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Sharon Rodrigues
ALD Patient Information Lead

Top tips for 
communicating with 
people with learning 
disabilities (LD)

Facts
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About 20% of people with learning disabilities also 
have some degree of visual impairment.

40% of people with learning disabilities have hearing 
loss.

About 1 million people have learning disabilities. 
(Public Health England 2017).  21% are known to LD 
services 
Only 5-10% of people with learning disabilities have 
recognised literacy skills

4 in 10 adults cannot understand health information
Poor understanding is linked to reduced life 
expectancy.

Levels of Learning Disability

3

A person with a 
learning disability 
will have an IQ < 70

The level of 
Learning Disability 
will determine the 
method of 
communication
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Most people with learning disabilities have very poor 
literacy skills and struggle to understand information in 
written form. They also find it difficult to retain 
information.

In general  we use difficult words and long 
sentences.

People with learning disabilities find it easier to 
remember things they have seen rather then read.

Having learning disabilities can affect the way a 
person understands information and how they 
communicate and behave.

Barriers to understanding written information

Possible indicators someone may have a Learning Disability

 difficulty following instructions
 difficulty in processing information
 not able to cope with more than one thing at a 

time
 difficulty in understanding abstract concepts eg

time and distance
 confusion about times of appointments
 problems with planning and sequences
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1. Find out how they communicate - AIS
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Alert on RiO
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Communication/Information needs and disability
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These fields are mandatory

Find out what the 
person needs to 
engage in their 
appointment

Alert on the demographics page
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Yes

Find out what they need to communicate
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communication passport

Oxleas favourites  - Interpreting Services
Need for information in Braille
Or uses signing to communicate
BSL and use of interpreters

advocates

iPad 

black book
hospital passport
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2. Be flexible

• People with LD need plenty of 
time to speak for themselves 
as well as understand what 
you are telling them

Offer and encourage the use 
of double appointments

10

3. Check the best time/location for them

• People with LD may find crowds, small spaces or 
long waiting times difficult

Book an appointment at a time that is easier for 
them or fast track them. Find a quiet room to meet

 Send an easy read appointment letter 
Found in Oxleas favourites – Easy read letters
https://www.easyreadappointmentletter.co.uk/oxl
eas-letter
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4. Explain what will happen at each stage

• People with LD may not 
understand the purpose of the 
visit or the process

Explain the reason for the visit 
and what will happen next.

Use visuals to explain what will 
happen next
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5. Use easy read information

• People with LD have difficulty with literacy and may 
have visual impairment.
Find out if the person needs information in easy read 

This information can be accessed via the intranet.
Offer large print if they have a visual impairment
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6. Avoid jargon or long sentences

• People with LD are unable to understand complex 
language or medical words

Keep sentences short using simple words. One idea 
per sentence. Avoid ‘and’ and ‘but’. The fewer the 
better! Use bullet points to simplify lists
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Assessment Finding out about you

Treatment Help you to get better

7. Speak to the person you are treating

• People with LD need to feel valued
Speak to the person and make eye 

contact. If needed sit by them.

 Speak to the carer only if they are 
finding it difficult to understand. 
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8. Check your answers by asking in a different way

• Many people with LD will say ‘yes’ 
to a closed question

Try asking open ended questions 
or change the format of the 
question to see if you get a 
different answer
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point to where 
the pain is

9. Check what support they have or what support is available

• People with LD will need support to take 
medication, monitor side effects or change the 
way they live

Check if the carer or support worker can be 
there for the appointment. If they have a black 
book encourage them to bring it to the 
appointment. 

Easy read information on anti psychotics can be 
found in the Document library by typing ‘easy 
read’ in the search box. As well as easy read 
crisis plans and care plans.
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10. Use of a storyboard to explain an assessment

• People with LD find it difficult to 
remember a sequence of events

Use photos to produce a storyboard 
and if the person is autistic just use two 
photos to explain what will happen 
now and then next. 
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Further support
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• Easy read training available contact me
Sharon.Rodrigues@nhs.net

• Easy read information available on the intranet
https://theox.oxleas.nhs.uk/document-library/

Thank you
Any questions?
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