintelligible sounds, 
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-- move their fingers or hands in repeated patterns, 

-- use one of the conventional signs for deafness. 
 (National Information Center on Deafness)

Police officers need to be aware in todays time of problems, involving the hearing 

impaired, so they can act properly and not use excessive force too quickly. 

DEAF FAMILIARIZATION AND EQUIPMENT AVAILABLE

There is equipment available from years ago that was donated by Western Union 

involving teletype (TTY) machines. These machines were made available to the deaf at no 

charge according to Gordon Crocker, a deaf person in Pampa, Texas. The TTY’s were

used and satisfied some needs in the late ‘60s, ‘70s, and ‘80s. When the TDD devices

were available, these instruments, TTY/TDD, both operate on electric impulses 

transmitted over the telephone lines and printed messages on paper or, if equipment was 

available, on a screen. (Swanson, p. 33). The difference is in the size of the equipment. 

The TDD has been in use since 1975 and looks like a portable typewriter. 

According to Kellie Boyet, public relations associate with Gallaudet College, a 

Washington, DC- based university for the hearing impaired, “With the TDD, the TTY has 
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been refined and is now more portable....The TDD is more like a portable typewriter or 

personal computer, complete with display screen and often a printer.” (Swanson, p. 33). 

Use of both machines is by hooking the device to a telephone receiver properly and after 

the phone connection tapping the space bar on the device which sends a “beep” over the 

telephone line, alerting person(s) on the phone that a TDD is being used. These tones 

sound like a touch tone telephone being played with and to unfamiliar persons to this 

sound may hang up the telephone thinking that someone is just playing on the phone. 

The Shufeldt’s case is a prime example where an emergency call was written off 

as children playing on the phone while Jay Shufeldt’s wife died from congestive heart 

failure as a result.(Swanson, p. 33) Some legislatures in some states have required 

communication with the deaf as well as the rest of the population. Now, through Federal

legislation American Disabilities Act requires public safety answering points (PSAPS) 

equipped with devices to communicate with the hearing impaired. Dispatcher training is a 

must to avoid problems similar to the Shufeldt case. Currently in 911 systems a microchip 

installed within the unit to tell the receiver of a call from a TDD ‘Hearing-Impaired Caller, 

Use TDD’”.(Swanson, p. 34) This message is repeated until the call is acknowledged. 

This device and microchip will eliminate the “beep” sound currently used on the TDD. 
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According to Thom Mayer, MD, co-chairman of the National Trauma committee 

for the American college of Emergency Physicians, “...a lot of the opposition you saw 

back in the ‘70s and early ‘80s has died down significantly”.(Swanson, p .74). 

Improvements are forthcoming. Other equipment available for the hearing impaired 

include strobe fire alarm exit signs indicating which exits are handicapped exits. Dogs are

available also. 

A three year study by E. Harris Norber of the University of Massachusetts at 

Amherst concerning the use of strobe fire alarms indicates that” ...compared reaction time

to alarms set off in the middle of the night in 78 households, 48 being deaf house holds. 

Deaf people were able to react to the strobe and evacuate in about 45 seconds--equal to

the response time of hearing people to the audible alarms. “(Friend et al, p.4D) 

Exit signs for the physically handicapped to direct them to the proper exits have 

been introduced to public buildings. These signs will eliminate the guesswork of finding 

barrier free escape routes in emergency situations. The sign itself conforms to various 

regulations and recommendations concerning handicapped individuals and exit signs. 

Dogs have been used in conjunction with the blind for considerable lengths of time 

and is generally known by the public and they are associated with blind. Recently, 

dogs have been utilized for the deaf to alert them to smoke, fire, someone at the door, a
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They have proved to be effective for these purposes. telephone ringing, etc.... 

Through computer technology, the deaf now have more access than ever before to

the use of telephone communications. Twenty years ago, when telephone communication

first became possible for the deaf, deaf households could use the TTY and then later the 

TDD.. Use of these machines only became widely available in the early ‘70s but they did 

require that there be someone at both ends of the phone with matching equipment, “.... 

as recently as 1982, various counts revealed only between 25,000 and 60,000--mostly 

deaf-- TTY and TDD owners “. According to Dolores Hagen, publisher of Closing the

Gap, “The microcomputer is well on its way to replacing the old-style teletypewriter as

the primary means of telephone communication for the deaf” (Pace, p. 28) Lightweight

micro-computers have been developed that allow deaf persons to actually carry their 

telephone access with them so that telephone calls can be made from telephone booths. 

There are two specialized computers have now become available to the deaf which allows 

the deaf to place telephone calls without someone necessarily being on the other end of 

the equipment. An Echo 2000 and the Lifestyle Personal communicator are both portable,

pocket-sized devices that allow the deaf and hearing impaired the ability to communicate 

with anyone who owns a telephone. Relay Texas is another way for the deaf to call folks

or to have anyone call a deaf person from any telephone.
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The Echo 2000 converts tones generated by a push-button telephone, through

computer microchips, into letters a deaf person can see displayed on the Echo’s narrow

screen. Talking to the deaf person on the Echo 2000 is a series of codes, using the push

buttons on the telephone. Since this process is slow it is best suited for short telephone

calls and conversations. The Lifestyle Personal Communicator was designed much as a

TDD. The device tells the user if the line has a dial tone, or busy, is ringing, and when the

party being called answers. The message is typed, has a voice synthesizer for the speech

impaired, and will store messages. The hearing person on the end of the telephone 

connection is limited to yes or no answers only. This type of communicator does allow

for more expansive dialogue than when a computer, TDD, or TTY is used. 

American Disabilities Act mandates that calls will be received from the deaf in an

emergency answering point and I recommend the use of a device that records the call on 

paper and prints for liability issues. The State of Texas has a phone system for the deaf

that is called “Relay Texas”. This service allows hearing impaired persons the use of a 

phone using a TDD instrument and a voice interpreter that relays words off the TDD to

a hearing person, and types the hearing persons words on paper for the deaf person to

read. 

COMMUNICATIONS AND POLICE INVOLVEMENT

There are two approaches in communicating with hearing impaired; sign language 

called American Sign Language (ASL) or bilingual manuals. The very fact that a 
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communication problem exists between the hearing and the hearing impaired can cause 

problems in emergency situations. Sign language is used by more that one-half million 

people, according to FEMA Newsletter, Jan/Feb 1987. Finding personnel proficient in

sign language will be difficult at best, and as with any language skill, frequency of use will 

affect the fluency of the user. The manual alphabet for the deaf has to be used with 

frequency to make the hand signs effective. Communicating with the deaf may not require 

extensive formal knowledge of sign language as many signs can be guessed by using 

pantomime. ‘‘Deaf people are very adept at guessing meanings from gestures, and do so

when there is not a formal sign for a word.”(Clark, p. 41) 

A little known fact is that deaf people rely heavily on hand motions and facial 

expressions of persons around them. The panicked facial expression of a hearing person

during an emergency situation can panic a deaf person. Lip reading is only about 20 

percent accurate and may become even more difficult for the hearing impaired to 

understand when facial expression(s) and body/hand movements are exaggerated during 

an emergency situation(s) and then panic exists for the hearing impaired. 

If the decision to enroll in an American Sign Language (ALS) class is made, make

sure that the appropriate classes are taken for the area. Several communication systems

for communicating with the hearing impaired is --AmSlan, Signed English, Seeing Exact 

English, and Cued Speech. While all share come common signs, there are many that have
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different meanings depending upon the language used. Before taking any classes 

a check with some hearing impaired person will alert you to which system is widely used 

in your area so that proper instructions can be obtained. The hearing impaired for the 

area will be able to understand you better when you attempt to sign to them. Interpreters

if needed, can “...be located through local deaf services offices or contacting either the 

Registry of Interpreters for the Deaf (RID) or the National Association of the Deaf 

(NAD) at 814 Thayer Ave., Silver Spring, Maryland 20910.”(Clark, p. 
44) 

The second way of communicating with the hearing impaired is through a manual 

which asks pertinent questions in both English and Spanish. This would allow an officer 

to communicate with the deaf and obtain the information requested without the use of

either an interpreter or the use of sign language. The contact for this communication is

to contact Tammy Rogers at the Deaf Action group in Dallas, Texas. The day phone 

number is 214-521-0407 and the staff is certified level three or better and can do the 

interpretation. The monetary charge is $35.00 an hour with a two hour minimum. After 

hours call a pager number 972-609-0335 and the monetary charge is $40.00 an hour with

a two hour minimum. The charges are portal to portal so the charge starts when the 

person is called out and stops when the person returns home. Currently no deaf person

has requested and services from the Allen Police Department or from the City of Allen, 

Tx. according to Mary Ann of Community Outreach in Allen, Texas at 972-727-9131. 

A listing of this information needs to be kept for dispatcher use for Allen Police Dept. 
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POLICE RELATIONS CURRENTLY

Current relations between police departments and the deaf

community are relatively reasonable from persons I have spoken to about those 

type of relations. However, there are newspaper articles showing deaf persons having

direct conflict with local law enforcement. Some stories are amusing, some serious, 

others making potential legal precedents.

“A deaf man driving along a stretch of road with a hearing impaired man at his 

side pushed the accelerator to speed up the car to 75 miles per hour. He spotted, in his 

rear view mirror, a motorcycle cop chasing him with the red lights flashing. He slowed 

down and the cop walked up to him and spoke. The deaf man indicated that he was deaf

and the cop eyed him with uncertainly, pointed to the speedometer as much to say, 

‘watch your speed’, and waved him to drive on. After a while, the deaf driver asked his

hearing companion if he would drive in his place. They changed seats and now the 

‘hearie’ in turn hit a speed exceeding the speed limit. Suddenly he saw a highway patrol

car tailing him with the red lights flashing. The ‘hearie’ driver stopped the car and 
the 
cop came up to him and spoke, and the ‘hearie’ feigned deafness and experienced 
the 
shock of his life when the cop spoke to him in sign language using American Sign 

Language (ASL) and issued the proper paperwork because the ‘hearie’ did not know 

enough of the ASL to get by! “ (Auerbach p.15) 

page 11



 

 

In Wisconsin v. Rewolinski, the Wisconsin Supreme Court recently held that a 

trial court did not err in admitting the evidence a TDD transcript or a conversation 

between the defendant and his girlfriend. According the ruling, a conversation between

the defendant and his girlfriend earlier on a TDD, which was at the Sheriff’s Office, could 

be admitted into evidence for the subsequent murder of the defendant’s girlfriend. 

The ruling upheld that the TDD was the property of the Sheriff’s Office and as such, 
the 
conversation did not fall under the category of constitutional protection from intersection

and reasonable expectation of privacy. It cited several areas indicating that it was within 

the realm of possibility that if he had used a public telephone system, his conversation 

could have been partially overheard, that the TDD allows for no printout and if he had 

desired no printout he should have selected that feature since the calls placed to and from

the Sheriff’s Office were routinely monitored and recorded, the printout belonged to the

Sheriff’s Office, because the original nature of the phone call was to call for a ride, which 

was a personal nature and was no way private. “There will be many new legal issues 

surrounding the use of the TDD...Advocates must be prepared to deal with these legal

issues or face results like the Rewolinski case.” (Charmatz, p. 9)

There are also numerous articles that mention the delay and subsequent deaths

of calls while attempting to call for emergency services through the use of the TDD. 
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Much of this could be eliminated by the continual training of communications personnel 

and the fact that they need to be aware that even the hearing impaired have a right to 

access emergency services. With the American Disabilities Act, communication personnel 

will be held liable for any potential mishandling of emergency calls made by the deaf or 

the hearing impaired. All emergency service providers must be aware that there is a large

amount of the population that fall into the category of hearing impaired, and the steps to

handle and communicate with these citizens must be addressed by entry level emergency

services providers to the highest police administrators so the hearing impaired won’t 

remain the SILENT MIRAGE. 
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