
Assistive Technology Applications for Persons who are Hearing 
Impaired 
Written By: Diane C. Bristow, M.S., CCC-SLP and Gail L. Pickering, 
M.A. 
 
For the hearing impaired individual, assistive devices range from 
warning lights in the home to signal the ringing of the telephone or 
someone at the door, to electronically enhanced telephonic devices. 
Such devices can enable the disabled person to use the telephone, 
fax machine, watch television, and listen to the radio. 
 
Low Technology 
 
Technology applications for the deaf and hearing impaired include the 
use of home warning devices, such as a light which flashes when the 
phone rings, vibrating alarm clocks, flashing lights to accompany 
auditory fire alarms, or a vibrating baby monitor that signals to a 
mother that her baby is crying. 
 
High Technology 
 
The quality of hearing aids has significantly improved over the years. 
Hearing aids are smaller, have improved signal to noise ratios and 
increased amplification. One of the advancements in technology for 
the hearing impaired are cochlea implants. This involves a surgical 
procedure to improve the hearing sensation of individuals with 
profound hearing loss. Patients who have undergone this procedure 
have reported improvements in the detection of sound, pitch, 
discrimination and lip reading abilities. 
 
FM amplification systems aid the hearing impaired in noisy 
environments by reducing the effects of background noise, 
reverberation, and distance between the speaker and listener. This is 
achieved by the hearing impaired individual wearing the receiver and 
the speaker wearing a microphone. The listener can adjust the 
volume of the speaker's voice. 
 
Telephone communication is aided by telephone amplification 
devices, telecommunication devices for the deaf (TDD), Braille 
telephone displays (refer to the blind, visually impaired and deaf 
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/blind section) and the IBM phone communicator. TTDs provide 
telephone communication by typing information rather than speaking 
it. These devices may provide a visual display or printed output of 
typed text. With this device the receiver of the message must also 
have a TDD or transmit their message through a state relay service. 
With a relay service, the person with a hearing impairment types the 
information to the operator. The relay service operator then speaks 
the typed message to the person being called and transmits any 
response to the person with a hearing impairment by typing it on the 
TDD. The IBM phone communicator enables persons who are 
hearing impaired to communicate directly with anyone operating a 
standard push button phone. Messages by the hearing person are 
transmitted to the phone communicator by spelling words on the 
telephone keypad. The computer system predicts what words are 
spelled, based on the combination of letters selected. 
 
Communication can also be enhanced by the use of Fax machines 
and visual paging systems for the deaf. Since fax machines do not 
require the sense of hearing, it does not interfere with 
communication. Visual paging systems for the deaf vibrate rather 
than emitting an auditory tone. The person can then read the phone 
number or message off of the visual display. An electronic pen pad 
may also be used to enhance communication. The writing pad could 
be connected to other writing pads through a telephone line. This 
allows for written conversation between the parties. Two or more 
parties can send and receive written communication simultaneously. 
Most televisions being sold today are equipped with closed captioning 
capability. Using this technology, spoken text is shown through 
printed subtitles on the screen. 
 
During meetings, lectures and class instructions a system that uses 
real time or live captioning can be used for persons who are hearing 
impaired. With this system a stenographer enters the information 
spoken by the teacher or presenter into the computer through a 
stenographic machine. The words are projected on a large screen. 
Since this is operated through a word processing document, a printed 
output can be obtained at the close of the meeting. 
 
Computers, in general, require little to no modification for persons 
who are hearing impaired, since the information is visual. Computer 
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operations predominately use the visual, rather than auditory 
modality. One exception is the use of auditory "beeps" and "chirps" 
by the computer to designate errors in key selections. While this 
auditory cue is intended to increase the speed and performance of 
the computer user, it provides no information to a person who is 
hearing impaired. To compensate for this feature, assistive 
technology solutions that rely on the visual, rather than auditory 
modality, are available. Macintosh computers provide a method of 
converting the auditory cue to a visual signal. Within the control panel 
(located under the apple symbol on the main menu) is a sound icon. 
By decreasing the speaker volume to "0," the auditory cue is replaced 
by a flashing computer screen. IBM and IBM compatible computers 
have two different options to achieve the same or similar effects. The 
first option is the use of special software that converts the auditory 
signal to a visual screen flash. The second option involves hardwiring 
a light source to the speaker of the existing computer. This equipment 
is available through electronic stores. Any hard wiring modifications, 
however, will probably result in voiding the equipment warranty, so 
should only be used as a last measure. For Windows™ 3.1 
applications AccessPack™ is available at no cost from Microsoft. It 
also provides a visual screen flash for Windows™ applications. 
 


