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Best Practices for Communication 
During the COVID-19 pandemic, employers must quickly communicate best practices for safe 
workplaces. When providing training on any topic, including training regarding infection control 
practices and wearing protective gear, it is helpful to understand ways to deliver this information in an 
accessible format. Effective and inclusive communication includes focusing on what information needs 
to be shared and how best to share it.  The information addressed in this learner’s guide focuses on 
communications between employers and employees with disabilities regarding returning to work during 
a pandemic.  However, this information can be applied to all types of training employers provide. 
 
This guide offers general tips for effective communications with employees with disabilities, including 
deaf and hard of hearing, blind and low vision, and intellectual disabilities. Some general tips to consider 
when communicating with all employees, including employees with disabilities include: 

• Consider accessibility when creating new communications and materials 

• Communication needs vary from employee to employee  

• Make it easy for an employee to ask for help. Despite efforts to communicate in an accessible way, 
an employee may need to request an accommodation. Include an easy-to-find accessibility 
statement on all communication materials. For example: 

o [Employer] is committed to providing access and reasonable accommodation in its services, 
activities, programs, and employment opportunities in accordance with the Americans with 
Disabilities Act and other applicable laws.  To request an accommodation based on a 
disability, please contact (insert contact name or title with contact information such as 
phone number and email address) by Month, Day, Year. 

 
This guide is provided by OOD for educational purposes only and is not an exhaustive list of ideas. 

Deaf and Hard of Hearing 
When communicating with deaf or hard of hearing employees, it is helpful to understand some best 
practices for sharing information. Each employee with hearing loss is unique and what he or she needs 
to communicate at work will also be unique. The ideas shared below are examples of possibilities for 
making communications at work accessible. 
 

General 
• Ask the employee how he or she prefers to communicate 

• Be aware that an employee may have more than one communication preference 
o For training, an employee may require a sign language interpreter or written information 
o For daily tasks, the employee may be able to communicate through lip-reading or gestures 

• Be flexible and try several different types of communication 
o Even if it feels unnatural, employees appreciate attempts to communicate in any fashion 

• When a hard of hearing employee does not hear a statement the first time, rephrase the statement 
instead of repeating 

o For example, instead of repeating “you should use sanitizer if you aren’t near soap and 
water”, rephrase the statement to say “if you can’t wash your hands, you can use hand 
sanitizer, like Purell.” Rephrasing and using a commonly known term, such as Purell.  

• Maintain eye contact, especially when wearing a face covering 

• Use clear face coverings so employees can read your lips and facial expressions  
o Buy or make your own  
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• Allow for additional training time and/or training refreshers  

• Assign a notetaker for training events and distribute these notes to all employees 

 

Communicate 
• Use specific language   

o For example, instead of saying “protect yourself from the virus”, use specific language like 
“increase hand washing with soap and warm water, use hand sanitizers, avoid handshakes 
and hugs, and use disinfecting wipes to wipe clean surfaces.” 

• Avoid language that is abstract or includes jargon, overly technical terms, or extraneous information 
o For example, instead of saying “mitigate the spread of disease” (technical), say “try to keep 

the virus from spreading” (more common language). 

o An employee may be overwhelmed to read a long list of things that need to be cleaned in 

the workplace. If the employee is not responsible for cleaning certain areas or items, 

remove those from the list (extraneous information).  

• Speak at a normal volume; talking louder does not help a person understand speech 
o If you are wearing a face covering, a deaf employee cannot read your lips 
o Consider clear face masks so the lips and teeth can be seen for lip reading 

• Use gestures, demonstrations, props, and point 
o Elaborate in a manner that the employee can process the information visually 

• Use facial expressions and move your body to convey a message 

 

Interpreter 
• There are times when a sign language interpreter is needed 

• When using an in-person interpreter, consult the deaf employee about where the interpreter should 
be positioned 

• When in-person interpretation is not an option, Video Remote Interpreting (VRI) is available on most 
electronic devices  

 

Visuals 
• Ensure all videos have captioning  

o Videos captioned with artificial intelligence (AI) may have errors 
o Professional captioning may be required in some cases  

• Create videos in sign language for key information that is repeated often  
o Allows information to be accessed on-demand 
o May reduce need for sign language interpreting services 
o Reduces stress on employees who are required to communicate this information to deaf 

employees 

• Support written materials with pictures and illustrations  
 
See the resources section for additional information to support inclusive communications with deaf 
and hard of hearing employees.  
 



 

4 
 

Blind and Low Vision 
When communicating with blind or low vision employees, it is helpful to understand some best practices 
for sharing information. Each employee is unique and what he or she needs to communicate at work will 
also be unique. The ideas shared below are examples of possibilities for making communications at work 
accessible. 
 

Physical Distancing 
• Identify yourself when entering a space and announce when you are leaving  

• Ask the employee what is needed to adhere to new physical distancing procedures such as: 
o Maintaining proper distance from others 
o Identifying environmental markers used for physical distancing, such as stickers on the floor 
o Identifying barriers placed in the workplace used for safety precautions, such as plexiglass 

• When acting as a guide, use directional terms such as left and right 

• Don’t pet service dogs 
 

Accessible Documents 
• Make COVID-19 policies available in accessible formats, such as braille, large print, and audio 

• Create large print documents with consideration to these tips:  
o Use electronic editing and formatting, not a copy machine 
o Use an 18-20 point, bold, sans-serif font, such as Arial and Calibri 
o Titles and headings should be larger than the text of the document, aligned left and contain 

both upper- and lower-case letters  
o Line spacing should be at least 1.5 
o Blocked paragraphs should be aligned left with double spacing between paragraphs  
o Bulleted text should be in large solid dark bullets with double spacing between items 

• Isolate graphs, charts, and pictures on separate pages with explanatory captions 

• To reduce glare, paper should have a matte or dull finish, such as an eggshell color 

• Minimize the use of color and avoid using italics 

• Show emphasis with asterisks, dashes, double bolding, or underlining 

• Special note for electronic documents, such as PowerPoint: 
o Use alternative text for images in electronic documents 
o When presenting from a document, make sure to describe all visuals and address all the 

content on the slide 
o Use a minimum font size of 24 point 
o Include minimal content on individual slides 

 

Check 
• Use high color contrast between the background and text  

• Use Microsoft’s Check Accessibility function prior to publishing documents  

• Check accessibly for screen readers 
 
See the resources section for additional information to support inclusive communications with blind 
and low vision employees.  



 

5 
 

Intellectual Disabilities 
All employees have a preferred learning style, including employees with disabilities. This can include 
visual, written, and tactile/kinesthetic (learning through a physical activity) preferences. A visual learner 
may benefit from learning new information through written materials, agendas and flow charts, pictures 
and captioned videos. An auditory learner may benefit from learning new information through audio 
videos, recordings of trainings, or having new information reinforced through a group discussion. A 
tactile/kinesthetic learner may benefit from learning new information through doing things and having a 
hands-on activity such as seeing a demonstration and then practicing a task. 
 
Some employees will be dominant in one of these styles and others may use more than one style to 
learn best. Considering these styles when creating training materials may be beneficial to enhance the 
learning of all employees, including employees with disabilities. 
 
In addition, an associate with an intellectual disability may have functional limitations in the areas of 
learning, reasoning, problem solving, memory, and others. The following ideas may be beneficial to 
incorporate into new and existing training to increase the accessibility of the material for all employees, 
including employees with disabilities.  
 

General 
• Make it easy for an employee to ask for help 

• Provide advance notice of new topics to be discussed  

• Provide written materials in advance of training 

• Minimize environmental distractions, such as background noise 

• Provide additional time to apply the information 

• Provide daily guidance and feedback 

• Consider alternative personal protective equipment when needed 
 

Learning Styles 
• Break information into short segments 

• Use agendas, checklists, and flow charts to communicate information  

• Train on new tasks in the environment in which they will be performed 

• Show the final product of the task first and use this as a guide during training  

• Demonstrate a new task, then have the employee perform the process 

• Use real-time captioning during training presentations 

• Record training presentations and directions for later reference  

 

Accessible Documents 
• Provide communication materials in alternative formats, such as written and auditory 

• Identify information with illustrated pictures and written instructions  

• Place communication guides in applicable work environments 

 

Language 
• Talk directly to the employee and make eye contact 

• Use language that is literal, concise, clear, and consistent  
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o For example, instead of saying “high-touch surfaces,” say “things that people touch a lot.” An 

employee that thinks literally may interpret “high-touch surfaces” as surfaces that are high off 

the ground.  

• Avoid terms that are complicated and technical  

o For example, instead of saying “mitigate the spread of disease” (technical), say “try to keep 

the virus from spreading” (more common language). 

• Speak in an unhurried pace and pause to allow time for information to be absorbed  

• Communicate information the same way each time; repeat as necessary 

• Deliver information from the same mentor or supervisor each time 

• Use open-ended questions to check understanding  

• If information is not understood, rephrase the information  

• Ask the employee to repeat information back to you  

• Be patient and allow time to communicate the information 

• Give the employee time to process information and ask questions  

 

One-on-One 
• Consider one-on-one communication and training 

• Assign a mentor to deliver new information, assist with learning new procedures, and to review  

• Utilize a job coach and ensure the job coach is present when sharing information 

 
See the resources section for additional information to support inclusive communications with 
employees with intellectual disabilities. 

Remote Job Coaching 
Job Coaching 

Job coaching is a service used in the workplace to enable an employee with a disability to successfully 
onboard at a new job and learn new work tasks. Job coaching is provided by a job coach who facilitates 
instruction in a one-on-one format tailored to the needs of the employee. Initially the job coach may 
perform a job analysis to identify the job’s essential functions. Then, the job coach will develop a plan to 
work with the employee. The plan identifies workplace supports and defines how to evaluate progress. 
Each employee’s needs are unique and best determined on a case-by-case basis. 
 
The goal of job coaching is to augment the employer’s training to facilitate the employee effectively and 
accurately learning to perform job tasks independently. This includes education and instruction on work 
practices, time management, proper workplace communications, collaborating with coworkers, and 
adapting to changes at work. 
 
How involved a job coach is in the upfront training process of a new employee with a disability will vary 
based on each employee, employer, and work environment. The goal of job coaching is to assist the new 
employee to perform job tasks independent of the job coach as quickly as possible. The plan to fade the 
job coach from the work environment should begin at the start of job coaching. A job coach supports 
both the employee and the employer. The job coach should maintain ongoing and necessary 
communications with the employer to ensure the success of the service.  
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Remote Job Coaching 
Traditionally, job coaching is provided onsite in the work environment. During the pandemic, onsite job 
coaching may be minimized, but at times still be necessary. The following tips may be helpful to consider 
when onsite services are needed: 

• Assess whether job coaches are permitted to visit the job site at this time; In some instances, 
job coaches may be considered essential workers. 

• Provide job coaches with the guidelines being followed onsite for COVID-19, personal protective 
equipment, and social distancing. 

• Encourage job coaches to provide the support that is needed onsite and assist the employee 
with a disability to implement self-management strategies, as well as instruct the employee on 
how to use services and applications when job coaching is provided remotely.  

 
However, there are times when providing services onsite may not be preferred or possible.  Employees 
with disabilities may not wish to have an onsite job coach, for example, because they do not want to 
draw attention from fellow coworkers or be the subject of a stigmatizing belief of coworkers.  Employers 
may not be able to accommodate onsite job coaching services due to security reasons.  Certainly, during 
these challenging times of the COVID-19 pandemic, onsite job coaching may be difficult to 
accommodate due to social distancing guidelines. When these situations occur, and onsite job coaching 
is not ideal, remote job coaching may be a good solution. 
 
Through the creative use of technology, remote job coaching services offer new ways to provide the 
same support.  The following examples demonstrate possibilities for delivering remote job coaching:  

• Use applications on smart devices to support task completion by programming To-Do lists, 
setting reminder alerts, and identifying a sequence of steps in a process.   

• Use a video camera and microphone to model new job tasks, observe task demonstration, and 
communicate feedback.   

• Through voice calls, video calls, and text messaging, the employee can communicate with the 
job coach to assist with problem solving when unexpected situations arise during the workday.  

 
Regardless of the method, the goal of job coaching remains the same, to enable the employee to 
independently perform the job as quickly as possible. Remote job coaching gives employers an 
innovative way to meet their hiring and onboarding needs. 
 

Reasonable Accommodation 
Job coaching can be used in the workplace as a form of reasonable accommodation to enable an 
employee with a disability to effectively learn new job tasks, proper workplace behaviors, and meet 
performance expectations.  The decision to use a job coach, whether onsite or remote, is determined on 
a case-by-case basis, which in part includes an employee’s desire to participate in this service and the 
employer’s ability to incorporate this service in the work environment.  
 
An example of a reasonable accommodation that can enable an employee with a disability to effectively 
perform the job is modifying the way training is delivered.  Two effective modifications to training can 
include allowing more time for training and providing additional assistance for training. Additional 
assistance for training can be in the form of one-on-one training provided by a job coach. 
 
Providing a job coach may require an employer to modify a workplace policy.  Remote job coaching 
customarily requires the use of a smart device for delivery of services. Employers may have a policy 
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stating employees are not permitted to use smart devices and mobile phones during work. An employer 
may consider modifying this policy to allow an employee to use a smart device to access remote job 
coaching services. The terms of this permission should be documented during the interactive process to 
ensure both the employee and the employer understand the modification.  
 
Job coaching services are often provided at no cost by a state’s vocational rehabilitation agency, like 
OOD, through a provider network of various non-profit organizations that provide job coaching.  
 

Equipment and Environmental Considerations 
Many employers and employees are familiar with the technology used to provide remote job coaching 
services. The key to effective delivery is to identify the right equipment for the service and create an 
environment conducive for success. The equipment used may include a smart device, video camera, 
microphone, headphone, and/or ear buds. Most remote services need internet access and require a 
downloaded application (app). 
 
Ways to create a conducive environment include: 

• Offer a quiet and private space for delivery of services 

• Establish confidentiality rules for: 

o Privacy of all employees 

o Proprietary employer information 

o Video calls, pictures, and recordings 

• Identify and address security concerns  

See the resources section for additional information about remote job coaching services. 

Resources 
• Resources for Blind and Low Vision: 

o Check accessibility: Microsoft’s rules for Accessibility Checker 
o Check contrast: WebAIM’s Contrast Checker 
o Check screen reader accessibility:  

▪ Microsoft’s Immersive Reader 
▪ NVDA’s free screen reader 

o Opportunities for Ohioans with Disabilities. “Communication Best Practices – Employees 
who are Blind/Low Vision” 

• Resources for COVID-19 and the Pandemic: 
o U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission. “Coronavirus and COVID-19”  
o U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission. “Pandemic Preparedness in the 

Workplace and the Americans with Disabilities Act”  
o U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission. “What You Should Know About COVID-19 

and the ADA, the Rehabilitation Act, and Other EEO Laws”  

• Resources for Deaf and Hard of Hearing: 
o 3Play Media provides captioning, transcription, and audio description services 
o Clear mask from ClearMask™ 
o Clear mask pattern from Adult Advocacy Centers 
o Clear surgical mask from the Association of Medical Professionals with Hearing Losses 

(AMPHL) 

https://support.microsoft.com/en-ie/office/rules-for-the-accessibility-checker-651e08f2-0fc3-4e10-aaca-74b4a67101c1
https://webaim.org/resources/contrastchecker/
https://support.microsoft.com/en-ie/office/use-learning-tools-in-the-edge-browser-78a7a17d-52e1-47ee-b0ac-eff8539015e1
https://www.nvaccess.org/
https://ood.ohio.gov/static/Resources/Communication+Best+Practices+Employees+who+are+Blind+Low+Vision.pdf
https://ood.ohio.gov/static/Resources/Communication+Best+Practices+Employees+who+are+Blind+Low+Vision.pdf
https://www.eeoc.gov/coronavirus
https://www.eeoc.gov/laws/guidance/pandemic-preparedness-workplace-and-americans-disabilities-act
https://www.eeoc.gov/laws/guidance/pandemic-preparedness-workplace-and-americans-disabilities-act
https://www.eeoc.gov/wysk/what-you-should-know-about-covid-19-and-ada-rehabilitation-act-and-other-eeo-laws
https://www.eeoc.gov/wysk/what-you-should-know-about-covid-19-and-ada-rehabilitation-act-and-other-eeo-laws
https://www.3playmedia.com/
https://www.theclearmask.com/product
https://www.adultadvocacycenters.org/news/pattern-for-mask-with-clear-window-panel-now-available/?utm_campaign=coschedule&utm_source=linkedin_company&utm_medium=Ohio%20Department%20of%20Developmental%20Disabilities
https://agile.samcart.com/products/amphl-box
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o Coronavirus communication card for the deaf and hard-of-hearing 
o COVID-19 resources in American Sign Language created by the Centers for Disease Control 

and Prevention (CDC) and hosted on OOD’s YouTube channel   
o Job Accommodation Network. “Hearing Impairment”   
o Knowledge Base. “Clear Masks and Face Shields to Order”  
o Low-tech and no cost software solutions to caption media  
o National Deaf Center. A summary of the most frequent or important questions received by 

NDC’s help team  
o Opportunities for Ohioans with Disabilities. “Communication Best Practices – Employees 

who are Deaf or Hard of Hearing” 
o Video remote interpreting providers: Purple, Sorenson Communications, or ZVRS 

• Resources for General Communications with People with Disabilities: 
o EARN (Employer Assistance and Resource Network). “Autism @ Work Playbook”   
o Job Accommodation Network. “Communicate”  
o U.S. Department of Labor’s Office of Disability Employment Policy. “Effective Interaction: 

Communicating With and About People with Disabilities in the Workplace” 

• Resources for Intellectual Disabilities: 
o Examples of materials using plain language include:  

▪ Ohio Department of Developmental Disabilities. “Plain Language Information on 

COVID-19” 

▪ Ohio Department of Health. “Businesses/Employers – COVID-19 Checklist” 

o Job Accommodation Network. “Intellectual Impairment”  
o Opportunities for Ohioans with Disabilities. “Communication Best Practices – Employees 

with Intellectual Disabilities” 

• Resources for Job Coaching Services: 
o Job Accommodation Network. “Job Coaches” 
o Opportunities for Ohioans with Disabilities. “Remote Job Coaching Services” 
o Opportunities for Ohioans with Disabilities. “Virtual/Remote Job Coaching Resources Tool”  
o University of Massachusetts Boston’s Institute for Community Inclusion. “Tools for Inclusion. 

COVID-19 Day and Employment Services” 

• Resources for Title I of the Americans with Disabilities Act and Reasonable Accommodation: 
o Job Accommodation Network. “Technical Assistance Manual for Title I of the ADA”   
o U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission. “Enforcement Guidance on Reasonable 

Accommodation and Undue Hardship under the ADA”  

https://www.mass.gov/service-details/covid-19-card
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLRACfxCFVP8FJ8mS81RO91fExYp-P2Qes
https://askjan.org/disabilities/Hearing-Impairment.cfm
http://connect-hear.com/knowledge-base/clear-masks-and-face-shields-to-order/
https://www.washington.edu/accessibility/videos/free-captioning/
https://mailchi.mp/nationaldeafcenter/your-questions-answered-masks?e=0c60768c71
https://mailchi.mp/nationaldeafcenter/your-questions-answered-masks?e=0c60768c71
https://ood.ohio.gov/static/Resources/Communication+Best+Practices+Deaf+%26+Hard+of+Hearing.pdf
https://ood.ohio.gov/static/Resources/Communication+Best+Practices+Deaf+%26+Hard+of+Hearing.pdf
https://signlanguage.com/vri/
http://www.schedulevri.com/
https://www.zvrs.com/about/faqs/faq-for-vri/
https://askearn.org/news-events/announcements/autism-work-playbook/
https://askjan.org/workrelatedfunctions/Communicate.cfm
https://www.dol.gov/odep/pubs/fact/effectiveinteraction.htm
https://www.dol.gov/odep/pubs/fact/effectiveinteraction.htm
https://dodd.ohio.gov/wps/portal/gov/dodd/about-us/resources/plain-language-information-on-covid-19
https://dodd.ohio.gov/wps/portal/gov/dodd/about-us/resources/plain-language-information-on-covid-19
https://coronavirus.ohio.gov/wps/portal/gov/covid-19/checklists/english-checklists/businesses-employers-covid-19-checklist
https://askjan.org/disabilities/Intellectual-Impairment.cfm
https://ood.ohio.gov/static/Resources/Communication+Best+Practices+Employees+with+Intellectual+Disabilities+.pdf
https://ood.ohio.gov/static/Resources/Communication+Best+Practices+Employees+with+Intellectual+Disabilities+.pdf
https://askjan.org/topics/Job-Coaches.cfm
https://ood.ohio.gov/static/Resources/RJC_Employer+Marketing+Piece_2020_updated+5.27.20.pdf
https://ood.ohio.gov/wps/portal/gov/ood/information-for-providers/provider-news/virtual-remote-job-coaching-resources-too-and-updated-urgent-jobs-list
https://covid19.communityinclusion.org/pdf/TO38_COVID_F.pdf
https://covid19.communityinclusion.org/pdf/TO38_COVID_F.pdf
https://askjan.org/publications/ada-specific/Technical-Assistance-Manual-for-Title-I-of-the-ADA.cfm
https://www.eeoc.gov/laws/guidance/enforcement-guidance-reasonable-accommodation-and-undue-hardship-under-ada#types
https://www.eeoc.gov/laws/guidance/enforcement-guidance-reasonable-accommodation-and-undue-hardship-under-ada#types

