Building Self-Advocacy in the Deaf |/DD Community

Introduction: Why this guide

Deaf people with intellectual and developmental disabilities (I/DD) are too often isolated—by schools and
programs that didn’t provide full language access, and by systems that weren'’t designed for their pace or
communication style. This guide is here to change practices, not people. When we create Deaf-friendly spaces,
keep routines predictable, and match communication supports to the person, people make more choices, ask for
what they need, and lead their own advocacy.

This is a step-by-step roadmap for building sustainable, community-driven self-advocacy groups with Deaf I/DD
adults. It shows you how to find and welcome participants, build trust, grow peer connection, and nurture
leadership in ways that honor Deaf culture and diverse communication needs.

Use it if you are a Deaf resource center; a state commission for the Deaf and Hard of Hearing; a community
nonprofit; a VR counselor/office; a county DD services program; a K-12 school, college, or university
disability/access office; a clinic, hospital, or behavioral health provider; an interpreting or captioning agency; a
supported living, foster/host-home, day, or employment program; an employer/workforce partner—or any
community ally who wants practical tools you can put to work right away.

What you'll get

e (lear steps to locate and engage the community, host inclusive gatherings, and transition into structured
advocacy meetings.

e Deaf-friendly practices for room setup, pacing, visual supports, and interpreter planning.

e Peer leadership tools that help members share stories, co-facilitate, and speak to local systems.

e Quick checklists and templates you can copy into your own programs.

This is more than a resource—it’s a community effort to ensure Deaf I/DD people are heard, seen, and respected as
leaders in their own lives and beyond. Start with one small step, learn together, and keep going.
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Building Self-Advocacy in the Deaf |/DD Community

Step 1 — Local Outreach — How to find the community

Deaf hubs: local Deaf centers/associations, state commissions, alumni . .

networks from schools for the Deaf, ASL classes and social meet-ups. Quick Checklist - Step 1
e Map local Deaf hubs and

I/DD networks: county DD service coordinators and brokerages, day /DD networks”

programs, supported living and foster/host-home agencies, supported

employment providers. Connect with schools, VR,

clinics, family groups
Education & work: VR counselors/job developers who serve Deaf/HOH

clients, community college/university disability & interpreting offices,
transition programs.

Use warm introductions
instead of cold outreach

Health & behavioral health: clinics/hospitals that regularly serve Deaf
patients, behavioral health providers, audiology/SLP practices familiar
with Deaf clients.

Create visual/plain-language
invitations

Include Deaf co-facilitators

Family & peer channels: family support groups, peer advocates, in first contact

guardians, faith/community groups, local online groups (Facebook,
WhatsApp, Discord).

How to approach: ask partners for warm introductions (not just flyers),
use plain-language/visual invites that describe the experience (“small,
calm, Deaf-led; unhurried”), and include Deaf co-facilitators to build trust
from the first contact. That’s it—start with these doors, keep outreach
visual and low-pressure, and you’ll reach Deaf individuals with 1/DD who
are present but often hidden.
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Building Self-Advocacy in the Deaf |/DD Community

Step 2 - Host Social Events — Create access-centered

gatherlngs Quick Checklist — Step 2

e (Choose accessible, Deaf-
friendly venue

To build stronger connections, host social events that intentionally
center accessibility and inclusion. This means selecting venues that
everyone can navigate, offering interpretation and captioning, providing
clear communication about food and transportation, and creating quiet

areas for those who need them. DL piTei s 2l

captioning early

Events should offer flexible ways to participate, from casual
conversations to structured activities, so that people can engage at their
own comfort level. By planning with access in mind, these gatherings
become spaces where everyone feels welcome, valued, and able to fully
participate in community Llife.

Share food/transportation
info clearly

Provide quiet space or
sensory break area

Offer both structured and
unstructured activities
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Building Self-Advocacy in the Deaf |/DD Community

Step 3 — Build Peer Connections — Friendship as a foundation

Encourage relationships that grow naturally by making space for peer-

to-peer connection at every stage. Start with simple pair or small-group
activities where people can share stories, work on a project together, or
help each other with daily routines. Create predictable times for casual

conversation before or after events so friendships have room to develop.

Over time, these peer bonds become the foundation of trust and
belonging—giving members confidence to speak up, support one
another, and practice self-advocacy in a safe circle of friends.
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Quick Checklist — Step 3

Plan icebreaker or pair
activities

Build in unstructured ‘chat
time”

Encourage story sharing in
small groups

Support peer mentoring and
buddy systems

Celebrate friendships as
advocacy wins
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Building Self-Advocacy in the Deaf |/DD Community

Step 4 - Learning Spaces - Intro to advocacy and
communication tools

Create welcoming learning sessions where members can explore what

Quick Checklist — Step 4

self-advocacy means and practice basic tools together. Use plain e Use plain language and
language, visuals, and role-play to introduce concepts like ‘choice,” EELS

‘rights,” and “asking for support.” Provide hands-on activities with

communication cards, video models, or simple scripts people can adapt. Practice role-play with
Keep sessions short, interactive, and paced so everyone can participate. advocacy scenarios
These learning spaces set the stage for members to understand

advocacy as something practical and doable in everyday life. Introduce communication

cards/scripts

Keep sessions short and
interactive

Pace activities so all
members can join
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Building Self-Advocacy in the Deaf |/DD Community

Step 5 - Communication Access — Center the conversation on
rights

Dedicate time to making communication access itself a shared advocacy

Quick Checklist — Step 5

topic. Discuss interpreter rights, captioning, visual supports, and pacing e Talk about interpreter and
in plain, concrete ways. Show video demos of good and bad captioning rights
communication setups to spark conversation and problem-solving.

Encourage members to share their own experiences with access barriers, Show video demos (good vs.
and practice ways to ask for accommodations. By centering bad setups)

communication access as a right, members gain language and

confidence to speak up in schools, services, workplaces, and community Invite members to share
spaces. access stories

Practice requesting
accommodations

Reinforce access as a right,
not a favor
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Building Self-Advocacy in the Deaf |/DD Community

Step 6 — Train to Present — Build stories and testimonials

Dedicate time to making communication access itself a shared advocacy
topic. Discuss interpreter rights, captioning, visual supports, and pacing

Quick Checklist — Step 6

in plain, concrete ways. Show video demos of good and bad e Use simple prompts to spark
communication setups to spark conversation and problem-solving. stories

Encourage members to share their own experiences with access barriers,

and practice ways to ask for accommodations. By centering Practice storytelling in pairs
communication access as a right, members gain language and and groups

confidence to speak up in schools, services, workplaces, and community

spaces. Provide slides/picture cards

for support

Record short video
testimonials

Invite co-presenting
opportunities
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Building Self-Advocacy in the Deaf |/DD Community

Step 7 - Engage Systems — Show up and be visible

Guide members to bring their advocacy into real community spaces

where decisions are made. Start small—attending a local advisory board, Quick Checklist - Step 7
disability council, or city meeting together. Prepare with plain-language e Identify local councils/boards
agendas and debrief afterward to process what happened. Encourage to attend

members to introduce themselves, ask a simple question, or share a
story. Being present and visible shows systems that Deaf /DD people are
part of the community and expect to be included.

Provide plain-language
agendas in advance

Attend as a group for support

Encourage simple
introductions or questions

Debrief together afterward
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Building Self-Advocacy in the Deaf |/DD Community

Step 8 - Build Independence — Mentor into leadership

As groups grow stronger, begin shifting roles so members take more

leadership. Pair newer advocates with experienced peers for mentoring.

Rotate small responsibilities like leading introductions, choosing the
agenda item, or closing the meeting. Celebrate each step of
independence and provide coaching when needed. Over time, members
gain confidence to co-facilitate, lead outreach, and represent the group
to outside partners. This steady mentoring path grows future leaders
from within.
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Quick Checklist — Step 8

Pair new members with peer
mentors

Rotate small leadership roles

Celebrate each independence
milestone

Provide coaching and
encouragement

Grow members into co-
facilitators
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Building Self-Advocacy in the Deaf |/DD Community

Step 9 — Mix Fun with Advocacy — Keep energy and joy

Balance advocacy work with fun activities that keep people connected . .
and motivated. Plan celebrations, cultural events, or game nights Quick Checklist - Step 9
alongside meetings. Encourage laughter, creativity, and shared meals as
much as structured work.Joy builds resilience and prevents burnout,
making advocacy groups places people want to return to week after
week. Mixing fun with advocacy helps members see that change-making
and community care go hand in hand.

e Plan celebrations and
cultural events

Mix fun with advocacy
meetings

Encourage shared meals and
creativity

Celebrate group successes
with joy

Keep energy balanced to
avoid burnout

Sustainability & Systems Change -
>>>

Train allies and track impact
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Building Self-Advocacy in the Deaf |/DD Community

Sustainability & Systems Change - Train allies and track

impact

For long-term impact, invest in training allies—staff, families,
interpreters, and community partners—on Deaf |/DD access and
advocacy. Provide clear checklists and models so they know how to
support groups respectfully. Track progress with simple tools:
attendance, stories of change, or examples of members’ advocacy wins.
Share results with funders, agencies, and policymakers to show why Deaf
I/DD voices matter. Sustainability comes from both growing internal
leaders and shifting the larger systems to listen, include, and respond.
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Quick Checklist -
Sustainability

e Provide ally training on Deaf
I/DD advocacy

Share checklists and support
models

Track attendance and
advocacy stories

Report wins to funders and
agencies

Balance leader growth with
system change
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