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	Good communication with people with learning disabilities
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	Keep your head up and be at the person’s level

Talk to the person – not their support worker. Give them your full attention. Gain their attention. This will help the person to know you are talking to them and help you judge whether they understand Try not to look at notes or a computer screen. Make sure the person can see you clearly and can see your hands and mouth in case they use lip reading or gestures to help them. 

	
	Speak clearly and use easy everyday words and sentences

People with learning disabilities have difficulties understanding spoken language.  Communication partners often overestimate the understanding of people with learning disabilities, and make their language too complicated. This puts too many demands on the person, who may withdraw, show challenging behaviour, or fail to do what is asked. Speak slowly, clearly and use everyday vocabulary.
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	Take time

Give enough time for the person to listen, process, understand and think of an answer. Some people with learning disabilities take longer to process what you are saying. Others may find physical movement or speech effortful, so it takes them longer to respond. Remember many people with learning disabilities have unidentified health needs that may affect their communication (hearing, vision, epilepsy, pain, physical difficulties, medication ).
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	Use visual cues to support understanding

Supporting your spoken language using visual cues such as pictures, objects and gestures is very important. This means drawing what you are talking about, pointing to what you are discussing or show objects and where possible demonstrating how they work. People with learning disabilities like to use other ways to help them understand spoken language.  Visual cues may increase the person’s chance of understanding what you are saying to them. 
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	Give information a bit at a time 

Use short sentences. Two or three key words in a sentence is often enough. Do not give large amounts of information at once.  Break this into smaller chunks and give time for people to listen and understand
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	Accept and know the way people communicate

People with learning disabilities use a range of means to express themselves.  Some speak but may not be able to use complex language.  Some use non verbal communication such as pointing at pictures, gestures, signs, objects, symbols or communication aids (such as voice output devices). Some people prefer symbols, others colour photos. Some may use informal communication such as facial expression, eye gaze or body language. 

Respect a person's way of communicating by using it to them (e.g. if they sign make sure you can or that there is someone with them who can: if they have a communication book/aids make sure it is available to the person and use it to give information). 
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	Do not ask too many questions 

People with learning disabilities find questions hard.  Try and get them to tell you things.  If you ask lots of yes/no questions, they will probably answer you but not necessarily understand what you said.
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	Check out understanding

People with learning disabilities may appear to understand because they are good at responding to facial expression, body language, tone of voice or other cues. They may misunderstand, forget or not catch some of what you say. They may answer "yes", even if they do not fully understand. They may not be able to contradict you if you have misunderstood what they mean or want. They may not let you know they don’t understand. Recap all information you have given. Summarise and write it down if that will help.
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	Ask for help – there is no substitute for knowing a person well

Check that you have understood. Talk to others. Help the person to tell you if you have misunderstood them.  Don’t pretend you can understand if you really can’t! 

If you continue to have difficulty communicating with the person, ask people who know them or refer for speech and language therapy.




Speech and Language Therapy Service, Learning Disabilities Service, Nottinghamshire Healthcare NHS

Contact 01636 685927
