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Scholarly interest within Interpreting Studies (IS) has embraced broader ho-
rizons beyond conference interpreting in the last 25-30 years to explore other 
forms of interlinguistic and intercultural communication that have emerged in 
response to rapid transformations within our societies. Issue 19 of The Interpret-
ers’ Newsletter focuses on Sign Language Interpreting (SLI) one of these areas of IS 
that is developing in different parts of the world. Since the 1960s and ‘70s when 
attention was first turned in earnest to Sign Language Studies in the U.S. A. (cf. 
Stokoe 1960, 1972; Stokoe et al. 1965; Bellugi /Klima 1974; Battison 1974; Fried-
man 1976) interest in interpreting with a signed language also developed (In-
gram/Ingram 1975; Solow 1981), offering potentially innovative approaches to 
future interpreting research. 

The provision of formal training in SLI began in a handful of countries in re-
sponse to a growing demand for qualified interpreters able to assist deaf people 
in a wide variety of social contexts and is spreading worldwide at an uneven pace 
(Napier 2009). Some training institutions have already gained several decades of 
experience in the field, whereas others are still at early stages of development or 
planning. Owing to diverse national linguistic policies and political short-sight-
edness or obtuseness, many obstacles to the universal provision of sign language 
interpreter training remain to be overcome in order to enable full access to the 
services of professional sign language interpreters. 

This issue of The Interpreters’ Newsletter aims to address a number of topics of 
interest in this growing area of IS presented in the form of discussion on prevail-
ing situations, personal impressions on the profession (e.g. the deaf end-user’s 
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point of view), theoretically-based academic papers and empirical contributions. 
The contributors are all international SLI practitioners from the U.S. A., Australia 
and Europe: freelancers, trainers or researchers from various well-known cen-
tres of excellence in sign language teaching and/or SLI training.

This issue begins by presenting a scholarly discussion by Sherry Shaw on 
‘service learning’ in sign language interpreter education in the U.S. A. She dis-
cusses preparing interpreters to “share common goals and form alliances with 
the [deaf] community” touching on issues such as “trust” and “responsibility” in 
order to eliminate the boundaries which often exist between interpreters and 
deaf consumers, without jeopardizing ethical standards. 

In our era of high technology a paper on its application in SLI is appropri-
ate. Erica Alley’s contribution covers the topic of video relay interpreting in 
the U.S. A. where numerous American Sign Language-English interpreters are 
employed in the VRS (Video Relay Service) industry, processing calls which are 
subject to guidelines mandated by the Federal Communications Commission or 
by independent VRS companies. She describes the service and guidelines before 
providing the results of a small pilot study on experienced VRS interpreters to 
gain insight into their perception of the origin and impact of VRS guidelines. 
This study suggests that ASL interpreters have insufficient knowledge about 
them to support their professional decision-making. 

Preparation strategies are not extensively documented in either signed or 
spoken language interpreting literature. Brenda Nicodemus, Laurie Swabey 
and Marty M. Taylor present part of a study in progress that takes a look at SLI 
preparation to investigate the preparatory techniques adopted by professional 
American Sign Language-English interpreters. Retrospective oral reports were 
used to collect data on the preparation strategies employed by six professional 
interpreters for 20 minutes prior to interpreting a video-recorded version of 
President Barack Obama’s inaugural address of 2009. Afterwards, participants 
were interviewed on their preparation process principally to identify strategies 
used and determine patterns of usage. The lack of a standard approach would 
suggest a need for instruction on preparation strategies. The source text was a 
formal scripted speech of the political genre not commonly encountered in day-
to-day SLI, but the kind of discourse interpreters may increasingly come across 
when interpreting live high profile media events either at the event itself in prae-
sentia, or in absentia interpreting in another location e.g. a television studio (cf. 
Falbo 2012: 163-164). 

Signed language interpreters’ working memory capacity represents an iden-
tifiable research gap in IS literature. The next paper by Jihong Wang and 
Jemina Napier reveals that different scoring methods for working memory span 
tasks produce discrepant result patterns. By comparing two scoring methods, 
they highlight methodological issues to be considered by researchers creating 
working memory span tasks to measure working memory capacity in both spo-
ken and signed language interpreters.

Maya De Wit and Irma Sluis have recently conducted research in the Neth-
erlands to explore the topic of sign language interpreting quality from the deaf 
end-user’s perspective. Following an overview of the training and professional 
development of Dutch Sign Language interpreters, they briefly dwell on the no-
tion of quality in both spoken and signed interpreting. They then turn their at-
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tention to their research and methodology in investigating the criteria that users 
of Dutch Sign Language adopt in selecting interpreters. They report the results 
of an online survey and those acquired in four live settings, in order to map per-
ceptions of quality. 

Historically, interpreting has been associated with hearing practitioners, but 
as SLI has established itself worldwide, a new profession for deaf interpreters 
is emerging. Patricia Brück and Elke Schaumberger have collected data from 
interviews with deaf interpreters in Europe conducted at the end of 2012 at the 
efsli conference held in Vienna. The eleven interviewees from nine European 
countries answered questions about their work environment such as co-work-
ing with hearing interpreters, assignment preparation and remuneration in 
their respective countries.

Interpreting with signed languages tends to be regarded as a specialized form 
of interpreting that remains far removed from spoken language mainstream in-
terpreting. This is probably principally due to the evident difference in the com-
municative modalities used: visual/gestural versus aural/oral. Communication 
through visual/gestural means seems to most hearing individuals impossibly 
difficult to acquire and rarely encountered anyway in day-to-day life, as deaf peo-
ple are part of an ‘invisible’ minority community in many parts of the world. My 
experience researching SLI for 15 years in Italy has shown me that few hearing 
people, including spoken language interpreters, know much about SLI or much 
about deafness in general. However, interpreting with a signed language shares 
many aspects of spoken language interpreting (Kellett Bidoli 2002), and further-
more, sign language interpreters do not work exclusively with signed languages 
(unless deaf) but have to interpret into and from the spoken word. I hope that by 
choosing to focus on Sign Language Interpreting in this issue of The Interpreters’ 
Newsletter, our mainly spoken language interpreter international readership will 
find similarities with their own research experiences in some of the topics pre-
sented by international experts in the field and gain a wider knowledge of this 
fascinating branch of Interpreting Studies.

Cynthia J. Kellett Bidoli
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Abstract

The profession of interpreting is directly linked to consumers who rely upon the linguis-
tic skill, cultural competence, ethical conduct, and professional dispositions of qualified 
interpreters to provide them with equal access to information. The norms for a signed lan-
guage interpreter’s behavior that align with a standard of quality are of particular interest 
when contemplating how interpreters could be involved within the Deaf community. This 
paper addresses the ongoing discussion in the U. S. about (1) preparing signed language 
interpreters to share common goals and form alliances with the community, and (2) 
ethical perceptions of collaboration outside the interpreted event that do not violate the 
organizational code of conduct. Realizing that issues such as trust, clear role definition, 
ethical norms, and “maintaining professional relationships” (Australian Institute of In-
terpreters and Translators, 2012) have similarities across nations and their various codes 
of ethics, a perceived gap in the U. S. between professional interpreters and consumers is 
the catalyst for evaluating options that will close this gap. 

Interpreter educators on an international and collaborative scale remain inter-
ested in identifying dispositions that are prevalent and even predictive of signed 
language interpreting performance (Bontempo et al. 2014). The term ‘disposi-
tions’ refers to more than personality characteristics – it implies an interactive 
approach to interpreting that is respectful and cognizant of various worldviews 

Preparing interpreting 
students to be allies in 
the Deaf community

Sherry Shaw
University of North Florida
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and lived realities of participants. An effort to cultivate trustworthy dispositions 
in interpreting students is occurring in interpreter education programs across 
the U.S. through a form of community engagement called ‘service learning’ 
(Shaw 2013). In fact, the Accreditation Standards published by the Commission 
on Collegiate Interpreter Education (CCIE, 2014) (the accrediting body for under-
graduate interpreting programs in the U.S.), specifically state that a program’s 
curriculum must include “service-learning, community engagement/civic re-
sponsibility to stakeholder communities” (p. 8). The timely publication of CCIE 
standards that directly impact the education we provide student interpreters 
comes when many interpreters are reevaluating their roles as uninvolved mes-
sage transmitters. At the higher education level, issues of oppression and power 
differentials might previously have been introduced to students as important 
points of knowledge, but synthesizing that information into action that supports 
the Deaf community’s causes has been missing in many programs (Shaw 2013). 

Service learning is not unique to higher education in the U.S., although its or-
igin dates to back to the pedagogy of John Dewey in the 1930s (experiential learn-
ing) and establishment of Campus Compact in U.S. universities during the 1980s 
(Furco 2003). In the work of Iverson and Espenschied-Reilly on perceptions of 
international service learning (2010), the authors document how culture, social 
context, and learning tradition (specifically, in Ireland) affect implementation of 
service learning. They also elaborate on the permeation of community engage-
ment in higher education programs in many parts of the world, where the prac-
tice is modified to fit the context in which it is used, particularly in “countries 
where language, culture, and geography differ more widely” (ibid.:.12). 

1.  Historical foundations of alliance in the U.S.

 The idea of an alliance between Deaf consumers and interpreters continues to 
infiltrate a profession that traditionally advocated for professional distance and 
role definition as a conduit of information transfer (Dickinson/Turner 2008). A 
role with distinct, unmovable boundaries often was fueled by a belief that in-
terpreters should not interact with the Deaf community outside the work envi-
ronment (usually after linguistic competence is achieved). The downside of rigid 
role distinction that restricts interpreter-community alliance is the separation of 
interpreters from the community that welcomed them into its midst (especially 
non-native users of American Sign Language) and contributed to preparing them 
to become interpreters long before there were interpreter education programs. 
The community has a vested interest in interpreter quality, of course, and to this 
day, immersion in the Deaf community to acquire the prerequisite language 
skills for interpreting, wherever that may be, is imperative for second-language 
learners to transition to learning the interpreting process (Shaw et al. 2004).

When the U.S. government established interpreter education programs in 
the 1970s through federal grants, there began a slow but steady rift between ac-
ademia and a community that had previously identified and prepared its own 
interpreters. The consequence of separating interpreter education and profes-
sional practice from the community is a noticeable depreciation in trust, and in 
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recent years, dialogue about the ‘trust issue’ has been the focus of research (Hum-
phrey 2013). In an effort to address the trust factor within academic programs, in-
terpreter educators in the U.S. are introducing forms of community engagement 
for their students that are non-exploitative, ethical, and collaborative with the 
community. Service learning (hereafter used interchangeably with community 
engagement) is the proposed remedy for reconnecting interpreting students 
and working interpreters to the Deaf community for the purpose of building 
trust and promoting community goals. This practice of becoming allies with the 
Deaf community, a topic now gaining momentum in the U.S. interpreting com-
munity (Brace 2012), potentially promotes an identity that can be accomplished 
without jeopardizing ethical standards. 

2.  Trust and responsibility

Demers (2005: 209) suggests that signed language interpreters must “maintain 
their professionalism at all times so as to merit the trust of those who depend 
upon them for competent and comfortable interpreting”. Additionally, a guiding 
principle of the National Association of the Deaf-Registry of Interpreters for the 
Deaf Code of Professional Conduct (USA) is that “interpreters hold a position of 
trust in their role as linguistic and cultural facilitators of communication” (2005: 
2). Trust and responsibility are fundamental elements in relationships between 
interpreters and Deaf community members that were more prevalent prior to 
institutionalizing interpreter education and professionalizing the field in the 
U.S. Traditionally, interpreters were trusted family members, but in recent years, 
we have evolved from cultural, social, experiential, and linguistic immersion 
in the Deaf community to a classroom that is sometimes far removed from the 
community. Prior to interpreting becoming an occupation: 

[…] members of the Community would determine for themselves whether and when 
someone possessed sufficient communicative competence and had also demonstrat-
ed sufficient trustworthiness that they would be asked to interpret/transliterate. 
(Cokely, 2005: 4) 

The period between 1975 and 1990 was a transitional era in the U.S. during which 
well-meaning “professionals”, who were learning to interpret as a prospective 
trade, replaced trusted family interpreters. As interpreting professionalized, in-
terpreters increasingly became removed from the Deaf community (Sherwood 
1987). Children with Deaf parents and other relatives were no longer the primary 
resources for interpreting services as learning shifted toward the external venues 
of colleges and universities. Monikowski and Peterson (2005) document that in-
terpreter education evolved from cultural, social, experiential, and linguistic im-
mersion in the Deaf community to a classroom far-removed from the community: 

Having been often ignored or maltreated by professionals throughout their history, one 
can understand how some deaf people were unhappy that many of these new inter-
preters were now too detached from the deaf community. (Moody 2011: 60) 
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Sherwood (1987: 16) documented her concern during this time about cultural 
outsiders taking on the role of interpreters:

Trust is something that must be built and earned, not “installed”. Without adequate 
cultural information and preparation Hearing interpreters’ behavior was based solely 
in their native culture, the axioms of which are frequently contrary to many Deaf cul-
tural norms. This resulted in a conflict that did not and does not foster a ‘trusting’ rela-
tionship. I believe that some of the ‘fallout’ of this phenomenon are just now, after two 
decades of struggle and conflict, becoming apparent [sic]. The new system of recruit-
ing, training, and evaluating interpreters has created the ‘profession’ of interpreting. 
A parallel field development seems to have been the creation of an ‘us-against-them’ 
attitude, which represents the antithesis of trust. 

The powerful element of trust is first and foremost related to confidentiality, and 
Sherwood evoked the following questions for interpreter educators: Could inter-
preters who had not been reared in the Deaf community and who were trained in 
the classroom possibly integrate Deaf culture norms such that they were indeed 
skilled with cross-cultural communication? Would they adhere to the values of 
the Deaf community and amply demonstrate that they could be trusted with 
private information? Interpreter educators continue to grapple with the best 
strategies for fostering intercultural competence and maintaining alliances in 
the Deaf community while instilling in students fundamental ethical bounda-
ries. Trust was foundational in the early movement toward what could be termed 
re-engagement of interpreting students (and Interpreter Education Programs) 
in the American Deaf community. Trustworthiness and high standards of ethi-
cal behavior continue to be a priority as we teach our students how to establish 
reputations on which the Deaf community can rely. Uslaner and Brown (2005: 
869) determine that while engagement can promote trust, an element of trust 
between entities that are somehow unequal must be present in order for engage-
ment to be productive:

Trust rests on a psychological foundation of optimism and control over one’s envi-
ronment. Where inequality is high, people will be less likely to believe that the future 
looks bright, and they will have even fewer reasons to believe that they are the masters 
of their own fate. Inequality leads to lower levels of trust and thus may also have an 
indirect effect on civic participation. 

3.  Re-enfranchising the community in interpreter education

In a dialogue about re-enfranchising Deaf people to their rightful place in inter-
preter education, there are certain assumptions that guide our efforts. The first 
assumption is that Deaf consumers will drive curriculum development and be 
the catalysts for improving interpreter education. The second assumption is 
that programs will be strengthened through mutual alliances, and students will 
receive a more comprehensive and functional education through collaborative 
learning than could be achieved in the classroom alone. A final assumption is 
that stable alliances will reflect the perspectives of Deaf people on what consti-
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tutes a highly qualified, culturally competent interpreter. All these assumptions 
speak to the value of being an ally.

Trudy Suggs, a Deaf advocate and presenter of Deaf Disempowerment and To-
day’s Interpreter (2012), emphasizes the importance of interpreters as allies in 
empowering Deaf people. She elaborates on the ways interpreters continue to 
exploit a community’s language and culture through economic and situational 
disempowerment, however unintentional these actions (or inactions) might be. 
Suggs’s stance on exploitation of the Deaf community directly relates to the dis-
cussion of re-enfranchising the rightful owners of language and culture to posi-
tions of leadership and equality within interpreter education. When preparing 
interpreters, educators can contribute to this effort by following examples that 
Suggs proposes for interpreters:

1. Refuse to control situations.
2. Defer to Deaf people.
3. Support Deaf people and Deaf-owned business.

Suggs is one of many outspoken advocates of the alliance mentality who views in-
terpreters as valuable allies for the common goal of “mutual, full respect” (ibid.) 
Developing such a respect and ‘recognizing the shared experiences as human 
beings’ are central to alliances, but these goals cannot be achieved without inter-
action. If interpreters fall into the trap of boundary bound positions, they do not 
gain the experiences they need to contribute to a shared reality and understand-
ing of the Deaf community’s individual and collective goals. 

Witter-Merithew and Johnson (2005) conducted action research that gets to 
the crux of the matter regarding the potential for alliances between Interpreter 
Education Programs, students, and the Deaf community. When they asked Deaf 
consumers about the entry-to-practice competencies they expect of new inter-
preters, the responses confirmed the need for “personable, collegial and collab-
orative relationships with interpreters based on open communication, a contri-
bution towards common goals, and mutual respect and understanding” (ibid.: 
39). Furthermore, the participants in the Witter-Merithew and Johnson study 
described an ally as someone who: 

[…] stands with deaf people in their fight for equality and access. The crusader, on the 
other hand, attempts to lead the fight as if it were their own [sic]. One is grounded in 
cultural competence, the other in paternalism and audism – a belief that deaf people 
do not know what is best for themselves and cannot take the lead in defining their 
direction as individuals or as a community. (ibid.: 40) 

These voices from the Deaf community cause us to pause and seriously con-
sider how our attempts at advocacy can result in audism and how our profes-
sional standards that address involvement of the Deaf community will reflect 
these perspectives. The message is clear: re-enfranchising the Deaf community 
compels us to be allies, not advocates or crusaders, and one way to prepare new 
interpreters is in the midst of their educational experience through community 
based learning.

Despite the merits of community based learning, there is a professional risk 
that students and interpreter educators assume when entering into alliances. Al-
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though taking risk is positively associated with learning (Rubin 2002), we would 
be remiss without stopping for a moment to earnestly consider how to avoid tak-
ing unnecessary risks during community engagement, especially as new inter-
preters. The potential for damage to program-community or individual-commu-
nity relationships is real, albeit unintentional. The danger is that good intentions 
to enthusiastically resolve issues or meet needs can fail to empower Deaf people and 
cause interpreters to slip into “dysconscious audism” (Gertz 2008: 219). Further-
more, Gertz delineates the negative consequences of dysconscious audism (DA):

1.  DA disempowers Deaf people from becoming liberated.
2.  DA disables Deaf people from expressing Deaf cultural pride.
3.  DA intimidates Deaf people and limits their promotion of the Deaf per-

spective.
4.  DA weakens Deaf people in the development of their Deaf identity (ibid.: 

230-231).

The term service learning could be described best as collaboration learning or alli-
ance learning, as its purpose is to build relational strength while honoring ethical 
boundaries between interpreters and the Deaf community. These terms allow us 
to accept the premises of service learning as a means of supporting the goals of 
the Deaf community more readily and possibly ease our transition to it as effec-
tive pedagogy. However, as long as we clearly distinguish it from community ser-
vice and operationally define service learning as a mutual partnership between 
interpreters and the Deaf community, we can apply the most current research on 
its efficacy to interpreter education and incorporate the evidence into our plan-
ning for implementation. It is important to define service learning in terms of 
its value to personal and professional relationships because the way we discuss 
it impacts how students receive the message that this concept will become an 
important part of their approach to the Deaf community well into their careers.

4.  Service learning as a contributor to building alliances

It is imperative that we distinguish service learning from community service as 
both activities have different goals. Monikowski and Peterson (2005: 194) refer 
to community service as a “false synonym” for service learning because the rela-
tionships formed through volunteering are quite different than those developed 
through mutual partnerships. Merely being in the presence of Deaf community 
members, participating in community events, observing other interpreters, pro-
viding pro bono interpreting, or participating in optional service projects are all 
examples of involvement that do not qualify as service learning. Likewise, Practi-
cum, Internship, and Mentorship are constructive and essential forms of expe-
riential learning when earning an academic degree, but they are not representa-
tive of the same service learning model that empowers the Deaf community and 
centers it within educational programs (Howard 2001). Community service and 
volunteerism certainly are meaningful and appropriate in their own rights, but 
they do not embody the philosophy of service learning, especially as it relates to 
interpreters and the Deaf community in interpreter education and post-gradua-
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tion. These other forms of community involvement tend to be unilateral in that 
they focus on helping a recipient who is in need. This, in turn, implies there is 
a power differential between the giver and the receiver, which, of course, is an 
inappropriate dynamic for interpreters. 

Additionally, service learning is not cultural or linguistic immersion, al-
though it is undisputed that bicultural and bilingual mastery is invaluable for 
student success. In short, experiences that are designed to benefit the student 
or provide service without a mutually beneficial partnership do not qualify as 
service learning. On the contrary, and in the strictest sense of the term, service 
learning is a joining of forces between an interpreting program and the Deaf com-
munity that endorses the community’s goals and provides support to its leaders 
in their efforts to achieve those goals. A review of the literature for a uniform, 
accepted definition of service learning reveals numerous suggested meanings 
without establishing one single definition for the term. In fact, “one of the great-
est challenges in the study of service-learning is the absence of a common, uni-
versally accepted definition for the term” (Furco 2003: 13), and over a 10-year 
period in the U.S. during the 1980s and 1990s, more than 200 definitions of 
service learning were published (Jacoby and Associates 1996). This might be the 
reason some interpreter education programs believe they are incorporating ser-
vice learning by mentoring students, requiring them to be involved with Deaf 
community events for language exposure, or encouraging them to volunteer in 
the community. If service learning is to become an integral part of interpreter 
education programs, we must avoid associating it with volunteering, observing, 
shadowing, or mentoring. 

Budding interpreters who have yet to internalize a code of professional con-
duct will learn from service learning that it is possible to form community alli-
ances and still be professional practitioners. They will achieve this understand-
ing by the way educators frame service learning with an understanding that 
meeting a need is not fixing something that is broken. Rather, need represents a 
vacancy, gap, or opening and would be better defined as an opportunity for action 
within the context of a partnership. Therefore, service means collaborative action 
applied to the opportunity and does not refer to helping, which of course takes 
on the negative connotation that our profession diligently has tried to over-
come. Monikowski and Peterson (2005: 195) define service learning as a “recur-
sive phenomenon, wherein students learn the significance of membership in a 
community while reflecting on the importance of reciprocity and the symbiotic 
nature of learning and living”. Taking all the caveats and distinctions about ser-
vice and need into consideration, and distinguishing it from such closely-related 
concepts as community service, field experience, and volunteering, Shaw (2013: 
8) defines service-learning as it specifically applies to interpreter education in 
the following way:

Service-learning is a means of aligning students with the goals and values of the Deaf 
community through a reciprocal, respectful, and mutually rewarding partnership, 
resulting in progress toward Deaf community goals and enhanced learning of the re-
sponsibilities associated with alliances between future practitioners and the commu-
nities in which they work. 
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King (2004) reminds us that there are obvious negative repercussions of power 
exertion when there is a server and one served. Interpreters, interpreting students, 
and interpreter educators are urged to be extremely cautious during the imple-
mentation of service learning to avoid positioning themselves as privileged serv-
ers of underprivileged recipients. The interpreting profession has come a long way 
from the helper model of yesterday, and we have no intention of stepping back 
into an age when our roles were precariously ill-defined. We have defined service 
learning such that the have and have not power dichotomy is avoided.

5.  Over-identification

In addition to avoiding a power dichotomy between interpreters and members 
of the Deaf community, over-identification carries a high price for interpreting 
students. Over-identification is a sort of boundary crossing that can have negative 
effects on students and their future work as interpreters. In an excerpt from Wit-
ter-Merithew and Johnson (2005: 38), the authors documented the following:

A significant number of entering interpreters seemed to lack a strong sense of their 
own identity within the broader society, and they over-identify with the Deaf Com-
munity and deaf individuals. This over-identification is expressed in a number of dif-
ferent ways […] Examples include: the interpreter over-asserts her- or himself into the 
community (functioning as an advocate versus an ally, speaking “for” deaf people, tak-
ing on jobs they are not ready for without seeking appropriate consultation or super-
vision in order to be “included”); the interpreter seeks the privilege membership usu-
ally restricted to deaf persons (attendance at “closed” events, leadership roles in deaf 
clubs and organizations, valuing possessing “insider” knowledge, access and familiar-
ity); the interpreter lacks balance (the interpreter has “no life” outside of deafness-re-
lated events, or restricts their associations to only those within the Community); or 
the interpreter seeks frequent affirmation (lacks a sense of self or ability to monitor 
performance, seeks ongoing acceptance and validation from deaf people) […] The im-
plications of this over-identification reported by the interviewed deaf individuals is 
that they, and those they represent find it difficult to establish healthy boundaries and 
to establish clear expectations with many interpreters – be it in expressing dissatisfac-
tion with the quality of service, choosing not to request a particular interpreter for an 
assignment, or asking for some adjustment in interpreter performance. 

An example of over-identification might be an interpreting student who desires 
to promote Deaf community causes and innocently takes on a leadership role 
within a local Deaf-led organization. The student begins taking more and more 
control of the organization’s activities, thinking this is helpful, without fully 
understanding how to empower others who are equally, if not more, capable. 
Another example would be assuming an advocacy role for a cause one thinks is 
vital to progress for the Deaf community, all the while assuming that he or she is 
the best one to speak for Deaf people. Over-identification is a phenomenon that 
probably is not indicative of a power-wielding attitude, but certainly warrants a 
caveat from educators about the results of a student’s unconscious over-identifi-
cation. Service-learning courses offer the perfect venue for introducing balance 
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and empowerment to partnerships, allowing students to practice appropriate 
involvement while they are still under the mentorship of their faculty members. 
Undoubtedly, educators recognize the importance of teaching students how to 
be involved in the Deaf community without exerting control. Given the changes 
over time in the social construction of our communities, the recurring trust di-
lemma permeates the discussion of service learning. Relationships, partnerships, 
and alliances all revolve around this focal point. Ultimately, service learning in 
interpreter education assists students in establishing trusting relationships in 
the community. From a sociological standpoint, students gain an understanding 
of their own place and close the widening rift between themselves as future prac-
titioners and the Deaf community. 

6.  Coming to terms with service and boundaries

The emphasis on an equitable balance between service and learning is central to 
the concept of building reciprocal alliances. Each has a direct impact on the other 
such that when service and learning are combined, the value of both is increased, 
and both are transformed (Porter Honnet/Poulsen 1989). This may be all well and 
good in some disciplines, but interpreters are justifiably cautious when it comes 
to stretching boundaries into the Deaf community that might be misconstrued 
as improper. The discussion of boundaries for interpreters is generated from the 
professionalization process that Cokely (2005) describes and Grbić (2010) ad-
dresses in her recent work on interpreter role and identity. Grbić cautions that 
classification systems (e.g. setting up cultural or class categories that divide peo-
ple) only serve to construct “mental fences” (ibid.: 114) and unnecessarily com-
partmentalize our interpreting practice. Classifying in this way exacerbates any 
distance issues between professionals and recipients of professional services. In 
fact, Grbić suggests that the closer we come to our definition of professional, the 
more distinct our boundaries become, which “constitutes an inherent means of 
excluding others” (ibid.: 109). Of particular interest to the dilemma of drawing 
boundaries and purposely detaching from the Deaf community, is the fact that 
boundaries are not static and can be re-drawn. We are not limited by the current 
situation, and categorical identities can be reconstructed as a profession evolves. 
Using a bridge metaphor and applying Kegan’s (1994) idea of building a bridge of 
consciousness from one level of maturation to the next (as from adolescence to 
adulthood), it is possible to envision how our own personal thought patterns can 
adjust to a new (or old) paradigm of Deaf community relationships that release 
us from the boundaries of rigid categories.

7.  Conclusion

The topics presented here are intended to shed light on a pervasive perception 
that the Deaf community in the U.S. does not drive interpreter education to the 
extent it once did, resulting in interpreters who view themselves as having dis-
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tinct and static boundaries that isolate them from community interests. One 
alternative for preparing interpreting students to be culturally competent prac-
titioners who are engaged with the local Deaf community is service learning, a 
pedagogy that is progressing within U.S. interpreter education programs. Per-
haps there are other ways to accomplish what service learning is doing. Empiri-
cal studies on the efficacy of service learning in interpreter education could lead 
to improvements in how we guide students into a deeper understanding of their 
future roles as trustworthy allies with the Deaf community. 
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Abstract

American Sign Language-English interpreters employed in the video relay service (VRS) 
industry in the United States are subject to numerous guidelines for processing calls, 
which are mandated by the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) or by indepen-
dent VRS companies. Anecdotally, VRS interpreters report ambiguity about the guidelines 
and their impact on the quality of their interpretations. In this pilot study, I investigated 
the origin of VRS guidelines by reviewing public documents from the Federal Commu-
nications Commission (FCC) and the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA). I then in-
terviewed four experienced VRS interpreters regarding their perceptions of the origin and 
impact of the constraints placed on interpreters in VRS. Two themes emerged in the inter-
view data: 1) interpreters are uncertain whether the constraints placed on their work are 
federally mandated or established by individual corporations, and 2) interpreters report 
a sense of responsibility for their work and have concerns regarding constraints on their 
professional autonomy. This study suggests that interpreters in the U. S. do not have suf-
ficient knowledge about the system in which they work to make informed decisions when 
working in VRS. 

Introduction

Following innovations in video technology, signed language interpreters began 
working in a new communication environment known as video relay service 
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(VRS). VRS relies on equipment (e.g. cameras, monitors, computers) to provide 
telecommunication access to deaf people. Every day, deaf people around the world 
rely on the interpretations provided through VRS to communicate with family, 
friends, and businesses from a distance. Deaf people who at one time struggled to 
access communication via telephone can now make an appointment with their 
dentist, participate in teleconferences, check in with their child’s school, or con-
duct any other interaction that is typically managed via the telephone. To sup-
port VRS, thousands of signed language interpreters are standing by at 24-hour 
call centers ready to interpret calls between people who use signed language and 
those who use spoken language. 

In North America, the work of American Sign Language (ASL)-English inter-
preters in the VRS setting is constrained by rules created alongside the develop-
ment of video technology. These rules are intended to govern VRS interpreters’ 
approach to this particular type of work. For example, VRS guidelines constrain 
interpreters’ interaction with the hearing and deaf participants (e.g. interpret-
ers are identified by a number as opposed to a name; interpreters do not share 
personal information about themselves). The rules also dictate how interpreters 
discern call content (e.g. restrictions on asking the caller for information prior to 
making the call), and interpreters’ ability to determine appropriateness of fit for 
an interpretation (e.g. calls must be taken in the order in which they arrive). The 
guidelines instituted in VRS diverge from how signed language interpreters have 
historically interacted with deaf people. Historically, signed language interpret-
ers’ work was rooted in social welfare activity. Until the recent past, deaf people 
typically relied on volunteers to serve as interpreters, including family members, 
friends, neighbors, teachers at residential schools for the deaf and church work-
ers (Ball 2013; Cokely1992; Frishberg 1986). Deaf individuals often knew the in-
terpreters in their communities and many developed friendly relationships with 
interpreters as they worked together. VRS brought a different approach to inter-
actions between deaf people and interpreters, controlling anonymity among 
participants and placing value in measures such as speed of delivery in addition 
to quality of work. While the VRS phenomenon has become widespread, to date, 
there has not been an investigation of the impact of VRS guidelines on the work 
of interpreters in this setting.

In this article, I suggest that technology and the rules and regulations devel-
oped as a response to this technology, constrain the way that interpreters con-
duct their work in VRS settings. In addition, I examine how interpreters who 
provide services in this environment perceive these guidelines. I begin by out-
lining the guidelines that VRS interpreters are expected to follow. Then, I investi-
gate whether interpreters are aware of the origin of these guidelines (i.e. created 
by the FCC or individual VRS companies). The questions addressed in this study 
are twofold: first, what is the origin of the constraints placed on VRS interpret-
ing?; secondly, what are interpreters’ perceptions of these constraints and their 
influences on VRS work?
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1.  Technology and social interaction

When a new technology is introduced into a society it frequently initiates so-
cial change (Heilbroner 1994; Marx 1867/1976). The impact of technology on 
society is illustrated by the introduction of video relay service as a method of 
delivering telecommunication access between people who use signed language 
and non-signers. The development of technology-mediated communication 
has altered the way that interpreting services are provided to deaf and hard of 
hearing consumers. Interpretation is no longer exclusively conducted in a face-
to-face manner in which the participants have personal contact. VRS creates an 
environment in which the participants are typically anonymous to one another. 
Postman (1992) asserts that the primary danger in technology is that it presents 
itself as making the user’s life easier; however, over time technology has changed 
our perception of human labor in terms of the value placed on efficiency, stand-
ardization, objectivity, measurement, expertise, and progress. In this view, tech-
nology may lead to the belief that workers should not use their subjectivity when 
making decisions. Rather, in order to ensure efficiency (which arguably has come 
to be the greatest aim of business), standardization is considered best practice. 
As Postman states (1992: 93), “machines eliminate complexity, doubt, and ambi-
guity. They work swiftly, they are standardized, and they provide us with num-
bers that you can see and calculate with”. In a highly mechanized world, success 
is measured in terms of statistical measurement, which is assumed to be entirely 
objective. This perspective can be seen in the way that signed language interpret-
ers work in a video relay setting. VRS is impersonal. Interpreters are identified 
by a number. Their work is assessed based on the number of minutes that they 
are logged in to their computer software and connected with a hearing and a deaf 
caller. Peterson (2011) remarks that, in his experience, VRS providers collect sta-
tistics on every aspect of an interpreter’s work except the quality of the interpre-
tation provided. 

At present there is minimal research studying the work of interpreters in a 
VRS setting, in part for the protection of the callers’ privacy. Section 225 of the 
Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) states that relay operators are prohibit-
ed from “disclosing the content of any relayed conversation and from keeping 
records of the content of any such conversation beyond the duration of the call.” 
The inability to observe or record calls places great limitations on those conduct-
ing research on VRS. The minimal research available at this time stems from in-
terviews with those who work in a VRS setting (Bocian 2012; Brunson 2011) or are 
reflections of personal experiences in VRS (Peterson 2011). This article aims to 
supplement the information currently available regarding interpreters’ work by 
reviewing the constraints placed on interpreters’ professional decision-making 
in VRS and investigating interpreters’ perception of these constraints.



2.  Professional autonomy in VRS

It is possible that both the video interpreter and individuals who use VRS view 
the role of the interpreter differently than that of an interpreter in other settings. 
Peterson (2011: 200) argues that “VRS work does not qualify as interpreting as de-
fined by interpreters collectively since 1964” given the constraints that are placed 
on interpreters in this setting. In fact, throughout FCC documents, video inter-
preters are referred to as “Communications Assistants” (CA), removing the term 
“interpreter” entirely. Further, the FCC clearly states, “the role of a CA during a 
VRS call is different than the role assumed by ‘interpreters’ in community set-
tings” (FCC 2011a). VRS interpreters are visible on a computer/television screen 
and can be accessed at the click of a button and removed just as easily. They are ex-
pected to be ready for any call at any time, moving between medical, legal, social, 
education, business, and a variety of other topics from one moment to the next. 
This reinforces the expectation that any interpreter can interpret any call at any 
time. This expectation is in contradiction with the Code of Professional Conduct 
developed by the Registry of Interpreters for the Deaf (RID 2005), which states 
that interpreters should use discretion when accepting assignments. As Brunson 
(2011) points out, there is an assumption that VRS interpreters are one-size-fits-
all and do not need to use professional autonomy when considering which calls 
they will accept. By behaving as if there is one correct way to conduct an interpre-
tation, the belief may develop among VRS providers and interpreters alike that 
all communicative interactions are the same and can be handled formulaically. 

The Telecommunication Relay Service Rules (FCC 2011b) state that VRS pro-
viders must offer 24-hour interpreting service and respond to a percentage of 
calls within a designated amount of time. These mandates place significant 
demands on VRS companies to appropriately staff their call center in order to 
meet these goals. Similarly, video interpreters’ performance is measured by their 
ability to comply. Traditionally, when faced with a complicated interaction (e.g. 
unfamiliar or high-stakes content), interpreters seek the support of a team in-
terpreter to support the work. Working as a team seems more likely to occur 
in a call center environment because a number of interpreters are working in 
a single location; however, some VRS companies openly discourage team inter-
preting in order to ensure that each interpreter is constantly producing billable 
minutes and is available to rapidly respond to incoming calls. When two inter-
preters are working together on the same call the VRS company can only earn 
money from the single call as opposed to if both interpreters were working on 
separate calls. This information is tracked in statistical reports generated by VRS 
companies and provided to the FCC. The discouragement of teaming is one ex-
ample of the constraints on interpreters’ work originating from VRS providers 
and in response to the overarching regulations established by the FCC. 
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3.  Rules and bodies organizing the provision of VRS

To gain more insight into the guidelines that govern interpreters’ work in VRS, I 
conducted an investigation of documents, beginning with a review of the Ameri-
cans with Disabilities Act (ADA 1990). In addition, I reviewed current documents 
originating from the FCC that discuss the interpreters’ role in VRS call processing. 
The documents used were chosen based on their clear reference to guidelines. 
Finally, I explored the Registry of the Interpreters for the Deaf Standard Practice 
Paper regarding VRS (2007) to see the interpreting community’s response to the 
guidelines imposed on interpreters’ work in VRS settings. All of the above doc-
uments are public record and are available online. My aim in reviewing these 
documents was to identify policies on acceptable or unacceptable interpreting 
practices within VRS.

3.1  Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA)

In the U.S., rules regarding telecommunication for deaf citizens are driven by 
tenets in the Americans with Disabilities Act. The ADA states:

The term ‘telecommunications relay services’ means telephone transmission relay 
services that provide the ability for an individual who has a hearing impairment or 
speech impairment to engage in communication by wire or radio with a hearing indi-
vidual in a manner that is functionally equivalent to the ability of an individual who 
does not have a hearing impairment or speech impairment to communicate using 
voice communication services by wire or radio.

While the ADA clearly states that the goal of the Telecommunication Relay Ser-
vice (TRS) is to ensure “functionally equivalent” access to telecommunication, 
the document does not explicate the meaning of this phrase and does not pro-
vide the FCC with a working definition of what it entails. In empowering the FCC 
to oversee that the goal of the ADA is carried out, Section 225 of the ADA (1990) 
lists the following regulations pertaining to VRS interpreters’ work:

– The Commission shall, not later than 1 year after July 26, 1990 prescribe 
regulations to implement this section, including regulations that

– Establish functional requirements, guidelines, and operations procedures 
for telecommunications relay services;

– Prohibit relay operators from failing to fulfill the obligations of common 
carriers by refusing calls or limiting the length of calls that use telecommu-
nications relay services; 

– Prohibit relay operators from disclosing the content of any relayed conver-
sation and from keeping records of the content of any such conversation 
beyond the duration of the call; and

– Prohibit relay operators from intentionally altering a relayed conversation.



18 Erica Alley

The aforementioned rules that impact the work of the interpreter as they inter-
pret a call are confidentiality, accuracy, and faithfulness of the interpretation, 
together with acceptance of all calls and call lengths. Many of these goals also 
appear in the Registry of Interpreters for the Deaf Code of Professional Conduct. 
Aside from these rules, which directly regulate interpreters’ work, the ADA also 
asserts that the FCC can independently develop a set of minimum standards as 
well as establish functional requirements, guidelines, and operational proce-
dures for the TRS. In an apparent effort to allow for flexibility in application, leg-
islation does not explicate the meaning of the phrase “functionally equivalent” 
and further, does not provide a working definition of what it entails. Neverthe-
less, the FCC developed a list of Mandatory Minimum Standards for the provi-
sion of video relay service, which is available online and updated periodically. 

3.2  Federal Communications Commission

The FCC’s definition of a qualified interpreter emphasizes effectiveness, impar-
tiality, and accuracy of their work (FCC 2011b). The TRS Mandatory Minimum 
Standards (FCC 2013) requires the following of VRS interpreters:

– The CA must continue with a call for a minimum of ten minutes.
– The CA must not refuse calls or limit the length of calls.
– The CA may not utilize a privacy screen and must disconnect from a call if 

the caller uses the privacy screen or is not responsive for greater than five 
minutes.

– The CA ID number must be included in reports for TRS Fund compensa-
tion.

– The CA ID number must be announced to the Public Safety Answering 
Point (PSAP) or local emergency authority during a 911 emergency call in 
order to ensure the ability to contact the CA if the call is disconnected.

– The TRS provider must make their best effort to accommodate the caller’s 
preferred CA gender.

3.3  Registry of Interpreters for the Deaf (RID)

Several of the aforementioned rules directly constrain the professional auton-
omy of an interpreter working in a VRS setting. In response to such legislation 
framing interpreters’ practices in VRS, as well as subsequent concerns raised 
by the interpreting community, the RID created a Standard Practice Paper (RID 
2007) “intended to raise awareness, educate, guide, and encourage sound basic 
methods of professional practice.” In this document, the RID states that the min-
imum standard of qualification for VRS work should be national certification. 
While VRS providers often screen potential interpreters prior to hire, many VRS 
providers do not require national certification. Additionally, the RID expresses 
that interpreters work best when given preparatory information and advises in-
terpreters to gather important information prior to placing a VRS call. The or-
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ganization further recommends that VRS interpreters work with a team when 
necessary in response to call complexity, length of call, call dynamics, and the 
individual needs of the caller. In these ways, the RID hopes to improve the quality 
of interpretation provided to deaf people through VRS.

After examining relevant documentation related to the provision of VRS, I 
then sought VRS interpreters’ perspectives of their work as it is influenced by 
these guidelines. Through investigating interpreters’ knowledge of the rules in-
fluencing their work and their perception of their ability to exercise professional 
autonomy we can better understand the efficacy of the rules placed on the provi-
sion of interpreting in the VRS setting. 

4.  Methodology

In order to examine interpreters’ knowledge and perception of the rules govern-
ing VRS, I conducted interviews with four interpreters who have either served in 
a managerial position in a VRS setting or have heavily participated in the Video 
Interpreters Members Section of the RID. I used purposeful sampling to select 
the participants involved in this pilot study, each of which were colleagues that I 
have worked with over the years and/or individuals that were recommended to 
me by colleagues due to their continuous involvement in VRS. These participants 
resided in various locations in the United States. I contacted each participant via 
email to elicit his or her involvement. All of the people that I contacted agreed to 
be involved in this study. 

Two of the interviews were conducted in person and were video recorded. 
One participant was interviewed from a distance using video communication 
computer software that allowed for recording. These interviews began in Eng-
lish; however, the participants often switched back and forth between English 
and American Sign Language throughout the interviews in order to visually 
demonstrate a specific comment originally given in American Sign Language. 
The last participant was interviewed over the phone and the conversation was 
audio recorded. 

Interviews were conducted as guided discussion rather than utilizing a strict 
interview protocol. I began with a general description of my goal to investigate 
interpreters’ knowledge of the origins of guidelines that constrain the work of 
VRS interpreters. There was no script for the interview. Each interview was ap-
proached as an open conversation regarding interpreters’ experience working 
in VRS. After initiating the topic (and assuring participants that there were no 
right or wrong answers), the rest of the interview consisted of open discussion. 
In an effort to elicit further discussion, I provided a series of follow-up questions 
during the interview. Follow-up questions consisted of asking the participant to 
expand on something they had recently said. When there were lulls in the con-
versation I would ask if the participant had heard of a specific guideline. For ex-
ample, during a long pause in conversation with one participant I introduced 
the concept of asking a caller for information prior to beginning a call. This led to 
further discussion of the participant’s experience. 
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Each interview was recorded, transcribed, and analyzed using an open and 
closed coding process (Emerson et al. 1995) in order to ultimately determine 
whether the participants were aware of the origin of the guidelines that inter-
preters follow as well as to explore their perception on the effectiveness of the 
rules. Participants’ responses regarding the origin of VRS regulations were con-
sidered “uncertain” if they included forms of hedging and/or use of ambiguous 
or doubtful language. 

5.  Results

Conversations with participants reflected two themes: responsibility and uncer-
tainty. Interpreters expressed feeling a strong sense of responsibility to both pro-
vide quality interpreting service and also to behave according to the rules as they 
understood them. The participants in this study indicate that they have concerns 
about the constraints under which they work, but they are uncertain as to the or-
igin of these perceived rules. I briefly discuss the notion of responsibility before 
delving into the idea of uncertainty as described throughout the interviews.

5.1  Who is responsible?

A frequent theme throughout the interviews is responsibility. Participants dis-
cuss the RID’s role in examining the guidelines, the FCC’s authority as the legal 
backbone of VRS guidelines, and interpreter education programs’ responsibility 
in preparing students for VRS work. Additionally, interpreters have responsibil-
ity to provide quality interpretations and appropriate customer service. Accord-
ing to the participants, VRS providers have a responsibility to look at the statisti-
cal data that they collect in order to ensure that they are in compliance with the 
FCC as well as to determine if they are producing billable minutes. While it is 
clear that there are many responsible parties involved in the success of VRS, the 
participants show a great deal of uncertainty regarding who is responsible for 
the guidelines that constrain interpreters’ work in VRS settings. One participant 
describes these dynamics as the following:

I think the FCC’s upset at the providers and the providers are upset with the FCC and 
it’s kind of back and forth [...] interpreter’s [are] standing in the middle going ‘well is 
it the FCC? Is it my provider?’ you know, who do I need to be looking at to be asking 
for something?

Interpreters expressed recognition that the constraints under which they work 
impede their ability to provide quality interpreting service, but do not know 
where to go in order to advocate for change.
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5.2  Uncertainty

Throughout all of the interviews, participants used phrases to hedge their re-
sponses, such as “I think”, “I believe”, and “my understanding is”. These phrases 
reflect uncertainty in their answers (O’barr/Atkins 1980). There was also a high 
degree of fillers such as “um”, “uh”, and “you know”. These hedges and fillers cre-
ate a perception that the interpreters did not feel confident about the accuracy of 
their comments. Additionally, several of the participants in this study expressed 
concerns regarding guidelines that they feel were company driven, but feel 
bound by the guidelines and adhere to protocol as it is explained to them by their 
supervisors despite their concerns.

When asked about the origin of the rule that interpreters should be identified 
by a number as opposed to a name, one participant responded:

Um, my understanding is it’s an FCC rule but that’s a guess. Um, I know the FCC tracks 
us based on numbers so it would make sense that it would be an FCC rule. 

A second participant commented:

I don’t know where that comes from. I know that when VRS was originally set up, um, 
with the original language from FCC we were, um, more equated to a dial tone or, um, 
an accessibility. A vehicle for accessibility more so than a person. Um, so the tone and 
the language from FCC, I could see that requirement would be in line with the way 
that VRS started.

This participant explained that interpreters are viewed as a “vehicle for accessibil-
ity more so than a person”, which is a different response than other participants’ 
impression that interpreters are identified by number in order to protect their per-
sonal safety. Two participants noted that they had heard that interpreters are iden-
tified by number in order to prevent the caller from finding the interpreter for any 
reason. Both participants qualified this response by stating that they did not think 
that this was in fact the intended purpose of the rule. None of the participants in 
this study mentioned having intentionally deviated from this protocol in the past.

An additional constraint expressed by participants was that interpreters 
should not reveal the gender of the callers. One participant had worked for three 
VRS companies in the past and noted that each company had a different protocol 
regarding this guideline. She stated that the first company instructed employees 
that if it was possible for the interpreter to perceive the hearing caller’s gender 
then they should inform the deaf caller immediately when connecting the call 
and reciting the initial script; however, they should not reveal the deaf caller’s 
gender for any reason. If the hearing person asks the gender of the deaf caller, 
this question should be interpreted directly to the deaf person. The second com-
pany stated that the gender of both callers should be revealed to the other conver-
sational participant at the beginning of the call as part of the introductory scripts. 
The third company’s rule mandated that the interpreter not reveal either caller’s 
gender for any reason. If either caller asks the gender of the other, the question 
should be interpreted. 
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Another participant, when presented with the question of sharing caller gen-
der, responded differently. He agreed that caller gender should never be revealed; 
however, he seemed uncertain of the origin of this rule and stated:

[…] as far as I - the way I understood it, it was a [company] thing and it was imposed 
in order to protect the interpreter so that they do not incorrectly assume a caller’s 
gender.

In one interview, the discussion of divulging caller gender was followed by one 
regarding the ability of the interpreter to ask for information from the caller be-
fore placing a call. The participant explained that collecting additional informa-
tion would ensure the interpreter is qualified for the call as well as help them pre-
pare for the upcoming discussion. The participant, who had served as a manager 
of a call center for several years, responded:

It’s basically a yes or no answer [to the question of] ‘do you have the person you wanna 
call?’ Um. No it’s not an FCC rule. I don’t think that’s an FCC policy. Probably more of a 
[company] policy. Again I think it’s that [call] ownership.

In response to the same question, other participants used the qualifiers “I would 
say,” “um,” “I don’t think,” “I think,” “I would assume,” and “could be”:

Um see now I would say that is the company because I know RID’s come out in their 
standard practice papers that the more information you have the better. Um I don’t 
think that’s FCC’s requirement. I think that’s a company’s requirement [...] I would 
say that’s more company requirement but it’s funny how all the companies - it’s very 
similar across different companies that they request the same thing. 

A third participant said:

I think that each company has its own policies around that, but understand as a service 
companies don’t get paid unless there’s that three way connection between the inter-
preter, the deaf person, and the hearing person and so I would assume that that’s, you 
know, an element in it.

In my examination of various FCC documents, there was no mention of wheth-
er the gender of callers should be shared. This may be a guideline derived from 
independent companies that is so widespread that it appears to be FCC driven. 

In addition, interpreters may be adhering to a perceived constraint that they 
cannot ask for more information before interpreting a call despite the likelihood 
that if they were interpreting a similar topic, such as a medical discussion, in 
another setting, they would most likely ask preparatory questions. This raises 
the question of whether what VRS interpreters are doing is effective practice and 
what the pros and cons of deviation from this practice would be (i.e. more time 
would be needed for each call, but the quality of the interpretation could be seen 
to improve). Would the ability to converse with a caller about the upcoming call 
(within reason) significantly alter the amount of time needed for the call? Do 
deaf individuals prefer speed of access over accuracy of interpretation? 
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Another constraint discussed with the participants states that the interpreter 
must commit to the continuous interpretation of a call for ten minutes despite 
their self-declared ability. One participant seemed certain that the FCC states that 
you must stay with a call for ten minutes only if you can faithfully interpret it. 
She said, “so if you can’t faithfully interpret it you break that rule, that ten min-
ute rule” and then you can transfer to another interpreter. This coincides with 
another participant’s comment that, “an interpreter has a legal right to discon-
nect from a call [...] the interpreter has an ethical responsibility and a legal right 
to switch to another interpreter if that is necessary.” The Mandatory Minimum 
Standards written by the FCC states “CAs answering and placing a TTY-based1 TRS 
or VRS call must stay with the call for a minimum of ten minutes.” It does not add 
additional stipulations regarding qualification even though, as previously stated, 
the definition of a qualified CA, according to the FCC in this same document, in-
dicates that they interpret effectively, accurately, and impartially. 

If the interpreter feels they are unqualified, according to one participant, 
who was the manager of a call center, it is recommended that they call for a team 
member as opposed to transferring the call to another interpreter. This is con-
sidered good customer service according to the company. It promotes call own-
ership by giving the caller the opportunity to decide independently if they would 
like to transfer to another interpreter and also reinforces the idea that the inter-
preter should stay on the call. Working with a team member alleviates the stress 
of interpreting a challenging call; however, as previously mentioned, some VRS 
companies subtly discourage interpreters from calling for a team too frequently. 
One participant stated:

[…] right now there’s a big crackdown against teaming [...] it costs twice as much to 
have a team there than it does to have one interpreter there.

She further asserted that teaming should be more acceptable in order to ensure 
quality service. Another participant was called to their manager’s office and rep-
rimanded for calling a team too frequently. If the FCC is stating that the inter-
preter should stay with a call for ten minutes, and companies are discouraging 
frequent teaming, this is a conflict that may lead to an interpreter attempting 
to interpret a call that they feel they are unqualified to interpret in an effort to 
achieve the statistically appropriate productivity levels that their employer pre-
fers. During one interview it was said that VRS interpreting is:

[…] a solo sport. I mean you have the walls around you, they’re you know six and a 
half feet tall. Nobody can see you, you know, you can’t see anyone else. They’ve started 
moving stations around so you don’t even have eye contact into another station and, 
you know, so I think it’s been a big cut off towards teaming and a lot more, you know, 
individualized.

1 Teletypewriters (TTYs) are electromechanical typewriters that are paired with a 
telephone and which are used by the deaf community to communicate in written text 
at a distance.
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It is this participant’s opinion that the logistics of the call center dissuades in-
terpreters from requesting the assistance of a team and that the layout of call 
centers have been changing over time to be more isolating. Policies for request-
ing a team and working with a team are governed by independent companies 
and seem to be a concern for the participants in this study.

The participants expressed certainty that rules regarding break times stem 
from individual companies. One participant stated:

FCC doesn’t have really anything to do directly with working conditions [...] They don’t 
say ‘well this is the way we want you to treat your interpreters.’ That’s all down to com-
pany policy.

She went on to say that the RID is not involved in regulating independent com-
pany practices either. Another participant discussed her feelings about company 
rules, stating that they are often geared toward what happens outside of the call. 
She said that she feels more comfortable following FCC rules and tends to ques-
tion the effectiveness of company rules. For example, she had concern regarding 
the rigidity of break times. She stated:

It makes sense they’re trying to manage call volume and they know it’s gonna peak at 
certain times. They need so many people sitting in their seats. So they can’t have you 
just willy-nilly decide to take a break at any one time. But at the same time they need 
to build in some times that, you know if I take one call and it’s a really hard call then 
I need a break regardless of whether it’s my ten minutes or not. And so they need to 
kind of flex those schedules but in the great effort of efficiency with companies being 
a for-profit company that concept doesn’t really work into it.

The pressure to manage call volume and answer calls in a timely manner origi-
nates from the FCC regulation that calls must be answered within 120 seconds 
of when they are received by the call center (FCC 2011a). However, specific rules 
about break time are created by each individual company in an effort to satisfy 
this FCC regulation. It is this participant’s view that the company’s approach to 
break time protocols is not conducive to the provision of quality interpreting 
service.

6.  Conclusion

The information gathered from the interviews in this small-scale pilot study in-
dicates that there are a number of constraints to the professional autonomy of 
ASL-English interpreters in the VRS setting. VRS interpreters interviewed dis-
played uncertainty of the origin of these constraints and have concerns regarding 
their perceived inability to exercise professional decision-making. Regardless of 
these concerns, the interpreters in this study choose to continue to adhere to the 
rules as they are provided. Further investigation with a wider sample is needed 
to discover whether interpreters associate these rules with customer service or 
call ownership, while others are unsure of the origin of a rule and adhere to it out 
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of habit. Often the consistent application of guidelines from one company to the 
next gives the impression that they are federal mandates, when in fact they are 
individual companies’ interpretation of FCC documents.

The FCC does not regulate video relay service working conditions including 
break times, teaming, and the logistics of work stations. They do not regulate 
the scripts provided by any company, the ability of an interpreter to share their 
name with a caller, or the ability of an interpreter to request information from 
a caller prior to placing a call. These are all company-specific interpretations of 
FCC rulings such as the requirement that an interpreter must interpret a call for 
ten minutes, maintain confidentiality, respond to a high percentage of calls in a 
minimal amount of time, among others.

It is important that interpreters know the difference between FCC regulations 
and the protocol that is established by independent VRS companies. Knowledge 
of the origin of constraints allows interpreters to make informed decisions re-
garding how they process each call. It also allows interpreters to choose to work 
for a VRS company that has the kinds of working conditions, policies, and prac-
tices that they feel are aligned with their own work philosophy. Additionally, 
through incorporating VRS into interpreter preparation program curricula in 
the U.S., interpreters will be better prepared to respond to expectations regard-
ing their work in the VRS setting.
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Abstract

A fundamental principle held by professional American Sign Language-English inter-
preters is the critical importance of preparing for assignments; however, neither prepara-
tion strategies nor their efficacy have been studied in depth. For this study, six experienced 
ASL-English conference interpreters were interviewed about the preparation process they 
used to render President Barack Obama’s 2009 inaugural address into ASL. The partici-
pants were given the full script of Obama’s speech and 20 minutes of preparation time. 
After completing their interpretations, the participants engaged in a retrospective verbal 
report regarding their preparation strategies. The descriptive findings suggest that even 
ASL-English interpreters with experience in conference settings do not have standard 
strategies for preparing with written material, especially when interpreting a dense text 
under time constraints. A systematic approach to teaching preparation may improve the 
quality of the interpretations of scripted speeches, and other discourse genres, by ASL-En-
glish interpreters.

Introduction 
 
After 50 years of practice in the United States, the profession of American Sign 
Language-English interpretation has yet to answer the question of how to effec-
tively prepare for interpreting assignments. No standard text or curricula exist 
on preparation techniques of ASL-English interpreters. Students in interpreter 
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education programs may (or may not) receive instruction on preparation strat-
egies and such strategies are not grounded in evidence-based research. Profes-
sional ASL-English interpreters frequently report that preparation is a funda-
mental aspect of their work; however, they are unable to identify methods that 
are widely accepted as best practice. Further, scholars have not documented 
preparation strategies of experienced ASL-English interpreters, nor have stud-
ies been conducted to determine their effectiveness. Consequently, despite the 
general agreement that preparation is an integral component of professional 
ASL-English interpreting, there is virtually no evidence of recurring and inten-
tionally applied strategies taught or used by interpreters, nor has the efficacy of 
strategies been verified.

Changing markets have increasingly led to signed language interpreters 
working in environments marked by formal discourse patterns and informa-
tion-dense speeches read from prepared texts. Increasingly, Deaf professionals 
who work in specialized fields of academia, healthcare, and technical disciplines 
hire designated interpreters (Hauser et al. 2008). In light of these shifting de-
mands, the lack of research on preparation for interpreting assignments repre-
sents a critical gap in the optimization of professional practice. Evidence-based 
data and the relevant pedagogical implications for an effective approach to 
preparation may lead to advancements in both the practice of professional inter-
preting as well as improvements in the training of interpreting students. 

The present study focuses on the strategies employed by interpreters who 
prepared to interpret a highly scripted political speech working under signifi-
cant time constraints. Six experienced ASL-English interpreters were given 20 
minutes to prepare with the full script of President Barack Obama’s 2009 inaugu-
ral address and after concluding their interpretations, engaged in a retrospective 
verbal report regarding their preparation strategies. This study aimed at achiev-
ing a better understanding of the strategies used by experienced ASL-English 
interpreters when preparing to interpret an information-dense written speech 
under time-constrained conditions. Data obtained were subsequently compared 
in order to identify recurring, consistently mentioned strategies, as well as to 
verify the impact the latter had on the final product of interpretation.

1.  Background 

ASL-English interpreters, just as spoken language interpreters, work in a variety 
of settings and the materials they receive in advance of assignments vary widely. 
Interpreters may have access to agendas, notes, presentation slides, outlines, bro-
chures, or nothing at all. In their search for preparatory materials, interpreters 
may turn to the Internet, a valuable source of information if used in a directed 
manner and with discretion (Ala-Antti 2003; Choi 2005). 

Some ASL-English interpreter educators advocate the use of discourse map-
ping to prepare for assignments (Winston/Monikowski 2005; Witter-Merithew 
2001), an approach to text analysis designed to facilitate the process of moving 
from a given source language to the target language. The mapping process is in-
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tended to lead to a target message that includes accurate content (e.g., themes, 
topics, events), appropriate context (e.g. register, setting, goals), and equivalent 
linguistic forms (e.g. vocabulary, transitions). In discourse mapping, interpret-
ers create a visual representation (i.e. a map) of the text, in which the relations 
between content, context, and linguistic form are illustrated through pictures, 
symbols, and words. This approach is useful for highlighting the multi-layered 
nature of interpretation; however, its effectiveness in interpreting practice has 
not been thoroughly investigated.

Another approach that recently has been gaining attention within ASL-Eng-
lish interpreting studies is based on Karasek’s (1979) model of vocational de-
mands. In their Demand-Control Schema, Dean and Pollard (2013) identify four 
categories of demands that interpreters face which may affect the efficacy of their 
output: 1) environmental, 2) interpersonal, 3) paralinguistic, and 4) intraperson-
al. Dean and Pollard (ibid.) argue that interpreters can make decisions and take 
actions (controls) for managing the demands. The task of considering potential 
demands in a given text is de facto a preparation strategy that may lead to specific 
solutions for accurately rendering the source language into the target language. 
This is another intriguing approach but further investigation is needed to assess 
its efficacy as it pertains to preparation strategies.

The strategic and conscious decision to make omissions in interpretations 
has been suggested by Napier (2001). Although not considered a preparation 
strategy per se, omitting information almost invariably requires decision-mak-
ing on the part of the interpreter. With strategic omissions, it is suggested that 
interpreters purposefully decide to eliminate specific information present in the 
source message as they construct the target message, with the aim of preserving 
the overall quality of the interpretation (Wadensjö 1998).

Demers (2005) claims that interpreters’ ability to predict potentially prob-
lematic factors involved in an interpreting assignment increases with experi-
ence, while their need for preparation time decreases. Unfortunately, neither 
the identified strategies nor the claims about the impact of experience have been 
empirically verified by the author or subsequent researchers. It is worth noting, 
however, Demers also mentions reviewing written materials pertaining to an as-
signment among the preparation strategies. Perhaps not surprisingly, the most 
significant advances in the discussion on ASL-English interpreters’ preparation 
have been made in legal interpreting studies: indeed, legal settings often require 
document processing using multiple documents for preparation. (e.g. González 
et al. 1991; Mathers 1999, 2007; Russell/Hale 2008).

1.1  Written speeches

One of the most challenging assignments for interpreters is interpreting formal 
written speeches that are read aloud (Galaz 2011; Knox 2006). A written speech is 
often the product of many hours of organizing thoughts, ideas, and wording into 
a fluid message designed to make a specific impact on an audience. The words in 
written speeches tend to be longer, more abstract, and of a higher register than 
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the words in naturally spoken language (Al-Antti 2003). The sentences of written 
language are usually more complex and contain considerably fewer repetitions, 
which make them difficult to understand and interpret upon delivery (Knox 
2006; Russo et al. 2006). Furthermore, when reading a written text, speakers may 
not use the prosodic patterns of natural, spoken, impromptu discourse that help 
listeners – and ultimately interpreters – analyze the structure and meaning of 
the content (Varantola 1980). Other challenges in scripted speeches include the 
high incidence of personal names, place names, numbers and figures, abbrevi-
ations and acronyms, direct quotations, metaphors, and historical and cultural 
references (Al-Antti 2003). Thus, live television interpreting is regarded as one of 
the most difficult and stressful forms of interpreting (Amato 2002; Jiménez Ser-
rano 2011; Kurz/Pöchhacker 1995; Pöchhacker 1997). As a result, the task of inter-
preting formal written speeches draws considerably on the cognitive resources 
of the interpreter. See table 1 for examples of challenges in President Obama’s 
2009 inaugural address. 

 

Type of challenge Source language segment

Formal register My fellow citizens.
In reaffirming the greatness of our nation, we understand that greatness 
is never a given.

Place names […] Concord and Gettysburg; Normandy and Khe Sahn.

Metaphors […] every so often the oath is taken amidst gathering clouds and raging 
storms.

Direct quotations Let it be told to the future world that in the depth of winter, when nothing 
but hope and virtue could survive […] that the city and the country, 
alarmed at one common danger, came forth to meet it.

Historical and 
cultural references

Recall that earlier generations faced down fascism and communism not 
just with missiles and tanks, but with sturdy alliances and enduring 
convictions.

Table 1. Types and examples of interpreting challenges contained within President 
Obama’s 2009 inaugural address

It is worth noting that the Deaf community in the United States share some cul-
tural knowledge and experiences with hearing individuals who grew up in the 
United States, thus ASL-English interpreters may not face as challenging a task 
in rendering certain U.S. historical and cultural references.

1.2  Comprehension of written source texts

A crucial aspect of interpreting source language discourse, whether spoken or 
written, is comprehension of the message (Holz-Mänttäri 1984). Two of the most 
widely used frameworks of comprehension, the construction-integration model 
(Kintsch 1988) and the structure-building framework (Gernsbacher 1990), main-
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tain that comprehension largely depends on the activation of pre-existing infor-
mation stored in long-term memory. A complex and highly interactive process, 
comprehension entails the transformation of information into logical proposi-
tions, activation of prior knowledge, and integration of both to produce a mental 
representation of the present content (Gile 1992, 1995; Johnson-Laird 1983; van 
Dijk/Kintsch 1983). Understanding a text requires study, which in turn depends 
on the cognitive and meta-cognitive skills through which individuals focus their 
attention, encode the material, monitor their own comprehension, and, should 
the latter fail, take repairing action (Armbruster/Anderson 1981).

Successful comprehension of written texts is achieved through a variety of 
techniques. An interpreter may engage in “conceptual preparation” (Gile 2002) 
by taking notes on topic-related materials about known and unfamiliar concepts 
and terms (Bosch 2012; Liu 2008; Matyssek 2006). In the first reading, an inter-
preter may divide the text into units, adding slashes at key points to focus eye 
movements on shorter text segments, thereby reducing the time and processing 
capacity required for comprehension. According to Gile (1995, 2002), note-taking 
may reduce the time required to retrieve ideas, with a consequent decrease in the 
required cognitive memory effort. Mikkelson1 suggests that notes serve as a type 
of external memory storage and a learning aid to organize and synthesize ideas, 
while also providing a means to rehearse and reinforce the content. Comprehen-
sion techniques also include discussion of terminological questions with experts 
or fellow interpreters and the creation of glossaries, which will typically contain 
relevant information schematized in a format that is easy to consult (Galaz 2011).

Al-Antti (2003) applies Buzan’s (1974/1983) two-stage study method of prepara-
tion and application to interpreting. Preparation begins with examining the length 
of the source text in order to estimate and subsequently schedule the amount of 
time available for working through the material. According to Buzan, schedul-
ing provides a terrain for alternating between chunks of information and taking 
quick breaks to allow the material to be stored in memory. The application phase 
consists of four steps. First, the individual conducts an overview by leafing through 
the material looking for key points. Using a visual guide such as a pen, pencil, or 
even a finger during the scanning stage is recommended as a means of reducing 
a wandering eye or mind. The next step is the preview, which entails examining 
items not covered in the overview, with special attention to beginnings and end-
ings of paragraphs and sections. The third step is the inview, in which particularly 
challenging passages are revisited for further analysis. Finally, the learner does a 
review, going through the remaining unexamined chunks and reconsidering the 
sections. According to Al-Antti (2003), interpreters may adapt Buzan’s preparation 
and application method according to their time constraints. Al-Antti’s study, how-
ever, lacks empirical validation. Further investigation is therefore required in or-
der to verify Buzan’s method’s efficacy in interpreters’ preparation.

1  Mikkelson, H. Presentation on “Teaching note-taking”, given at the Symposium on 
Teaching Consecutive Interpreting, Portland, Oregon, June 12-14, 2005.
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1.3  Mental preparation

Along with comprehension, the importance of mental preparation as a deter-
minant of performance has been demonstrated in a variety of field and experi-
mental settings, such as in athletic performance (Silva/Stevens 2001; Weinberg 
1981; Weinberg et al. 1985). As far as interpreting is concerned, Nolan (2005: 18) 
goes further than mental preparation and states that performance in conference 
interpreting depends upon “sustained mental alertness”. No research studies ap-
pear to have been conducted on mental preparation as a readiness technique for 
signed language interpreters. 

Studies on athletes and mental preparation report that successful perfor-
mance is enhanced by various strategies, such as imagery (Madigan et al. 1992; 
Orlick/Partington 1988) and positive self-talk (Bertollo et al. 2009). Other studies 
suggest the effectiveness of coping strategies, including time prioritization and 
anxiety management (e.g. Gould et al. 1993). Other scholars refer to a distinct pro-
cess in athletic preparation known as “psyching up” (Biddle 1985: 67) (e.g. listen-
ing to positive statements through headphones), which has been shown to improve 
athletic performance (Miller/Donohue 2003). Another concept used in sports is 
that of mental toughness, a process meant to foster such attributes as self-belief, 
motivation, and focus (Weinberg et al. 1985). Techniques to build mental tough-
ness include making reinforcing statements of personal ability and self-efficacy 
(Dolan et al. 2011) and employing mental imagery (Weinberg 1981). Overall, stud-
ies of mental preparation in athletes show a positive and significant effect on 
performance (Driskell et al. 1994). 

1.4  Studies on interpreters’ preparation

Studies measuring the efficacy of preparation among spoken language interpret-
ers are few in number and the results are mixed. In an early study of 12 profes-
sional interpreters, Anderson (1979) found no significant effect of background 
information on interpreting performance. Participants were provided either 
with a transcript of the speech, a summary, or no information. Interpreting per-
formance was measured by the degree of intelligibility of the target speeches. 
The results were questionable because of the small sample size and the high var-
iability among the participants. 

In a later study of 12 professional interpreters, Lamberger-Felber (2003) in-
vestigated the effect of transcript availability in three conditions: one group re-
ceived a transcript of the speech and had time to prepare with it, another group 
had the transcript but were not given preparation time, and the third group had 
no transcript at all. Interpreters in both transcript conditions exhibited a high-
er percentage of correctly interpreted names and numbers and fewer errors and 
omissions compared to the interpreters in the no-transcript condition. Again, 
variability within this small sample was high, making it difficult to generalize 
the results to a larger population of interpreters.

Galaz (2011) examined the effects of preparation on accuracy, omissions, and 
ear-to-voice-span for interpretations of scientific discourse delivered by 14 in-
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terpreting students who were Spanish L1 speakers working into English. The in-
teraction between preparation and perceived level of difficulty was significant: 
indeed, there was a greater degree of accuracy, fewer omissions, and a longer ear-
to-voice-span in the deliveries of interpreting students who prepared for their 
task than in the interpretations of those who did not. 

In Stone’s (2009) study on hearing and deaf translators and interpreters who 
provided interpretations of television news in the UK, participants were given 
the script of the newscast in advance of their interpretations. Deaf translators 
and interpreters immediately started rehearsing their interpretations in British 
Sign Language, until they were satisfied with their comprehension and render-
ing of the material, indicating the importance of rehearsing an interpretation as 
a means of preparation.

We have drawn from a number of studies both within interpretation and in 
other disciplines to learn what techniques may prove fruitful in the preparation 
process. Note-taking, positive self-talk, rehearsing, and conscious omissions are 
some possible strategies for interpreters who face cognitive and physical perfor-
mance pressure in their work, especially in preparing for challenging assign-
ments such as highly scripted speeches, strategies which seem applicable to both 
signed language and spoken language interpreters. The next section presents the 
material and the applied methodology. 

2.  The study

The present study examines ASL-English interpreters’ preparation strategies pri-
or to interpreting President Obama’s 2009 inaugural address by collecting their 
retrospective reports and describing the strategies used in their preparation.

2.1  Participants

Six ASL-English interpreters participated in this study. Each interpreter pos-
sessed national interpreting certification and had 7 to 30 years of conference in-
terpreting experience. The participants included two interpreters from Canada 
and four interpreters from the United States (5 females, 1 male). Five of the par-
ticipants were non-native signers. Participants’ age ranged from 27 to 53 years, 
with a mean age of 43. One participant was African American; the other five were 
Caucasian. The participants were paid $250 (USD) each for their participation in 
the study. 

2.2  Materials 

The stimulus was a video recording of President Obama’s inaugural address de-
livered in Washington D.C. on January 20, 2009. The video recording was pre-
sented to the participants on a laptop computer with audio speakers. Participants’ 
interpretations were recorded using a digital video camera and mini-DVD tapes. 
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Preparation materials consisted of a written script of President Barack Obama’s 
inaugural address, blank paper, a pen, and an English language dictionary. In 
addition, the researchers used a retrospective verbal report interview protocol 
(See Appendix). It should be noted that this study of ASL-English interpreters’ 
preparation of President Obama’s 2009 inaugural address is part of a larger, in 
progress study of spoken and signed language interpretations of the address. In 
a forthcoming paper, we provide results of a cross-linguistic analysis of interpre-
tations of the speech.

2.3  Procedures 

At recruitment, interpreters were told that they would be simultaneously inter-
preting an 18-minute formal address from spoken English into American Sign 
Language. When they arrived on site, participants were informed that the for-
mal address was Barack Obama’s 2009 inaugural address. After signing consent 
forms, each participant was given a full written script of Obama’s inaugural ad-
dress and 20 minutes to prepare for the English to ASL interpretation. The par-
ticipants were instructed to prepare in the manner they would use with other 
high-profile English to ASL interpretation assignments. They were provided 
with an English dictionary2, blank paper, and a pen but were not given access to 
a computer or the Internet.3

After the 20-minute preparation period, each participant rendered her/his 
interpretation of the speech while being video recorded. Following the inter-
pretation, each interpreter participated in an open-ended, guided interview in 
which they were asked about the strategies used in preparing for the interpreta-
tion task. Individually, interpreters were first asked to describe their preparation 
processes and to reflect on its appropriateness and effectiveness, secondly what 
would they do to prepare differently if they had another opportunity to interpret 
the same speech, and lastly in what ways their preparation aided their interpre-
tations. The interviews were conducted in English and video recorded using a 
digital camera. 

2.4  Data analysis

The video recorded data was transcribed into written English and the researchers 
separately reviewed both the transcripts and the digital video of the immediate 
retrospective verbal reports. The strategies of the interpreters were analyzed in 
two ways: a) identifying and categorizing the participants’ comments related to 
preparation, and b) determining preparation patterns among the interpreters. 

2  ASL does not have a written form and ASL dictionaries in print do not yet adequately 
capture the lexicon, thus we provided participants with an English dictionary only. 

3  We disallowed use of the Internet for this study to re-create conditions of spoken 
language interpreters who received the script 20 minutes prior to the live inaugural 
address in 2009. 
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3.  Results

The results are presented in chronological order paralleling the tasks the par-
ticipants were asked to complete. The first section addresses the results of the 
question to interpreters regarding their preparation prior to arrival. The second 
section addresses how they used the 20-minute preparation period at the study 
site. The questions addressed their process and the use of the script, blank pa-
per, pens, and dictionary. Section 3.3 reports the participants’ responses to the 
question of what, if anything, they would do differently given the opportunity to 
prepare to interpret the speech again. 

3.1  Preparation prior to arrival 

Table 2 indicates the preparation strategies participants reported engaging in be-
fore they arrived at the interpreting (research) site. These strategies were spon-
taneously self-reported by participants in the post-interpreting interview when 
prompted to recall preparation strategies they used before arrival.

Reported 
Strategies

INT 1 INT 2 INT 3 INT 4 INT 5 INT 6
Total by 
strategy

Reported no 
preparation 
strategies conducted 
prior to arrival

● ●* ●* 3

Considered 
professional attire4 ● ● 2

Considered self-care 
(e.g. sufficient sleep, 
food, low stress)

● 1

Considered audience ● ● 2

Engaged in mental 
games or synonym 
practice

● 1

Engaged in positive
self-talk

● 1

Total by 
interpreter

3 1 1 2 1 1

Table 2. Interpreter (INT) preparation strategies prior to arrival at interpreting research site 
*[Note: Interpreter initially reported no preparation, but when prompted, mentioned 
a preparation activity.] 

4 Attire is an important consideration for signed language interpreters as they are highly 
visible to audience members as they work. In addition, signed language interpreters
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3.2  Use of the 20-minute preparation time

The following section reports on how interpreters used their 20-minute prepa-
ration time, including their use of the materials (script, blank paper, pen, and 
dictionary), as well as their descriptions of their preparation process.

3.2.1  Use of materials

Four of the interpreters chose to use the English dictionary during preparation, 
with two reporting they looked up the word “citizens”5. Two other interpreters 
reported that they looked up “a few words”. Three interpreters made use of the 
blank paper and pen: two wrote down words that might be difficult to finger-
spell, one made notes about “spatial information”, one wrote down names of 
places, and one drew a visual image of what she considered to be the overarching 
message of the source text. One participant stated that using the paper would 
have taken extra time and been a distraction to the preparation process. 

3.2.2  Strategies interpreters reported using during 20-minute preparation period

Strategies reported being used by more than one interpreter during the 20-min-
ute preparation period are presented in table 3. Notably, three interpreters stated 
that they did not finish reading the script in the time allowed. All three reported 
that they had intended to read through the script at least once, but the allotted 
preparation time ran out before this was accomplished. The three interpreters 
who read the script completely also reported using more strategies compared to 
the other participants.

Although INT 2 did not employ many of the strategies used by others, she re-
ported that reading even part of the script gave her a foundation for the speech: 
“What it was and where it was going”. She also described making connections 
between ideas as she read. 

One-time reported strategies (INT 4 or INT 5) fell into two categories: those 
related to production and those related to determining meaning and intent. Ex-
amples of individual strategies related to production included: a) signing (re-
hearsing) the beginning of the speech because openings are often challenging, b) 
minimizing fingerspelling because the speech would be televised6, and c) mak-
ing notes about how to use the signing space around the interpreter to reference 
ideas. Examples of individual strategies that were related to determining meaning 
and intent included: a) attempting to remember the speech from the original

 conventionally wear clothing that contrasts with their skin tone for the highest degree 
of visibility. 

5  The English word “citizen” does not have a standard correspondent in ASL. We presume 
the interpreters were looking up the word to seek alternative ways of expressing this 
concept in ASL.
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Reported 
Strategies

INT 1 INT 2 INT 3 INT 4 INT 5 INT 6
Total by 
strategies

Read completely 
through script at 
least twice

● ● ● 3

Highlighted key 
words and phrases 
on script with pen

● ● ● ● 4

Wrote notes 
directly on script

● ● 2

Identified lists of 
things or ideas 
in script (e.g. 
used “listing 
conventions” by 
pointing to items 
on fingers)

● ● ● 3

Identified 
metaphors

● ● 2

Translated certain 
segments into ASL 
(rehearsal)

● ● ● 3

Identified “dense” 
terms 

● ● 2

Identified goals/
themes of speech

● ● 2

Considered 
conscious 
omissions

● ● ● 3

Considered impact 
on audience

● ● ● 3

Total by 
interpreter

3 1 2 7 9 5

Table 3. Preparation strategies reported by more than one interpreter (INT)

broadcast, b) finding over-arching images that could facilitate comprehension 
during rapid speech, c) highlighting parts that were memorable, d) considering 
how to convey English alliteration, and e) reflecting on the ways President Oba-
ma inspired the audience.

6  Fingerspelling can be more difficult to perceive in a two-dimensional format.
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None of the interpreters reported using the script during the interpretation. 
One interpreter reported that she had intended to refer to it while interpreting 
to access a quote in the text, but the font size of the script made it impossible for 
her to see it while interpreting. 

3.3  Strategies if the task were to be repeated with additional preparation time 

All the participants reported they would prepare differently if the experiment 
were to be repeated with additional preparation time. The desire to access the 
Internet was common among the interpreters. Four of the six participants spe-
cifically stated that they would listen to a recording of the speech to get a sense 
of its timing, rhythm, and pacing. More specifically, they mentioned that they 
would mark pauses in the script based on the recording, as this would be ben-
eficial to know when they had additional time to construct or produce their in-
terpretations. Four participants stated they would work through the document 
carefully and think more deeply about the historical and political context of the 
speech. Three participants added that they would consider the themes and intent 
of the speech more carefully. Two participants mentioned discourse mapping 
and translating passages into ASL as possible additional preparation strategies. 
Other strategies mentioned by only one interpreter are given below: 

– “Contact a colleague with experience”.
– “Develop a parallel speech meaningful to D/deaf audience […]”.
– “Consider how the speech made me feel”.
– “Videotape myself and watch it”.
– “Use spatial structure more effectively”.
– “Think about technical aspects of interpretations”.
– “Think about idiomatic language and its emotion and impact”.
– “Not move to the next paragraph until I had the current paragraph tackled, 

then practice all preceding paragraphs together”.

Three participants (INT 4, INT 5, and INT 6) said they would prepare in the same 
way if the conditions were the same. It is worth noting that this response came 
from the three participants who were able to read through the entire script and 
exhibited the highest number of reported strategies (table 3). However, after stat-
ing they would prepare in the same way, they also volunteered additional ideas 
they might use, including reading more quickly and not getting mired in the 
details of the text. The three participants who did not finish reading the script 
did not say they would prepare the same way. One said she would ask deaf ASL 
experts about possible translations for some of the phrases, and one of the Cana-
dian interpreters stated that she would want more information about some of 
the points in the speech related to American history. 

Overall, the interpreters who did not complete a reading of the script were 
less positive about their performance than the three who read through the script 
at least twice. One said she would take the interpreting assignment only if she 
could work as a team with a deaf interpreter, another said she would not be 
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“jumping up and down” to accept this assignment, and the third stated her inter-
pretation of the speech was not representative of her work. 

3.4  Summary

Few distinct commonalities emerged in the reports from participants regard-
ing their preparation strategies. Of note is the lack of a standard approach for 
preparing, both in advance of arriving for the interpreting task and during the 
preparation immediately prior to the interpretation itself. The main findings are 
summarized below:

– Interpreters did not have similar strategies for how to prepare before arriv-
ing at the interpreting assignment (experiment) site. 

– Interpreters’ use of materials (i.e. script, blank paper, pen, dictionary) varied. 
– Interpreters did not use the script or notes during the interpretation. 
– Each interpreter described the preparation process in different ways. No 

mention was made of standard or best practices or “routines” for this type 
of interpreting. All seemed to be speaking from experience, but not from a 
learned, systematic approach to preparation. 

– Only one strategy (i.e. highlight and underline important word/phrases in 
the script) was mentioned by more than half of the interpreters. 

– The three interpreters who read through the speech at least two times em-
ployed more preparation strategies and were more positive about their 
preparation and interpreting performance than the three interpreters who 
did not manage to read the full speech. 

– All interpreters mentioned that it was a difficult interpreting task, espe-
cially referring to the density of the original speech.

4.  Discussion 

Results indicate that interpreters did not consistently use techniques for prepa-
ration described in the preparation literature for ASL-English or spoken language 
interpreting. The 20-minute preparation period did not allow for discourse map-
ping, but two interpreters mentioned this approach as a strategy they would use 
if more preparation time were allowed. The approach of using Demand-Control 
Schema was not identified, although some interpreters did comment on some of 
the intrapersonal demands and possible controls.

Interpreters reported difficulty with areas generally identified as being po-
tentially challenging in Interpreting Studies in general, such as place names, 
metaphors, quoted material, historical and cultural references (Al-Antti 2003). 
However, strategies that are routinely taught and used by spoken language con-
ference interpreters (e.g. note-taking, marking the script, rehearsal, glossary de-
velopment, and consulting with colleagues) were not consistently mentioned by 
this group of highly skilled ASL-English conference interpreters. All of the inter-
preters commented on the challenges presented by the density of the informa-
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tional content in the text. Comments were made about wishing to look up addi-
tional information regarding certain historical events, as well as using research 
to better understand the context of references in the speech. Interpreters also 
found it difficult not to get “mired in the details” and, given the density of the 
speech, half were prepared to make strategic conscious omissions. 

As far as comprehension was concerned, no standard list of specific preparation 
strategies emerged from the interpreters’ reports. Only one participant used the 
strategy of taking notes on the blank paper. The most common approach reported 
by the interpreters was underlining or otherwise highlighting words/phrases on 
the script. This was not, however, considered as a strategy applied with a specific, 
systematic purpose in mind. Rehearsal was used by a few of the participants, but 
was not mentioned specifically in relation to comprehension or memory. 

Four of the interpreters made reference to mental preparation conducted 
either before or during the preparation period. Two referenced positive self-
talk during the 20-minute preparation period, one mentioned her intent to be 
physically and emotionally well prepared (by eating and sleeping well and keep-
ing stress low), and another participant mentioned that she engaged in “brain 
games” to keep her mind active and quick in the days before the interpretation. 
Again, there was no evidence of a standard or consistent approach among the 
participants in terms of mental preparation, either before or during the inter-
preting task. 

5.  Conclusion 

The present study aimed at learning whether there were commonalities among 
the strategies used by the interpreters and how certain strategies aided the inter-
pretations. To our knowledge, this is the first study that examined preparation 
strategies for a formal, scripted text by ASL-English interpreters through the use 
of retrospective verbal reports elicited by guided interviews. It is noteworthy 
that the interpreters reported no standard approaches for intentional and sys-
tematic preparation. Although there were similarities in some of the strategies, 
a common approach did not emerge. One potential explanation for the variation 
in interpreters’ preparation is the lack of standardized training or textbooks for 
ASL-English interpreters on preparing for formal, scripted speeches.

Textbooks and training on note-taking as a preparation strategy exist for in-
terpreters working between two spoken languages; however, this is not the case 
for ASL-English interpreters. Given the challenges of interpreting formal, script-
ed speeches, this is an area that deserves the attention of researchers, with the 
goal of establishing a set of preparation techniques and standards to be incorpo-
rated into the pedagogical material used in interpreter education. It is critical for 
interpreters to learn how to effectively interpret cognitively demanding texts, 
which tax the linguistic, cognitive, and emotional capacities of the practitioner. 
Without a standard set of evidence-based practices, interpreters may continue to 
underperform in these settings, compromising the effectiveness of the interpre-
tation available for deaf individuals. 
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We suggest that interpreters may benefit from standard, evidence-based 
instruction about preparation strategies. This instruction might include the 
properties of a variety of texts, how to identify those properties, and how to ad-
dress those properties in preparation. Moreover, interpreters could be taught 
about the role of motivation and background knowledge in preparing, as well 
as techniques of mental practice. Additionally, interpreters would benefit from 
knowing why, when, and how to use particular preparation strategies. Finally, 
we suggest that students and interpreters should learn specific strategies for 
preparation under a variety of circumstances. A systematic approach to teaching 
preparation may serve to improve the quality of the interpretations of scripted 
speeches by ASL-English interpreters. 

The results of this study offer an initial snapshot of preparation strategies 
reported by highly skilled, experienced ASL-English interpreters. Despite its 
contribution to filling this gap in research, the present study has evident limita-
tions, the most significant of which being size of the participants’ sample. Due 
to the experimental conditions, interpreters did not have access to information 
they might use when preparing to interpret a live speech, including contact with 
colleagues and Internet access for listening to the speech and looking up histor-
ical references, maps, and other resources available online. Finally, this study 
explored what interpreters reported they did for preparation after interpreting, 
which may not accurately reflect what they actually did. 

The primary aim of this study was to identify and document preparation 
strategies used by highly experienced and competent interpreters when pre-
paring to render a formal scripted speech under time-constrained conditions. 
Main findings include the lack of a standardized approach to preparation among 
ASL-English interpreters. Further research is needed on this topic, and such re-
search has the potential to positively influence interpreting education and prac-
tice, and most importantly, improve the quality of interpretations of formal, 
scripted speeches. 
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Appendix A

Retrospective Interview Questions

1. Could you please describe the process you went through to prepare for the in-
terpretation? 
a. What, if anything, did you do in advance of your arrival?
b. In what ways did you use the script for preparation, and during the interpretation?
c. Did you use the blank paper? The dictionary? In what way?

2. If you were to prepare again, what would you do the same, and what, if anything, 
 would you do differently?
3. In what ways did your preparation aid your interpretation?
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Abstract

The evaluation of working memory capacity (WMC) in signed language interpreters rep-
resents a noticeable research gap in both cognitive psychology and interpreting studies. 
This study compared two scoring methods – total items and proportion items – for an 
English listening span task and an Auslan (Australian Sign Language) working memory 
(WM) span task, which were administered to 31 professional Auslan/English interpreters. 
Given the small sample size, results reveal that the total items measure was marginally 
better than the proportion items measure in terms of psychometric properties. When used 
for statistical analyses of the interpreters’ bilingual WMC, the two scoring methods yield-
ed the same result pattern occasionally, but they also produced discrepant outcomes at 
times. Unlike the proportion items measure, the total items measure did not reveal statis-
tically significant results. The total items measure was chosen as the final scoring method 
for this study only. These findings indicate that researchers need to be aware of methodo-
logical issues when they create and score WM span tasks.

Introduction

Working memory (WM) is a multi-component system involving temporary 
storage and active manipulation of information in the service of complex cogni-
tive activities (Baddeley 2003). WM is likely to be involved in spoken and signed 
language interpreting, both higher-order cognitive tasks. Verbal working mem-
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ory capacity (WMC) is predominantly measured by WM span tasks such as the 
reading span (Daneman/Carpenter 1980), listening span (ibid.), operation span 
(Turner/Engle 1989), and counting span tasks (Case et al. 1982). Despite their ex-
tensive use, there is no standard approach to creating the test materials as well 
as administering and scoring the tasks (Conway et al. 2005; Friedman/Miyake 
2005; Köpke/Signorelli 2012; St Clair-Thompson/Sykes 2010).

In a listening span task (Daneman/Carpenter 1980), participants are typical-
ly instructed to listen to sets of sentences, verify whether each sentence makes 
sense (the processing component), and at the same time remember the final 
word of each sentence (the storage component) for later recall. In a reading span 
task (ibid.), however, participants are often required to read a series of sentences 
aloud, judge whether each sentence is semantically meaningful, and recall the 
last word of each sentence. A set of three sentences in these tasks may take the 
form of the following example:

She was looking across the lobby at a man in a suit.   
The man opened the door to pick up the rain.  
The student put all the articles on the same topic into a file.

In regard to recall of the sentence-final words (“suit”, “rain”, and “file”), if partic-
ipants recalled “suit” and “file”, should they receive a score of 2 (they correctly 
recalled 2 words – total items), a score of 0.67 (they successfully recalled 2 out of 
3 words – proportion items), a score of 0 (they did not correctly recall the whole 
set of 3 words – correct sets items), or else? Uncertainty about the best scoring 
method for WM span tasks constitutes an identifiable gap in our knowledge.

A large number of studies have explored spoken language interpreters’ WMC. 
Some studies found that professional interpreters significantly outperformed 
student interpreters and/or non-interpreters on a reading span task (Christof-
fels et al. 2006; Padilla et al. 1995; Signorelli et al. 2012). Other studies, however, 
revealed that professional interpreters performed similarly to student interpret-
ers and/or non-interpreters on a listening span task (Köpke/Nespoulous 2006; 
Liu et al. 2004; Timarová 2007). Although recall order (serial recall versus free re-
call) of to-be-remembered items may be responsible for the contradictory results 
(Köpke/Signorelli 2012), scoring methods and other methodological issues are 
also likely to be at play.

Signed language interpreters’ WMC is a significant research gap in cognitive 
psychology and interpreting studies. The present study has two aims: (i) to com-
pare the total items with the proportion items for an English listening span task 
and an Auslan (Australian Sign Language) WM span task, in order to determine 
whether one scoring method is psychometrically more favourable than the oth-
er; and (ii) to ascertain whether the two scoring methods produce the same result 
pattern for statistical analyses of professional Auslan/English interpreters’ bilin-
gual WMC. The study will shed new light on the measurement of WMC in both 
spoken and signed language interpreters. In order to contextualize the research 
design of this study, an overview of the methodological differences in verbal WM 
span tasks is presented.
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1.  Overview

Verbal WM span tasks (especially listening span tasks and reading span tasks) 
in both psychological literature and interpreting studies literature differ in test 
materials, administration procedure, and scoring methods.

1.1  Test materials

Differences in test materials are mainly about test sentences and to-be-remem-
bered items. A survey of the literature reveals that the number of test sentences 
in WM span tasks typically ranges from 42 (Christoffels et al. 2006) to 100 (Dane-
man/Hannon 2001). Waters/Caplan (1996) found a significantly smaller reading 
span for complex test sentences than for simple test sentences, suggesting that 
the difficulty level of test stimuli may have an impact on WMC. The to-be-re-
membered items vary from sentence-final words (Daneman/Carpenter 1980; Liu 
et al. 2004), unrelated words after test sentences (La Pointe/Engle 1990), to irrel-
evant letters following test sentences (Unsworth et al. 2009). Additionally, some 
studies have revealed the word length effect on WMC1 (La Pointe/Engle 1990), the 
phonological similarity effect on WMC2 (Lobley et al. 2005), and the word frequency 
effect on WMC3 (Engle et al. 1990). These findings indicate that test sentences and 
the to-be-remembered items in verbal WM span tasks require careful control. 

1.2  Administration procedure 

Differences in the administration procedure of verbal WM span tasks mostly 
involve presentation order of test sentences, processing component, response 
modality, processing time, test termination point, recall order of the to-be-re-
membered items, and recall modality. These terms are explained briefly below. 
Regarding the presentation order of test sentences, shorter sets of sentences are 
often presented prior to increasingly longer sets of sentences (i.e. ascending or-
der, see Daneman/Hannon 2001); but there are also variations in which the sets 
are randomized (Timarová 2007; Unsworth et al. 2009). As noted earlier, process-
ing component refers to what participants are asked to do while retaining the 
to-be-remembered items. Processing component involves listening to test sen-
tences and judging sentence meaningfulness (Liu et al. 2004, Timarová 2007), 
or reading aloud test sentences only (Christoffels et al. 2006; Friedman/Miyake 
2004), or reading aloud test sentences and verifying sentence meaningfulness 
(Daneman/Hannon 2001). In regard to response modality, participants verify 
sentence meaningfulness either manually (Liu et al. 2004; Unsworth et al. 2009) 

1 Short to-be-remembered words resulted in a larger WM span than long words.
2 To-be-remembered words that were phonologically distinct yielded a larger WM span 

than phonologically similar words.
3 To-be-remembered words with high frequency resulted in a larger WM span than 

low-frequency words.
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or orally. Lobley et al. (2005) found a significantly larger listening span for manu-
al response than for verbal response to sentence verification. 

Processing time, namely the time interval between adjacent sentences for 
performing the processing task, varies across different studies (e.g. 1 second in 
Timarová 2007, 2 seconds in Stafford 2011). The processing time should be just 
sufficient for participants to carry out the processing task, as Friedman/Miyake 
(2004) found that allowing extra time for participants to rehearse the to-be-re-
membered words reduced the correlation between the participants’ reading 
span and their reading comprehension. In relation to test termination point, 
some studies present all test sentences to participants (Daneman/Hannon 2001), 
while other studies discontinue testing when participants do not recall a major-
ity of the sets at a particular span level (Lobley et al. 2005). It is preferable to pres-
ent all test stimuli to participants, because this procedure not only allows them 
to showcase their full potential in performing a task but also permits researchers 
to use a wider range of scoring methods. As for recall order of the to-be-remem-
bered items, participants are required to recall them in serial order (ibid.), or 
in completely random order (Alptekin/Erçetin 2009), or in other orders (Dane-
man/Hannon 2001; Friedman/Miyake 2004). With regard to recall modality, 
some studies instruct participants to recall the to-be-remembered items orally 
(Daneman/Carpenter 1980; Meredyth Daneman, personal communication, 8 
July 2010), other studies manually (Liu et al. 2004; Unsworth et al. 2009). These 
differences in administration procedure need to be taken into consideration 
when researchers interpret previous findings or create WM span tasks.

1.3  Scoring methods

There is no consensus on how to score WM span tasks. Scoring methods typi-
cally include: truncated span, correct sets items, total items, and proportion items (see 
also Friedman/Miyake 2005). Traditionally, researchers mark WM span tasks 
using truncated span. This typically involves scoring for the highest span level 
at which recall is correct on a majority of sets, and giving half a credit if recall is 
correct on few sets at the subsequent span level (Daneman/Carpenter 1980; Liu 
et al. 2004; Padilla et al. 1995). Alternatively, the correct sets items measure in-
volves summing up the items in only perfectly recalled sets (Conway et al. 2002). 
As illustrated by the example in the introduction of this article, the total items 
measure involves calculating the total number of correctly recalled items across 
all sets (Christoffels et al. 2006; Daneman/Hannon 2001). The proportion items 
measure, however, involves calculating the proportion of correctly recalled items 
for each set, and then computing the average proportion of correct recall across 
all sets (Kane et al. 2004).

Currently, the majority of researchers in cognitive psychology and cognitive 
science score WM span tasks using either the total items or the proportion items. 
This is because the total items and the proportion items are better than both the 
truncated span and the correct sets items in terms of normal distribution, in-
ternal reliability, test-retest reliability, and criterion-related validity (Conway et 
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al. 2005; Friedman/Miyake 2005; St Clair-Thompson/Sykes 2010). Nevertheless, 
the body of literature does not clearly stipulate how to choose between the total 
items and the proportion items. Friedman/Miyake (2005) found that WM span 
scores obtained using the total items and the proportion items are almost per-
fectly correlated, suggesting that there is a close relationship between the two 
scoring methods. Conway et al. (2005) found that the proportion items measure 
is slightly superior to the total items measure in terms of internal reliability. In 
contrast, Friedman/Miyake (2005) noted that the total items measure is mar-
ginally better than the proportion items measure in terms of internal reliability 
and test-retest reliability. According to Conway et al. (2005: 776), researchers may 
choose the proportion items measure (“partial-credit unit scoring”) because “it 
follows established and sound procedures from psychometrics”. Nonetheless, 
Friedman/Miyake (2005: 589) made the following comments:

The total words [items] score may be preferable in that it is easier to compute and 
conceptually more direct (it simply counts up the number of words recalled, with no 
weighting for the levels at which the words were recalled). However, it may also make 
sense to penalize more for the forgetting of words at easier levels, as the proportion 
words [items] score does.  

Given the ambiguity surrounding the best scoring method for WM span tasks, 
further investigation is warranted. The present study therefore compares the to-
tal items with the proportion items for an English listening span task and an 
Auslan WM span task.

2.  Method

2.1  Participants

Participants were 31 professional level Auslan/English interpreters qualified by 
the National Accreditation Authority for Translators and Interpreters (NAATI)4 
in Australia. They included 14 native signers (11 female and 3 male; mean age 40, 

4 In Australia, all signed language interpreters, spoken language interpreters, and 
translators are accredited through NAATI. Two accreditation levels are available 
for Auslan/English interpreters: Paraprofessional Interpreter and Professional 
Interpreter. Paraprofessional Interpreters typically undertake the interpretation of 
non-specialist dialogues. Professional Interpreter is the minimum level recommended 
by NAATI for professional interpreting work in most semi-specialized settings, such 
as banking, law, health, and social and community services. Although 932 Auslan/
English interpreters have been accredited by NAATI since testing started in 1982, 
only 160 have received accreditation at professional level (Robert Foote, Accreditation 
Manager, NAATI, personal communication, 3 October 2012). It should be noted that 
not all of those who are professionally accredited are currently working as interpreters. 
Thus, the sample size of this study was considered to be good in relation to the actual 
population size.



50 Jihong Wang - Jemina Napier 

SD = 14; with an average of 16 years of interpreting experience5, SD = 9) and 17 
non-native signers (16 female and 1 male; mean age 40, SD = 9; with an average of 
14 years of interpreting experience, SD = 7). The native signers acquired Auslan 
from birth from their signing deaf parents and at the same time acquired English 
through interaction with the surrounding hearing population6. The non-native 
signers acquired English from birth from their hearing parents, and often had no 
family connections to the Australian Deaf Community, but started to learn Aus-
lan at or after age 10 by receiving formal education in Auslan and/or associating 
with deaf signers through work or social networks. 

2.2  Materials

2.2.1  English listening span task

This task required participants to listen to sets of English sentences, judge 
whether each sentence made sense (say “yes” if it made sense or “no” if not), at 
the same time remember the final word of each sentence, and at the end of each 
set utter all sentence-final words in serial order. The task consisted of four sets 
each of two, three, four, five, six, and seven unrelated sentences, 108 sentences 
in total. Each participant listened to four sets of two sentences, then four sets of 
three sentences, and so on in ascending order up to four sets of seven sentences, 
completing the task by listening to all 108 sentences. The time for verifying each 
sentence was one second. The time for recalling each sentence-final word was 
four seconds, which was observed to be sufficient for participants to complete 
their recall. 

Test sentences varied from nine to 13 words and were easy to understand. 
Ninety-six sentences made sense and 12 sentences were purposefully nonsensi-
cal. Sentence-final words were monosyllabic nouns (e.g., “team”, “card”, “nurse”, 
“phone”) controlled for concreteness, frequency, length, and phonetic structure. 
All test sentences were recorded by a native English speaker, edited, and saved as 
an mp3 file. 

2.2.2  Auslan working memory span task

This task followed the same structure and administration procedure as the Eng-
lish listening span task. It instructed participants to watch sets of Auslan sen-
tences on a video, verify whether each sentence made sense (sign yes if it made 
sense or no if not), at the same time memorize the final sign of each sentence, 
and at the end of each set reproduce all sentence-final signs in serial order.

All Auslan test sentences were created by a female deaf near-native signer7. 

5 Years of working as a paid interpreter, irrespective of NAATI accreditation. 
6  It is important to note that not all hearing children with deaf parents may necessarily 

be native signers.
7  Due to the small population of deaf native signers, it was difficult to find a deaf native 



51Measuring bilingual working memory capacity

She referred to Auslan dictionary resources to ensure that standard Auslan signs 
were used8. Test sentences varied from six to 10 Auslan signs and were easy to 
understand. Eighty-six sentences made sense and 22 sentences were purposeful-
ly nonsensical. Sentence-final signs in the Auslan WM span task were simple 
and commonly used, and were controlled for handshape, orientation, location, 
and movement. All test sentences were articulated by the deaf near-native signer, 
filmed, edited, and saved as an mp4 video. 

2.3  Procedure

Participants were tested individually. After filling out a consent form and a de-
mographic questionnaire, each participant completed the English listening span 
task and then the Auslan WM span task shown on a laptop computer. They re-
ceived task instructions, participated in a practice session, and proceeded to the 
tasks. Participants were filmed during both tasks for later analysis.

2.4  Data scoring

Participants’ WMC scores were obtained using the total items and the propor-
tion items to validate previous findings. English WMC was abbreviated as E and 
Auslan WMC as A. Table 1 shows the scoring process, taking a randomly chosen 
participant as example.

Step 1: Decide whether recall of a sentence-final word/sign was correct

Span level English listening span task Auslan WM span task

4 sets at span level 2 2 + 2 + 2 + 2 2 + 2 + 2 + 2

4 sets at span level 3 3 + 3 + 2 + 3 3 + 3 + 3 + 3

4 sets at span level 4 3 + 3 + 3 + 3 3 + 3 + 1 + 4

4 sets at span level 5 4 + 5 + 4 + 3 5 + 5 + 4 + 5

4 sets at span level 6 4 + 6 + 3 + 4 6 + 3 + 4 + 4

4 sets at span level 7 5 + 4 + 4 + 6 6 + 4 + 6 + 5

signer who was available to create Auslan test sentences for this study. The female deaf 
near-native signer was selected because she was a highly fluent Auslan signer and had 
worked as an Auslan model for the Auslan Signbank (http://www.auslan.org.au/), an 
online Auslan dictionary.

8  At least two native signers checked all Auslan test sentences before filming. During 
filming, a native signer monitored the deaf near-native signer to ensure that the 
sentences looked as natural as possible.
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Step 2: Apply two scoring methods

Scoring methods English WMC Auslan WMC

Total items (E1, A1) 2 + 2 + 2 + 2 +
3 + 3 + 2 + 3 +
3 + 3 + 3 + 3 +
4 + 5 + 4 + 3 +
4 + 6 + 3 + 4 +
5 + 4 + 4 + 6

E1 = 83

2 + 2 + 2 + 2 +
3 + 3 + 3 + 3 +
3 + 3 + 1 + 4 +
5 + 5 + 4 + 5 +
6 + 3 + 4 + 4 +
6 + 4 + 6 + 5

A1 = 88

Proportion items (E2, A2) ((2 + 2 + 2 + 2)/2 +
(3 + 3 + 2 + 3)/3 +
(3 + 3 + 3 + 3)/4 +
(4 + 5 + 4 + 3)/5 +
(4 + 6 + 3 + 4)/6 +

(5 + 4 + 4 + 6)/7)/24
E2 = 0.81

((2 + 2 + 2 + 2)/2 +
(3 + 3 + 3 + 3)/3 +
(3 + 3 + 1 + 4)/4 +
(5 + 5 + 4 + 5)/5 +
(6 + 3 + 4 + 4)/6 +

(6 + 4 + 6 + 5)/7)/24
A2 = 0.85

Table 1. Scoring process as illustrated by a participant’s data

– Total items (E1, A1): the total number of correctly recalled items across all 
sets, with the maximum possible score being 108. The number of correctly 
recalled items for each set was calculated, and then added up across all 24 
sets. For example, if participants recalled 3 out of 6 words in a set of 6 sen-
tences (at span level 6), they received 3 points for that set. Since this meth-
od rewarded every correctly recalled item, it picked up subtle individual 
differences.

– Proportion items (E2, A2): the average proportional recall for each set, with 
the maximum possible score being 1.00. The proportion of correctly re-
called items was calculated for each set (e.g. if participants recalled 4 out 
of 5 words in a set of 5 sentences at span level 5, they received 0.80 for that 
set), and then the proportional recall for all 24 sets was averaged. Although 
this scoring method also rewarded every item correctly recalled, it gave dif-
ferent weightings to one item at span level 2 (a weighting of 0.50) and an-
other item at span level 7 (a weighting of 0.14). Hence, forgetting items at 
low span levels would result in lower scores than failing to recall the same 
number of items at high span levels. For example, forgetting one word in a 
set of two sentences resulted in a score of 0.50 for that set while forgetting 
one word in a set of seven sentences resulted in a score of 0.86 for that set.

3.  Results

Both scoring methods were examined in terms of psychometric properties, and 
then used for statistical analyses of participants’ bilingual WMC. 
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3.1  Psychometric properties

3.1.1  Correlations between the two scoring methods

For all 31 participants’ English WMC, the total items (E1) correlated almost per-
fectly with the proportion items (E2), r = 0.99, N = 31, p < 0.001, r2 = 0.98. Removal 
of the outlier (see Table 2) did not alter that result pattern. Moreover, for all 31 
participants’ Auslan WMC, the total items (A1) also correlated nearly perfectly 
with the proportion items (A2), r = 0.995, N = 31, p < 0.001, r2 = 0.99. As in Fried-
man/Miyake’s (2005) study, the virtually perfect correlations indicate that the 
total items measure is closely related to the proportion items measure.

3.1.2  Normal distribution

Table 2 below provides descriptive statistics for the two scoring methods. 

All participants’ English WMC (N = 31)

English 
WMC

Mean (SD) Skew
ness

Kurt
osis

p for Shapiro-Wilk Outlier Cronbach’s α

E1 74.58 (13.21) -0.53 0.84 0.34 1 0.931

E2 0.76 (0.11) -1.02 2.44 0.06 1 0.928

30 participants’ English WMC (N = 30, without the above outlier)

English 
WMC

Mean (SD) Skew
ness

Kurt
osis

p for Shapiro-Wilk Outlier Cronbach’s α

E1 75.83 (11.41) 0.12 -0.68 0.39 0 0.911

E2 0.77 (0.09) -0.004 -0.76 0.56 0 0.899

All participants’ Auslan WMC (N = 31)

Auslan 
WMC

Mean (SD) Skew
ness

Kurt
osis

p for Shapiro-Wilk Outlier Cronbach’s α

A1 70.65 (20.62) -0.20 -0.90 0.49 0 0.962

A2 0.71 (0.17) -0.38 -0.77 0.28 0 0.952

Note. Total items (E1, A1). Proportion items (E2, A2). 
Standard error for Skewness = 0.42. Standard error for Kurtosis = 0.82.

Table 2. Descriptive statistics and reliability estimates for the two scoring methods

– If the absolute values (ignoring the sign at the front) of skewness and kur-
tosis are closer to zero, the distribution characteristics are more favoura-
ble. The absolute values of skewness and kurtosis for the total items (E1, 
A1) were consistently below 1; whereas those for the proportion items (E2, 
A2) were occasionally above 1 (see E2 for all 31 participants). These results 
indicate that in this study the total items measure appeared to be slightly 
superior to the proportion items measure in terms of distribution charac-
teristics.
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– Regarding the Shapiro-Wilk Test of Normality, non-significant results (p > 
0.05) as shown in Table 2 indicate normal distribution. Both scoring meth-
ods, therefore, were deemed satisfactory in terms of normality. 

– Each scoring method caused very few outliers. An outlier was defined as a 
“data point” that extended more than 2.50 standard deviations (SD) from 
the mean (M). The only outlier of E1 was a native signer with a score of 37. 
The outlier of E2 was the same participant with a score of 0.40.

3.1.3 Internal reliability

Table 2 also provides the internal reliability estimate (Cronbach’s α) for each scor-
ing method. Cronbach’s α was calculated with the scores summed across levels 
for the first set at each span level, the second set at each span level, and so on 
through to the last (the fourth) set at each span level (see also Friedman/Miyake 
2005; St Clair-Thompson/Sykes 2010). Although both scoring methods exhibited 
remarkably high internal reliability in this study, the total items measure (E1, A1) 
appeared to be marginally more satisfactory than the proportion items measure 
(E2, A2). 

3.2 Effects of three variables on working memory capacity

A 2x2x2 three-way mixed between-within subjects analysis of variance (ANO-
VA) was conducted to examine the effects of age of signed language acquisition 
(native signer, non-native signer), test language (English, Auslan), and scoring 
method (total items, proportion items) on WMC. 

There was no significant main effect for age of signed language acquisition, 
F(1, 29) = 2.10, p = 0.16. In other words, if we ignore whether the test language was 
English or Auslan as well as the type of scoring method used, the native signers 
were similar to the non-native signers in WMC.

Likewise, there was no significant main effect for test language, F(1, 29) = 2.27, 
p = 0.14. Namely, if we ignore the type of scoring method used, all 31 participants’ 
English WMC was comparable to their Auslan WMC. 

Nonetheless, there was a significant main effect for scoring method, F(1, 29) 
= 656.54, p < 0.001, partial η2 = 0.96 (a very large effect size). That is, if we ignore 
whether participants were native signers or non-native signers as well as wheth-
er the test language was English or Auslan, WMC using the total items measure 
was significantly larger than WMC using the proportion items measure. This 
finding is not surprising, because the maximum possible WMC score using the 
total items was 108 while the highest possible WMC score using the proportion 
items was 1.00.

The interaction effect between test language and age of signed language ac-
quisition was not statistically significant, F(1, 29) = 0.35, p = 0.56. This means that 
the effect of different test languages on WMC was the same for the native signers 
and the non-native signers.
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There was no significant interaction between scoring method and age of 
signed language acquisition, F(1, 29) = 2.10, p = 0.16. Specifically, the effect of dif-
ferent scoring methods on WMC was the same for the native signers and the 
non-native signers. 

There was no significant interaction between test language and scoring meth-
od, F(1, 29) = 2.23, p = 0.15. To be specific, the effect of different test languages on 
WMC was the same for the total items and the proportion items.

Finally, there was no significant interaction between age of signed language ac-
quisition, test language, and scoring method, F(1, 29) = 0.36, p = 0.56. In other words, 
the above interaction effect of test language and age of signed language acquisition 
was the same for the total items and the proportion items. It should be noted that 
removal of the outlier (see Table 2) did not change any of the result patterns. 

3.3 Impact of two scoring methods on the overall results

In addition to the aforementioned main effects and interaction effects, we con-
ducted the following t-tests to explore simple effects. We compared the native 
signers with the non-native signers in terms of WMC, and contrasted each 
group’s English WMC with their Auslan WMC, so as to investigate whether both 
scoring methods produce the same result pattern for the current study.

3.3.1 Native signers versus non-native signers in terms of working memory capacity

According to an independent-samples t-test (see Table 3 below), both the total 
items (E1) and the proportion items (E2) showed that the native signers were sig-
nificantly outperformed by the non-native signers on the English listening span 
task, with both p values (0.041 and 0.046) below 0.05.

English WMC Native signers
(N = 14)

Non-native signers
(N = 17)

t df p η2

Mean (SD) Mean (SD)

Total items
(E1)

69.29 (13.41) 78.94 (11.66) -2.14 29 0.041 0.14

Proportion 
items 
(E2)

0.71 (0.12) 0.79 (0.09) -2.09 29 0.046 0.13

Note. Both p values were two-tailed. Bold type indicated p < 0.05. The effect size η2 was 
calculated when there was a significant difference. 

Table 3. Native signers versus non-native signers in terms of English WMC
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Regarding participants’ English WMC, a sensitivity analysis was then under-
taken to examine the impact of outliers on the above result pattern. When the 
only outlier (see Table 2) was removed, the total items (E1) revealed no signifi-
cant difference between the native signers (M = 71.77, SD = 10.07) and the non-na-
tive signers (M = 78.94, SD = 11.66) in English WMC, t(28) = -1.77, p = 0.09 (two-
tailed). When the outlier was excluded, the proportion items (E2) also revealed 
no significant difference between the native signers (M = 0.74, SD = 0.08) and the 
non-native signers (M = 0.79, SD = 0.09) in English WMC, t(28) = -1.71, p = 0.10 
(two-tailed).

In relation to participants’ Auslan WMC, according to an independent-sam-
ples t-test in Table 4 below, the total items (A1) showed that the native signers 
were similar to the non-native signers in Auslan WMC, t(29) = -0.89, p = 0.38. The 
proportion items (A2) demonstrated the same result pattern, with the p value 
(0.35) larger than 0.05.

Auslan WMC Native signers
(N = 14)

Non-native signers
(N = 17)

t df p η2

Mean (SD) Mean (SD)

Total items
(A1)

67.00 (20.08) 73.65 (21.18) -0.89 29 0.38 -

Proportion 
items 
(A2)

0.68 (0.17) 0.73 (0.17) -0.94 29 0.35 -

Note. Both p values were two-tailed. The effect size η2 was calculated when there was a 
significant difference.

Table 4. Native signers versus non-native signers in terms of Auslan WMC

3.3.2 English working memory capacity versus Auslan working memory capacity

Table 5 below summarizes the results of a paired-samples t-test for a compari-
son between the native signers’ English WMC and their Auslan WMC. The to-
tal items revealed no significant difference between the native signers’ English 
WMC and their Auslan WMC, t(13) = 0.52, p = 0.61. The proportion items pro-
duced the same outcome, with the p value (0.33) larger than 0.05. These results 
remained unchanged when the outlier (see Table 2) was excluded. 
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Scoring methods English WMC
(N = 14)

Auslan WMC
(N = 14)

t df p η2

Mean (SD) Mean (SD)

Total items 
(E1, A1)

69.29 (13.41) 67.00 (20.08) 0.52 13 0.61 -

Proportion 
items 
(E2, A2)

0.71 (0.12) 0.68 (0.17) 1.02 13 0.33 -

Note. Both p values were two-tailed. The effect size η2 was calculated when there was a 
significant difference.

Table 5. Native signers’ English WMC versus their Auslan WMC

Table 6 shows the outcomes of a paired-samples t-test for a comparison between 
the non-native signers’ English WMC and their Auslan WMC. The total items in-
dicated that the non-native signers’ English WMC was comparable to their Aus-
lan WMC, t(16) = 1.87, p = 0.08. In contrast, the proportion items revealed that 
the non-native signers’ English WMC was significantly better than their Auslan 
WMC, t(16) = 2.38, p = 0.03, η2 = 0.26.

Scoring methods English WMC
(N = 17)

Auslan WMC
(N = 17)

t df p η2

Mean (SD) Mean (SD)

Total items 
(E1, A1)

78.94 (11.66) 73.65 (21.18) 1.87 16 0.08 -

Proportion 
items 
(E2, A2)

0.79 (0.09) 0.73 (0.17) 2.38 16 0.03 0.26

Note. Both p values were two-tailed. Bold type indicated p < 0.05. The effect size η2 was 
calculated when there was a significant difference.

Table 6. Non-native signers’ English WMC versus their Auslan WMC

4. Discussion

The primary goal of this study was to compare the total items with the propor-
tion items in terms of psychometric properties. Our results demonstrate that 
both the total items and the proportion items are satisfactory psychometrical-
ly. This finding may be explained by the fact that both scoring methods capture 
subtle individual differences and include additional information from high span 
levels. The additional information from high span levels may reflect the involve-
ment of both the central executive (a cognitive system that controls attention) 



58 Jihong Wang - Jemina Napier 

and secondary memory (controlled search and retrieval processes) in WM span 
tasks (St Clair-Thompson/Sykes 2010). More importantly, our results appear to 
show that the total items measure was marginally superior to the proportion 
items measure in terms of both normal distribution and internal reliability, 
supporting Friedman/Miyake’s (2005) results but contradicting Conway et al.’s 
(2005) findings. 

The second goal of this study was to explore whether the total items and the 
proportion items yield the same result pattern for statistical analyses of the pro-
fessional Auslan/English interpreters’ bilingual WMC. The study found that 
sometimes the total items and the proportion items produced consistent result 
patterns. Both scoring methods showed that the native signers were similar to 
the non-native signers not only in English WMC but also in Auslan WMC. Fur-
ther, both scoring methods revealed that the native signers’ English WMC was 
similar to their Auslan WMC. These findings may be due to the small sample 
size of the present study. These findings provide additional evidence that using 
different scoring methods may result in the same outcome (see also Friedman/
Miyake 2004; La Pointe/Engle 1990; Turner/Engle 1989). 

Another interesting finding was that the total items and the proportion 
items occasionally produced contradictory result patterns. The total items 
showed that the non-native signers’ English WMC was similar to their Auslan 
WMC, suggesting that their bilingual WMC is domain-general (independent of 
the test language). In contrast, the proportion items revealed that the non-na-
tive signers’ English WMC was significantly larger than their Auslan WMC, 
suggesting that their bilingual WMC is domain-specific (dependent on the test 
language). These findings indicate that different scoring methods may provide 
some degree of freedom for researchers attempting to identify and report sta-
tistical significance.

We recommend that researchers use different scoring methods to mark 
WM span tasks and then select the most appropriate scoring method to report 
their results. A choice among various scoring methods depends on the sample 
size, the psychometric properties of the actual WMC data, the perspectives de-
fended by the researchers, and other factors. Therefore, the decision on the best 
scoring method for WM span tasks remains open-ended and should be made 
on a case-by-case basis. For the current study only, we made an executive deci-
sion to choose the total items rather than the proportion items for the follow-
ing four reasons: 

– With regard to the WMC data of this study, the total items measure ap-
pears to be slightly better than the proportion items measure in terms of 
both distribution characteristics and internal reliability. 

– High span levels are more challenging than low span levels; perfect recall 
of a set of 7 words therefore deserves more credit than correct recall of a 
set of 2 words. The total items measure gives 7 points to the former and 2 
points to the latter, whereas the proportion items measure gives the same 
score of 1 to each case. 

– The total items measure was practically easier to calculate and conceptually 
more direct (see also Friedman/Miyake 2005).
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– The total items measure did not involve rounding up decimals, whereas 
the proportion items measure constantly required rounding up decimals 
and thus, might have excluded individual difference information.

Like some similar studies (e.g. Friedman/Miyake 2005), the present study re-
vealed that outliers at times influenced the overall outcomes. The removal of the 
only outlier eliminated the significant differences between the native signers 
and the non-native signers in English WMC. This finding suggests that it is im-
portant to examine the impact of outliers on the overall results, especially for 
small sample sizes. 

Limitations of this study need to be acknowledged. The sample size of 31 par-
ticipants is very small for the analysis of psychometric properties; consequently, 
our results regarding the psychometric properties should be interpreted with 
caution. The small sample size may also limit the statistical power of our results 
from the ANOVA and t-tests. The low complexity of test sentences in both WM 
span tasks may shift up participants’ WMC scores and thus influence the results, 
as Waters/Caplan (1996) found that simple test sentences resulted in a consider-
ably larger WM span than complex test sentences. The to-be-remembered signs 
in the Auslan WM span task need to be more carefully controlled to minimize 
sign variants in the Auslan WMC data. Articulation length, part of speech, and 
phonological similarity of the to-be-remembered signs and their spoken lan-
guage translation equivalents are also worthy of consideration. The proportion 
of semantically meaningful test sentences in each WM span task should be 50%. 
Different set sizes in each WM span task should be administered in random or-
der rather than in ascending order. To minimize order effects, the presentation 
order of the two WM span tasks should be counterbalanced.

5. Conclusion

This study has compared two scoring methods – the total items and the propor-
tion items – for an English listening span task and an Auslan WM span task. Pro-
fessional Auslan/English interpreters consisting of native signers and non-na-
tive signers completed the two WM span tasks. Our results appear to show that 
the total items measure was slightly more favourable than the proportion items 
measure in terms of psychometric properties, although both scoring methods 
were highly satisfactory. 

Moreover, the study found that the two scoring methods produced consist-
ent outcomes occasionally, whereas at other times they yielded different conclu-
sions. Both scoring methods revealed that the native signers were similar to the 
non-native signers not only in English WMC, but also in Auslan WMC. Further, 
both scoring methods showed that the native signers’ English WMC was as good 
as their Auslan WMC. Nevertheless, the two scoring methods produced discrep-
ant results for a comparison between the non-native signers’ English WMC and 
their Auslan WMC – the proportion items produced statistically significant re-
sults while the total items did not. For this study only, we selected the total items 
over the proportion items as the final scoring method. The study demonstrates 
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that researchers should be mindful of which scoring method they use, as it may 
have an impact on statistical significance and the overall conclusion.

Further research is needed to compare a range of scoring methods for vari-
ous WM span tasks, using large samples to achieve strong statistical power. To 
help researchers decide on the most appropriate scoring method, future studies 
may recruit two different groups with known properties and then test whether 
a specific scoring method detects the properties correctly. It would also be of 
interest to ascertain whether different WM span tasks in the literature measure 
the same WMC construct. In addition, large-scale empirical studies of signed 
language interpreting are needed to cross-reference with spoken language in-
terpreting studies.
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Abstract

This study explores the quality of sign language interpreters in the Netherlands from a 
deaf user perspective. Deaf sign language users select an interpreter according to situa-
tional factors, the interpreter’s professional skills and norms. The choice for a specific in-
terpreter is based on a set of individual quality criteria. Results of the study indicate that 
consumers firstly aim to select an interpreter who will render a faithful and understand-
able interpretation. Further results show that the criteria vary depending on the setting, 
such as employment, education, and community. Lastly, the study suggests that many 
deaf sign language users lack awareness regarding the professional requirements of the 
interpreter, and also many interpreters lack insight regarding the expectations of the deaf 
sign language user. 

Introduction

The quality of interpreters, and in particular sign language interpreters, is fre-
quently the subject of debate (Jong/Ouwehand 1996; Kahane 2001; Kalina 2002; 
Locker McKee 2008; Napier/Barker 2004; Pöchhacker 2002). The discussions re-
volve around what defines and who determines the quality of the interpreter.

In the social media and during formal and informal gatherings Dutch Sign 
Language users mention their dissatisfaction with the quality of the interpreters 
in the Netherlands (van der Garde/Muller 2011). The most frequent complaints 
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concern unprofessional attitudes and the inability to interpret from Dutch Sign 
Language to spoken Dutch, which is commonly referred to as sign-to-voice in-
terpreting. In the Netherlands, deaf sign language users can typically choose the 
interpreter of their preference. No study has yet explored how sign language us-
ers make these choices and little research has been conducted on the views of 
deaf, hard-of-hearing, and deafblind sign language users on the quality of sign 
language interpreters in the Netherlands (Jong/Ouwehand 1996; Hermans et al. 
2007; Sluis 2011; de Wit 2011). 

The aim of this research is to obtain insights into why Dutch deaf sign lan-
guage users choose specific interpreters and what qualities they look for in an in-
terpreter. Mapping the perceptions of deaf sign language users is an important 
step into providing insight into the quality choices they make (Cokely/Winston 
2008, 2009). These insights might then help the interpreter match the users’ needs 
and wishes, ensuring the best possible quality interpreting service (Napier/Rohan 
2007) and a smooth cooperation between the deaf client and the interpreter. In or-
der to place this study in context, we first provide a brief overview of the profession 
of sign language interpreting and deaf sign language users in the Netherlands.

1.  Sign language interpreting in the Netherlands 

The Netherlands, a member of the European Union, is a relatively small coun-
try with nearly 17 million inhabitants. The country borders with Belgium and 
Germany and has two official languages: Dutch and Frisian, the latter spoken in 
Friesland, a northern province. Dutch Sign Language (NGT) is not officially rec-
ognized by the Dutch government. It is estimated that there are approximate-
ly 7,500 Dutch Sign Language users (Crasborn/Bloem 2009). There is one sign 
language interpreting program, the largest program in Europe according to the 
number of students enrolled (de Wit 2012). The program is a four-year bache-
lor program. The number of registered sign language interpreters has increased 
from 65 in 1997, to approximately 500 in 2013.

1.1  Training and professional development

The profession of sign language interpreters is still young and did not really start 
to develop in the Netherlands till after the eighties of the last century (De Wit 
2008). Until then, children of deaf parents or other family members assisted peo-
ple in communication without being really conscious that they took on a role as 
interpreters (Cokely 2005; Crasborn/Bloem 2009; Fant 1990).

The first initiative to establish an interpreter training program in the Nether-
lands was taken by the deaf community in 1983. This training was intended for 
relatives of deaf people who already were interpreting informally. The training 
made it possible for them to become professional interpreters. Because the deaf 
community established the first educational program, the first interpreters were 
also viewed as a product of this community (Cokely 2005). The deaf community 
could discuss the potential skills of the trainees and determine who had the com-
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petences to become a professional interpreter. The establishment and improve-
ment of the existing training program of sign language interpreters influenced 
the further development of the profession. 

Interpreters enrolled in the first program had the opportunity to receive their 
diploma within six months. In 1985, the program was extended into a two-year 
program for hearing children of deaf parents who were already competent in 
sign language (Crasborn/Bloem 2009). In 1989, a three-year program was set up, 
into which also students without sign language competence were able to enroll.

In 1996, the national Dutch deaf organization (Nederlandse Doven Organisatie, 
NEDO), commissioned the research agency run by de Jong and Ouwehand to re-
search the quality of Dutch Sign Language interpreters and interpreter service 
provision from a deaf perspective. One of the recommendations resulting from 
this study was to establish a four-year bachelor program for Dutch Sign Language 
interpreters as well as for Dutch Sign Language teachers. The first cohort of stu-
dents started in 1997. Hearing students enrolled in the interpreter program and 
deaf students attended the teacher program. In the first two years of the program, 
hearing and deaf students had the same curriculum, but in the third and fourth 
year they specialized in their own disciplines. In 2013, a small number of deaf stu-
dents attended the teacher program, and it is now possible for hearing students 
to enroll in this program as well. Hearing and deaf students no longer share the 
same curriculum due to the very few deaf students who enroll in the program.

As in most other European countries, the Dutch training program for sign 
language interpreters educates their students to become interpreters, regardless 
of the setting they will be working in (Calle 2012). There is a possibility within 
the program to take a minor to learn more on a specific setting, but this is no 
means sufficient to interpret adequately in those settings (de Wit/Salami/Hema 
2012). After obtaining their interpreting degree, sign language interpreters can 
work in all settings from community to conference without any additional edu-
cational or qualifying requirements. 

In many countries professional development of sign language interpreters 
changed the position of interpreting from being a product of the community 
to being a product for the community (Cokely 2005; Grbić 2009; Leeson/Lynch 
2009; Nisula/Manunen 2009). Friends and family members no longer took on 
the role of the interpreter and deaf people became consumers, with less direct 
control over interpreters and their training.

A similar trend in the development of the profession can be seen in the Neth-
erlands; the majority of students currently enrolled in the interpreter training 
program in Utrecht were not raised in the Dutch deaf community (Crasborn/
Bloem 2009). This lack of influence by the deaf community on the education of 
interpreters might explain some of the above-mentioned dissatisfaction with 
the quality of current graduates, expressed by deaf organizations and individuals.

According to Cokely (2005), the effect of an increased distance between the 
interpreters and the deaf community should be taken into consideration by the 
educational institutions. The interpreter training program should be aware of 
this shift and enhance the program by involving the deaf community.
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1.2  Interpreter association and registration

In the United States, the first professional association of sign language interpret-
ers was established in 1964. In the Netherlands this did not occur till 1988, when 
the then former Dutch Association of Interpreters for the Deaf (NVTD) was es-
tablished. With the emergence of a profession and the establishment of the na-
tional sign language interpreter association, the need arose to develop a profes-
sional profile for the sign language interpreter. It described the profile of the sign 
language interpreter from the interpreter’s perspective and was finalized in 2002 
by the newly established Dutch Sign Language Interpreter Association (NBTG).

In 1997 the national registry of sign language interpreters was established 
in the Netherlands. Each interpreter in the Netherlands with an interpreting 
degree in Dutch Sign Language is required to register in order to receive pay-
ment from the Dutch government for interpreting services. One of the require-
ments of the registry is that the registered interpreter obtains a certain number 
of continuing education credits in order to maintain his or her registration. In 
the Netherlands, all persons with a hearing loss (hereafter deaf) are entitled to 
an annual number of free interpreting hours. This right to interpreting services 
might be affected by a future change of status in the recognition of Dutch Sign 
Language (NGT). NGT is currently not recognized as an official language by the 
Dutch government as mentioned above. Although several initiatives to achieve 
formal recognition have been undertaken, the Netherlands is still one of the few 
countries in the European Union in which the formal recognition of its indig-
enous sign language has not yet been realized (Wheatley/Pabsch 2012; de Wit 
2012). As a result, the right to interpreting services is not implemented in any 
Dutch law, but is only provided through regulations, which can easily be altered 
by governmental authorities.

2.  Quality 

Studies conducted on sign language interpreting have mainly focused on the 
technical side of the interpreting process and the various interpreting settings 
(Turner/Harrington 2001; Pöchhacker/Shlesinger 2002; Janzen/Korpiniski 
2005; Locker McKee/ Davis 2010). 

When looking at the quality side of interpreting, studies until today have 
looked at different aspects: the quality of the interpretation (Kahane 2001; Kellett 
Bidoli 2002; Shlesinger et al. 1997), the quality of the interpreters (Jong/Ouwe-
hand 1996; Pöchhacker 2002), focused on the quality of sign language interpret-
ers (Cokely/Winston 2008, 2009; Napier 2003; Napier/Barker 2004; Napier/Ro-
han 2007), and also on the quality of spoken language interpreters (Edwards et al. 
2005; Locker McKee 2008), and specifically the quality of conference interpreters 
(Bühler 1986; Diriker 2011; Gile 1990, 2001; Kalina 2002; Kurz 1993; Moser 1995, 
1996; Pöchhacker 1994; Vuorikoski 1995; Weller/Yanez 1998). 

In this study the quality of sign language interpreters in the Netherlands spe-
cifically is explored from the perspective of deaf sign language users. To unravel 
these user perspectives several studies on the quality of interpreters, whether for 
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conference or community interpreting, or for spoken or signed language inter-
preting, is compiled. Signed and spoken language interpreting have many com-
mon aspects and similarities (Kellett Bidoli 2002) and the findings in both fields 
can be of value to discover the sign language users’ quality criteria regarding sign 
language interpreters. The following compilation is the result of the internation-
al literature review on the topic of interpreter quality.

In order to map deaf sign language users’ perceptions of quality it is impor-
tant to define what quality means. A general definition of quality can be found 
in the Oxford dictionary: “The standard of something as measured against other 
things of a similar kind; the degree of excellence of something”.

This general definition of quality could be used to discuss the quality of the 
interpreting service. The notion of interpreting quality, however, appears to be 
a more complex subject, on which interpreters and users have different views 
(Kahane 2001; Shlesinger et al. 1997). The discussions revolve around how to de-
fine interpreting quality and who determines the quality. According to Garzone 
(2002) it is impossible for the users or the interpreters to agree on one defini-
tion of quality. Shlesinger et al. (1997) stated that the definitions of quality result 
from the norms individual interpreters use and are, therefore, not commonly 
shared. These norms are defined and shaped by years of interpreting experience, 
self-analysis by the interpreter, and also through the feedback interpreters re-
ceive from consumers (Garzone 2002). 

Interpreters who have recently graduated do not possess experience and 
mainly rely on the norms, which were taught during the interpreter training. 
The interpreting norms can only be developed through interpreting experiences 
(Dean/Pollard 2005; Garzone 2002; Shlesinger et al. 1997). Interpreters can then 
use these acquired norms in the interpreting process and continue to develop 
them further. Therefore, interpreting norms are not shared by all interpreters 
and vary by interpreter, due to varying types and number of experiences. 

The social aspect in an interpreting setting is an essential element in the de-
velopment of interpreting norms. The norms are developed through interaction 
with the participants in the situation and cannot be determined by one party 
alone. The users of interpreting services have a certain set of expectations (ex-
pectancy norms) and interpreters have their professional norms (Chesterman 
1997). These two types of norms are interdependent and occur in actual inter-
preting settings. Garzone (2002), therefore, states that the notion of quality is in 
essence normative, and not factual, it is based on norms, which are negotiated by 
all parties involved in the interpreting setting. 

Interpreters’ norms can be categorized into preliminary norms and opera-
tional norms (Toury 1995). Preliminary norms are those norms that are deter-
mined prior to the interpreting event, for example, concerning the cooperation 
between interpreters in a team setting (Hoza 2010; Sluis/de Wit 2006). Fine-
tuned and shaped through experience, operational or executing norms are the 
basis on which interpreters take their decisions while interpreting. Operation-
al norms are turned into interpreter strategies, which can be general strategies 
or textual or linguistic strategies. While aiming for quality, the interpreter goes 
through a process of normative professionalization:
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Normative professionalization is a continuous process of learning, in which the own 
professional values and the professional conduct are reflected upon and being articu-
lated, and made into a subject of dialog and shaped. (Smaling 2005: 83-89) 

In reality the production of the interpretation, relies on a compromise between 
the producer, the interpreter, and the consumers, especially the sign language us-
ers. Quality is therefore not a factual value, but is contextually determined (Kop-
czynski 1994). The interpreter strives towards the ideal quality, the preliminary 
abstract norms, but the reality and circumstances within which the interpreter 
operates are often not ideal. For example, a rapid speaker or a speaker who reads 
a text may affect the quality of the interpretation. As a result, the interpreter is 
forced to apply strategies (Toury 1995), which are shaped through the operational 
norms. In addition, the situation encompasses situational variables, which may 
complicate interpreting quality (Kopczynski 1994). These variables should all be 
considered and the interpreter must find the best possible approach or strategy.

Considering the above, one can conclude that it is not possible to provide one 
definition of quality in regard to sign language interpreters. 

2.1  Quality criteria

Assuming it is not possible to provide a single definition of the quality of sign 
language interpreters, there is still a need to determine quality criteria. These 
criteria are needed to measure the quality of the interpretation (Gile 1983; Ka-
hane 2001; Kalina 2002). While determining quality criteria it is important to 
strive for objective criteria (Kalina 2002). These objective criteria are the abstract 
preliminary interpreting norms, the above mentioned criteria by Toury (1995). 
These are criteria the interpreters obtained during their training and on which 
there is a general professional agreement. These are also the criteria on which 
the interpreter has a direct influence. 

The interpreter in an interpreting setting is involved in a complex com-
municative process with deaf and hearing interlocutors. During this process 
interpreters use preliminary as well as operational norms to produce an ideal 
interpreting product. This complex process is shown in figure 1, a model show-
ing the different parts of the normative professionalization process interpreters 
go through. Interpreters use two sets of norms: the abstract preliminary norms 
(left side of the model) and the operational norms (right side of the model). The 
interpreter can use abstract preliminary norms depending on the required cri-
teria in the situation. At the same time, interpreters can use operational norms, 
which are the norms interpreters have no influence over and which are shaped 
through social interaction with all interlocutors in the situation. These opera-
tional norms change through a variety of experiences and settings and can be 
further developed in each new setting. The process of normative professionaliza-
tion is a continuous process in which the interpreter continuously strives for the 
ideal interpreting product, using the preliminary norms as a basis and adding 
and adapting the operational norms. 
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Figure 1. Interpreting process – normative professionalization

Next to the objective criteria are the subjective criteria, the quality criteria 
that cannot be influenced by the interpreter. These subjective criteria, which 
are related to the context, cannot be used in determining the quality of the in-
terpreter. The interpreter, for example, has no influence on a speaker with a 
heavy accent. This is a situational variable which could jeopardize interpreting 
quality, but which cannot be judged objectively. Hence, objective criteria, those 
which the interpreter can choose to change, are the only possible criteria to de-
termine quality. It must be noted that using objective criteria, the preliminary 
norms, for measuring quality are also subject to debate (Shlesinger et al. 1997). 
After all, objective criteria can be influenced by subjective criteria (operational 
norms). The question then remains: What do you really measure when meas-
uring quality? 

One of the challenges determining interpretation quality is the inability of 
the user to determine if the interpretation is of good quality. The only person 
who is able to determine a successful interpretation is the interpreter (or a team 
interpreter (Hoza 2010) or a bilingual in the situation), because the interpreter 
has access to both languages. The user, and in this case the deaf sign language 
user, cannot hear the spoken source message and, therefore, cannot determine 
the quality of the interpretation (Shlesinger et al. 1997). As a result, the consumer 
then uses his or her assumptions on, for example, the educational level of the 
interpreter, additional diplomas and/or the role the interpreter takes on, to de-
termine the interpreter’s quality. The only aspect the deaf sign language user can 
judge is the understandability of the interpretation and, therefore, a user might 
use this as one of the quality criteria. 
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According to Dean/Pollard (2005), the role of the user, which Dean/Pollard 
refer to as the consumer, in the interpreting process has become more impor-
tant. This role consists of an understanding of the interpreting process and the 
active user’s role during the process. Harrington/Turner (2000) suggest that deaf 
sign language users are responsible for the quality of the interpreting services, 
and need to take on further responsibility to make this happen; not only during 
the interpreting process, but also before and after the assignment in order to en-
hance a fuller understanding between the interpreter and the deaf sign language 
users. This will result in an overall increase in the quality of the interpreting ser-
vices. 

3.  The user perspective 

In the Netherlands, five research studies have been conducted on the views of 
deaf, hard-of-hearing, and deafblind sign language users on the quality of sign 
language interpreters (de Jong/Ouwehand 1996; Verwey-Jonker 2003; Hermans 
et al. 2007; Sluis 2011; de Wit 2011). Although this research on the topic of user 
perspective in the Netherlands is not extensive, the earlier studies will be dis-
cussed in detail to understand the historical development of user perspectives.

The first study in the Netherlands related to this topic is from 1996 (de Jong/
Ouwehand). In this study, the interpreter provision for deaf people as a whole 
and the quality of the interpreters in particular was reviewed. One of the rec-
ommendations of this study resulted in the establishment of a new Dutch Sign 
Language interpreter program. 

A second study conducted on the perspective of the deaf sign language us-
ers was the quality of sign language interpreting of the daily news on TV (Ver-
wey-Jonker 2003). This research focused on how the interpreters are assessed by 
the deaf viewer, as well as what expectations adult deaf viewers of news broad-
casts have, and how they thought the quality of interpretation could be improved. 
The results of the study showed major differences in quality among individual 
interpreters. Respondents reported the following missing components when 
watching interpreters: knowledge of the deaf community and deaf culture, in-
terpreting into Dutch Sign Language, and handling of more complex situations. 
They identified the following main competences interpreters would need to 
have and which relate to all interpreting settings: adjusting signing style to the 
topics in the setting, extensive use of facial expressions and lip movements, and 
learning new signs (training).

A third study in the Netherlands was conducted by Hermans et al. (2007). 
Their research studied the quality of newly graduated interpreters from the bach-
elor program in comparison with more experienced interpreters. Finally, in 2011, 
two studies related to the users’ perspective of deaf persons in the Netherlands 
were carried out (Sluis 2011; de Wit 2011). Sluis looked at users’ perspectives on 
interpreting sign language to spoken language (sign-to-voice interpreting), and 
de Wit explored the quality of life of sign language users in educational settings 
using sign language interpreters.
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Hermans et al. (2007), De Jong/Ouwehand (1996) and Sluis (2011), indicate 
that interpreting into spoken language (sign-to-voice) is of inferior quality com-
pared with interpreting into Dutch Sign Language. Hermans et al. (2007) showed 
no difference in the quality between recently graduated interpreters and more 
experienced interpreters. De Wit (2011) found, among other items, that deaf peo-
ple are generally happy attending their educational program with the service of 
sign language interpreters. 

Notwithstanding the lack of research, the Dutch deaf community is increas-
ingly demanding better quality from current and future interpreters. The view of 
the deaf consumer is a valuable tool to improve the quality of interpretation and 
the cooperation between the consumer and the interpreter. 

To identify the view of deaf consumers on the quality of sign language in-
terpreters in the Netherlands, this research focused on the choices deaf persons 
make regarding quality when selecting an interpreter. More specifically, the re-
search additionally attempted to identify the most relevant interpreter quality 
the deaf person looks for when requesting an interpreter for a specific setting. 

Internationally, only a few studies have looked into the deaf perspective on 
interpreter quality (Winston/Cokely 2009). Napier/Rohan (2007), for instance, 
conducted a survey in Australia on what makes an interpreter a good interpret-
er and several parties were asked for their perspectives. The outcome includes an 
overview of what deaf people expect of interpreters and what they actually com-
prehend from the output of the interpreters. The overall conclusion of this study 
indicates that the deaf respondents were overall satisfied with the work of inter-
preters. Understanding the context of the interpreted situation and a professional 
attitude came up as the most important qualities users expect from interpreters.

As indicated above, to date in the Netherlands, little research has explored the 
perspective of the deaf sign language user. These different studies carried out in 
the Netherlands cannot provide a single answer to the definition of interpreter 
quality and they show that in general, expectations of deaf sign language users 
are not met by the interpreting services provided.

The fact that interpreting quality does not always correspond to the expecta-
tions of consumers can be attributed to various causes (Bühler 1986; Kurz 1993). 
The deaf consumer might have expectations, which cannot be met due to dif-
ferent skill level or expertise of the interpreter, or because of situational factors 
which cannot be changed. It seems that deaf consumers generally have a lack of 
knowledge and understanding of the interpreting process. This can result in ex-
pectations which are unrealistic. If deaf consumers do not share their expecta-
tions with interpreters prior to an assignment, the interpreter is then unaware 
of what is expected, but is also unable to inform the deaf consumer whether 
these expectations can be met or not.

In addition to the deaf consumer’s lack of knowledge of the interpreting pro-
cess, the interpreter is not sufficiently aware of the needs, expectations, and per-
spective of the deaf consumer (Dean/Pollard 2005). 

Shaping of expectations about interpretation quality by the deaf consumer 
starts prior to the assignment, namely when the consumer requests an interpret-
er. During the process of searching for an interpreter, the deaf person makes cer-
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tain choices, which are based on previous experiences. To find an interpreter the 
deaf person can contact an interpreter directly, or can assign the referral agency 
to find an interpreter based on the date, time, place, duration, communication 
style and other specified needs. The deaf person who requests an interpreter for 
the first time in all likelihood uses different criteria than consumers who have 
been working with an interpreter more frequently (Napier/Rohan 2007).

Working with an interpreter in different situations helps the deaf consumer 
fine-tune his or her criteria for future settings. A deaf person, in principle, always 
wishes for quality service in accordance with their expectations and, therefore, 
opts for an interpreter who can deliver quality accordingly. However, the quality 
factors users of interpreting services - deaf or hearing - look for differ (Bühler 
1986; Garzone 2002; Gile 1983; Jong/Ouwehand 1996; Kahane 2001; Kalina 2002; 
Kurz 1993; Napier/Rohan 2007; Pöchhacker 2002; Shlesinger et al. 1997; Stuard 
2008; Toury 1995) and can be split up into professional and situational factors.

The international literature shows that interpreting quality is a complex sub-
ject, on which interpreters themselves as well as sign language users are not in 
agreement about the meaning or the definition. The complexity is caused by sev-
eral factors, involving various actors - interpreters, consumers, speakers, agen-
cies - which all have a different perspective on quality (Garzone 2002). This vari-
ance is even present within the same user group, where quality expectations vary 
by setting, but are also related to personal preferences and criteria. 

Deaf persons make choices when selecting an interpreter. They have certain 
expectations, which appear not always to be met by the interpreting services pro-
vided. When determining interpreting quality, it is important to take the sign 
language user perspective into account. The deaf sign language user can judge 
the understandability of the interpretation as a whole. Based on the level of un-
derstandability, the deaf sign language user will use certain quality criteria to 
select an interpreter who can meet these expectations. These quality criteria can 
be split into professional and situational factors. The situational factors are de-
termined by the interpreting setting. The professional factors are those factors, 
which an interpreter as a professional does or does not possess. 

This study focuses on the quality criteria deaf sign language users employ re-
garding the professional factors. To select an interpreter, deaf persons consider 
the situation and the professional skills of an interpreter. To know how these 
choices are made and how these are related to the setting or the professional 
skills of the interpreter, the perspective of the deaf sign language users is needed.

4.  Research question and methods 

When researching interpreter quality it is important to consider the user per-
spective (Napier/Rohan 2007). The main research question of this paper is there-
fore: How do deaf sign language users determine their choice of sign language 
interpreters? To provide an answer to this question and to map the user perspec-
tives of the quality of sign language interpreters in the Netherlands, deaf sign 
language users were approached and asked about their experiences and consid-
erations when selecting an interpreter. 
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Following previous research on interpreting quality (Bühler 1986; Cokely/Win-
ston 2008; 2009; Diriker 2011; Gile 1990; Kurz 1993; Moser 1995, 1996; Pöchhacker 
1994; Vuorikoski 1995; Weller/Yanez 1998), the users’ perspectives were collected 
through two surveys. The first survey was an online survey and the second one was 
conducted on paper in four real live, not staged, interpreting settings.

4.1 Online survey

The first online survey was designed in written Dutch and Dutch Sign Language 
and was available online for three weeks. Potential participants were not invited 
individually or directly to the survey, but through online social media, such as 
Facebook and Twitter. In addition, the users’ organizations, such as the national 
deaf association, promoted the survey through their membership channels. 

The survey consisted of four parts: information on the background of the re-
spondents, criteria used to determine the quality of interpreters, interpreter use, 
and three open-ended questions about quality, selection of an interpreter and 
interpreter training. The multiple choice questions on the background of the re-
spondents were related to gender, age, method of communication, native language, 
hearing loss, education, and current status of work. The second part of the survey 
offered twelve propositions about interpreters as professionals. The respondents 
could rank the propositions from 1 (not important) to 4 (important). The state-
ments all related to the quality criteria identified in the literature. Part three of the 
survey was a series of multiple choice questions, with a blank field where respond-
ents could fill out their own answer. The questions covered their experiences using 
interpreters and the choices they make in specific situations. The fourth and final 
section focused on three key questions on the perspective of interpreter users with 
regard to quality of interpretations, criteria used when choosing an interpreter 
and the ability to give feedback to the interpreter training program.

4.2  Results of the online survey

This article will discuss a selection of the findings, focusing on the main selec-
tion criteria of the deaf sign language users and their perspective on interpreter 
quality. Due to the general call to participate in the survey, no response rate can 
be provided. It is estimated that there are approximately 7,500 pre-lingual sign 
language users in the Netherlands (Crasborn/Bloem 2009), but the Dutch gov-
ernment is unable to provide data on the exact number of deaf persons that use 
government-funded interpreting services. 

A total of 190 deaf sign language users, ranging from 18 to 65 years in age, 
responded to the online survey. Half of the respondents have used sign language 
interpreting services for more than 15 years. Nearly sixty percent use Dutch Sign 
Language as their preferred mode of communication and thirty-one percent use 
sign-supported-Dutch. 

The results of the online survey provided different answers regarding quality 
in the open-ended question and in the multiple choice question. The respondents 
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were asked what they considered the most important quality in an interpreter 
(open-ended question) and which were the three most important qualities in 
an interpreter in a specific setting (employment, education and community). In 
the Netherlands, deaf people have the right to government-funded interpreting 
hours in three different settings: employment, education, and community. The 
online survey aimed to discover if users search for different interpreter qualities 
for each of these three settings.

When responding to the general open-ended question the deaf sign lan-
guage users mentioned trust (Janzen/Korpiniski 2005) and attitude (Campbell 
et al. 2008; Wither-Merithew/Johnson 2005) as the two most important quality 
aspects in an interpreter. Trust, meaning the interpreter can be trusted not to 
share any information about the situation with others and that the interpreter 
will interpret everything as faithfully as possible. With regard to attitude, the 
interpreter is expected to present herself as a professional, discussing preferred 
seating arrangements and communication styles (Leeson 2005; Malcolm 2005; 
Stuard 2008) with the participants.

For all three specific settings the respondents ranked two of the qualities as 
most important: “I can understand the interpreter” and “The interpreter under-
stands me”. The third quality sought in an interpreter varied according to the sit-
uation. In employment situations the third quality was: “The interpreter knows 
the jargon and the nature of my work.” In educational settings, deaf people seek 
an interpreter who matches the setting well. The respondents mentioned that 
mismatches occur when there is a big age difference between the interpreter 
and the student or when the interpreter is not representative as the other profes-
sionals in the educational setting. In community settings, understandability is 
ranked second and third, and trust is mentioned as a first quality criterion.

Figure 2. The three most important criteria per setting when selecting an interpreter
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4.3  Surveys in real live settings

Garzone (2002) found that users of interpreting services can have ideal expec-
tations in advance, prior to the interpreting setting, but can adapt these expec-
tations when in real live situation settings. In order to verify the responses of 
the first online survey, a second survey was developed and designed following 
the analysis of the first online survey. It was carried out in four live interpreting 
situations which were all in conference style with many deaf and hearing partic-
ipants. Altogether, in all four settings, a total of 70 sign language users participat-
ed in the on site survey. The four events were not staged or planned for research 
purposes, but were selected by the researchers based on the conference style, in-
terpreting services offered and the presence of deaf and hearing participants. The 
participants were asked at the event if they wanted to participate in the survey 
following the event. In each setting one of the researchers was present to clarify 
any questions the deaf respondents might have on the survey. 

The survey was divided into several sections: background, quality, and inter-
personal and intrapersonal skills of the interpreter. The first four questions relat-
ed to the background of the respondents: gender, age, method of communication, 
and native language. With these demographic characteristics, a comparison could 
be made between the different users of interpreters, and what qualities they seek 
for in an interpreter. The second part of the survey related to the quality of the 
interpreter(s) in the specific setting. Respondents could indicate which of the pos-
sible qualities they found most important for each specific setting. The third part 
consisted of multiple choice questions concerning the relationship between the 
user and the interpreter. The fourth part covered the interpersonal skills of the in-
terpreter. In addition, two open-ended questions were asked about the attitude of 
and cooperation between interpreters, who worked in teams, as well as multiple 
choice questions to explore other interpersonal skills of the interpreter. The sur-
vey ended with a statement about interpreting skills to which respondents could 
indicate their (dis)agreement and a blank field to add comment(s).

4.4  Results of surveys in real live settings

The selected interpreting settings were in a conference or seminar style. Table 1 
presents an overview of the four different settings.
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Setting Total 
number of 
participants

Number of deaf 
participants

Interpreters # of surveys 
distributed

# of 
surveys 
returned

A 609 7 2 NGT 5 3

B 24 19
2 NGT
1 Speech-to-text

19 19

C 45 39
2 NGT
2 Speech-to-text

39 35

D 70 13 2 NGT 13 13

Table 1. Overview of four live interpreted settings

All four situations were similar in style and setting, but were influenced by dif-
ferent variables. In situations A, B and D the main language used was Dutch, 
while in situation C this was Dutch Sign Language (NGT). 

Situation A

This was an annual two-day conference for people employed in education and 
healthcare settings. The two working interpreters were hired by the organiza-
tion and interpreted on stage during the plenary presentations. 

The three female respondents were between 18-65 years old. They stated to 
have NGT as their preferred communication method, and their main goal to at-
tend the conference was to gather information. 

Situation B

The participants in this setting meet a couple of times a year. Presentations are 
held by the participants on a topic, which they personally choose. The three inter-
preters interpreted this recurring event regularly. 

The majority of the participants were deaf (see table 1), and female (68.4%). 
The organization however, was carried out by two hearing persons, who were also 
workshop leaders. The average age of the respondents was over 65 years old. The 
preferred communication method was NGT, and their main goal to attend these 
meetings was to meet other deaf people, which is in contrast with situation A.

Situation C

This setting concerned an annual meeting with mainly deaf participants, a deaf 
chair and a hearing minutes taker. Two very experienced interpreters interpret-
ed primarily from NGT to spoken Dutch. 

In total 36 persons filled out the survey, of which 60 percent were male. The 
age varied between 18 to over 65 years old. The majority (80 %) of them stated 
to have NGT as their preferred communication method. The goals to attend this 
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meeting varied: networking, to gather information, to meet other deaf people, 
and obligatory. 

Situation D

This was a mini symposium consisting of three presentations, of which two in 
spoken Dutch, and one in NGT by a deaf presenter. The two NGT interpreters 
stood in front of the room, while the sign-supported-Dutch interpreter and the 
speech-to-text writer sat.

There was a total number of 70 participants, of which 13 deaf, 8 male and 5 
female. Almost half of the deaf participants were between 41 and 65 years old, the 
others younger. All deaf participants stated to have NGT as their preferred com-
munication method. Half of the deaf respondents mentioned that their main 
goal to participate was because it was obligatory for their employer. 

The variables between the four situations, showed a strong difference in situa-
tion B, which was more informal than the other three. The respondents in that 
situation expected different qualities in interpreters than in situations A, C and 
D. For example in situation B, they mentioned to expect as an important quality: 
“The interpreter is reliable and adheres to the duty of confidentiality”. In addi-
tion, the respondents expected the interpreter to be more flexible in that situa-
tion than in the other three. The participants of the informal meeting were older 
(60% over 65 years of age), which could indicate that other qualities were sought. 

One of the aspects frequently mentioned in social media or informal situa-
tions, is the consumer’s need to debrief (Mindess 1999) with the interpreter fol-
lowing the situation. The results of the survey, however, showed that among all 
criteria, this was considered to be of very low importance. 

The use of proper Dutch Sign Language, – the standardized form of Dutch 
Sign Language students learn at the sign language interpreting program (Cras-
born/de Wit 2005) – was another criterion that received a low score. This implies 
that the deaf person is not looking for an interpreter who signs a standardized 
form of Dutch Sign Language, but prefers an interpreter who signs clearly and 
understandably although not in the formalized form. An understandable inter-
pretation obtained the highest score in situations A and D. In the other two situ-
ations, B and C, the most important quality was the interpreter providing a full 
and faithful interpretation.
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Figure 3. Analysis of four live situations: ranking of quality criteria per situation
 

Overall, the results of the live situations indicate that the deaf sign language user 
does not randomly chose an interpreter, but does use quality criteria, as illus-
trated in figure 3, when selecting an interpreter. When comparing the responses 
from the online survey (theoretical), and the four surveys based on live observa-
tions, there are many similarities, but also some slight differences. The need for 
a faithful as well as an understandable interpretation scores very high in both 
theoretical and live observations. Large differences between the two appear in 
the ranking of confidentiality of the interpreter: high in theoretical and low in 
live observations. This can be explained by the large conference style settings 
where confidentiality is of less importance to the consumer than for example at 
a visit to the doctor. Another difference is between the use of correct Dutch Sign 
Language which scores high in theoretical and low in live observations. The op-
posite is true for the familiarity of the interpreter with the context of the setting 
and terminology which scores low in theoretical and high in live observations. 
Overall the responses are similar in theory and practice with a few exceptions, 
which could be explained, for instance, by the type of setting.

5.  Discussion and conclusions 

This study aims to answer the question: Which criteria do Dutch Sign Language 
users employ to select an interpreter? An international literature review was 
conducted and the findings were used to design surveys in order to study the per-
spectives of sign language users in the Netherlands on interpreter quality. The 
data collected provide an overview of the selection criteria sign language users 
adopt when selecting an interpreter. 

The data indicate that sign language users base their choice of a specific in-
terpreter on situational and professional factors. The situational factors are de-
termined by the situation itself and the professional factors by the professional 
skills of the interpreter. The main focus of this study is the professional factors 
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and the professional skills of the interpreter: the interpersonal and intrapersonal 
skills, linguistic competencies, and the interpreting skills.

One of the questions in the survey concerned the respondents’ opinion of the 
most important quality in a sign language interpreter. The respondents do not 
show uniformity in their replies. The diversity of the replies might be explained 
by the form of the questions, open or closed, in which the preset answers might 
have steered the respondents in a certain direction and the open questions called 
for spontaneous responses (Diriker 2011). A second explanation could be the dif-
ferent type of settings and the variety in backgrounds of the respondents (Mos-
er 1996). A third possibility might be that users of interpreting services tend to 
expect specific qualities in theory which differ from their real life experiences 
(Garzone 2002). 

The averages of the overall responses are reported below in order of impor-
tance. Although interpreting settings and the responses are not directly compa-
rable, they can give a general impression of the priorities of the criteria.

The interpreter:
1. interprets faithfully (100% is interpreted);
2. interprets clearly and understandably / fluently/ clear signing;
3. has a professional attitude;
4. can interpret into spoken language (voicing);
5. uses Dutch Sign Language / linguistic variety / non manual markers 

correctly;
6. ensures there is no miscommunication;
7. continues their professional development;
8. keeps confidentiality;
9. evaluates with the consumer following the assignment;
10. is flexible;
11. prepares him/herself for the assignment;
12. is familiar with the setting related terminology and context;
13. is involved with the deaf community.

5.1  Limitations of the study

Currently (June 2013) there are 4,816 deaf persons and 161 deafblind persons reg-
istered at the national referral agency with a sign language interpreter provision 
in the Netherlands. The number registered at the agency does not reflect the ac-
tual number of sign language users in the Netherlands. For example, only 50 % of 
the participants in this study go through the referral agency to request an inter-
preter. The other 50 % percent contacts the interpreter directly. This sign language 
provision is the allocation of a set of free interpreting hours per year in commu-
nity settings, which are not related to employment or education. It is estimated 
that there are 7,500 pre-lingual deaf persons in the Netherlands (Crasborn/Bloem 
2009). Considering this total number of deaf sign language users and the total 
number of respondents (260) to this study, it provides an indication of the deaf 
persons’ perspective, but one cannot generalize the findings of this study. 
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The group of sign language users is not a homogeneous group. To avoid exclu-
sion of certain replies, the two surveys were compiled of closed and open ques-
tions, which enabled spontaneous and creative input from the respondents. The 
first survey was entirely theoretical in nature and the second survey was conduct-
ed in actual interpreting settings. The first survey was replied to by respondents 
from their computer away from a real situation and collected theoretical views 
on their ideal quality criteria and expectations. The second survey was answered 
at four real interpreting situations. The responses to both surveys showed sim-
ilarities, but also made clear that questions about hypothetical situations elicit 
responses different to those elicited by questions in actual interpreter settings 
(Garzone 2002).

An additional limitation of an online survey is that certain user groups, which 
have no or little computer access, are not able to participate. The limitation of the 
survey in live situations was that certain variables could not be controlled. This 
was partly forestalled by choosing four similar situations which were close in 
nature, but these were still influenced by variables such as the age of the partici-
pants and the formal or informal style of the setting. 

5.2  Recommendations
 
Until today a limited number of studies have been carried out in the Netherlands 
on the user perspective of deaf persons in relation to interpreter quality. This 
study is a small step towards further insight into the quality criteria deaf sign 
language users employ while selecting an interpreter. Further research is need-
ed, for example, to explore the quality criteria in specific settings, such as in high-
er education. In addition, more information is required on the preferences of 
deaf persons for specific interpreting skills (Campbell et al. 2008; Hauser/Haus-
er 2008), such as interpreting of Dutch Sign Language into and from English. 
When conducting further research, it is important to aim to include as many re-
spondents as possible, therefore, not only using the internet for surveys, but also 
individual interviews.

The findings of this study show that it is not possible to give a single clear 
definition of interpreter quality. The study does indicate that deaf people them-
selves must take further initiatives to improve current interpreting quality and 
services, which should cover the heterogeneous user group. The ratification of 
the United Nations Conventions of Rights for People with a Disability (UNCRPD) 
by the Dutch government would be a step in the right direction to ensure access 
to society through high quality professional interpreting services at all levels. At 
the same time, deaf people must be aware that an interpreter does not possess all 
possible skills for every situation imaginable. Therefore, deaf people must make 
a more informed selection when choosing their interpreters. The interpreter on 
the other hand must obtain further insight into their own process of normative 
professionalization, in which they develop professional norms through practical 
experience. This process can be stimulated and enhanced through the use of a 
peer or deaf mentor. 
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Among other things, the results of the study show that deaf people need more 
information on what a professional interpreter does, and the different options 
and limitations that occur when working with a sign language interpreter. Edu-
cating deaf sign language users should bridge this knowledge gap. At the same 
time interpreters must be more aware of their own skills and abilities, as well 
as their limitations. In addition, interpreters who are second language learners 
of Dutch Sign Language must continue to develop and learn linguistic varieties, 
and to improve their skills in interpreting from Dutch Sign Language to Dutch. 

To realize these recommendations, cooperation between the deaf commu-
nity and interpreters is a prerequisite (Stratiy 2005). Deaf sign language users 
and interpreters must be aware of each other’s expectations in order to increase 
interpreter quality and consumer satisfaction. In this cooperation, interpreters 
and deaf people collaborate to reach a compromise in creating the ideal product, 
an understandable interpretation (Kellett Bidoli 2002; Hermans et al. 2007). This 
cooperation is the key to increasing interpreter awareness as well as that of deaf 
people. If deaf sign language users learn what interpreters need in order to in-
terpret appropriately and if interpreters know what deaf people expect, this will 
lead to an overall increase in the quality of interpretation. 
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Abstract

This paper presents the results of a research study exploring the work context and pro-
fessional experiences of 11 Deaf interpreters based in Europe. Findings indicate that Deaf 
interpreters are not afforded the same educational opportunities or work experiences 
as hearing sign language interpreters in several European nations. Factors required for 
successful cooperation in Deaf/hearing interpreting teams are addressed in this study 
amongst which is increased awareness amongst hearing interpreters regarding the work 
and skill of Deaf interpreters. 

Introduction

In the course of preparing for the 20th conference of the European Forum of Sign 
Language Interpreters (efsli) 2012 in Vienna, the demand for skilled Deaf inter-
preters in Austria became obvious as we were hardly able to staff the conference 
with Deaf interpreters. As there was no training programme at that time, the 
Austrian Association of Sign Language Interpreters organised a professional de-
velopment event in cooperation with efsli on the topic of “Teamwork between 
hearing and Deaf interpreters in Austria” in January 2012. This was the initial 
professional learning session in a series aimed at the development of Deaf in-
terpreters in Austria in 2012. In the same year, three of the participants started 
the BA programme for Deaf interpreters at the University of Hamburg, Germany.

Deaf interpreters in Europe: 
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Patricia Brück 
Freelance sign language interpreter

Elke Schaumberger 
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Also in 2012, the first efsli working seminar for Deaf interpreters took place in 
Vienna. Twenty-five Deaf interpreters from across Europe took part in this event. 
The authors, who were interested in supporting their Deaf colleagues, used this 
opportunity to conduct interviews with 14 Deaf interpreters from 12 different 
countries1. They wanted to examine the situation of Deaf interpreters in various 
European countries and document their work circumstances in different nations. 

1.  Literature Review

1.1  History of Deaf interpreting

Deaf interpreters have existed as long as there has been the need to commu-
nicate with the hearing world. Some Deaf people have been better suited than 
others to this task and assisted their peers at school, or their adult Deaf friends 
or family members when writing a letter or communicating with a work super-
visor. This work as a language broker by some innately skilled Deaf people has 
historically not been considered to be a profession, but more like a form of peer 
support within the Deaf community. These informal interpreters have been de-
scribed as “ghost writers” by some scholars, particularly when their role has in-
volved written translation elements (Stone et al. 2008: 16), although the role is 
acknowledged to be broader than this:

There are many possibilities for informal interpreting within the Deaf community 
where some members of the community possess numerous skills to act as commu-
nication facilitators. The context can be within a Deaf school, the workplace or when 
meeting professional hearing people such as lawyers, doctors, etc. This DI [Deaf in-
terpreting] process can involve voicing, gesturing, writing, or using other signed lan-
guages. (Boudreault 2005: 324)

In the USA, sign language interpreting by Deaf people started to be considered as 
a profession when the Registry of Interpreters for the Deaf (RID) established the 
Reverse Skills Certificate (RSC) in 1972. When legislation mandated communica-
tion accessibility in legal and medical services and the need for RSC interpreters 
became necessary for communication with semi-lingual Deaf consumers, this 
title was changed to Relay Interpreter Certificate. When the RID overhauled its 
certification system in the 1990s, they initially created a Certified Deaf Interpret-
er - Provisional (CDI-P) certificate. In 1997, the RID issued a Standard Practice Pa-
per on the use of Certified Deaf Interpreters (RIDPSC 1997). Finally, the full Deaf 
Interpreter certification (CDI) was introduced in 1998 (Boudreault 2005: 325-
326). Despite a formal certification process in place in the USA, there remains 
an ongoing discussion about the education and training opportunities and qual-
ifications of Deaf interpreters, both in the USA and elsewhere (Gonzales 2005; 
Bontempo/Levitzke-Gray 2009; Adam et al. 2014).

1 Unfortunately, some of the data was lost and digitally irretrievable so we ended up 
with 11 interviews to analyse.
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The most comprehensive discussion on Deaf interpreters published to date 
is presented by Patrick Boudreault (2005), a Canadian Deaf interpreter, who 
looks into the history of Deaf interpreting (USA and Canada), the roles of Deaf 
interpreters, various models of Deaf interpreter arrangements, ethical aspects 
and considerations on Deaf interpreter training programmes. He gives a detailed 
description of the multi-faceted field of Deaf interpreting (DI) and distinguish-
es between three types of work that can involve two languages (national Sign 
Language and International Sign - IS) but also “working from one language to 
some other form of Communication”, that may involve drawing, gesturing, idio-
syncratic signs or any kind of nonverbal communication adapting to the needs 
of the Deaf or Deaf-blind customer: 1. Mirroring, 2. Facilitating 3. Interpreting 
using International Sign (Boudreault 2005: 329).

Most of the existing literature describes the job, role, and function of a Deaf 
interpreter, gives an overview of the settings where Deaf interpreters may be 
working, such as hospitals, courtrooms, and in highly sensitive situations where 
“trust” would be a major issue (Bontempo/Levitzke-Gray 2009). Another area 
of work for Deaf interpreters is with Deaf-blind persons and with Deaf persons 
who have limited sign language skills, limited use of a foreign sign language, or 
generally limited communication skills. The advantages of the use of Deaf inter-
preters are underlined e.g. the saving of time and money as clear communication 
avoids long session times, or repeated sessions because of misunderstandings. 
Other researchers underscore the need for Deaf interpreters in an interpreting 
team (Neuman Solow 1988; Collins/Roth 1992; Frishberg 1990; Burns 1999; San-
defur 1994; Mindess 2006; Egnatovich 1999; Napier et al. 2006; Capps Dey 2009). 

Although there is ample evidence of the need for Deaf interpreters, many 
Deaf consumers are still hesitant to use their services:

The fact is that many Deaf people who encounter a Deaf interpreter for the first time 
assume that she is hearing, and when they find out that she is Deaf, they are suspicious 
and confused. (Boudreault 2005: 323)

Deaf people are not yet used to seeing their peers take on a role that historical-
ly has been reserved for hearing people. In addition, barriers are presented by 
wider society when hearing consumers of an interpreting service are not aware 
of the linguistic problems that may exist due to their lack of knowledge about 
Deaf communities, the lack of education access available to Deaf people in sign 
language and the fact that sign languages are fully-fledged languages with their 
own grammar, distinguishing them from the majority spoken language in each 
nation. Hearing consumers are often uncertain as to why a Deaf interpreter (in 
addition to a hearing sign language interpreter) would ever be necessary: 

Clearly identifying the requirements of semilingual Deaf persons is also important 
when explaining to service providers, government officials, courtroom and legal au-
thorities, etc., what type of interpretation is appropriate so that the Deaf person will be 
able to understand and express herself comfortably. Many times this includes needing 
to explain why a DI-F should be part of the interpreting team. The most common explana-
tion is that the hearing interpreter, even when certified, needs to work with a DI-F as the 
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only way to ensure that communication for all participants will be successful.  
(Boudreault 2005: 332)

Of course, another problem is the financial aspect of requiring the services of 
two interpreters instead of one: liable authorities do not see the gain in commu-
nication quality, but only the costs that are doubled while they face increasing 
costs in times of heavy cuts in social budgets (NCIEC 2009a: 11). Nevertheless, in 
societies where equal rights are mandated by laws and information access has 
become critical, the use of Deaf interpreters should not be questioned, as “[…] 
the major advantage of including DIs is that they are first language users of the 
signed language of the region and share the Deaf experience with the Deaf con-
sumer” (Boudreault 2005: 335). The fact that the interpreter is seen as a peer helps 
establishing a rapport. The Deaf interpreter can even better advocate for the Deaf 
customer if needed.

The European situation is less developed and is documented by a report of 
the European Forum of Sign Language Interpreters (efsli) that was presented in 
September 2012 at the AGM held in Vienna that states that in most European 
countries there is a lack of formal training programmes for Deaf interpreters 
that can be seen as a major obstacle for the professionalisation of Deaf interpret-
ers. In most European countries, Deaf interpreters are not admitted as members 
of their national association of sign language interpreters due to their lack of 
qualification (efsli 2012: 30).

In an interview from November 2012, Knut Weinmeister, a Deaf interpreter 
from Germany, describes the situation in his country after the first cohort of 12 
certified Deaf interpreters left university in 2011. He complains about the lack 
of information about the availability of these Deaf interpreters with Deaf and 
hearing customers alike. It was not about financial issues, but about informing 
the authorities that there are Deaf interpreters. He sees it as the task of these 
interpreters themselves to raise awareness with the public (Weinmeister 2012; 
cf. efsli 2012: 29).

In his MA thesis on Interpreting with immigrant Deaf people in Finland, Ari 
Savulahti reports that Deaf interpreters are not yet in use there, although Finland 
officially recognised Finnish Sign Language in 1985. He states that, “The Finn-
ish Association of the Deaf provides habilitation workers to be used in support 
of the Deaf throughout Finland” (Savulahti 2012: 12). Merely the use of the term 
‘habilitation worker’ or ‘support worker’ indicates that the profession of Deaf in-
terpreter has not yet been established, as it is still developing in other European 
countries, as will be seen from the results of this study.

1.2  Research on Deaf interpreting

In a comparative analysis of a direct and an intermediary interpretation involv-
ing a Deaf interpreter, Ressler (1999) found differences in pausing, eye gaze, head 
nodding, the number of signs produced per minute and in how clarifications 
were made. She states that even hearing interpreters with a long experience and 
good qualification, experience situations where “unfamiliar and subtle nuances 
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of the language can impede their ability to produce native-like interpretations in 
ASL” (Ressler 1999: 78).

In 2004, Brian Cerney conducted a study on relayed interpretation from Eng-
lish to American Sign Language (ASL) via a hearing and Deaf interpreter and 
found out that “relayed interpreting has beneficial qualities to the overall accu-
racy of messages and provides a greater opportunity to generate more culturally 
appropriate and idiomatic target texts than non-relayed interpreting” (Cerney 
2004: 93).

In 2007, the National Consortium of Interpreter Education Centers (NCIEC) 
conducted a Survey among 196 Deaf interpreters in the US, enquiring about their 
areas of work, their experiences with hearing interpreters and their customers 
(NCIEC 2009b). In the same year, the NCIEC also conducted six focus group dis-
cussions with 26 Deaf working interpreters on topics like formative experiences 
of Deaf interpreters, professional standards and expectations, formal prepara-
tion of Deaf interpreters, and employment issues (NCIEC 2009a). In the last five 
years, more studies on Deaf interpreters and their way of working and co-work-
ing with hearing interpreters have been conducted.

Stone, Adam and Carty (2008) conducted in depth interviews with Deaf 
translators/interpreters from Australia about their experiences and found that 
they usually translated/interpreted in both Deaf and mainstream settings. The 
Deaf interpreters reported that they: 

[…] worked between a range of language forms, including written English, lip-reading, 
spoken/mouthed English, DeafBlind manual as well as interpreting between Australi-
an Irish Sign Language and Australian Sign Language. (Stone et al. 2008)

In 2010, Bentley-Sassaman and Dawson conducted a phenomenological study 
with six hearing interpreters who had worked for at least five years in a team 
with a Deaf interpreter and six Deaf interpreters to learn about their experiences 
with working in a Deaf-hearing interpreter team, especially focusing on team-
work and preparation. They conducted interview sessions with Deaf and hearing 
interpreters in separate groups to allow them to comment candidly. The authors 
found “[…] that Deaf-hearing interpreter teams are more effective when the team 
has time to preconference and to discuss the assignment” (Bentley-Sassaman/
Dawson 2012: 24 - pdf version).

Eileen M. Forestal has looked into the thought processes of six Deaf interpret-
ers using a three-phase approach: a preliminary interview, a Think Aloud Proto-
col, and a retro-debriefing interview. She wanted to identify the strategies and 
recourses for effective interpretation (Forestal 2011).

Stone and Russell conducted a study using videotaped data of two Deaf-hear-
ing interpreter teams (ASL-IS and BSL-IS) in a conference. The videos were ana-
lysed to examine the linguistic decisions of hearing and Deaf interpreters and 
identify their meta-communication strategies (Stone/Russell 2011).

In the same year, Roberson Russell and Shaw conducted a survey with 1,995 
interpreters consisting of 64 questions on interpreting in legal settings. Only 5% 
of the respondents were Deaf or hard-of-hearing. 35.9% of the hearing interpret-
ers reported they always or usually team with Deaf colleagues. When asked for 



92 Patricia Brück - Elke Schaumberger 

the reasons for teaming with a Deaf colleague, they mentioned language issues, 
the complexity of the case and Deaf consumers’ linguistic needs. They also men-
tioned that availability of a Deaf interpreter colleague was an important factor. 
The following personal aspects relating to the Deaf customer were considered as 
particularly challenging: signing style, lack of familiarity with legal processes, 
low level of education, cognitive ability and mental health issues (Roberson et al. 
2011: 74).

The latest publication on Deaf Interpreting is an anthology: Deaf Interpreters at 
Work by Adam, Stone, Collins and Metzger (eds.). In the first chapter, five Deaf in-
terpreters give an introduction to Deaf interpreting, compare Deaf interpreters 
to hearing interpreters, and discuss the assignments for Deaf interpreters and 
their positioning (Adam et al. 2014). The second chapter presents the findings 
of a study on team strategies in Deaf interpreter teams working for a deaf-blind 
individual (Sforza 2014). In the third chapter, Forestal presents a study from 2011 
on Deaf interpreters’ strategies to facilitate communication between Deaf and 
hearing consumers and their hearing team member (Forestal 2014). The fourth 
chapter looks into the professionalization and certification of Deaf interpreters 
in Australia (Bontempo et al. 2014). In the fifth chapter, Nicodemus and Taylor 
present a study on Deaf and hearing interpreting team preparation using Con-
versation Analysis drawing on ASL interpretations of an English source text. The 
sixth chapter looks into linguistic aspects of Deaf-Blind interpreting (Collins 
2014). The last chapter presents a study by Stone and Russel comparing strategies 
of Deaf interpreters and non-deaf interpreters working as interpreting teams be-
tween English/BSL/ASL and IS (Stone/Russel 2014; cf. Stone/Russel 2011).

Most of the research known to the authors strongly concentrates on compar-
ing the strategies of Deaf and hearing interpreters, taking stock of the current 
situation and working conditions as well as of teams of hearing/Deaf interpret-
ers. Most studies have been conducted in the English-speaking part of the world, 
the efsli study in 2012 being the only research on the situation in Europe so far. 
This is the main reason why the authors set out to look at the European scenario 
themselves.

2.  Research focus

The authors have a strong interest in the promotion of the profession of Deaf 
interpreters in Austria. Being working interpreters ourselves, we are aware that 
teaming with Deaf interpreters would likely improve the quality of our work 
in many settings as mentioned in several of the research studies undertaken to 
date. We want to work with them in the future and we are interested in how to 
best co-work with Deaf interpreters. Specifically, we are keen to establish which 
are the main aspects that should not be neglected when working in Deaf-hearing 
teams. Hence, the following themes were covered in this research study:

– an overview of the situation of Deaf interpreters in several European coun-
tries (education and training opportunities, frequency and type of assign-
ments, areas of work, payment, working conditions);
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– co-operation strategies applied with hearing interpreters/co-workers;
– an understanding of the power relations within the interpreter communi-

ty (individual Deaf/hearing teams, local interpreter association, agencies).

3.  Study design

3.1  Participants

The study was conducted among 11 Deaf interpreters from 9 European countries 
(Austria – A, Switzerland – CH, Czech Republic – CZ, Denmark – DK (2 interpret-
ers), Spain – E, Germany – G, Italy – I, Portugal – P, Poland – PL) and the USA. 
There were no selection criteria, but the intention to have as many countries rep-
resented as possible. All the participants in the Deaf interpreter working sem-
inar were approached and the interviews were conducted with all interpreters 
who were ready to participate. There were five women and six men from 25 to 52 
years of age. They had worked as interpreters from 0 to 29 years. 

One of the interviewees was not an interpreter herself, but a Deaf profession-
al teaching hearing interpreters at an academic level (CH). Two interpreters were 
not experienced in actual work, one having completed her education (G) and one 
only having experience from some internship in her ongoing education (A). 

In the discussion of the data, the respondents are identified by using the code 
of their country. As there were two respondents from Denmark (DK), they were 
distinguished by adding a number (DK1, DK2).

For the sake of readability the authors have decided to use the feminine pro-
noun for interpreters, as, in general, the majority of interpreters are women.

3.2  Method

The data was gathered via semi-structured expert interviews (Mayring 2002: 
67ff) conducted in International Sign and in Austrian Sign Language in 2012 (10 
participants) and 2013 (1 participant). The 19 questions asked were open-ended 
questions (see Appendix). Initially, twelve interviews were conducted in Vienna 
in September 2012, two were conducted in London in November 2012 and one 
in Vienna in November 2013. Unfortunately, the data of four interviews was lost 
and the authors ended up with 11 interviews. 

The interviews consisted of 14 questions and several sub-questions on the 
work situation and context of the country and on cooperation with hearing in-
terpreters when working in a team. The length of the interviews varied from 
14 to 23 minutes. They were all undertaken in sign language (10 in IS and one 
in Austrian Sign Language). Most of the questions were open-ended questions 
where the interpreters could answer with whatever came into their minds. The 
disadvantage of this method is that a person may forget to mention things or not 
think of aspects that may seem obvious to her. The advantage is that by using this 
method one gets the most important points that are in the conscious part of the 
participants’ minds.
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The data were organised in tables, the answers were classified and tagged. The 
results were evaluated and the occurrences of similar items were tallied.

3.3  Limitations of the study

The authors are well aware of some limitations of this study. 
The respondents were chosen from a sample that consisted of the participants 

of the first Deaf interpreter working seminar of efsli held in Vienna in 2012. They 
may not be representative of the situation of their respective country.

The interviews were conducted by several different interviewers who did 
not all meticulously follow the interview guidelines, did not want to bias the 
respondents by directing their attention to a specific topic or by asking back, 
or were interested in different aspects of the answers. Consequently, the tran-
scribed data are not complete, as not all the questions were answered by all the 
interviewees. When discussing the results, the number of respondents will be 
indicated. 

Another problem was a hardware crash that ruined four of the interviews that 
could not be reconstructed (two interviews from the Netherlands, one from the 
UK, and one from Austria were lost). This explains an additional interview with a 
second Deaf interpreter from Austria undertaken in November 2013 to represent 
the situation in that country. In the end, data was obtained from 11 interviewees 
from 10 European countries who had answered most of the questions of the in-
terview schedule.

4.  Results and discussion

In this section, the results are organized and discussed in two sub-sections: work-
ing conditions (education, membership of interpreter associations, assignments 
and rates) and cooperation with hearing interpreters. 

4.1  Working conditions

The authors were interested in the work situation of Deaf interpreters in their 
respective countries. Table 1 illustrates the situation among the 11 interviewees 
regarding their education and membership of a National Association of Sign 
Language Interpreters (NASLI):
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Table 1. Education and membership of Deaf interpreters

4.1.1  Education

When asked about their formal education background in relation to interpret-
ing, seven answered that they had no formal education, one reported to have ex-
perienced formal non-academic education (CZ), two had obtained a BA degree at 
university (G and USA) and one is in the process of finishing her BA (A). These 
results fall in line with the results of the efsli Report (efsli 2012: 19) where only 
4 out of 17 countries in Europe were found to offer formal education for Deaf 
interpreters (Finland, France, Germany and the UK: England, Northern Ireland 
and Wales). 

Three Deaf interpreters reported that formal education is expected to be es-
tablished in the near future in their home country (A, P and USA).

4.1.2  Interpreter associations

All 11 respondents reported that there is an interpreter association for the hear-
ing interpreters in their country, however, in only four of the 10 countries, are 
Deaf interpreters eligible to become members of that association (A – associate 
member, CZ, PL and USA). This situation is worse than in the 17 European coun-
tries that participated in the efsli survey where ten of the NASLIs (58.8%) accept-
ed Deaf colleagues as members (Belgium, England, Wales, Northern Ireland, 
Finland, France, Germany, Poland, Slovakia and Spain – full membership, Serbia 
– associate membership, Estonia – full membership for certified interpreters or 
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associate membership without a certificate) (efsli 2012: 25). There are no specific 
Deaf interpreter associations in these countries, but in the USA, there is a special 
section for Deaf members within the interpreter association (Deaf Caucus of the 
Registry of Interpreters for the Deaf – RID). One of the interviewees did not see 
the need for a Deaf interpreter association: 

There is no association of Deaf interpreters, but I think that it is no use to have one, as 
the professional association is about interpreting and not about the hearing status. (A)

4.1.3  Working situation

The authors wanted to know if the Deaf interpreters worked full time or if they 
had another job from which they made their living. 

Of the nine interpreters who were asked that question, only two answered 
that they could live on interpreting income alone (DK2 and E), the rest reported 
other employment, such as working as an interpreter trainer (E), in research pro-
jects (G), in an office doing accounting (PL), as teachers of sign language (CZ and 
USA) and as a teacher for Deaf pupils (A). One did not detail her work.

Participants were asked where most of their interpreting assignments occur. 
Figure 1 shows the main settings in which Deaf interpreters work:

Figure 1. Areas of work (n=11)

The bar graph shows that Deaf interpreters have a broad range of different set-
tings to work in. As expected, most of them work at conferences (9), in health 
care/mental health care settings (7), with the police (5) and do translations from 
written text into their national sign language or International Sign, e.g. for web-
sites or news programmes (5). Interestingly, it seems to be uncommon in Eu-
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rope to employ Deaf interpreters in schools, as the only interpreter mentioning 
school came from the USA. The same interpreter reported that Philadelphia had 
passed a law some 10 years ago that obliges courts and medical care institutions 
to provide Deaf interpreters alongside their hearing colleagues for all consulta-
tions of Deaf clients and patients (cf. Forestal 2005: 235).

When asked if they earned the same hourly rates as their hearing colleagues, 
nine interviewees answered that they did. One mentioned that she did not know 
(E) and one said that the situation was still unclear because the profession was not 
yet recognised (CH). Interestingly, one interpreter reported that she received a 
higher hourly wage working with the police and in mental health settings if the 
Deaf person had minimal language skills, as her work was considered more chal-
lenging than that of her hearing colleague (CZ). One interpreter mentioned that for 
medical assignments, she is paid by the doctor, because the authorities only cover 
the costs of one hearing interpreter for the assignment (DK). Three interpreters 
reported also commonly working pro bono (P - for Deafblind clients, PL and USA).

All European respondents said that the number of Deaf interpreters within 
their countries was small and varied from two (A – in education) to 13 (DK). In 
the USA, there are some 140 certified Deaf interpreters and another 300 or so 
Deaf interpreters believed to be working without certification. 

4.1.4  Assignments

The Deaf interpreters were asked how they received their assignments and if 
there was an agency that organised their work (see Figure 2).

Figure 2. Who books the Deaf interpreters? (n=11)
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The results clearly show that most assignments seem to come from hearing 
colleagues who ask the Deaf colleague to work with them (7). Few assignments 
seem to come from Deaf customers (3), some are organised via the Deaf associa-
tion (4) or the interpreter association (2). The interpreter from the USA reported 
that an agency gives her assignments. In one country, there is a company run by 
a Deaf person (DK) that obtains the assignments from the customers. 

The fact that the most frequent way of booking seems to be via hearing in-
terpreters indicates their interest in cooperating with Deaf interpreters. Similar 
findings were reported by Bentley-Sassaman and Dawson in 2012. The hearing 
interpreters participating in their study had stressed their readiness to work 
with Deaf interpreters. This contradicts the situation reported by Capps Dey 
who mentions Deaf interpreters complaining about the lack of respect and rec-
ognition by hearing colleagues (Capps Dey 2009: 44). Nevertheless, some of the 
respondents of this study also mentioned power imbalances with hearing inter-
preters when teaming for the first time or with newcomers on the interpreting 
scene (see section 4.2.4). 

4.2  Working in a Deaf-hearing team

In this section, the authors analyse the cooperation of Deaf and hearing inter-
preters, their contact with their customers/consumers, their communication 
strategies, their processing of assignments, their practices, and their expecta-
tions of good teamwork.

When asked if they worked in regular teams with hearing colleagues, eight 
respondents answered “yes”, one “no” (CH) and one said that a regular team was 
only necessary in high level assignments like congresses, not in community set-
tings (A – interpreter has only worked in internships). One interpreter did not 
answer this question (G). Seven interpreters gave details on the size of the hear-
ing interpreter pool they were regularly teaming with (ranging from 1 to 7). If 
working at an international level, one interviewee mentioned having to team 
with other hearing interpreters he had never met before (E).

As to the composition of their teams, seven respondents reported being able 
to choose their hearing co-worker, two said that it was the agency (CH) or the 
Deaf company (DK2) that decided on the composition of the team. 

4.2.1  Processing the assignment

When asked about establishing and keeping in contact with the customer after 
the booking, nine respondents answered that both hearing and deaf interpreters 
had contact with their customers, only one reported the deaf interpreter to have 
contact while not explicitly mentioning the hearing interpreter’s contact (G), an-
other said that it was the duty of the hearing interpreter (P).

With regard to preparation of the assignment, all of the respondents (n=10, 
without CH due to missing data) reported that they prepared for the assignment 
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at home by themselves. Nine of them said that they met their hearing co-inter-
preter beforehand to discuss the content or the vocabulary (5: DK1, E, G, I and PL), 
five respondents said, that they would ask the speaker for a briefing on site (DK1, 
E, G, PL and USA). Only one interpreter mentioned they would regularly go to 
interpret in community settings without any preparation (CZ). 

When asked who was responsible for providing preparation material, three 
answered that it was the contact person of the customer (A, DK1 and I), two an-
swered that it was the task of the hearing interpreter (G and P), two replied that it 
was the coordinator (E and PL), one thought that both interpreters were respon-
sible (CZ), one answered that she was doing it either herself or that the agency 
was responsible for providing preparation material (USA).

As to communication on site, the participants answered as shown in Figure 3:

Figure 3. Communication on site (n=10, without CH)

Once on site, Deaf interpreters indicated they all felt equal to their hearing col-
leagues and that they would share the lead in terms of communication and di-
rectives on site (such as introductions and explaining how the interpreting will 
work, or where the interpreters need to stand). Four of them said that it was 
natural that the deaf interpreter would address the deaf customer, the hearing 
would talk to the hearing customer (A, DK1, DK2 and I). Three said that it depend-
ed on the situation and on who had had the first contact with whom (A, G and PL). 
Interestingly enough, there were three who said that the Deaf interpreter would 
be the one communicating and the hearing interpreter would be interpreting for 
her (CZ, P and USA):
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Usually it is me who addresses the customer first using sign language, my co-worker 
does the voicing. I have never experienced my hearing co-interpreter trying to domi-
nate or start first, they have always been respectful and I was given the floor. (P)

The next topic addressed was communication within the team while the interpre-
tation was going on. The respondents were asked to talk about communication 
strategies (see Figure 4).

Figure 4. Communication with the co-interpreter while working (n=10, without CH)

All of the respondents reported very good experiences with their regular co-work-
er. They mentioned the need to have established strategies of signalling. Four 
stressed the need for defining signals before starting to work (A, DK1, I and USA), 
two of the respondents reported depending on intuitive strategies of communi-
cation that have not been formally agreed upon (P and USA), and two stressed the 
fact that signalling (mode and volume) depended on the setting (DK1 and DK2). 
Four explicitly mentioned the time and effort needed for establishing a strategy 
with a new co-worker (A, CZ, E and USA):

In the beginning, I instructed my hearing co-interpreter about how to work, how to feed, 
how to communicate. For me, eye contact is a key issue. After having solved some ini-
tial problems, we became a good team and have been working together smoothly. (CZ) 

Two stressed the need to include training sessions with the hearing co-worker 
into the curricula of the deaf interpreter education programmes (A and CZ).

As to feedback after or during the assignments, the ten respondents (without 
CH) mentioned several topics. All of them reported on the importance of reflect-
ing on their work with their hearing co-worker; seven of them mentioned that 
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they did it after every assignment. Three reported they do not always have feed-
back sessions per se, only in the case of problems arising (P and PL). This was not-
ed as sometimes being due to a lack of opportunity when teaming with a hear-
ing interpreter abroad (E). They all reported a need to reflect on assignments to 
avoid miscommunication or problems in the team the next time and to improve 
the quality of their work. They mentioned different forms of feedback: analysis 
of notes and videos taken during the assignment, reflecting on problems and 
aspects of their work, sharing of feelings and observations. Five reported that 
they also had feedback sessions and exchange with other Deaf colleagues (A, DK1, 
DK2, G and USA). 

4.2.2 Improving teamwork

When asked if they had practice sessions with their hearing colleague, eight of 
the nine interviewees (without CH and CZ) who had been asked the question 
answered that they did practise team interpreting. One respondent with little 
experience with team working answered as follows:

If both interpreters have had a formal education and are certified, they know the rules 
and know what to do; interpreters only need practice, if they have had no formal ed-
ucation. (G)

As to the frequency of practice, all but one (DK2) of the interpreters reported that 
their practice sessions were irregular and depended on assignments they were 
preparing for. One interpreter stressed the need for practising and mentioned 
that she would appreciate if there were opportunities offered for seminars by the 
national and European associations (A). On the form of these practice sessions, 
one respondent reported as follows:

At the company, we do training sessions with cameras and analyse the videos, discuss 
the situations, the feeding process and try to find solutions. (DK2)

Another way of improving teamwork is mentoring, the continuous exchange be-
tween an experienced interpreter and a newer interpreter. Mentor and mentee 
have an ongoing developmental partnership and meet to discuss problems or 
issues regarding the work of the new interpreter. Seven of the nine interpreters 
in this study who commented on mentoring did not have a clear concept of men-
toring, they misinterpreted mentoring as supervising or feedback, only two re-
spondents were reasonably well acquainted with the concept of mentoring (DK1 
and A), but both had no experience with it.

This misconception of mentoring in the field of sign language interpreting 
in Europe was also found by de Wit, Schaumberger, and Salami in their study on 
mentorship in Europe. They report that:

 
[…] the majority of the interpreters think it is a specific way of giving or receiving feed-
back, more or less frequently, a rather informal relationship between someone who 
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shares knowledge with a less experienced colleague. None of the respondents used 
the terms “mentor” and “mentee” (or protégé) to characterize the persons involved. 
(de Wit et al. 2013: 31) 

Six respondents mentioned already working with hearing interpreters in a 
training type role (DK1, DK2, I, P, PL and USA). One Deaf interpreter reported on 
her activities as follows:

Recently I have worked with a group of hearing interpreter “babies” whom I tried to 
teach about volume in signing and deaf needs, I felt like a mother hen. (I)

4.2.3 A good co-worker

The authors, being hearing interpreters themselves, were very interested in ex-
ploring what their Deaf colleagues considered good teamwork and what their 
expectations of a good team interpreter were. For the analysis of this part of the 
data, the authors used a classification of items developed by Brück (2011) that 
uses a colour code to group items that are aspects of teamwork.

The following items were mentioned in respect to good teamwork (see Figure 5): 

Figure 5. Good teamwork (n=10, without CH)
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The item “knowledge of work/personality” was considered most important by 
almost all respondents (7), followed by the item “well attuned”, meaning that the 
team should be used to working together and knows how to adapt to each other. 
Most of the items mentioned concerned attitude towards interpreting (attitude 
to work, readiness for improvement and communication with customers) or to-
wards the team (well attuned, no power games, shared responsibility, trust and 
respect). Trust and respect may also be classified as personal character items and 
have two colours to indicate that double classification. Only little focus is laid 
on the actual work or strategies for working, a result that underlines the find-
ings of Patricia Brück in her study on team interpreting where she compared the 
views of Deaf customers and their interpreters. In her study, the focus of the in-
terpreters regarding teamwork is also mainly on knowledge and attitude (Brück 
2011: 61). The stress on switching is explained by the fact that hearing interpret-
er teams change primary and support roles, which can be very disruptive if not 
done deftly. 

When asked what they would expect from a good co-interpreter, the nine re-
spondents who answered this question mentioned the following items (Figure 6): 

Figure 6. Expectations of a good team interpreter (n=9, without CH, G)
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Again, most features mentioned can be categorized under attitude: respect (4: A, 
E, P and USA) and attitude towards work (3: G, DK1 and E) were mentioned with 
the highest frequency. Like the hearing interpreters in Brück’s study (2011: 65, 
67), the attitude features are the most frequently mentioned.

4.2.4 An evolving profession

The respondents are aware of the need to develop the Deaf interpreting profes-
sion and to make their skills and their service known to hearing and Deaf mem-
bers of the public. This is even more urgently needed in countries where Deaf 
interpreting is not common and the Deaf community remains unserved or un-
derserved with regard to interpreting services. One respondent described her 
efforts to promote awareness of Deaf interpreters among the Deaf community:

My deaf colleague and I have given speeches to inform the Deaf community about 
Deaf interpreting, as a kind of PR activity. We have been to several Deaf clubs in Aus-
tria to inform about our emerging profession, about what we can offer and the audi-
ence was very interested. We hope that they will remember us if needs be and give us 
assignments. (A)

Awareness raising is also an issue with our hearing interpreter colleagues. When 
asked about power imbalances in the relation to hearing interpreters, all ten Deaf 
respondents (without CH) said they felt equal in their regular teams. However, 
three reported to have experienced perceived imbalances in equality in the past 
because of their lack of certification (DK1, DK2 and I). Three mentioned that they 
may have felt a lack of respect from newer interpreters they had not worked with 
before (G, I and USA), but one reported that she had quickly felt equal when she 
had addressed the issue with them (I).

These results fall in line with the efsli report stating that “lobbying for the rec-
ognition and valuation of this kind of interpretation is also needed” (efsli 2012: 29).

5.  Conclusion

Deaf interpreters in Europe are still an emerging profession. Interestingly 
though, based on the data collected herein, it would appear their situation is not 
so much worse than that of Deaf interpreters in the USA despite much more 
well-established certification processes and formalised status for Deaf interpret-
ers there. 

The number of skilled practising Deaf interpreters in Europe is low, with the 
biggest number mentioned being 13 in one country. There is little formal edu-
cation offered, let alone at a higher academic level. There are no deaf interpreter 
associations and many Deaf interpreters are yet to be admitted to most of the 
hearing interpreter associations. Most of them interpret occasionally and earn 
their living by teaching or working on various sign language projects. Most as-
signments are in conferences, health care and mental health, with the police and 
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as translators in TV programmes or for websites. They are paid the same rates as 
their hearing colleagues. Mostly, they are booked by hearing customers, associa-
tions, or hearing colleagues. What they value most in teamwork is the profound 
knowledge of the team partner, being in harmony with them, having a similar 
attitude to work, experiencing respect, support, as well as the sharing of infor-
mation.

In general, they work well with their regular team mates and feel on an equal 
level, although they report power imbalances with some hearing interpreters 
who may not be used to working with Deaf colleagues.

The authors recommend the following measures to improve the general sit-
uation of Deaf interpreters as well as the cooperation of Deaf and hearing inter-
preting teams. When compiling this list, they thought of the steps that need to be 
taken in some countries where Deaf interpreters are just emerging (e.g. Austria):

1. Lobbying and awareness-raising amongst hearing interpreters to prepare 
them for team work with Deaf interpreters: 
a. admission of Deaf interpreters into the national SLI associations,
b. further professional training with hearing/Deaf interpreter teams,
c. group discussions at regular professional meetings.

2. Opening of formal education to Deaf interpreters.
3. Inclusion of the topic of team work with mixed hearing/Deaf interpreter 

teams into the curricula of SLI education: 
a. gain of the use of mixed hearing/Deaf interpreter teams,
b. areas for team work and their characteristics,
c. strategies for team work,
d. practice for different interpreting settings (conference vs. community 

interpreting).
4. Lobbying and awareness raising amongst hearing and deaf customers:

a. lobbying by the SLI associations to have authorities accept double fees 
for an increase in interpreting quality (e.g. in court or for medical as-
signments),

b. continuous lobbying by hearing interpreters for mixed interpreting 
teams,

c. lectures at Deaf Clubs by hearing/Deaf interpreter teams.
5. Research on several aspects of Deaf interpreting:

a. problems and needs of Deaf customers with minimal language skills/
immigrant Deaf customers,

b. team working strategies in mixed teams of hearing and Deaf interpreters,
c. best practices of Deaf interpreting,
d. deaf interpreters in special settings (in court, in healthcare interpret-

ing, etc.).

The authors are aware of the fact that their investigation can only be a start of the 
research that has to be done on Deaf interpreters in Europe, but they sincerely 
hope to have contributed to that task by presenting this study.
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Appendix

Interview: Deaf Interpreters in Europe

FRAME WORK:

1. What formal education have you received?
i. How long was your education?
ii. What was the structure of your education?

2. Does your country have an association of Deaf interpreters?
i. When was it founded?

3. What is your hourly rate?
i. Do you get the same rate as hearing interpreters?
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4. Can you earn your living from sign language interpreting?
i. Which are your other professions?

5. How many deaf interpreters are there in your country?

Cooperation with hearing interpreters

1. Do you work in regular teams?
2. Who establishes contact with your customers?

– the hearing interpreter?
– you?
– an agency?
1. Do you choose your team partner yourself?
2. Does the agency compose the team?

3. Who does the communication on site?
1. Deaf interpreter
2. Hearing interpreter
3. How do you feel as a Deaf person?

4. How do you prepare for your assignments?
i. Who contacts your customer for preparation material?

5. How do you communicate with your feeder when interpreting?
i. What are your communication strategies?
ii. Is there regular feedback?
If so, which kind of feedback and how open?

6. What do you expect from your hearing co-worker?
7. Do you do exercises in the team?

If so, how and how often?
8. Have you already worked as a mentor for hearing or Deaf interpreters?

If so, how?
9. Is there a power imbalance in the team?
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the interpreters’ newsletter
Next issue 20 (2015) on Dialogue interpreting

Guest Editors: Eugenia Dal Fovo and Natacha S. A. Niemants

Dialogue Interpreting (DI) has been gaining increasing scholarly interest in Interpret-
ing Studies, revising the notion of interpreter invisibility to account for the physical and 
verbal participation of interpreters in the interaction. This interest has fostered discus-
sion on the socio-pragmatic aspects of the interpreter’s role in a complex, multi-party 
communication activity. Issue 20 of The Interpreters’ Newsletter will offer researchers and 
practitioners the opportunity to share research results and aims to provide an exhaustive 
overview of the latest advances in this field addressing theoretical, methodological and 
practical issues of DI. 

Publication: December 2015

call for papers
the interpreters’ newsletter
issue 21 (2016) on Interpreting and interpreters throughout history
Guest Editors: Caterina Falbo and Alessandra Riccardi

Scope
Research in interpreting has always paid attention to the historical dimension with the 
aim of finding traces of interpreters and interpreting in the past going back to the first 
record of interpreting which dates back to around 3,000 BC. Interpreting was to become 
a profession with the Paris Peace Conference in 1919 and simultaneous interpreting was 
used for the very first time at the International Labour Conference in Geneva in 1927.
Authors such as Kurz, Delisle/Woodsworth and Baigorri have contributed to the historical 
understanding of situations and people leaving their mark by helping political, religious 
and military personalities communicate with those who did not speak their language. A 
number of interpreters have provided detailed descriptions of their work and the condi-
tions under which it was performed in their memoires. At present, there is a renaissance 
of studies on the history of interpreting, especially on the role interpreters have played in 
conflict zones and contentious situations. 
Issue 21 of The Interpreters’ Newsletter is dedicated to deepening and enlarging knowledge 
about the history of interpreting and interpreters worldwide throughout history.
Topics of interest include but are not limited to the following:

– The figure of the interpreter
– The role of interpreters during historical events
– Interpreters in the past: mediating, negotiating and interpreting/translating
– Interpreting as a social and political activity: the interpreter’s responsibility, free-

dom and constraint.

Papers must be submitted in English or French and describe original research which is 
neither published nor currently under review by other journals or conferences. Submit-
ted manuscripts will be subject to a process of double-blind peer review. Guidelines are 
available at: http://www.openstarts.units.it/eut/Instructions2AuthorsInterpreters.pdf
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Manuscripts should be around 6,000 words long, including references and should be sent 
as Word attachments to the e-mail address: cfalbo@units.it, ariccardi@units.it (Subject: NL 
21 PAPER; File Name: author’s name_IN2016)

Important dates
Manuscript submission:    15th November 2015 
Results of peer-reviewing process:   30th April 2016
Publication:      December 2016


	Contents
	Editorial
	Preparing interpretingstudents to be allies inthe Deaf community
	Who makes the rulesanyway? Reality andperception of guidelinesin video relay serviceinterpreting
	Preparation strategies usedby American Sign Language-English interpreters torender President BarackObama’s inaugural address
	Measuring bilingualworking memory capacityof professional Auslan/Englishinterpreters: a comparisonof two scoring methods
	Sign language interpreterquality: the perspectiveof deaf sign language usersin the Netherlands
	Deaf interpreters in Europe:a glimpse into the cradleof an emerging profession

