Deaf Culture Note # 6 
Getting the Attention of a Deaf Person

     Learning American Sign Language and interacting within the Deaf community will require learning different behaviors than the way you are used to doing things as a hearing person.  
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     Getting the attention of a Deaf person is different from the way you interact with hearing people.  Many hearing people tend to work harder than necessary to gain a Deaf individual’s attention by wildly swinging their hands in the air or flashing the lights in strobe light pattern, and even yelling.  None of this is necessary!  
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     If the person is nearby tap them on the shoulder.  A few gentle taps is all that is necessary.  Do not hit/punch them or grab the person and turn them around.   If you are not close enough to tap them use a small flapping movement of the hand until you are noticed.   Avoid making this flapping movement with your hand into a wild signal.  You are not trying to flag down a plane, just get a person’s attention.  These are the two most acceptable and common ways to get a Deaf person’s attention.  

     If the person you want to sign to is at a distance, you may ask other people to pass on your wave or tap until you get this person's attention.  This can take some time and often requires clarification on who you are trying to get (name, gender, or clothing description).   

     Two other ways that are not as common but can be used are switch lights off and on and stomping on the floor.   Switching off and on the lights once to get their attention is acceptable if the person is alone in a room.  This should not be done in a crowded room unless you want everyone’s attention and you are in a position for everyone to see you.  Stomping on the floor is also an acceptable practice if you are on a floor that sends vibrations.   

     Several practices to avoid are shouting, waving wildly, and throwing objects to gain their attention. 
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