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US Department of Transportation 
Draft Strategic Plan on Accessible Transportation 
 

February 16, 2021 

 

Thank you for this opportunity to provide our responses to the US Department of 
Transportation’s (“DOT” or “Department”) Strategic Plan on Accessible Transportation for FY 
2021-2025 (“Strategic Plan”).  

Hearing Loss Association of America (HLAA) applauds DOT’s initiatives to make America’s 
transportation system accessible to all travelers, “pursuing initiatives to enhance accessibility and 
remove barriers in transportation access for people with disabilities…use[ing] the plan to address 
gaps in its accessibility work, enhance coordination of accessibility initiatives across the 
Department and the Federal government.”1 We are particularly pleased to see the “Department is 
interested in identifying opportunities for meaningful engagement of people with disabilities in 
its planning and policy processes.”2 

HLAA is an organization that provides information, education, support and advocacy to over 48 
million people with hearing loss, their families and friends, their employers and the hearing 
health care professionals who work with them. Our constituents use hearing technology such as 
hearing aids and cochlear implants to improve their ability to communicate. However, these tools 
are in no way perfect: people with hearing loss often turn to assistive listening and alerting 
devices to augment and make the best of their residual hearing so they may fully participate in all 
aspects of the communities they live in. We depend on facilities to install and provide the kinds 
of accommodations, such as listening systems, to ensure that effective communication is not 
aspirational but in fact achieved. 

Much of the assistive technology that would reduce communication barriers in public places and 
transportation has not been installed, despite being currently readily available and mandated 
under provisions of the Americans with Disabilities Act some 30 years ago. People with hearing 
loss face communication barriers each and every day when attempting to access transportation 
systems. It is critical that people with hearing loss have the communication access needed to 
successfully reach their destinations. 

Prior to the coronavirus pandemic, people with hearing loss faced barriers to communication at 
transportation facilities and on vehicles. But now that there is a need to ensure the COVID-19 
virus does not spread, people are wearing masks and now doubling up on those masks.  

 
1 US Department of Transportation. Draft Strategic Plan on Accessible Transportation FY 2021-2025. January 2021. 
p. 3. 
2 Ibid p.3 
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Certainly, the health of every individual and the need to end the COVID-19 pandemic is of 
utmost importance. HLAA fully supports the use of masks at all times including in transportation 
stations and in vehicles. However, as a result of masking, hearing and understanding is that much 
more difficult for those with hearing loss. The need for accommodations become urgent.3  

There are solutions not mentioned in the Department’s Strategic Plan can have a profound effect 
on the ability of people with hearing loss to understand communications and allow them to 
“travel from their starting point to their designation spontaneously and independently …with 
ease and confidence.”4 Such accommodations include: 

• Assistive listening systems, including hearing loop systems in stations, rail cars, at 
information points and any other place that requires understanding speech, whether via 
broadcast announcements or person-to-person communication. 

• Tablets, iPads, computers, and/or smart phones with speech to text software applications 
and with lapel microphones for person-to-person interactions.  

• Captions for videos or on-line communication.  
• Public information boards that similaniously display audible announcements in text. 

 
We urge the Department to include these accommodations into the final Strategic Plan on 
Accessible Transportation for FY 2021-2025.  

 

We also note that while people with hearing loss are included in the overview of people with 
disabilities covered by this Strategic Plan, unlike other disability groups, there is no mention 
about the extent that lack of communication access can create barriers to transportation access 
for people with hearing loss.5 Being able to understand announcements, including emergency 
announcements, provided over a public address system at a train station, understanding what the 
next stop is on a train, learning about a change of gate or delayed flight at the airport, even 
seeking a non-commercial driver’s license at a place where no accommodations in place are just 
a few of the barriers people with hearing loss face in accessing transportation. We urge the 
Department to remember the millions of Americans with hearing loss who seek to access the 
system, to travel independently with ease and confidence. 

 

 
3 Corey, Ryan M.,  Jones, Uriah, Singer, Andrew C. University of Illinois,  Face masks make it harder to hear, but 
amplification can help” August, 2020.  
 
4 Ibid. p. 4 
5 Ibid. p. 5 
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GOAL 1. REMOVE UNNECESSARY BARRIERS FOR PEOPLE WITH DISABILITIES 
TO SEEK LICENSURE FOR, OPERATE, AND/OR RIDE IN PASSENGER AND 
COMMERCIAL MOTOR VEHICLES 

HLAA urges the Department to advance solutions that engage people with hearing loss, 
including: 

Objective 1.1. Vehicle Accessibility 

Strategy 1.1.1. Advance solutions that can further enable people with physical, sensory, and 
cognitive disabilities to use automated vehicles. 
 

• Ensure that all vehicles, including automated vehicles, are accessible to people with 
hearing loss. For example, the provision of hearing loops, visual and text information 
must be provided whenever verbal information or audible prompts are used. 
 

Strategy 1.1.3. Engage stakeholders on inclusive design of automated vehicles.  
 

• Engage individuals with hearing loss, including seniors who age into hearing loss and the 
organizations that represent them, in the development of strategies to provide feedback 
on requirements to ensure communication accessibility of automated vehicles. 
 

Objective 1.2 Driver Licensure 

Strategy 1.2.3. Work with States to ensure that SDLA locations are accessible to people 
with disabilities.  
 

• Ensure that SDLA locations, procedures and services are accessible to people with 
hearing loss, by provision of: 

o visual message boards  
o hearing loops  
o access to speech to text software applications for computers, tablets or 

smartphones 
 

Objective 1.3. Commercial Motor Vehicle Licensure 

Strategy 1.3.1. Develop and finalize resources for SDLAs.  
 

• Ensure “Deaf and Hard of Hearing Resource Guides” includes information for both 
people with hearing loss who do not use or understand American Sign Language (ASL), 
as well as those who do and that videos that are produced include both open or closed 
captions and include ASL versions.  
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GOAL 4. SUPPORT THE NATION’S PUBLIC TRANSIT SYSTEMS AND MOBILITY 
PROVIDERS IN ENHANCING ACCESSIBILITY FOR PEOPLE WITH DISABILITIES 

HLAA urges the Department to advance solutions that engage people with hearing loss 
including: 

Objective 4.1. Transit Facilities 

Strategy 4.1.1. Increase the number of accessible rail transit stations  
 
A number of pre-ADA rail stations, and some post-ADA, provide little or no access for people 
with hearing loss. HLAA urges the Department to: 

• Ensure that when the FTA expands its specialized ADA compliance reviews of fixed 
route systems to include light, rapid, and commuter rail service, specifically including use 
and maintenance of accessible features at rail stations and aboard rail vehicles, including 
communication solutions such as: 

o hearing loop systems in the station, on the platform and in the rail car 

o visual, text-based messaging boards 

o speech to text computer, tablet or smartphone-based software applications for 
person-to-person communications 

o any videos used in the station are open captioned. 

 
Strategy 4.3.1. Collaborate with stakeholders to review accessibility standards for vehicles 
and systems.  
 

• In addition to DOT collaboration with the U.S. Access Board in the development of any 
new accessibility standards that may be required for new types of vehicles and systems, 
ensure that accessibility standards are reviewed and updated to allow for new and 
innovative communication access technologies to be incorporated into existing rail 
vehicles and systems, such as: 

o hearing loops in rail cars 

o visual, text-based messaging boards 

o speech to text computer, tablet or smartphone-based software applications for 
person-to-person communications 

o any videos that are used in rail cars are open captioned. 
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GOAL 5. ADVANCE ACCESSIBLE AIR, MOTORCOACH, AND RAIL INTERCITY 
TRANSPORTATION SYSTEMS FOR PEOPLE WITH DISABILITIES 
 
HLAA urges the Department to advance solutions that engage people with hearing loss 
including: 
 
Strategy 5.1.2. Promote passenger outreach and education.  
 

• HLAA urges the FAA’s Office of Civil Rights to include communication access issues in 
their continued outreach on Federal accessibility laws and regulations through industry 
conferences, FAA webinars, and other trainings in collaboration with stakeholders, 
including: 

o Addressing communication barriers created by masking during the COVID-19 
pandemic. 

o Promoting alternative, accessible solutions for communications, including: 

▪ Assistive listening systems, including hearing loop systems at information 
points and anyplace that requires understanding speech, whether via 
broadcast announcements or person-to-person communication. 

▪ Tablets, iPads, computers, and/or smart phones with speech to text 
software applications and external microphones for person-to-person 
interactions.  

▪ Captions for videos or on-line communication  

▪ Public information boards that display announcements in text that have 
been delivered audibly. 

 
Strategy 5.1.4. Ensure airport operators’ compliance with Federal accessibility laws.  
 

• HLAA urges the FAA’s Office of Civil Rights Airport Disability Compliance Program 
(ADCP) that is charged with providing guidance, conduct training sessions, update 
policies, and review existing programs and activities to ensure that communication access 
is addressed.  

Strategy 5.3.1. Improve ADA accessibility of passenger rail stations. 
 

• HLAA urges the Department to ensure communication access is enforced when 
monitoring and evaluating Amtrak’s full ADA Compliance for stations and components 
of stations where it has legal responsibility.  
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Strategy 5.3.2. Improve the accessibility of passenger rail cars.  
 

• HLAA urges FRA to encourage Amtrak and other rail providers to commit to higher 
levels of access for passengers with disabilities in new rail cars, including elements of the 
rail care that provide communication. For example, we are encouraged to learn that some 
transit systems, e.g., the BART (Bay Area Rapid Transit) system in California, have 
installed and are successfully using hearing loop technology in their rail cars. 
Similarily,we understand that variable message boards are being used in at least some 
Amtrak stations. These kinds of technologies should be evaluated for use in all rail cars 
and on all platforms.  We are encouraged that FRA will engage with the disability 
community to gather input into new rail car designs and stand ready to provide input. 

 

Again, we thank you for this opportunity to submit these comments. We stand ready to assist the 
Department in moving forward breaking down communication barriers in transportation.  

 

Barbara Kelley 
Executive Director 
Hearing Loss Associatoin of America 
6116 Executive Blvd, Suite 320 
Rockville, MD 20852 
BKelley@hearingloss.org  
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