Working with Deaf Students and Sign Language Interpreters in your classroom.  Linda A. Siple (abridged)
So there you are on the first day of classes … standing in front of a class of 40 students (who were supposed to number 25 at most).  To make matters worse, one is Deaf, and has an interpreter! If you’re like most college professors, you will probably smile weakly at the two and proceed as if nothing has changed, assuming that the interpreter will take care of the Deaf student.  

Weeks later, you may realize that the Deaf student never fully participated.  Other students never benefited from that student’s unique presence. Everyone, including the Deaf student, missed an opportunity.  

Instructors make a difference!  Studies indicate an improved educational experience when instructors understand the role and function of the interpreter and manage classroom communication dynamics.
  Interpreting and notetaking services do not automatically guarantee full integration.  

You may quickly notice that Deaf students as members of a linguistic cultural minority experience the same difficulties as ESL learners with the added challenge of the inability to hear the second language (English).
THE INTERPRETER
The interpreter has the role of facilitating communication between you and your Deaf student(s), and between the Deaf student(s) and hearing classmates.  

 
Most interpreters have a college degree in interpreting, or a related field with additional education in interpreting. The interpreter is most likely not an expert in your content area, but possesses an expertise in communication between Deaf and hearing individuals.  Interpreters must adhere to a professional code of ethics.  They must:

           Interpret accurately without embellishment or deletion. 

           Remain impartial and avoid expressing personal opinions. 

           Interpret all communication  – this means everything! -- Anything that hearing people hear, including emotional tone.  

Maintain confidentiality.  Interpreters have access to a great deal of private information and maintain strict confidentiality. 

           Avoid counseling or advising. If a Deaf student needs help with a course-related or other matter, the interpreter will refer him or her to an appropriate source. 

Interpreters are members of the instructional team. They are quite visible and may attract attention during the first few classes.  In order to perform their role effectively, Interpreters do not join in on class discussions or activities.  If you have a question for the interpreter, feel free to ask.

Sign language interpreting is foreign language interpreting.  Everything said in ASL or English is interpreted.  Speak directly to the Deaf student.  This may feel awkward at first because the Deaf student will look at the interpreter.
DEAF STUDENTS RELY ON VISION:  Line of sight, visual field, and lighting:

Deaf students usually sit in front in order to see the instructor, the interpreter, and visuals. The interpreter generally sits or stands in the front of the classroom facing the Deaf student(s), optimally in the student's line of sight to the instructor.  To maintain this visual line of communication, the interpreter may need to reposition next to traveling instructors, visual aids, videos, etc.

Watching an interpreter for any length of time tires the Deaf student’s eyes. For that reason, interpreters avoid sitting in front of a window or other light source.  Students benefit from and appreciate regular Visual breaks.

           Maintain a light source on the interpreter when showing movies, slides, or other projections.  When raising the lights, allow the Deaf student’s eyes time to adjust to the new lighting conditions before resuming the lecture.

 
Deaf students’ participation: Deaf students tend to participate less actively in class than their hearing classmates.  In order to process information, the interpreter must lag several seconds behind the speaker. This impacts the Deaf student’s ability to participate spontaneously in class discussion.  Waiting until the interpreter finishes and pausing before recognizing a student, gives the Deaf student a better opportunity to actively participate. 

Movies/videos: Most Deaf students prefer captioned media when available.  If the program selected is not available in captioned format, it must be interpreted.   Please be aware that it is very difficult for Deaf students to catch on-screen action while simultaneously taking in the dialogue through an interpreter.

           Movies and videotapes are designed to be fast-paced and very dense.  Many facts or complex concepts are presented with little time to mentally process the material.  It is important to provide a summary of the program highlighting the points you want the Deaf student to know. Ideally, the interpreter would have access to the program in advance of the class viewing. 

              DEALING WITH THE LENGTH AND PACE OF THE CLASS Interpreting is very demanding physically.  To prevent Repetitive Motion Injuries,

Build in breaks when classes exceed 50 minutes. Using breaks for explanations or to talk to the Deaf student means that the interpreter is still working. 

Team interpreting: Depending on length and pace, two interpreters may team your class, switching every 20-30 minutes, ideally, during a pause or break. 

            Control the pace of the class. If you tend to speak rapidly, or have rapid interchanges with students, pause frequently. Ask your interpreter for feedback.

The interpreter, the notetaker, and your students, will appreciate brief but frequent pauses in your lecture. 

Nervous student presenters speak and read very rapidly.  Ask students to provide copies of prepared speeches to the interpreter in advance.  Provide strategies that students can use to make presentations clearer and easier to interpret (using overheads and inserting pauses by writing in "Breath" or "Pause")

              COMPLEX CONCEPTS AND OBSCURE TERMS 

Many instructors who work regularly with interpreters encourage them to interrupt the class if something becomes too difficult to translate. Interpreters are "professional listeners" trained to decipher all levels of communication.  An interpreter can only interpret what can be heard, so please speak clearly.   When a skilled interpreter experiences difficulty and needs clarification, that is a good indication most students do not understand the information. 
Interpreters are not content experts.  Access to course materials helps provide more accurate information.  It is helpful for the interpreter to have copies of the textbook, course syllabus, and handouts. You may want to give the interpreter a copy of your lecture notes to review.  Before class begins, you may briefly give your interpreter a sense of what you hope to accomplish. 

           Interpreters must fingerspell many terms, names, places, technical vocabulary, etc.  Please write new vocabulary and names on the board. 

          Many idiomatic or conceptual expressions have no linguistic equivalents in other languages. When the Botany professor begins his or her lecture on mushrooms with a statement like "You know I’m a real ‘fun-gi,’" the jest will fall both literally and figuratively on Deaf ears. Sound-based humor, such as puns, is extremely difficult to translate meaningfully into sign. 

Regardless of how well you work with an interpreter, there will be times when s/he will interrupt you for clarification.  An interpreter engaged in a particularly difficult translation may miss subsequent information.  Environmental noises – a student’s cough, for example – may obscure a particularly important word, such as not or don’t. 
WRITTEN TESTS

The Deaf student may ask the interpreter to interpret all or part of a test. For many Deaf students, English is not their first language; so written tests present a type of communication barrier. The Deaf student may have difficulty with the wording of a question or instructions. Interpreters provide a translation of the English text into ASL, not the answer. 

              Consider how a non-native speaker of English might perceive this question: "After reading the selection, what conclusions can you draw about…?"  A second language user might misinterpret the question as requiring drawing a picture. You may ask the interpreter to read over the exam to identify potentially ambiguous test items.  Encourage the Deaf student to ask for interpretation when an item is unclear. 

SEMINARS AND OPEN CLASS DISCUSSION

Free-flowing discussions present a special challenge to interpreters. Such quick-paced interchanges where several students talk at the same time often exclude Deaf students.  Multiple conversations cannot be interpreted.   Fun ways to manage discourse include passing an object, tossing a beanbag, etc. to students requesting the floor.

           Allowing for process time necessitates that the interpretation is behind the speaker.  Conversationally, this places the Deaf student at a great disadvantage. When the Deaf student perceives an opportunity to jump into discussion, the turn usually has already been taken, or the topic changed.

When asking a question, wait until the interpreter has finished signing before calling on students for an answer.  This pause allows Deaf students an opportunity to see the full question and indicate if they wish to participate. 

IN CONCLUSION

              The presence of a Deaf student with an interpreter in your classroom is an opportunity for you to reassess and enhance the communication dynamics of your classes. The best resource for information on your use of interpreters is the interpreter, who is trained in facilitating communication. 

              For many Deaf students, the presence or absence of an interpreter in the classroom can mean the difference between success and failure in college. In addition, without quality instruction, the student has little chance to succeed. Working in tandem, the instructor, the interpreter, other support service providers, and the Deaf student, can tilt the scale in the direction of success!

Note to Instructors

Re: Notetaker

When you have a student requiring notetaking services, you may be asked by the student to help him or her locate a competent notetaker for this course.  If so, please make an announcement at the beginning of the first class to identify a willing student.  If you know a particular student adept at taking notes, you may approach this student directly.

There is a stipend* available per completed semester of notetaking.  I usually ask for volunteers and choose someone before making this known (for obvious reasons.)

If you have more than one volunteer, here is one option:

Have all volunteers take notes the first day and let the student(s) pick the best format for them.  The person whose notes are chosen becomes the notetaker for the entire semester.

Notetakers may need access to a copy machine (at no cost) in your department immediately after class.

Please make available to the student copies of overheads, Power Point notes, lecture notes, etc.  If you provide extensive lecture notes, the student may not need additional notes from a notetaker.  Please discuss this with the student.
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*The stipend is usually $150 per complete semester for the first class and $100 for every class thereafter, unless the class is less than 3 credit hours or involves very little note taking.  
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