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Deaf interpreters (DIs) are deaf individuals who provide interpreting services, translation,
translanguaging, and transliteration services in signed languages, including American Sign Language
(ASL), other signed languages, and various forms of visual and tactile communication for deaf’
individuals.?3*5 Dls are often used in medical, legal, and educational settings.® DIs also provide
access for deafblind people, translate from one signed language to another,”® and work as a language
model for people learning sign language. Dls are also a good fit for stage or platform interpreting, as
they are highly effective at relaying information during televised news broadcasts.®™

DIs bring their lived experience as a deaf person to interpreting work. The combination of language
proficiency, cultural knowledge, and lived experience allows Dls to work effectively and reduce
common communication barriers. In many cases, DIs provide representative message equivalency
while fully including the unique features of ASL. DIs can individualize services to provide a good fit for
the people with whom they work, and for the context.

DIs often work in teams with hearing interpreters but also work across a range of interpreting
situations."'2 Some example scenarios of typical deaf interpreting arrangements are as follows.

Deafblind Person ProTactile DI Signing Teacher

Person Who Uses a Different
Sign Language

Deaf Person Multilingual DI
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Role of DIs in Education

DIs can play an important role in equitable access for deaf students in educational settings.” DlIs

can provide greater ease of access for deaf students and reduce the need for deaf students to
accommodate hearing interpreters’ varying language proficiency.' Deaf students can then spend their
time and energy focusing on content learning and engaging with their peers, instead of monitoring the
interpretation. The following sections provide information about specific contexts where DIs may be a

good fit.

Testing and Accommodations
@

In some cases, Dls are used as specific accommodations during tests or

in classrooms."® DIs can provide equitable access to tests, such as verbal
assessments of receptive and expressive language skills. The use of DIs
can lead to more accurate assessments of content knowledge and learning
of students who experience language deprivation. DIs can also provide
ASL translations for course materials such as English texts or prerecorded
captioned lectures.

ProTactile Interpreting and Atypical Signers

Dls can provide access for deafblind students through ProTactile
interpreting and provide access for students with atypical sign production.
Deafdisabled people with limited mobility or sign production may benefit
from Dls, who can use their stronger receptive skills to make meaning

from incomplete sign production. Dis are also used to great effect with
individuals with atypical language use as a result of delayed or inaccessible
language exposure, inadequate education, or language deprivation.

Language Modeling for Emergent and Foreign-Born Signers

® )
A

DIs can be language models for deaf students who are not yet fluent in
ASL. Deaf students learning sign language, known as emergent signers,
learn better, quicker, and more accurately from a native user of the
language.’® From elementary school to the university level, DIs can support
deaf students who do not have access to fluent language models."’

A subgroup within emergent signers are foreign-born deaf people

learning ASL as new immigrants’® or recent refugees.’? Foreign-born

deaf individuals not fluent in ASL may be proficient users of other sign
languages. A multilingual DI can support the navigation of multiple sign
languages to facilitate the transition to ASL and content learning in another
sign language. The use of DIs and deaf mentors with deaf immigrants and
refugees has become more widespread in recent years.?'

© 2020 National Deaf Center on Postsecondary Outcomes
Licensed under Creative Commons BY-NC-ND 4.0 International



BEST PRACTICES IN ACCESS: DEAF INTERPRETERS

Community, Cultural, and Contextual Knowledge

DIs have lived experiences and cultural knowledge that are developed

." outside of interpreter training programs, including knowledge of regional

dialects, slang words, and signs particular to a given region, race and

' ethnicity, or age group. One example is Black ASL, used among the Black
. deaf community.?? A DI with cultural experience in a specific community

can work appropriately and accurately with students from that community.

High-Stakes Situations and Legal Proceedings

The lived experience and knowledge of Dls are particularly important
when interpreting in high-stakes situations where word choice and
context can make a difference in outcomes, such as legal settings or
certification tests. In the legal system, many states have recognized the
value of DIs? by including definitions and standards in court interpreting
statutes.?*?° For legal or disciplinary situations in educational settings, it
is often appropriate to use a DI to provide full and appropriate access.?
When considering transition planning, remember that the individualized
education program is a legal process and thus may benefit from a DI when
appropriate. Other high-stakes situations in educational settings include
disciplinary proceedings, mental health crises, campus safety conflicts,
certification tests, and interactions with medical or social services.

Certification and Qualification of Dls

Recruiting, hiring, and evaluating the qualifications of DIs is complex. Very few certified DIs work in
the field due to multiple barriers to certification. These barriers include fewer training programs, flaws
in the certification process, bias toward English proficiency in assessments, the emerging nature of
the deaf interpreting profession, and a lack of job opportunities. Many highly trained and skilled DIs
work in the field without certification. When recruiting and hiring Dls, certification should not be the
only factor—consider skills, content expertise, work history, and lived experiences.

Conclusion

DIs provide access in many different ways to ensure equitable access for deaf people. This work can
include providing ProTactile signs for deafblind people, modeling language for deaf people learning
sign language, and interpreting between different signed languages. DIs should be considered in a
range of settings, especially where content knowledge is critical, as deaf students can spend less
time accommodating hearing interpreters or checking interpretations. DlIs should be an important
component in your accessibility toolkit.
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Additional Resources

Below is a selected list of resources for more information on Dls.
* National Deaf Interpreters (facebook.com/nationalDI)
* Certified Deaf Interpreters Facebook group (facebook.com/groups/27049205802)
* Deaf Interpreter Conference (deafterpconf.com)
* Deaf Interpreter Institute (diinstitute.org)
* Deaf Interpreter Curriculum (diinstitute.org/learning-center/deaf-interpreter-curriculum)

* Gallaudet University Regional Interpreter Education Center: DIs (gallaudet.edu/department-of-
interpretation-and-translation/gallaudet-university-regional-interpreter-education-center/
programs-and-projects/deaf-interpreters)

* Registry of Interpreters for the Deaf search (myaccount.rid.org/Public/Search/Member.aspx)

Notes and References

1. The National Deaf Center uses the term deaf in an all-inclusive manner to include people who
identify as deaf, deafblind, deafdisabled, hard of hearing, late-deafened, and hearing impaired.
NDC recognizes that for many individuals, identity is fluid and can change over time or with
setting. NDC has chosen to use one term, deaf, to recognize the shared experiences of our
diverse communities while also honoring our differences.

2. Boudreault, P. (2005). Deaf interpreters. In T. Janzen (Ed.), Topics in signed language interpreting:
Theory and practice (pp. 323-355). John Benjamins.

3. Humphrey, J. H., & Alcorn, B. J. (2007). So you want to be an interpreter? An introduction to sign
language interpreting. H&H.

4. Collins, J., & Walker, J. (2006). Deaf interpreter, what is it? Inaugural Conference of the World
Association of Sign Language Interpreters, Worcester, South Africa.

5. Forestal, E. M. (2011). Deaf interpreters: Exploring their processes of interpreting [Doctoral
dissertation]. Capella University.

Stone, C. (2009). Toward a deaf translation norm. Gallaudet University Press.

Stone, C., & Russell, D. (2011). Interpreting in international sign: Decisions of deaf and non-deaf
interpreters. WASLI 2011 Conference Proceedings, 100—118.

8. Adam, R, Stone, C., Collins, S. D., & Metzger, M. (2014). Deaf interpreters at work: International
insights. Gallaudet University Press.

9. Steiner, B. (1998). Signs from the void: The comprehension and production of sign language on
television. Interpreting, 3(2), 99-146.

10. Stone, C. (2005). Deaf translators on television: Reconstructing the notion of “interpreter.”
University of Bristol.

4 © 2020 National Deaf Center on Postsecondary Outcomes
Licensed under Creative Commons BY-NC-ND 4.0 International


https://www.facebook.com/NationalDI/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/27049205802
https://www.deafterpconf.com
http://diinstitute.org
http://diinstitute.org/learning-center/deaf-interpreter-curriculum
https://www.gallaudet.edu/department-of-interpretation-and-translation/gallaudet-university-regional-interpreter-education-center/programs-and-projects/deaf-interpreters
https://www.gallaudet.edu/department-of-interpretation-and-translation/gallaudet-university-regional-interpreter-education-center/programs-and-projects/deaf-interpreters
https://www.gallaudet.edu/department-of-interpretation-and-translation/gallaudet-university-regional-interpreter-education-center/programs-and-projects/deaf-interpreters
https://myaccount.rid.org/Public/Search/Member.aspx

BEST PRACTICES IN ACCESS: DEAF INTERPRETERS

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

Bentley-Sassaman, J., & Dawson, C. (2012). Deaf-hearing interpreter teams: A teamwork
approach. Journal of Interpretation, 22(1).

Reinhardt, L. (2015). Deaf-hearing interpreter teams: Navigating trust in shared space. [Master’s
thesis]. Western Oregon University. digitalcommons.wou.edu/theses/21

Mathers, C. (2009). Modifying instruction in the deaf interpreting model. International Journal of
Interpreter Education, 1, 68-76.

Thibodeau, R. (2013). Certified deaf interpreters in mainstream classrooms [Workshop]. Registry
of Interpreters for the Deaf National Conference, Building a Legacy, Indianapolis, IN.

National Consortium of Interpreter Education Centers. (2010). Fact sheet: Deaf interpreters as
reasonable accommodation. interpretereducation.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/10/FACT_
SHEET_Deaf_Interpreters_as_reasonable_accommodations.pdf

Miner, C. (2018). Interpreting for deaf and hard of hearing emergent signers in academia
[Conference paper]. Conference of Interpreter Trainers, Salt Lake City, NV.

Fichera-Lening, R. (2016). When there are no words: ASL/English interpreter practices with
alingual and semi-lingual deaf immigrant children [Master’s thesis]. Western Oregon University.
digitalcommons.wou.edu/theses/32

Egnatovitch, R. (1999). Certified deaf interpreter—WHY? VIEWS, 16(10), 1-6.

Moers, P. W. (2017). From the world’s trouble spots they arrive in our classrooms: Working with
deaf refugees and immigrants. Odyssey, 18, 44—-49. files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1143217.pdf

Nyembewe, G., & McKinsey, K. (2011). A deaf refugee from Bhutan impresses in Canada with
her enthusiasm. unhcr.org/en-us/news/stories/2011/9/4e8461276/deaf-refugee-bhutan-
impresses-canada-enthusiasm.html

Savage, S. (2007, June 17). Deaf ESL students doubly challenged. Portland Press Herald.

McCaskill, C., Lucas, C., Bayley, R., & Hill, J. (2011). The hidden treasure of Black ASL: Its history
and structure. Gallaudet University Press.

Mathers, C. (2009). Deaf interpreters in court: An accommodation that is more than reasonable.
interpretereducation.org/wp-content/uploads/2011/06/Deaf-Interpreter-in-Court_NCIEC2009.
pdf

Judicial Council of California/Administrative Office of the Courts. (2010). Recommended
guidelines for the use of deaf intermediary interpreters. courts.ca.gov/documents/CIP_GID.pdf

Tester, C. (2018). How American Sign Language-English interpreters who can hear determine
need for a deaf interpreter for court proceedings. Journal of Interpretation, 26(1).

National Deaf Center on Postsecondary Outcomes. (2017). Equitable access guide: Understanding
legal responsibilities for institutions (2nd ed.). nationaldeafcenter.org/eag

@ National Deaf Center
on Postsecondary Outcomes

This document was developed under a jointly funded grant through the U.S. Department of Education’s Office
of Special Education Programs and the Rehabilitation Services Administration, #H326D160001. However, the
contents do not necessarily represent the positions or policies of the federal government.

nationaldeafcenter.org


https://www.nationaldeafcenter.org
http://digitalcommons.wou.edu/theses/21
http://interpretereducation.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/10/FACT_SHEET_Deaf_Interpreters_as_reasonable_accommodations.pdf
http://interpretereducation.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/10/FACT_SHEET_Deaf_Interpreters_as_reasonable_accommodations.pdf
http://digitalcommons.wou.edu/theses/32
http://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1143217.pdf
https://unhcr.org/en-us/news/stories/2011/9/4e8461276/deaf-refugee-bhutan-impresses-canada-enthusiasm.html
https://unhcr.org/en-us/news/stories/2011/9/4e8461276/deaf-refugee-bhutan-impresses-canada-enthusiasm.html
http://interpretereducation.org/wp-content/uploads/2011/06/Deaf-Interpreter-in-Court_NCIEC2009.pdf
http://interpretereducation.org/wp-content/uploads/2011/06/Deaf-Interpreter-in-Court_NCIEC2009.pdf
http://courts.ca.gov/documents/CIP_GID.pdf
https://nationaldeafcenter.org/eag

	NDC Icon
	Best Practices in Access: Deaf Interpreters
	Introduction
	Example scenario 1
	Example scenario 2
	Example scenario 3
	Example scenario 4
	Role of DIs in Education
	Testing and Accommodations
	ProTactile Interpreting and Atypical Signers
	Language Modeling for Emergent and Foreign-Born Signers
	Community, Cultural, and Contextual Knowledge
	High-Stakes Situations and Legal Proceedings
	Certification and Qualification of DIs
	Conclusion
	Additional Resources
	Notes and References

