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ABSTRACT	  

A	  Phenomenological	  Study	  of	  the	  Relationship	  

Between	  Deaf	  Students	  in	  Higher	  Education	  

and	  their	  Sign	  Language	  Interpreters	  

 

Carrie L. McCray 

Dr. Casandra Harper, Dissertation Chair 

Abstract 

 

This research focuses on the relationship between deaf students in higher 

education who use sign language and need an interpreter to access course content. A sign 

language interpreter is a trained professional who translates between American Sign 

Language or another sign system and English. This phenomenological study draws from 

interviews with 10 deaf students about the working relationship they had with college 

interpreters, focusing on issues of power imbalances between the student and interpreter. 

This study reveals a comprehensive structural description of the essence of the 

interpreting relationship as perceived by participants, which includes key desirable traits 

of interpreters (e.g., attitude, professionalism, language skills, knowledge, and ability to 

understand students’ needs), and power-balancing strategies as used by deaf students in 

unbalanced interpreting relationships (e.g., withdrawal, networking, coalition building, 

ego stroking). Implications for deaf students, interpreters, faculty, interpreter 

coordinators, disability offices, and educators for the deaf are provided. 	  
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CHAPTER	  ONE	  

A	  PHENOMENOLOGICAL	  STUDY	  OF	  THE	  RELATIONSHIP	  BETWEEN	  
DEAF	  STUDENTS	  IN	  HIGHER	  EDUCATION	  AND	  THEIR	  SIGN	  

LANGUAGE	  INTERPRETERS	  

I am a certified sign language interpreter and have been privileged to work in 

higher education as a contracted and staff interpreter. The myriad issues that arise on a 

daily basis to complicate the interpreting process are too numerous to list them all. 

Common examples I have seen as an interpreter include faculty not calling on deaf 

students, peer students not selecting deaf students for group work, and interpreters who 

were not able to accurately put the deaf students’ question into English. As an interpreter 

myself, I can remember telling a deaf student that they needed to “WAIT” because I was 

still processing the teachers comments and I could not handle the additional information 

of the student’s question. I put my hand up and I stopped the student from asking a 

question at a time when the student needed clarification from the teacher. Being an 

interpreter is complicated and the ability to multitask a variety of sources simultaneously 

is difficult, but it is an integral function of the profession. The manner in which I told the 

student to “WAIT” is considered offensive. I gave a gesture like parents give their child, 

with the first finger in the air, essentially saying, “just a minute.” This patronizing 

approach and is not a respectful way to ask for more time as an interpreter.  

In educational settings many times, an interpreter and deaf student are together for 

the duration of the semester and sometimes the complete degree. I worked with three 
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students beginning with their introductory courses all the way through graduation as the 

interpreter for all but a handful of classes. Participants interviewed for this research also 

stated that they frequently had the same interpreter for a full semester per course.  

Students and interpreters generally see each other for a few hours a day, everyday. It can 

be challenging to maintain a neutral professional boundary due to the closeness of an 

interpreting relationship. The interpreter and the deaf student almost become coworkers, 

as they are together regularly. Educational interpreting is one of the few assignments with 

semester based scheduling and the interpreter and deaf student traditionally paired for a 

full semester. Due to the unique nature of the length of many educational interpreting 

assignments, researching the relationship between the deaf student and interpreter seem 

ideal. This is one venue where there is the possibility of a semester length working 

relationship developing, allowing for more insight as to what characteristics are present 

in that relationship. When interpreters only work with a deaf student one or two times, 

there is not an opportunity for a relationship to develop. By talking to students who have 

experienced long-term (semester or longer) arrangements with the same interpreter, I am 

able to identify key components of the relationship they have with their interpreters.   

I worked as an interpreter in higher education for eight years and worked with 

several students. Similar complications arose with each student. As a team, the student 

and I had to work to develop strategies that we would use to identify when information 

needed to be repeated, questions needed to be asked, or if the student was confused and 

needed the interpretation to start over. This process usually took a semester to develop 

and was dependent on the students’ trust in me to keep their best educational interest at 

the focus of my interpretation. I interpreted differently for each of the students I worked 
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with; they each had different preferred signs and styles of interpretations that I had to 

match.   

I did not always meet the students’ expectations and have interpreted classroom 

conversations between deaf students and faculty where the student blamed me the 

interpreter for not interpreting correctly after earning a low score on their exam. It was 

confusing to the faculty when I had to interpret about myself in the third person, 

complaining about my inability to interpret course content. Needless to say, it was not a 

comfortable situation for myself and I imagine for the student either, as they had limited 

avenues of access to complain. To use the interpreter that is supposedly not interpreting 

correctly to complain about the interpreted work could not be easy for the student. 

Interpreting for students with a variety of signing styles and interpreter behavior 

expectations was difficult.  

I also have a connection to this topic as a faculty member responsible for training 

hearing students who want to become sign language interpreters. In the Interpreter 

Preparation Program where I work, we use deaf consumers as an educational resource in 

three of our upper level interpreting skills courses. We ask them what characteristics and 

skills they as deaf consumers are looking for when using interpreters. Deaf students are 

more than willing to share their stories with students, about educational interpreting 

experiences they have encountered as a way to inform future interpreters.  The deaf 

students discuss which behaviors are appreciated and which behaviors need not be 

repeated in interpreting assignments. 

The various interactions that I experienced with deaf students led me to consider 

the need for research examining the interrelationship between interpreters and deaf 
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students. I began to think about how interpreters and deaf students deal with issues of 

power within the relationship after my own realization of how much power I held as the 

interpreter. I realized there are few opportunities for deaf students to discuss issues they 

encounter with interpreters in higher education, to know if their struggles are typical 

across higher educational institutions. Due to the anecdotal nature of my own 

experiences, I wanted to examine the dynamics of the interpreter/student relationship and 

how dynamics might differ at different institutions.  

Purpose	  of	  the	  Study	  

The purpose of this study is to analyze the interaction between deaf college 

students and sign language interpreters. Issues of power infuse the relationship, as the 

deaf student is a member of a linguistic minority and isolated from most communication 

without the use of an interpreter. The word deaf has several meanings and is used 

specifically within this research. Deafness is a cultural and linguistic affiliation to a 

community with shared language and culture; the D is capitalized, as it is a proper name. 

The term deafness is specifically referring to hearing loss therefore, not capitalized (Lane, 

Hoffmeister, & Bahan, 1996).  For this study, deaf will be used for all participants, as 

identification with the Deaf community was not a focus of this research. The interpreter 

controls incoming and outgoing information from the deaf individual. The perceptions of 

deaf students are largely absent in the current research. This research will develop a 

structural description of the experience of deaf students in higher education with an 

interpreter. There is a lack of data concerning the inter-relational aspect of interpreting, 

one of the most common accommodations provided to deaf students (Lang, 2002; 

Sanderson, Siple, & Lyons, 1999).  
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The study is guided by the following research questions: 

1) What are the dynamics of the relationship between Deaf students and their 

interpreter(s)?  

2) How do the relationship traits as identified by deaf students reflect the 

qualities listed by Napier (2011) as the ideal interpreter?  

3) If the interpreter/student relationship is inequitable, what power-balancing 

strategies do deaf students employ?  

This research focuses on the relationship between deaf students in higher 

education who use sign language and need an interpreter to access course content. A sign 

language interpreter is a trained professional who translates between American Sign 

Language or another sign system and English.  Current estimates state the range of deaf 

and hard of hearing students at 24,000 to 345,000 attending college (Richardson, 

Marschark, Thomastine, & Sapere, 2010; Schroedel, Watson, & Ashmore, 2004). Of this 

deaf and hard of hearing student population, only approximately 2,400 deaf students 

attend the two deaf institutions of higher education: Gallaudet and the National Technical 

Institute for the Deaf (Gallaudet, 2011; RIT, 2012).  The learning environment at a deaf 

centered institution is primarily direct instruction from the faculty member through the 

use of sign language. The learning environment at a mainstream institution would be 

through accommodations (interpreter, notes, captioning). There are also in-between 

colleges, which are mainstream institutions that offer programs focused on deafness or 

designated as an outreach program for deaf students, affiliated with either Gallaudet or 

the National Technical Institute for the deaf. There are many mainstream colleges with 

more than 50 deaf students enrolled. These intuitions have more than one staff interpreter 
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and are perceived as better equipped to accommodate deaf students. While institutions 

with special programming are available to deaf students, there are many deaf students 

attending colleges and universities without a set program focused on deafness. Many 

institutions provide interpreting or other accommodative services to a handful of students 

with a hearing loss on their campuses. These institutions generally do not have a staff 

interpreter but are providing interpreting services as needed through an agency or 

alternative referral system.  The availability and selection of interpreters is often reduced. 

The deaf students in my study are enrolled in all of these categories: deaf programs, large 

population of deaf students without a deaf program, and a small number of deaf students 

with limited access to services.  

It is important to study the dynamics at play within the relationship between deaf 

students and interpreters because interpreters are the most common accommodation 

provided to deaf students (Lang, 2002; Sanderson et al., 1999), and the most used avenue 

for communication in the higher education classroom. The dynamics of the 

student/interpreter relationship could influence the deaf students’ connection to the 

university, connection to peers, academic success, and overall success in college 

(Harrington, 2005).  This study is also needed as interpreters have a tremendous amount 

of power influencing peer and faculty perceptions about the deaf student (McIntire & 

Sanderson, 1995) on top of controlling information to and from the deaf student. Deaf 

students degree completion rate in higher education is below the national average of 

55.5% (National Center for Education Statistics, 2009), with only 25-30% of deaf 

students obtaining a baccalaureate degree (Marschark, Lang, & Albertini, 2002; Stinson 

& Walter, 1997).   
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Research on the interactions between interpreters and deaf students could show a 

relationship between successful interpreting relationships and persistence in college. 

Power-dependence theory serves as the conceptual framework for the study, which focus 

on hierarchical structuring that could exist between the deaf student and interpreter. The 

profiles created through the interview process will provide detailed experiences from deaf 

students’ perspectives.   

Each deaf student approaches their education from an individualized path of 

family communication, language development, auditory abilities and educational 

experiences. This individualization is why Myers and Taylor (2000) stated “there is no 

general rule to describe deaf and hard of hearing students” (p. 15). Several components of 

deaf students educational backgrounds and learning styles have been analyzed for 

possible causes as to the lack of deaf student academic success (Allen, 1994; Cuculick & 

Kelly, 2003; Davis & Kelly, 2003; Jambor & Elliott, 2005; Lukomski, 2007; Marschark 

et al., 2006; Marschark et al., 2005; Marschark, Sapere, Convertino, & Seewagen, 2005).  

While most research has focused on academic skills, new research on the 

postsecondary setting examines interpretation and language access (Harrington, 2000, 

2005; Jacobs, 1977; Marschark, Sapere, Convertino, Seewagen, & Maltzen, 2004; 

Napier, 2002, 2011; Sanderson et al., 1999). Deaf students report understanding less than 

85% of the course content when interpreted (Jacobs, 1977; Lang, 2002; Napier, 2002). 

The research of Marschark et al. (2004) found that deaf students learn from interpreted 

lectures but deaf students do not start from the same knowledge base as their hearing 

peers. Napier (2002, 2011) examined both professional and communication concerns 

between deaf consumers and interpreters.  Harrington (2000, 2005) examined interactions 
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between the student, faculty, and interpreter to identify what changes needed to be made 

in order for communication to be more effective. His research was the first to include 

context of the interpreting environment: location, sounds, temperature, and psychological 

influences and how the environment impacted the success of the interpreted content. His 

research discussed how lighting and arrangement of the room impacted sight lines and 

the student’s ability to focus on the interpreter.  

The experience of deaf students in higher education is predominantly anecdotal. 

This research will examine the interpreter and deaf student relationship and develop a 

comprehensive description of participants’ experiences. More information detailing the 

essence of the interpreting relationship would benefit the profession of interpreting and 

the education of deaf students, as understanding the dynamics of this relationship is 

critical to helping deaf students succeed and to better train future interpreters.  

Overview	  of	  the	  Literature	  

The number of deaf students attending predominantly hearing institutions is 

increasing due to legislative initiatives like the Education for All Handicapped Children 

Act and the ADA (Karchmer & Mitchell, 2003; Moores, 2001; Seal, 2004). Many of 

these students require academic accommodations in the classroom, with the most 

common accommodation provided being a sign language interpreter (Lang, 2002; 

Sanderson et al., 1999). More research is needed to identify the characteristics of the 

relationship between the deaf student and interpreter. The current literature will discuss 

historical oppression, sign language interpreting in higher education, and interpreting 

relationship dynamics. The summary of the literature will highlight the gap in the 
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research and reinforce the need for research on the characteristics of the interpreter-deaf 

student relationship.  

Historical	  Oppression	  

Deafness is a unique cultural minority, as the culture is not passed down 

generation to generation within families. Most deaf children are born to hearing families; 

therefore, they acquire cultural information from peers and deaf role models at school 

(Mitchell & Karchmer, 2004). Deaf individuals commonly report feeling isolated at home 

within their families (Lane, 1992). The medical profession advises parents not sign with 

their deaf child, and only 10% of parents actually learn to sign (Lane et al., 1996). Deaf 

children experience isolation at home and in school by parents who do not learn sign and 

by teachers or interpreters who sign very little (Lane et al., 1996; Seal, 2004; Winston, 

2004). Isolation experienced at home and school carries over into social and occupational 

arenas as well.  

Additional oppression occurs in the employment sector. It is common for deaf 

workers to be overlooked for positions due to their hearing loss. This form of oppression 

is now referred to as Audism, or discrimination based upon hearing status (Lane, 1992).  

This discrimination can impact the relationship between the deaf person and the 

interpreter, as the deaf person has to overlook past unfairness by individuals with hearing. 

In order for the working relationship to be successful, there has to be mutual respect and 

trust between the deaf person and the interpreter (Ostrove & Olivia, 2010).  Interactions 

between hearing and deaf individuals are packed with power dynamics due to auditory 

deficiencies and linguistic differences. Power dynamics are woven into relationships at 
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home, work, and school for many deaf individuals. Lack of access for the deaf is 

pervasive, resulting in reduced access at home, school, and in the greater community. 

Higher	  Education	  

 It is difficult to identify an exact number representing deaf students 

enrolled in higher education. Current literature includes enrollment figures approximately 

25,000 deaf and hard of hearing students (Richardson et al., 2010). The National Center 

for Education Statistics Stats in Brief reported that of students with a disability, 16% 

reported a hearing loss (Hurst & Smerdo, 2002). Many deaf students are able to self 

accommodate and do not use accommodations through the office of disability services, 

which skews deaf numbers (Schroedel et al., 2004). In 1998, interpreting was provided as 

an academic accommodation at 45% of colleges and universities (Hurst & Smerdo, 

2002). With interpreting as one of the most common accommodations provided at nearly 

half of the colleges and universities, it is surprising that there is very little research 

analyzing the interpreting relationship or more specifically, the experience of a deaf 

student within the interpreting relationship. 

Legislative	  Involvement. Higher education institutions did not open their doors 

willingly to students with hearing loss, it took federal legislation to mandate students with 

various disabilities be provided the opportunity to attend (Cokely, 2005; Humphrey & 

Alcorn, 2007). The Rehabilitation Act of 1973, Section 504 is seen as opening the door 

for students with disabilities. The act required institutions to provide accommodations 

that would allow the student with disabilities an opportunity to be successful in the 

classroom. For many deaf students, this accommodation was a sign language interpreter. 

Additional legislation in the form of the Americans with Disabilities Act (1990) 
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continued to open doors by including the private sector of business and education in 

providing access to individuals with disabilities.  

Deaf	  Students. The research on deaf students is minimal, but growing in areas of 

K-12 education and academics, but very little focuses on higher education. Much of the 

current literature focuses on skills possessed by deaf students in comparison to skills of 

hearing peers (Kelly, Lang, Mousley, & Davis, 2003; Luckner, Sebald, Cooney, III, & 

Muir, 2005/2006; Marschark, Pelz et al., 2005; Marschark, Sapere et al., 2005). There has 

been a recent increase in the publication of research focused on deaf students in higher 

education and their experiences in college with sign language interpreters (Harrington, 

2000, 2005; Napier, 2002; Napier & Barker, 2004). These studies discuss 

accommodation provision, frustration with courses and faculty, and interpreting concerns.  

Additional research by Napier (2011) focuses on the interpreting relationship and 

expectations of deaf consumers, hearing consumers, and interpreters in Australia. This 

research is not based on specifically the educational setting, but the general setting of 

interpreting assignments.  This research used data collected through focus groups to 

identify the “ideal” interpreter characteristics, which were: knowledge, understanding 

their needs, strong language skills, professionalism, and possessing a good attitude. These 

characteristics offer a current definition of what deaf consumers are looking for in an 

interpreter. This definition will be compared to comments of the participants. 

Interpreting	  Dynamics	  	  

 The interpreting field evolved from a purely volunteer service to a 

profession beginning in 1965 (Cerney, 2004, 2005; Humphrey & Alcorn, 2007; Stewart, 

Schein, & Cartwright, 2004; Witter-Merithew & Johnson, 2005). Prior to 
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professionalization of interpreting, hearing individuals were asked by members of the 

deaf community to attend an event or appointment to interpret as a personal favor 

(Forestal, 2005). This process enabled the deaf consumer to monitor who was present at 

appointments and meetings, and therefore monitor who was involved in private 

conversations (Cokely, 2005; Witter-Merithew & Johnson, 2005). With passage of the 

Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), interpreting was identified as an appropriate 

accommodation and responsibility for securing services shifted to medical or business 

personnel. This shift was both positive and a negative for the deaf community; 

accommodations are now provided and at no cost to the deaf person, but control over 

who provides interpreting bypasses the deaf consumer (Cerney, 2004; Cokely, 2005; 

McIntire & Sanderson, 1995; Witter-Merithew & Johnson, 2005).  

Changes in hiring procedures for interpreters was one issue causing insecurity in 

the deaf community; another was interpreters learning American Sign Language in a 

classroom, external to the deaf community. Interpreters shifted from being family or 

friends to distant acquaintances or strangers. Some interpreters maintained a relationship 

with the deaf community by attending social functions, and attending deaf church, but 

many new interpreters viewed interpreting as a “job” with no need for social reciprocity 

(Cearney, 2005; Cokely, 2005). The deaf community met this change with resistance, as 

they felt many interpreters were taking advantage of their hearing privilege and 

benefitting monetarily off the communication needs of deaf individuals. The lack of 

familiarity and camaraderie with interpreters has been a difficult change for some in the 

deaf community.  
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Additional separation between the deaf community and interpreters occurred with 

the establishment of the Registry of Interpreters for the Deaf (RID) in 1965. The 

organization identified the need for more training of interpreters as the need for 

interpreters far outweighed the supply (Cerney, 2004, 2005; Humphrey & Alcorn, 2007; 

Stewart et al., 2004). The Code of Ethics was established by the RID and seen by some 

deaf as interpreters creating a barrier to involvement with the deaf community (Cokely, 

2005). The code focused on not advising consumers, thinking about conflicts of interest 

(interpreting for family and close friends) and working to maintain neutrality in an 

interpretation (RID, 2010).  The Code of Ethics has been revised several times and the 

current code (Code of Professional Conduct) was created with input from deaf 

individuals and interpreters respecting both constituents (RID, 2010).  The new Code of 

Professional Conduct is more widely accepted by the deaf community and provides for 

more clarification as to the intent of the code. 

Interpreting for a deaf client is influenced by the historical baggage of 

professionalization, but also by individual educational placements of the deaf consumer. 

Interpreting in higher education is different than interpreting in elementary/secondary 

schools and freelance community interpreting. The Individual Education Plan (IEP) as 

determined by educational professionals and parents (Seal, 2004; Winston, 2004) 

structures elementary and secondary educational interpreting. This differs from 

interpreting in higher education as class schedules are rarely from 8:00 a.m.-3:00 p.m. 

and students must self-advocate for academic accommodations. Normally an interpreter 

is scheduled each semester by class (Seal, 2004). Colleges are required to provide 

accommodations but it is the deaf students’ responsibility to determine what is needed for 
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communication, be it an interpreter, note taker, or captioning (Seal, 2004). The student, 

once in higher education, must assume responsibilities previously taken by parents and 

educational professionals.  

The majority of research on interpreting in higher education focuses on 

quantifying the data and little attention is given to students’ perceptions of the 

interpreting process (Firth & Manuel, 2006; Harrington, 2000, 2005; Jacobs, 1977; 

Komesaroff, 2005; McKee, 2008; Napier, 2002, 2011; Napier & Barker, 2004). Most 

research is focused on comprehension and academic skills of deaf students compared to 

hearing peers (Bull, 2008; Cuculick & Kelly, 2003; Karchmer & Mitchell, 2003; Kelly, 

2008; Kelly et al., 2003; Marschark, Convernino, & Larock, 2006; Marschark et al., 

2002; Marschark, Leigh et al., 2006; Marschark, Pelz et al., 2005; Marschark et al., 

2004).  Past research has found that deaf students understand between 50-85% of 

interpreted classroom information (Lang, 2002; Napier & Barker, 2004). Additional 

research examined difficulties in obtaining qualified interpreters (Komesaroff, 2005), as 

well as interpreter difficulties in managing the classroom environment (Harrington, 2000, 

2005). There is a lack of research on how deaf students experience the interpreting 

relationship. 

Conceptual	  Framework	  

 Power-dependence theory analyzes social exchanges between individuals. Deaf 

students are the centerpiece of this study, focusing on their impressions of and 

experiences with interpreters in higher education. The interpreting process between the 

deaf student and the sign language interpreter represents a social exchange of information 

with each approaching the exchange with differing needs and expectations influencing 
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the communication relationship. When one member of the relationship is more dependent 

than the other, a power differential is established and the probability for conflict and 

frustration increases (Emerson, 1962; Gill, 1999; Molm, 2007). The relationship between 

the deaf individual and the hearing interpreter cannot help but experience a power 

differential; the deaf person is more dependent in the relationship due to language access. 

The hearing interpreter controls information access to the deaf individual, setting up 

possible conflicts within the exchange relationship.  

There are identified strategies within power-dependence theory used by less 

powerful members in the relationship as a way to balance power. These strategies include 

withdrawal, networking, coalition building, and ego stroking (Emerson, 1962, 1972). 

These strategies are seen as possible avenues for the less powerful individuals to take 

back control or power within the relationship. These strategies work in different ways to 

minimize the control of the more powerful person, either through manipulation or 

formulation of additional networks. When the less powerful individual creates additional 

networks, dependence upon the privileged individual is lessened along with their power.  

Issues of power relate to the deaf community as hearing interpreters are needed to 

provide access for the deaf community, but interpreters are members of a majority culture 

who at times could construct deafness as a disability. The hearing interpreter holds 

control or power, as they the deaf student’s main avenue for information. The hearing 

interpreter holds the key to the interpreted exchange and has the ability to alter the 

success of the interaction.  
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Research	  Design	  

I interviewed 10 deaf students, representing experiences from 19 institutions 

(community colleges, state universities, private liberal arts colleges, and private religious 

affiliated colleges) in 10 different states, in order to understand the essence of the 

interpreting relationship. Of the deaf students interviewed, nine were current 

undergraduate students and one student had already graduated. Interviews were 60-90 

minutes long, conducted by telephone or videophone, with each interview video-recorded 

or audio-recorded for the purpose of interpretation and transcription. The interviews were 

conversational in nature but followed a semi-structured interview format. 

Phenomenological protocol guided the analysis of the data and development of the 

textural and structural descriptions for each interview and the comprehensive description 

of the 10 participants together. This study about deaf students’ experiences with their sign 

language interpreters adds weight to anecdotal stories to deaf students’ experiences and 

provides the research community with documentation of the factors influencing the 

essence of this relationship.  

Summary	  

There is little research on deaf students and even less research focusing 

specifically on the relationship between the deaf student and the interpreter. Research has 

identified areas of weakness in educational preparedness, deficiencies in comprehending 

interpreted information, and oppressive outcomes between hearing and deaf interactions. 

What remains understudied is the interpreting relationship and its characteristics, how 

deaf students experience the relationship, whether it surrounded by power dynamics and, 

if so, how deaf students mediate those dynamics. 
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CHAPTER	  TWO	  

OVERVIEW	  OF	  THE	  LITERATURE	  

Research has traditionally examined academic and language issues when 

examining deaf students’ in education, leaving the relationship of deaf students and their 

interpreter out of the equation.  But now that more deaf students are attending 

predominantly hearing colleges and universities than institutions designed for deaf 

instruction (Education, 2009a, 2009b); more institutions are responsible for providing 

academic accommodations (Hurst & Smerdo, 2002). One of the most common academic 

accommodations for deaf students is a sign language interpreter (Lang, 2002; Sanderson 

et al., 1999). While interpreting is a common accommodation for deaf students, there is 

little to no research on how deaf students and interpreters work together. What does the 

interrelationship look like between student and interpreter and how do deaf students 

experience this relationship? Much of the current literature evaluates deaf students 

academic knowledge in Mathematics (Bull, 2008; Davis & Kelly, 2003; Kelly, 2008; 

Kelly et al., 2003) and reading (English) skills (Bochner, 2005; Cuculick & Kelly, 2003; 

Kelly, Albertini, & Shannon, 2001; Luckner, Sebald, Young, & Muir, 2005/2006; Miller, 

2005) in elementary and secondary settings. The few studies focused on interpreting 

examine the deaf student’s comprehension, not the interpreting relationship (Jacobs, 

1977; Marschark, Leigh et al., 2006; Marschark, Sapere et al., 2005; Marschark et al., 

2004). Considering that just under half of all colleges and universities (45%) report 

providing interpreters as an academic accommodation (Hurst & Smerdo, 2002), it is 
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critical to understand the working relationship between the interpreter and the deaf 

student. 

The studies focused on student/interpreter relationships are qualitative in design. 

These researchers focused on interviews of deaf individuals discussing interactions and 

dynamics of a relationship with interpreters (Firth & Manuel, 2006; Napier, 2011; Napier 

& Barker, 2004). Deaf students discuss the degree of linguistic success experienced when 

working with sign language interpreters, but do not examine the power dynamics within 

that relationship. The lack of attention to how power plays a role in the relationship 

between deaf students and an interpreter supports the need for research on the topic. The 

dynamics of the interpreting relationship is embedded within a history of linguistic and 

cultural oppression brought forth by hearing individuals (Charlton, 2006; Lane et al., 

1996; Mindess, Holcomb, Langholtz, & Moyers, 2006). Understanding oppression upon 

deaf individuals and the history of interpreting is integral to understanding the working 

relationship, as a successful relationship must overcome the historical tension between 

the two entities.  

The work of interpreting is linked closely to the deaf community, as interpreters 

have been around as long as there have been deaf people (Solow, 2000; Stewart et al., 

2004). Prior to the 1960’s interpreters were family members or friends who volunteered 

their services as an interpreter. Since the 1960s, interpreting has grown into a paid 

profession and financially a boon for hearing individuals, leaving the deaf friend or 

family member behind, both professionally and economically (Cokely, 2005; Stewart et 

al., 2004). Qualifications of who can become an interpreter, as well as what constitutes 

skill as an interpreter, is now determined by organizations like the Registry of Interpreters 
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for the deaf (RID) with minimal deaf input. The deaf community often mistrusts hearing 

individuals, including interpreters, due to the history of negative interactions (Cokely, 

2005; Lane, 1992). The dynamics of the relationship are identified in this study, focusing 

on how deaf students in higher education experience working with interpreters.  

This chapter begins with an overview of the historical oppression experienced by 

deaf individuals in general and within education. The impact of legislative action on 

access to higher education for deaf students, details the previous research on deaf 

students in higher education, as well as deaf students’ expectations of a good interpreter 

will also be explained. Interpreter paradigms responsible for influencing the role of the 

interpreter within the communication exchange will also be discussed. This chapter also 

provides a detailed description of power-dependence theory, which guide this research 

through data collection procedures and analysis.  

Historical	  Oppression	  

Family.	  Deaf children of hearing parents are the only culture where the child is of 

a different linguistic minority than the parents (Lane, 1992). Deaf children do not learn 

about Deaf culture or American Sign Language (the language of the Deaf community) 

from their parents, but from peers or older deaf role models (Lane et al., 1996; Mitchell 

& Karchmer, 2004). Typically when hearing parents are told their child is deaf, they seek 

advice from medical professionals. The pathological approach to deafness is riddled with 

audiological visits and professionals instructing parents to not sign with their children, 

but to speak (Lane, 1992). Parents not signing with their deaf child creates a barrier to 

meaningful communication and the child feeling connected to the family.  Many deaf 

individuals report feeling left out and isolated within their family due to parents and 
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siblings not signing (Lane et al., 1996). This lack of communication is often the initial 

phase of isolation the deaf child will feel in the family.  When family members do not 

learn to sign and they insist on the deaf child lip-reading and speaking, it is often so 

frustrating for deaf children that they will disconnect from the family (Andrews, Leigh, & 

Weiner, 2004). Deaf children learn early on that they are different from the rest of the 

family and isolation becomes a common consequence to strained communication. 

Education. The isolation experienced at home is also encountered when the deaf 

child attends school. The educational placement of deaf children is overwhelmingly in 

the mainstream setting; some 88% of deaf children now attend public education through 

the use of an interpreter (Lane et al., 1996; Seal, 2004). Many interpreters are not 

qualified to work in the educational system due to poor signing skills, but are hired 

anyway due to a shortage of interpreters (Schick, Williams, & Kupermintz, 2006; 

Winston, 2004). The hiring of poorly qualified interpreters impacts the educational 

development of the deaf child. Many schools do not even require an evaluation of the 

interpreters’ skills nor do they require interpreter certification. Jones (2004) reported that 

50% of educational interpreters held no certification and 58% of educational interpreters 

were not evaluated on signing skills prior to hiring. The majority of educational 

interpreters have not shown fluency in using sign language, which could negatively 

influence the foundation of the deaf child’s educational future (Jones, 2004). The lack of 

qualifications of the interpreter can also impact the deaf child socially (Seal, 2004).  

Hearing peers in the classroom are generally interested in learning sign for a few weeks 

before losing interest, leaving the deaf child to socialize with the interpreter (Seal, 2004). 

The interpreter is often the language model and only friend of the deaf student, limiting 
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access to age appropriate language and social interactions. If the deaf student arrives at 

college and expects the interpreter to be their friend, this could create a disadvantage for 

the deaf student, as they have not learned cultural norms on how to use a sign language 

interpreter.  

Professionals. Additional oppression stems from the professional community. 

One of the most well known individuals involved with deafness is Alexander Graham 

Bell. To many he is revered as the man who invented the telephone, the son of a deaf 

mother, and spouse to a deaf wife. But to many in the deaf community, he is noted for 

attempting to eradicate American Sign Language and Deaf culture (Lane, 1992; Lane et 

al., 1996). Alexander Graham Bell was a proponent of sterilizing deaf individuals and 

pushed legislation to deny deaf marriages (Cerney, 2004; Lane, 1992). Bell was 

instrumental in developing educational facilities for deaf students that taught through lip-

reading and speech (Cerney, 2004). Students enrolled at these schools were not allowed 

to sign. Bell was involved in the “oral” movement in the early 1900s that eventually took 

over every state school for the deaf in the country until not a single deaf school used 

signs in the classroom by the 1930s (Cerney, 2004). Bell’s goal was to limit deaf people’s 

access to other deaf people and increase access to the general public so deafness would 

become extinct. Bell’s involvement in repressing deaf marriage and language makes him 

one of the least liked individuals in the deaf community. 

Additional professional oppression stems from members of the medical 

community researching deafness, using deaf children and adults as guinea pigs. 

Historically, medical experiments (electrodes to ears, leeches, probing the Eustachian 

tube, and blistering) were performed on deaf individuals in an effort to cure deafness 
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(Lane, 1992). Today science is more humane, but still invasive and possibly dangerous 

medical experimentation continues to happen. The most recent experiment is the 

“cochlear implant” surgery that inserts an electrode into the cochlea of the ear and 

connects a computerized processor to the individual’s head, enabling the deaf person to 

hear sounds (Lane et al., 1996).  There are more than 37,000 deaf children and adults 

with this device implanted in their heads (Carter, 2010). This surgery has numerous 

dangers including but not limited to: facial nerve paralysis, taste disturbance, constant 

ringing of the ears, vertigo, leakage of perilymph fluid in the brain, and meningitis (U.S. 

Food and Drug Administration, 2010).  The deaf community does not accept the constant 

search for a cure to deafness, it is seen as another rejection by the hearing majority.  

Employment. Additional frustrations for the deaf community revolve around 

employment and the ability to maintain gainful employment. All too often deaf 

individuals are underemployed or unemployed. Deaf workers are commonly employed in 

blue-collar occupations: skilled or unskilled laborers (Andrews et al., 2004). Traditional 

occupations for deaf workers are printing presses and the post office. These positions are 

so entrenched within deaf employment that many deaf schools created vocational 

programming providing training in these trades prior to graduation from high school 

(Lane et al., 1996). Unfortunately, increases in technology are eliminating the number of 

employees needed in these positions, reducing employment opportunities for many deaf 

workers. Deaf workers have had to diversify their employment opportunities. In recent 

years, the number of deaf individuals employed in administrative and business 

professions has increased (Andrews et al., 2004). Deaf individuals make less in these 

positions and they face negative expectations of abilities by hearing peers and 
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supervisors. Deaf individuals are a linguistic minority and work daily to prove their worth 

in the hearing workforce. The lack of acceptance of abilities and strengths is yet another 

common oppressive experience among members of the deaf community.  

The deaf community experiences great frustration over hearing professionals 

refusing to accept deafness as a linguistic minority. The lack of acceptance by the hearing 

majority plays a role in deaf interactions with hearing persons on a regular basis. The 

history of oppression connects to this study, as deaf students in college must rely on a 

hearing person (interpreter) for information and access. This dependence can create 

tension and is at the heart of this research. Identifying how deaf students use interpreters 

in higher education and how they experience the interpreting relationship will further 

increase overall understanding on the inter-relational aspect of interpreting.  

Higher	  Education	  

An exact number of deaf students attending American higher education 

institutions is difficult to obtain. Recent figures estimate the enrollment of deaf and hard 

of hearing students to be between 24,000 (Richardson et al., 2010) and 345,000 

(Schroedel et al., 2004). It is difficult to obtain an accurate number of deaf students due 

to the individualized impact of hearing loss (Schroedel et al., 2004). Individuals can be 

auditorially deaf and not require the university to provide accommodations as they are 

able to self accommodate with hearing aids and/or lip-reading.  A more exact number of 

sign language using deaf students would be beneficial, but the impact of deaf students is 

evident based on the accommodations universities provide.  Of the 5,040 institutions of 

higher education, roughly 45% or 2,268 institutions report providing interpreters for deaf 

students (Hurst & Smerdo, 2002). Additional statistics concerning deaf students state that 
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only 25% persist to degree attainment (Marschark et al., 2002; Stinson & Walter, 1997). 

Several studies have stated deaf students report comprehending only 50-85% of the 

interpreted material in college classes (Lang, 2002; Napier & Barker, 2004) and struggles 

with communication in the higher educational classroom (Stinson, Yufang, Rosemary, & 

Long, 1996). These studies fail to include information on the relationship between the 

deaf student and the sign language interpreter.  

More research on the interpreting relationship is necessary in order to determine 

how deaf students experience the interpreting relationship. This literature review will 

highlight key components of legislation impacting deaf students, characteristics of deaf 

students in higher education as well as interpreting dynamics and the key relationship 

components of deaf/hearing partnerships.  Understanding the experiences of deaf students 

in higher education and common characteristics of student/interpreter relationships are 

the first steps to understanding the demands on deaf students working with an interpreter 

in higher education.   

Legislative	  Involvement	  

 Prior to the 1970s, access to higher education was extremely limited for 

deaf students. Opportunities for deaf students to attend higher education were limited to a 

few select institutions that specialized in educating the deaf (Cerney, 2004). Gallaudet 

University and the National Technical Institute for the deaf are both deaf institutions 

providing academic instruction through sign language. Gallaudet University was 

established through a congressional bill, signed by President Lincoln in 1864 (Gallaudet, 

2011; Lane et al., 1996). Gallaudet remains a deaf liberal arts institution focused on 

education of deaf students and has since begun offering graduate degrees. The National 
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Technical Institute for the deaf was also initiated through passage of congressional 

legislation in 1965 (RIT, 2011). The institution began to grant degrees in 1968 as a sub 

college of the Rochester Institute of Technology (RIT, 2011). These institutions were 

designed specifically to meet the linguistic and cultural needs of deaf students. Deaf 

students were limited in access to higher education as only two locations offered 

curriculum in a signed format. Prior to the 1970’s a deaf student had to attend one of 

these institutions if they desired accommodations, as schools were not required to provide 

interpreters or other accommodations. Future legislation opened the doors of higher 

education for deaf students. 

Rehabilitation Act of 1973, specifically Section 504 (Cokely, 2005; Humphrey & 

Alcorn, 2007) influenced general access to higher education for disabled students 

(including deaf). This legislation mandated organizations or agencies that provide service 

to the public and receive federal funds be accountable for providing accommodations to 

individuals with disabilities (Cokely, 2005; Simon, 1999) thus including all colleges and 

universities receiving federal funds. The legislation required institutions to provide 

appropriate accommodations to students when requested. This legislation began the 

process of opening doors for deaf students; the options of higher education were no 

longer limited to two deaf focused institutions, but the institution of their choice. 

Congress took additional steps to open doors for individuals with disabilities with 

passage of the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) in 1990. The ADA expanded upon 

the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 by defining key terminology and expanding 

accommodation rights. Title III of the ADA opened doors to private educational facilities 
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for deaf students (Simon, 1999). This legislation opened the door a bit wider adding 

opportunities for deaf students to attend higher education.  

Legislation has played a huge role in providing access for deaf students to attend 

higher education with necessary accommodations. The fact that access was only provided 

post legislation is representative of the historical linguistic oppression of deaf individuals.  

Many schools still try to avoid providing accommodations to deaf students; it is a 

constant battle for some to have interpreters in their classrooms (Komesaroff, 2005). 

While legislation provided for interpreters and other accommodations in higher 

education, there remains a lack of qualified interpreters (Cerney, 2004, 2005; Winston, 

2004). Due to the number of institutions who report providing interpreter for students on 

their campus, it would seem important to understand the influence of this 

accommodation. The best way to understand more on how interpreting works in the 

higher education classroom is through the direct experience of those using interpreters in 

the classroom, deaf students.  

Deaf	  Students	  

Few researchers have studied deaf students’ experiences in higher education. 

Much of the available research focuses on deaf students’ comprehension of academic 

content in higher education (Jacobs, 1977; Lang, 2002; Marschark et al., 2002; 

Marschark, Sapere et al., 2005; Marschark et al., 2004). Most of this research is 

conducted at one institution that educates a large population of deaf students and is not 

necessarily the norm across campuses. Much of the current research also focuses on 

quantitative evaluations of deaf students’ comprehension of interpreted lectures in the 
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post secondary classroom. This research does not examine interpersonal issues related to 

the interpreting relationship.  

Learning.	  Deaf students do not begin a college lecture with the same amount of 

common information as hearing peers. Multiple researchers have concluded that deaf 

students enter the college classroom with less general knowledge (Marschark, Pelz et al., 

2005; Marschark, Sapere et al., 2005; Marschark et al., 2004). General knowledge is 

information gained through daily interactions with others and listening to other 

conversations in passing. The cause of any deficiency in general knowledge is not 

identified or even investigated in these studies. The intent of these studies is to look at 

information gained by the interpreted lecture. It is hard to compare end result scores 

between deaf and hearing peers due to the deficits in general knowledge that skew the 

deaf students’ scores. Research shows deaf students benefit from the lectured material, 

but they are not starting the lecture with the same knowledge as hearing peers.  

Additional aspects of the research discuss differences in the amount of 

information deaf and hearing students learn.  When comparing pre- and post-test 

evaluations administered deaf students gained knowledge and understanding on the topic 

discussed, but not at the same rate as hearing peers. The hearing students outscored the 

deaf students 85-90% to 55-60%  (Marschark, Sapere et al., 2005; Marschark et al., 

2004). The lack of general knowledge seems to impact the learning of the deaf student. 

Several studies have reported deaf students claiming to understand only 50-85% of the 

interpreted information in class (Lang, 2002; Napier & Barker, 2004). The reasons for 

lack of comprehension were not discussed, but raise areas for further research. It is 
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important to analyze the interpreting relationship and determine whether certain 

behaviors or characteristics stress the interpreting relationship. 

Additional complications to understanding the interpreted lecture relate to 

managing the classroom environment. In a study of elementary and secondary students, 

difficulty in learning through an interpreter and class dynamics drastically were discussed 

as factors in misunderstood information (Kurz & Langer, 2005). When classes utilized 

discussion and group work, deaf students’ felt stress trying to follow all the information. 

There are also institutional barriers to success for deaf students by way of class layout 

and sight lines (Harrington, 2000). Managing the class environment can be difficult at 

times as interpreters generally lag behind the speaker, making following fast paced 

discussion group work difficult to manage.  

Accommodation. The current body of research is primarily focused on the 

academic outcomes of the deaf student. Interpreting as an accommodation was evaluated 

in the same studies to determine the accuracy of the interpretation (Marschark, Sapere et 

al., 2005; Marschark et al., 2004). Interpreters were video recorded and evaluated to 

determine accuracy. Interpreting is a complicated task, and the possibility for error in the 

interpretation is high (Marschark et al., 2004; Mindess et al., 2006), but the 

interpretations used were shown to be accurate.  In the current research, interpreting is an 

effective form of relaying course content, but this research has not been replicated. More 

research is needed on interpreting as an accommodation, as well as the influence of the 

interpersonal relationship in the interpreted classroom. 

There are several approaches to interpreting the college classroom available to the 

interpreter and the deaf student. The type of interpretation most successful for students in 
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higher education was also a question (Marschark, Leigh et al., 2006; Napier & Barker, 

2004). Students were asked in interviews (Napier & Barker, 2004) and through 

experiments varying interpreted vs. transliterated lectures and testing scores (Marschark, 

Leigh et al., 2006). A transliteration is when the interpreter provides the lecture following 

English grammar and using English-like signing lexicon where an interpretation follows 

American Sign Language grammatical structures. Researchers found that deaf students’ 

learning did not differ depending on the format of sign they were provided but students 

did have a preference for either interpreting or transliterating (Marschark, Leigh et al., 

2006; Napier & Barker, 2004). Several students preferred a combination of the two 

modalities, as it allowed the interpreter to process overarching concepts but transliterate 

the minute vocabulary included in a lecture that might show up on an exam. 

 Common frustrations of deaf students when dealing with interpreters were 

highlighted by several studies through interviews with deaf students (Napier & Barker, 

2004; Smith, 2004). Students expressed frustration with interpreters lacking professional 

and linguistic skills were most common. Interpreter competence has been questioned in 

all aspects of educational interpreting (Mindess et al., 2006; Winston, 2004), with several 

research studies focusing on poor professional choices made by interpreters (Komesaroff, 

2005; Kurz & Langer, 2005; Mindess et al., 2006; Winston, 2004). A recent study 

identified, through focus group data, positive professional behaviors of interpreters 

(Napier, 2011). A select few studies analyze interpreting skills as a frustration in the 

classroom for deaf students, but the relationship between the deaf student and the 

interpreter remain a mystery. It is unclear if all deaf students experience the same highs 
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and lows with interpreters. It is also important to understand the relationship from the 

deaf student’s perspective, as they are the ones living it.  

The most common accommodation provided to deaf students is a sign language 

interpreter, but many deaf students also use CART (Computer Assisted realtime 

Captioning) in the classroom (Lang, 2002; Sanderson et al., 1999). The benefit of 

captioning over interpreting was analyzed and each was determined to benefit the deaf 

student in different ways. Captioning was more beneficial for deaf students in long-term 

retention, and interpreting was more beneficial for short-term retention of information 

(Marschark, Leigh et al., 2006). A combination of accommodations was most beneficial 

for students.   

The majority of studies analyzing deaf students and interpreting focus on 

quantifying the data. There are only a few research studies that provide detailed narrative 

data on deaf students in higher education. The literature pertaining to deaf students in 

higher education is growing. Interpreting as an accommodation is a relatively new 

approach since accommodations were not required prior the passage of legislation like 

the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 and the ADA in the 1990s (Seal, 2004; Stewart et al., 

2004). Analyzing the relationship between the deaf student and the interpreter will open 

windows as to how the interpreted exchange is impacted by interpersonal dynamics and 

how deaf students experience interpreting.  

Interpreting	  Dynamics	  

 Several significant developments within the professionalization of 

interpreting influenced the relationship of interpreters with the deaf community. 

Interpreting was primarily a volunteer event until the late 1960s. Interpreters were friends 
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or family of deaf individuals who were willing to go along to different appointments and 

interpret for the deaf individual (Cokely, 2005; Steward, Schein, & Cartwright, 2004). 

Deaf individuals were responsible for securing and compensating an interpreter. This 

gave the deaf consumer the authority to determine what an interpreter would know about 

private aspects of their life.  

This all changed when the Department of Vocational Rehabilitation (VR) funded 

the formation of the Registry of Interpreter for the deaf (RID) in 1965 with the charge to 

establish educational standards, training, a code of ethics, national registry of interpreters, 

and a national forum for interpreter communication (Stewart et al., 2004).  The 

involvement of the Department of Vocational Rehabilitation also meant the involvement 

of legislation pertaining to vocational resources. Passage of the Rehabilitation Act in 

1973 and the Education of All Handicapped Children’s Act in 1975 coincided with RID 

beginning to certify interpreters, thus increasing the separation of the RID with the deaf 

community (Cokely, 2005).  

Professionalization of interpreting altered the responsibility of providing an 

interpreter to the business owner/agency and off the shoulders of the deaf consumer. Deaf 

individuals were relieved of the responsibility of finding an interpreter, but also taken out 

of the decision as to who the interpreter would be for their appointment (Cerney, 2005).  

The profession of interpreting changed from a community based developmental skill to 

an educationally developed skill without input from deaf consumers as to what they 

wanted.  Deaf consumers have raised the expectation of interpreter skill due to the paid 

nature of the job and educational foundation. The formalization of interpreting as a 

profession was a difficult transition for many deaf individuals.  
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Professionalization. The interpreting profession began to grow in numbers of 

interpreters as well as philosophies in how to best serve the deaf community.  Many in 

the interpreting profession brought forth concerns of interpreters behaving in oppressive 

ways towards the deaf community (Stewart et al., 2004). Recognition of oppressive 

(paternalistic) interpreter behavior sparked a shift in interpreting best practices 

(Humphrey & Alcorn, 2007; Mindess et al., 2006; Stewart et al., 2004). The initial 

paradigm for providing interpreting services was labeled the helper model of interpreting. 

This model noted the paternalistic nature of the interpreting relationship and recognized 

that this approach to interpreting did not represent the ideals of the RID.  

In response to the helper model RID membership adopted an approach labeled the 

machine/conduit model (Humphrey & Alcorn, 2007; Mindess et al., 2006; Stewart et al., 

2004). Under the guise of professionalism, the interpreter relayed any and all comments 

to each consumer, but accepted no responsibility for the success of information conveyed 

(Mindess et al., 2006; Stewart et al., 2004). This approach provided no cultural 

adjustments to the interpreted information and left the hearing and deaf consumers to 

work though cultural differences on their own. The membership of the RID perceived the 

model also as inappropriate for the profession and eventually transitioned to a bicultural 

mediator model (Humphrey & Alcorn, 2007; Mindess et al., 2006).  The bicultural 

mediator model expands on cultural laden information when necessary and stresses the 

intent of the communication be interpreted.  

The concept of a bicultural mediator is the current understanding of interpreter 

best practices. This model requires the interpreter to understand the dynamics both 

culturally and linguistically and use their judgment on how to best interpret the 
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information to the deaf and hearing consumers (Mindess et al., 2006). This approach to 

interpreting is taught in interpreter training programs and training seminars. Interpreters 

use personal discretion as to what they feel needs more or less cultural mediation. The 

interpreter uses consistent feedback from the deaf and hearing consumers to determine 

the effectiveness of the communication.  The bicultural-bilingual approach to interpreting 

best represents the deaf community’s preferences of interpreter protocol, meaning the 

interpreter is “supportive without being patronizing” (Mindess et al., 2006, p. 15). 

The notion that an interpreter has an ethical core to determine appropriate 

behaviors as well as linguistic skills necessary to do the job is integral to the profession. 

Much of the time interpreters work alone and must self evaluate the quality of the work 

being provided; this puts the responsibility of verifying accuracy on the interpreter. A 

skilled bilingual-bicultural interpreter can understand the feedback provided by the deaf 

consumer and know if the interpreting is successful or not and if the interpretation is not 

successful, work to correct it. Bilingual-bicultural interpreting works on a continuum of 

decision making by the interpreter dependent upon the feedback provided by the deaf and 

hearing consumers. This approach to interpreting depends on a solid working relationship 

between the interpreter, the deaf consumer and the hearing consumer.  

The changes in application of interpreting services have added to the tension 

between the deaf community and interpreters (Cokely, 2005). The lack of stability in 

interpreting services also leads to uncertainty of how an interpreter will act and if they 

will work collaboratively with the deaf consumer. Not all interpreters have made 

modifications to their work, so consumers don’t really know what kind of interpreter will 

be present. Many in the deaf community are also frustrated due to the lack of input as a 
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consumer as to how interpreters should do their work (Cokely, 2005). Historically 

interpreters were developed from within the deaf community and the deaf community 

was involved in the process of interpreting, the transition of these skills to the educational 

system and national organizations has caused tension between the deaf community and 

interpreters. It is important to understand the implications of the possible tension between 

the two parties.   

Cultural	  Connection. The Registry of Interpreters for the deaf (RID) was 

established to create a registry of interpreters, but also to provide training to increase the 

pool of possible interpreters (Humphrey & Alcorn, 2007). The lack of formalized training 

for interpreters created the window for RID to offer training. Initial training of 

interpreters began as short weekend long events, which evolved into Associate degree 

programs, to Baccalaureate degree programs and, finally, to Masters degree programs 

(Humphrey & Alcorn, 2007). Currently there are 157 undergraduate degree programs in 

colleges and universities across the country (RID, 2011a). The formalized training of 

interpreters distanced new interpreters from the community, as the deaf community was 

no longer responsible for educating and vetting interpreters. New interpreters had to 

prove to deaf consumers that they were qualified to interpret since the skills were not 

acquired within the deaf community but from academia. Interpreters were now working 

and earning a wage for providing their service, but many newer interpreters do not show 

the same level of respect to the deaf community. These changes created psychological 

and professional distance between deaf community members and working interpreters as 

deaf individuals feel they are being taken advantage of by hearing interpreters. 
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Additional distance was created as the RID devised a code of ethics in the 1960s. 

The code of ethics was modified July 1, 2005 due to natural changes within the growth of 

the profession and experiences of interpreters (RID, 2010).  The initial Code of Ethics 

was devised with minimal deaf input and seen by the deaf community as a tool to create 

professional distance between interpreters and the deaf consumers (Cokely, 2005). The 

new Code of Professional Conduct included deaf consumers in the revision process (RID, 

2011b). The new code suggested interpreters hold information confidential, possess the 

needed skills and knowledge to interpret successfully, behave appropriately to the 

situation, be respectful of all consumers, colleagues and interns, follow appropriate 

business practices, and continue to learn as a professional (RID, 2010). The most obvious 

addition to the new Code of Professional Conduct was the addition of respect. This was 

implied previously, but was not overtly stated. The current code of conduct is the model 

of behavior and decision-making interpreters desire to emulate. The current code 

provides for more clarification on appropriate behaviors, this clarifies expectations of 

deaf consumers as well as interpreters. Changes in the code of conduct were inclusive of 

the deaf community in hopes to obtain more deaf input and create a standard of behavior 

that is accepted by deaf consumers. 

As previously discussed, the RID modified the profession as well through the 

certification process beginning in the early 1970s (Humphrey & Alcorn, 2007; Stewart et 

al., 2004). The initial certification process included deaf members on evaluation teams, 

but these individuals had to determine skill based on seeing the interpreter work once 

(Cokely, 2005). This approach to vetting interpreters was foreign to the deaf community. 

Historically the community observed and evaluated someone through time and 
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determined the appropriate locations for that person to work (Cokely, 2005). The new 

system circumvented the community vetting process. Credentials of certification 

provided interpreters the legitimacy to market themselves as qualified interpreters, even if 

the deaf community as a whole did not agree. Many deaf community members 

questioned the validity of the initial certification system. The loss of determining 

interpreting qualifications to an organization with minimal deaf involvement was 

frustrating.    

In effort to close the distance between the deaf community and the RID, a task 

force was created in 2006 consisting of deaf consumers and interpreters to undertake the 

responsibility to revise and create a stronger, trustworthy interpreting certification 

process (RID, 2011b). The active participation of deaf individuals and deaf organizations 

showed the deaf community the desire of the RID to include deaf opinions (Cokely, 

2005). Providing deaf consumers an opportunity to be involved in the process and 

standards of certification was the initial step to rebuilding the relationship between 

interpreters and deaf consumers. Revamping the certification process as well as the code 

of conduct with input from the deaf community was a vital step in strengthening the 

relationship between interpreters and deaf consumers.   

Deaf-‐Hearing	  Relationship.	  Deaf-hearing interaction is surrounded by power 

and the use of power through communication. If communication is not clearly established 

or provided then the deaf individual is at a distinct linguistic disadvantage. The 

relationship between hearing and the deaf community is shrouded in a history of audism 

and oppression (Ostrove & Olivia, 2010). Behaviors of hearing individuals impact how 

deaf individuals view interpreters. Interpreters are stuck in between deaf and hearing 
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culture (Mindess et al., 2006). Deaf and hearing interpreters can work together 

successfully, but the relationship must be based on mutual respect. There is an automatic 

cultural privilege that is granted persons who can hear and therefore, interpreters must be 

aware of the advantage they hold (Ostrove & Olivia, 2010).  

Deaf and hearing individuals can develop positive working relationships through 

open honest conversations about power and privilege. With interpreting, this is embodied 

within the bilingual-bicultural interpreting model; the deaf consumer and the interpreter 

working together to determine how to best provide information. This alliance also shows 

respect to the deaf consumer as a trusted part of the interpreting process. Not all 

interpreters use this interpreting model, therefore, deaf consumers experiences of 

interpreted events vary drastically from one event to another. 

The years of oppression the deaf have experienced at the hands of hearing 

educators, interpreters, and medical professionals also influences interpreted interactions. 

Interpreters have played a role in the oppression of deaf individuals (Mindess et al., 

2006). Interpreters are in control of the interpreted information and are the only ones who 

know if an accurate interpretation occurred. Interpreters continue oppression by 

continuing to interpret without the proper skills, taking advantage of information learned 

while interpreting for personal profit, lacking the self confidence to interrupt a speaker or 

voicing what the deaf person wants to say (Kurz & Langer, 2005; McIntire & Sanderson, 

1995; Mindess et al., 2006; Napier, 2011). Because negative interpreting interactions 

have happened to almost every deaf consumer, each new interpreter that interacts with 

that consumer has to prove their integrity (Stewart et al., (2004). The success of the 
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interpreting relationship is dependent upon trust and professionalism between the 

interpreter and the deaf consumer.   

 Understanding the past struggles of the deaf community within the larger society 

is key to interpreters’ understanding about how to negotiate appropriate behavior in 

interpreting assignments. The accumulation of oppressive behaviors experienced by a 

deaf individual is brought to the interpreting exchange, as it is impossible to ignore the 

hearing status of the interpreter. The past negative experiences are not forgotten and 

every subsequent interpreter is in competition to prove that they are not like the negative 

interpreter. This sets up a tenuous working relationship that is based on distrust and 

anxiety. The nature of professionalism of interpreting influenced the deaf community 

both positively and negatively. Some positives to professionalism are the recognition of 

interpreting as a legitimate occupation, requiring business to provide interpreters, as well 

as increased opportunity for training and provision of certification. Professionalization 

negatives stem from losing control of interpreter selection and the professional distance 

created between interpreters and deaf community members. 

Today, interpreting is mostly a business arrangement where an interpreter might 

not know the deaf person for whom they are interpreting. The deaf community often 

views interpreters who do not socialize with the deaf community as money hungry or 

only interested in sign language for monetary reasons (Humphrey & Alcorn, 2007). A 

successful interpreter has to dance a line of involvement with the deaf community. If an 

interpreter is too involved he/she is not able to maintain impartiality, which is included in 

the code of professional conduct (RID, 2010). The RID Code of Professional Conduct 

(2010) identifies that interpreters are to “avoid dual roles” as well as “avoid conflicts of 
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interest” while interpreting (p.5). If an interpreter has a close personal relationship with 

the deaf consumer there could be a dual role (friend/interpreter) as well as a conflict of 

interest as the interpreter is biased toward the deaf individual due to the friendship. But 

the deaf community expects some involvement of interpreters as a way to show respect to 

the deaf who provide language development and allow interpreters into very private 

situations (Mindess et al., 2006). An interpreter must maintain a fine line to show 

reciprocity to the community but not become so enmeshed that neutrality while 

interpreting is impossible. 

Ideal	  Interpreter. Understanding the needs and expectations of the deaf 

community are essential to the successful career of a sign language interpreter. Deaf 

consumers discuss interpreters by way of attitude, where “attitude encompasses elements 

of trustworthiness (that is a known relationship with the deaf community and appropriate 

handling of information), respectfulness (handling of power), engagement or rapport with 

consumers and appropriate personal presentation and manners” (McKee, 2008, p. 2). It is 

often said that deaf individuals will chose an interpreter with a great attitude and average 

skill over an interpreter with great skill and an average attitude (Lane et al., 1996; Witter-

Merithew & Johnson, 2005). Deaf workers are bound to use interpreters due to 

employment and the ability to earn a living as well as a sense of obligation to use 

interpreters who have taken the time to learn the language of the deaf (Witter-Merithew 

& Johnson, 2005). Unfortunately the feeling of obligation and respect is not always 

mutually present; there are interpreters who display an attitude of superiority and 

disrespect toward the deaf consumers.  Negative attitudes could be represented by 

interpreter tardiness, or lack of appreciation for the assistance a deaf consumer could 
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offer. There are also times when interpreters display a positive attitude toward the deaf 

consumer and this is displayed through verifying comprehension, showing respect and 

working with the deaf consumer to ensure a successful interpreting assignment (Napier, 

2011). The concept of attitude for many deaf is easier to define in terms of negative 

examples than it is for positive examples; it is more representative by what it is not 

(Napier, 2011). The deaf consumer wants interpreters to show respect and work with 

them as an equal in the communication process (Ostrove & Olivia, 2010). When respect 

is not shown to a deaf consumer, the next interpreter must prove their attitude in order to 

begin developing a positive working relationship.  

Napier (2011) examined the influence of the interpreting relationship through the 

use of focus groups. Interpreter attitude as well as knowledge, understanding, language 

skills, and professionalism were discussed as influential to the interpreting environment. 

The skills/traits outlined through discussion groups mirror the desired skills/traits 

outlined by the Registry of Interpreters for the Deaf code of professional conduct. The 

duplication of these skills/traits in both the code of professional conduct and through 

focus groups with consumers provides the basis for use framing the interview protocol in 

the present study.  

Conceptual	  Framework	  

This research analyzed the interpersonal relationship between the deaf student and 

the working interpreter in a higher education setting. Power-dependence theory was 

applied to the development and construction of the research study, as deaf individuals are 

not truly part of mainstream culture, but dependent upon the interpretation for access to 

cultural information. This study informs the literature providing a phenomenological 
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description how deaf students’ experience the interpreted relationship in higher 

education.  

Power-‐Dependence	  Theory	  

 The relationship between a deaf individual and the hearing interpreter is 

surrounded by power dynamics. The deaf student is more dependent in the relationship as 

they depend on the information and communication from the Sign language interpreter. 

The definition of power in power-dependence theory is “a potential, created by the degree 

of control that persons exercise over each other’s outcomes” (Molm, 1985, p. 812). A 

person involved in an exchange of information who is dependent upon another person in 

the interaction for information has less power; power is housed in dependency (Emerson, 

1962, 1972; Molm, 1985). This variation in dependency places one of the individuals at 

an advantage. Interpreters are at an advantage as they provide communication in 

education, employment, medical, legal and many other situations as the only person in 

the room who knowing both languages and if the interpretation is accurate. This research 

used the lens of power-dependence theory to influence interviewing protocol and analysis 

of the narrative data. 

Power	  Advantage.  Emerson (1962, 1972) identifies differences between actors 

in an exchange. Each actor has a different incentive for participation in an exchange 

relationship. Cook and Emerson (1978) identify the commitment of actors is dependent 

upon an individual network of personal attitudes and values. This research identifies the 

actors as deaf consumers and hearing sign language interpreters, with each entity 

differing in their reason for involvement in the relationship. Deaf individuals incentive to 

use an interpreter is information, and the hearing interpreters incentive is employment. 
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There is a mutual need for the relationship between the deaf and sign language 

interpreter, but it might not always be equitable. The deaf students ability to recognize the 

advantage of the interpreter and employ strategies to deal with the interpreter are the 

focus of this study. It is important to identify the strategies used by deaf students to 

negate the power held by the interpreter for personal benefit.  

Inequalities of power are likely to occur between members of the hearing majority 

culture and a linguistic minority group. An important aspect of Emerson’s (1962, 1972) 

theory is the unintentional use of power by the less dependent person in the relationship. 

As previously discussed, deaf students and interpreters differ in the power each bring to 

the communication exchange and with the amount of communication that is accessible. 

This applies to power balancing as the focus is on how often the power is used between 

individuals (Emerson, 1972). This dynamic was evident in research that identified deaf 

students reduced their dependence on the interpreter when there were more deaf students 

in the class (Harrington, 2000). Power’s most basic determinant is supply and demand; 

the more actors present, the less power each exchange holds (Molm, Peterson, & 

Takahashi, 2001). When relationship is in balance there is an equitable give and take, 

negating the need for strategies for power balancing (Emerson, 1972).  Relationships 

struggle when one individual exerts their power to their own benefit, often resulting in 

the less powerful person in the relationship using one of four approaches to balancing the 

relationship.  

Power	  Balancing. When power is not balanced; conflict and frustration arise 

(Molm, 2007). In interpreting exchanges, the interpreter often is in control of the 

communication exchange, as they are members of the hearing majority and have 
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complete access to the information being presented. The deaf individual is at a 

disadvantage, as they are members of a linguistic minority, dependent on the 

interpretation and signing skill of the interpreter. English is not the first language for 

many deaf consumers, emphasizing the need for solid interpretations into American Sign 

Language (ASL). The interpreting relationship embodies a power-dependent relationship 

through the inequalities of dependence.  

Emerson (1962; 1972) and his colleagues identified four power-balancing 

operations as a way to balance the exchange relationship. These strategies are at the core 

of data analysis for this research as they identify the used strategies of deaf students.  The 

first strategy identified states the weaker individual in the exchange withdraws from the 

relationship (Emerson, 1962, 1972; Molm, 2007). A deaf student could employ this 

strategy through dropping a course, not paying attention to an interpreter or not asking for 

interpreters in the future. These as well as other strategies of power-balance are integral 

to the data analysis of this research. The strategies used assist in developing the structural 

description of deaf students’ experiences with interpreting in the collegiate classroom.  

The second strategy discussed by Emerson (1962, 1972) is that of creating a 

network or adding an individual to the relationship to negate power imbalance. The 

power advantage is balanced when the less powerful person in the relationship is able to 

obtain what is needed from other sources (Cook, Emerson, Gillmore, & Yamagishi, 1983; 

Molm, 2003). For deaf consumers, this could be the deaf individual increasing available 

resources to obtain information.  In the interpreted classroom, this traditionally happens 

when deaf students develop friendships with hearing classmates. The deaf student creates 
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additional avenues for information access; therefore, minimizing the power of the 

interpreter in the classroom.  

The third form of balancing power is when the individual with less power 

develops a coalition against the individual with the power advantage (Emerson, 1962; 

Molm, 2007). When coalition building is used, the least powerful person in the exchange 

gains power. This form of power rebalancing is commonly used with deaf individuals 

when they connect with other deaf students in class and collectively unite against the 

interpreter, reducing the power of the interpreter. The interpreter is literally outnumbered 

in this situation resulting in the power advantage shifting to the deaf students.  

The fourth concept identified by Emerson (Emerson, 1962, 1972) explained how 

less powerful individuals could manipulate the ego of the person with more power.  If the 

person with power is involved in the relationship for gratification, the less powerful 

person actually holds more power. This balancing operation could apply to the 

interpreter/deaf student relationship if the interpreter is participating in the relationship 

for personal gratification, then the cards are truly in the hands of the deaf consumer. The 

deaf person can manipulate the ego of the interpreter and influence the interpreter’s 

choices to the benefit of the deaf individual, therefore increasing the odds of a positive 

outcome of the interpreting exchange.  

This research examined the structure of the working relationship between deaf 

students and interpreters. The uses of power were discussed through the perceptions of 

the deaf consumers telling their stories of interpreted interactions. The guiding point to 

the study focuses on the interpreter’s membership in the hearing majority and how the 

power differential between the interpreter and student affect the relationship.         



	   	   45	  
	  

Summary	  

This literature review highlighted the dynamic status of the interpreting 

relationship for deaf students in higher education. Deaf students must successfully 

complete numerous hurdles prior to arriving at college. One of the most critical hurdles 

for the deaf student is language access and communication. Deaf students encounter 

complications with communication in almost all facets of their daily lives. They often 

times struggle to communication with teachers, family members, employers, and others 

who they come into contact with that do not know sign language.  

Educational opportunities have been expanded for deaf students through federal 

legislation providing entry to programs who have traditionally not accepted students with 

differing abilities. While educational placements have opened up to deaf students, 

accommodations available have not always kept pace with the needs of the student (Seal, 

2004). By the time deaf students are in college, they have determined the 

accommodations that are most successful to them and will request needed services. Many 

times, this service includes a sign language interpreter (Lang, 2002; Sanderson et al., 

1999). The use of interpreters is common on college campuses across the country as more 

than half the colleges and universities reported providing interpreting on their campuses.  

Little is documented on the perceptions of deaf students and how they experience 

the interpreted classroom in higher education. There is much to learn on how deaf 

students and interpreters work together. Additional components of the relationship that 

are interesting to this study revolve around the negative perceptions of the relationship, 

how deaf students perceive the interpreting exchange? There are many times the 

relationship is misunderstood, not working effectively, and could be improved. There 
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also are numerous times the relationship is productive and should be used as a model of 

good practice for deaf students and interpreters alike. As the interpreting profession 

grows and deaf students increase their attendance in higher education, this is an area of 

study that needs more factual data and examination. 

The next chapter explains the methodology of the study. This chapter includes the 

rationale for using phenomenology as the overarching structure of this study. This 

chapter also includes details on the sample, how they were selected for participation, as 

well as data collection procedures and analysis. The application of phenomenological 

processes to data analysis is also discussed in detail.  
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CHAPTER	  THREE	  

RESEARCH	  METHODS	  

This study focuses on the relationship between deaf college students and the sign 

language interpreter using a transcendental phenomenological approach. Research 

questions were formulated with concepts drawn from power-dependence theory 

(Emerson, 1962; Molm, 2007). The structure of phenomenology is integral to this study 

as it provides process to data collection and analysis. Phenomenology focuses on the 

essence of the experience through rich description (Creswell, 2007; Moustakas, 1994). 

This chapter begins with a discussion of qualitative methods and phenomenology along 

with the philosophical assumptions pertaining to this approach.  Discussions of the data 

collection and analysis processes, trustworthiness of the methods employed and the 

ethical principles used throughout the study follow. 

Rationale	  

 This is a qualitative research study of the perceived relationship between 

deaf college students and the sign language interpreter using a transcendental 

phenomenological approach. Phenomenology focuses on descriptions of human 

experience and shared consciousness of those who experience the specific phenomenon 

(Moustakas, 1994; Polkinghorne, 1989).  This study uses concepts from power-

dependence theory (Emerson, 1962, 1972; Molm, 2007) to guide the structure for this 

study. The concepts discussed in power-dependence theory resonate with my personal 
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experience as a sign language interpreter working with deaf students in the college 

classroom.  

As an interpreter, I worked with deaf consumers who did not view deafness as a 

disability, and hearing individuals who saw deafness as limiting. I was also exposed to 

the power advantage experienced as a hearing person. I had to recognize my power over 

the deaf student and work to use that power in an ethical and appropriate manner. It is 

important to understand the essence of the relationship between the interpreter and the 

deaf consumer as it influences the communication process and the ability for the student 

and interpreter to work together successfully. My position within the deaf and 

interpreting communities as an interpreter and educator provides me the opportunity to 

more readily examine this relationship. The experience of the deaf student is the key 

focus of this study; examining the relationship as the deaf student experiences it is 

integral to the development of a comprehensive description of deaf students experiences. 

This strategy remains true to the focus of phenomenological research.  

This study is guided by the following research questions: 

1) What are the dynamics of the relationship between Deaf students and their 

interpreter(s)?  

2) How do the relationship traits as identified by deaf students reflect the 

qualities listed by Napier (2011) as the ideal interpreter?  

3) If the interpreter/student relationship is inequitable, what power-balancing 

strategies do deaf students employ?  
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Research	  Design	  

   This research followed a phenomenological approach to data collection and 

analysis. Phenomenology is employed when a researcher wants to understand the 

components of shared phenomena through the stories of those who have experienced it 

and provide a rich description of the lived experience (Moustakas, 1994; Polkinghorne, 

1989). The structure of phenomenology was applied through the lenses of power–

dependence theory. The examination of the interpreting relationship as experienced by 

the deaf student complies with the requirements of phenomenology.  

Phenomenology	  

The German mathematician Edmund Husserl explored phenomenology as a 

philosophy of thought (Creswell, 2007; Moustakas, 1994; Patton, 2002) which has since 

expanded into a research framework (Moustakas, 1994; Polkinghorne, 1989). Husserl’s 

work on phenomenology “insisted that the relation between perception and its objects 

was not passive” (Holstein & Gubrium, 1994, p. 263). Husserl argued that an individual’s 

knowledge derived from the person being consciously aware of the phenomenon being 

experienced (as cited in Patton, 2002). Husserl believed that phenomena were 

experiences shared by many and not just one individual and that by researching the 

phenomena, those experiences could provide a rich, detailed description to which many 

individuals would be able to relate (Creswell, 2007; Patton, 2002).  

 Phenomenological research focuses on how individuals develop and 

organize the experienced phenomena by developing a rich understanding of the essence 

of the identified experience and identifying the structures and interrelationships involved 

in the experience (Polkinghorne, 1989). The design of a phenomenological study follows 
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the philosophical processes of Epoche, phenomenological reduction, imaginative 

variation, and synthesis meaning and essence (Moustakas, 1994; Patton, 2002; 

Polkinghorne, 1989), each of which is discussed in further detail in the next section.  

The goals of a phenomenological study focus on the lived experiences of 

individuals, to recognize the experiences individuals discuss were experienced in their 

consciousness, and to create a detailed rich description of the experience (Creswell, 2007; 

Morse, 1994; Morse & Field, 1995; Moustakas, 1994; Patton, 2002). The essence of the 

deaf student’s experience has not yet been captured. The numerous locations for 

educational placement and the varied accommodations that are available complicate the 

nature of the experience but this study focused on the deaf student in college using a sign 

language interpreter. Developing a comprehensive description of this experience will add 

to the sparse literature and provide a foundation to understanding the experiences of deaf 

students with interpreters.   This study followed a phenomenological approach to data 

collection and analysis to capture the thoughts and emotions of deaf students pertaining 

to their experience with interpreters in the college classroom. 

Rationale	  for	  Transcendental	  Phenomenology	  	  

The intent of transcendental phenomenology is to develop greater understanding 

of how people experience certain phenomenon.  Phenomenology seeks to understand 

what is experienced through conscious awareness of the event (Giorgi, 2009). The focus 

is on “what all participants have in common as they experience a phenomenon” 

(Creswell, 2007, p.58). The method actively “…acknowledges the reality of the realm of 

meaningful experience as the fundamental locus of knowledge” (Polkinghorne, 1989, 
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p.43). Transcendental phenomenology seeks to discover meaning and the components of 

individual experiences to assist in understanding a specific experience.  

Transcendental phenomenology provides a detailed protocol for data collection 

and analysis.  The procedures outlined assist the researcher in identifying possible 

meanings and essences of experience (Moustakas, 1994). I used a transcendental 

phenomenology approach to get to the what concerning the phenomenon and identify the 

essence of the identified experience (Moustakas, 1994). I examined how deaf students in 

higher education experienced their working relationship with sign language interpreters 

in the classroom. I also used the list of characteristics representing the ideal interpreter 

identified by Napier (2011) from focus groups of deaf consumers to initially structure 

responses of participants. Transcendental phenomenology is best suited for this research 

as key components of deaf students’ individual experiences with interpreters are detailed 

and a structural definition of the interpreting relationship is developed.  This research 

relies heavily on the detailed description of the experience by the participants and will 

use the data from in-depth conversational style interviews to obtain the descriptions. 

Conceptual	  Framework	  

	  

 This research is guided by power-dependence theory. Power-dependence 

theory served an important role in the development of the study and interview prompts. 

Acknowledging the power imbalance of deaf students and interpreters is integral to 

understanding the core power issues in the relationship. The recognition of power and 

then subsequent use impacts the success of the relationship between the deaf student and 
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the interpreter. The strategies of power-balancing were identified through data analysis 

and organized through the descriptions of the student’s experiences.   

Mutual dependence is the core of the theory of power-dependence relations and 

while interpreters and deaf consumers are dependent upon each other there is an 

imbalance in the amount of dependence. The interpreter generally has a power advantage 

as they control access to communication. The interpreter as a hearing individual holds a 

privileged place in society that many deaf cannot access due to language and cultural 

differences (Brueggeman, 2006; Gill, 1999; Siebers, 2008). 

While interviewing, I was alert to conceptualizations of and practices related to 

power in an effort to ensure a thorough examination of the interpreting relationship. I was 

able to identify issues pertaining to power within the interpreter/student relationship in 

professional as well as interpersonal components of the relationship. Issues of the 

interpreter’s inability to interpret appropriately due to lack of skill as well as refusing to 

interpret were two of the most common power dynamics that appeared. Professional 

issues were also apparent, with interpreters arriving late and at times taking control of the 

class as if it was their own. I was able to categorize instances of power advantage as 

described by the deaf student participants.  

Participant	  Selection	  

 Successful phenomenological research uses a small sample of participants 

to produce powerful descriptions by focusing on similar experiences and social 

interactions (Seidman, 2006). While there is no specific recommendation of sample size, 

the majority of studies include between 5-25 participants (Polkinghorne, 1989). The 

current research includes 9 undergraduate deaf students enrolled in higher education and 
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1 graduated deaf student, representing a total of 19 different institutions.  The 

participating deaf students used sign language interpreters to access academic content and 

all but one were currently enrolled as a student in an institution of higher education (2-

year or 4-year). The participants discussed issues of interpreting from a variety of 

institutional type, ranging from large state institutions, community colleges, private 

liberal arts colleges, as well as private religious affiliated colleges. Obtaining interview 

data from students experiencing a variety of institutions was an unexpected bonus in that 

it provides a more complete picture of the range of interpreting experiences at various 

institutions and institutional types.  

Recruitment of participants was multifaceted; I focused my time on two main 

avenues for recruitment. In January 2012, I emailed the coordinator of disability services 

office at eight different institutions known for serving deaf students and introduced 

myself, the study, and explained how I could use their assistance (see Appendix A). I 

requested the assistance of the disability service offices in the recruitment of deaf 

participants by forwarding an email introducing the study and myself (see Appendix B). 

Three coordinators were willing to forward the information to students.  One of the 

coordinators who I contacted put my recruitment letter on the PEPNet list serve. PEPNet 

is an organization focused on providing quality educational services and experiences to 

deaf students (www.PepNet.org). The three coordinators who agreed to forward the 

information sent out the email the same day. I received three inquiries in the first week, 

one from a doctoral student, and two from undergraduate students. This process was 

extremely slow and produced only two interviews.  
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The following week, I began soliciting assistance through individuals I knew were 

aware of deaf students in higher education, who worked as faculty or staff at institutions 

with deaf programming or multiple deaf students, and would be able to personally ask a 

student to participate. I contacted ten past co-workers who are now teaching interpreting 

or interpreting in other states for referrals. I also contacted two interpreters who work for 

state schools for the deaf and asked for them to forward on my information to students 

they knew who had moved on to higher education. This avenue was more productive as I 

began receiving inquiries to participate within a few days.  I received a total of 19 

inquiries to participate, 2 were doctoral students, one a master’s graduate, and the 

remaining 16 were undergraduate students. Of this group, six students emailed me with 

interest in participating but then failed to reply to additional emails. One individual could 

not be interviewed due to scheduling difficulties; we rescheduled the interview 6 times 

before she stated that she did not have time to participate. I was available any time during 

the day or evening as long as I was not teaching class. I responded to all inquiries for 

participation within the week of receipt and scheduled interviews at the earliest possible 

date. I conducted interviews from early February 2012 through July of 2012.   

Data	  Collection	  

The initial step in the research process is for the researcher to “obtain a full 

description of [their] own experience of the phenomenon” (Moutakas, 1994, p.122). I 

bracketed my personal expectations and bias through journaling.  I am an interpreter and 

have experienced working relationships with deaf people in higher education as an 

interpreter, so I journaled about my experiences working with deaf students. I journaled 

my personal experiences and developed a textual description of my connection to the 
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phenomenon as a way of establishing Epoche. Journaling is recommended as an 

appropriate approach to identifying personal biases and expectations (Polkinghorne, 

1989). It was important to recognize the bias and expectations that I hold and raise my 

own awareness so that I could attempt to ensure the data analysis remained true to the 

statements and values of the participants. This process allowed me to maintain the 

accuracy of the participants’ statements and strengthen the trustworthiness of the data and 

conclusions of the study.  

Analyzing my own experiences with deaf students in the classroom revealed 

several biases toward students and the work in general. In my examination of my own 

experiences, interpreting in higher education is represented by experiences in frustration, 

isolation, awkwardness, personality differences, and exhaustion. My personal experiences 

were entrenched in negativity, which was surprising as I enjoy interpreting and working 

in higher education. The negative experiences are the ones that most stand out in the 

mind, and I cannot remember specific examples of interpreting when it went well and the 

consumer was thrilled with my interpretation. I needed to expose the negativity that I 

apparently was holding onto about interpreting in higher education in order to reduce its’ 

influence on the research. I worked through this process prior to data collection.        

Data were collected through in-depth, conversational interviews—one per 

participant—through a videophone with follow up and clarification questions posed 

through e-mail. Patton (2002) describes the conversational interview as the “most open-

ended approach” to the interview process (p. 342). This format allows for maximum 

flexibility to follow the conversational nature of the communication. All of the interviews 

were administered through videophone technology at the request of the deaf participants, 
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even though there were several participants who were close enough that a face-to-face 

interview was possible.  Phone interviews have been supported as a valid tool for 

collecting research (Patton, 2002) with hearing participants and the videophone is the 

equivalent communication tool for the deaf community (Keating & Mirus, 2003).  

All interviews were video recorded, as signs needed to be captured for  

interpretation and transcription purposes. I signed for myself during the interview 

process to establish a comfortable environment for the deaf participant. Signing the 

interview allowed the deaf participant to participate using their native language, reducing 

the possibility of a misstatement due to any difficulty with the English language. 

Interviews were emailed to the deaf participants providing them the opportunity to review 

the transcripts and verify the interpretations adding to the trustworthiness of the data. I 

accepted any changes or modifications to the interpretation, but very few changes were 

made.  The changes that were suggested did not deal with content, but vocabulary 

choices. The participants accepted the identified themes in the interviews as accurate. 

When transcripts were provided for the deaf participants also provided was another 

opportunity to talk more about individual experiences. I offered a second opportunity to 

any participant who wanted to contribute more information after reading the transcripts of 

the initial interviews, but all participants declined.  

I followed a basic interview protocol of open-ended questions to assist the 

conversational flow (Appendix C). Each interview began with a basic history of the 

participant and educational background. When interpreting situations were discussed, I 

followed up with questions to pull details of the experience. The interview focused on 

experience/behavior questions and sensory questions such as: “How does working with 
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an interpreter affect you?” and “What feelings are generated by working with an 

interpreter?” Patton (2002) defines experience and behavior questions as “questions about 

what a person does or has done to elicit behaviors, experiences, actions, and activities 

that would have been observable” (p. 348). Sensory questions are related to what is 

experienced through the five senses: sight, hearing, touch, smell, and taste (Patton, 2002). 

These questions helped to capture the experience of the participant and provide an avenue 

for detailed description.  

Data	  Analysis	  

 The structure laid out in a phenomenological study provides for the 

researcher to follow a logical and systematic approach to data collection and analysis that 

will assist in achieving awareness, understanding, and knowledge (Moustakas, 1994).  

The analysis of data followed Moustakas’ (1994) modification of the Stevick-Colazzi-

Keen method of analysis. This is a highly structured approach and helps in developing a 

common description and understanding of the selected phenomenon. Because 

phenomenology is concerned with the study of the lived experience, it is critical for the 

researcher to participate in self-reflection and be open to the perceptions of others. I will 

briefly describe the processes critical to transcendental phenomenological research.  

 Transcendental phenomenology depends on the process of bracketing or 

epoche (Moustakas, 1994). This process stresses that the researcher participate in self-

reflection as an avenue to provide a neutral view of the experience.  Some common 

recommendations for this process are to journal about personal experiences, expectations 

of themes, or expectations of process the researcher has with the identified experience 

(Polkinghorne, 1989). I worked through this process prior to data collection. This process 
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is important as it did highlight the personal biases that I had pertaining to my own 

experiences as an interpreter in the higher education classroom.   

Another instrumental component of transcendental phenomenology is the process 

of phenomenological reduction. Moustakas (1994) describes the task of 

phenomenological reduction as “…describing in textural language just what one sees, not 

only in terms of the external object but also the internal act of consciousness, the 

experience as such, the rhythm and relationship between phenomenon and self” (p. 90). 

Through the interview process I was cognizant of the bias that I had about the 

interpreting relationship between deaf students and interpreters based off of my own 

personal experiences. I worked to hold my own biases to the side and listen to the 

thoughts and emotions of the students’ during interviews and while interpreting the 

interviews. I worked to respect the experience of the deaf student, as it would be unique 

from the experience of a hearing interpreter. Each statement made by a participant was 

accepted independently and assisted in the development of thematic clusters of data.  

Once initial themes were developed through data analysis, I worked through 

imaginative variation as an approach to view the phenomenon from a different 

perspective.  I already had viewed the phenomenon from the perspective of the interpreter 

and I worked to see the phenomenon from the deaf student’s perspective. The cultural 

influences on both perspectives truly impact each and every situational interaction. The 

process of imaginative variation included the modification of meanings identified in the 

textural description as a way of recognizing what details are essential for the 

phenomenon (Moustakas, 1994; Polkinghorne, 1989). I worked through possible 
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examples of the experience, as a way to assist in completing a more complex structural 

description.  

The final stage of my process involved synthesizing the meaning and essence of 

the phenomenon (Moustakas, 1994). I included components of individual descriptions 

that were present across the participants’ experiences. This allowed me to provide a 

detailed description of how deaf students experience the interpreting relationship in 

higher education. By developing such a detailed description, others will be able to 

identify with or understand the experiences of the interviewed students.  

Limitations	  

There are several limitations to this study. The initial limitation to the study is the 

hearing/deaf dynamic of the interview process. As a hearing individual, interpreter 

educator, and interpreter I am a member of the community being discussed, which could 

create an awkward tension. There might be experiences that the deaf student did not feel 

comfortable talking to me about due to my status as a hearing individual. A second 

limitation could be my lack of legitimacy as a trustworthy person to the deaf individual I 

am interviewing. The deaf community is a tight-knit community and trust is earned or 

granted through association with other deaf community members. I chose not to use deaf 

community leaders, as I did not want the confidentiality of participants threatened. An 

additional limitation to the study could be the nature of data collection dependent upon 

the participant’s memory to accurately remember an event.  

Ethical	  Considerations	  

Institutional Review Board policies regarding personal protection are relevant to 

the deaf participant population. Deaf consumers face oppression on a regular basis by 
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hearing individuals and unfortunately some sign language interpreters. The intent of the 

professional interpreter is generally not to continue oppression, but it happens more often 

than expected (Humphrey & Alcorn, 2007). Issues of harm were explained in the initial 

letter to deaf students to ensure deaf participants understood the information shared 

within the interview would not be connected to any one individual or location. The 

identities of the participants and institutional locations remain confidential. I created 

alternative names and locations for participants to assist with confidentiality. The file 

organizing names of participants with pseudonyms was kept separate to the data set. The 

anonymity of participants is critical as deaf consumers commonly experience fear at 

speaking against interpreters for fear that complaints will negatively impact the 

availability of interpreters. Without an interpreter, deaf students face additional isolation 

and communication hardship, reinforcing the need for anonymity. All attempts at 

maintaining the anonymity of participants were made.  

Summary	  

It is important to understand the experience of deaf students in higher education in 

regard to the relationship they have with the sign language interpreters. The most 

common accommodation provided to registered deaf students in higher education is an 

interpreter (Lang, 2002; Sanderson et al., 1999). The dynamics of this relationship could 

impact the academic success of deaf students in higher education. The history of 

oppression surrounding hearing and deaf interactions could play a role in the interactions 

between the deaf student and hearing interpreter. While the hearing interpreter does sign, 

the hearing status of the interpreter could still influence the success of the relationship. 

This research examined deaf students’ experiences with sign language interpreters in 
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their courses in higher education.  The experiences of students were evaluated through a 

transcendental phenomenological approach using the framework of power-dependence 

theory. These theories provided an understanding of the development of deafness as a 

linguistic minority, and increased awareness pertaining to the power inequities 

surrounding deaf and hearing interactions.  
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CHAPTER	  FOUR	  

PARTICIPANTS	  

 

Many deaf students choose to attend mainstream colleges and universities with 

communication access provided through a sign language interpreter (Lang, 2002; 

Sanderson, Siple, & Lyons, 1999). The 10 students interviewed in this study have 

collectively attended 19 higher education institutions across 9 U.S. states. The dynamics 

between deaf students and their interpreter were examined in this study through a 

phenomenological approach in order to develop a comprehensive description of deaf 

students’ experiences with interpreters in college. I wanted to understand the experience 

of deaf students, through students sharing their perception of their experiences, in order 

to explain the phenomenon behind the student/interpreter relationship.   

This chapter describes the participants in this study, including their educational 

and linguistic backgrounds.  Names of participants and institutions have been changed 

and replaced with pseudonyms to protect the identity of the participants. Of the 

participating students, only three had full communication access through sign available at 

home. Interestingly enough, family signing has little influence on cultural identification. 

The participants who did not feel connected to a Deaf identity were the only three 

participants with a Cochlear Implant. There was little family diversity within the group 

interviewed; nine of the participants were from hearing families and were the only 

deafened person in the family. One individual was from a predominantly deaf family; 

therefore, he grew up with the same language and culture as his parents and siblings. The 
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representation of mostly hearing families in this study is similar to recent data claiming 

that 96% of deaf children are born to hearing families (Mitchell & Karchmer, 2004).  

The participants included six female and four male d/Deaf participants 

representing a variety of K-12 educational backgrounds, including non-signing oral 

education, signing mainstream education, signing residential deaf school education, and 

homeschooled education.  Half of the participants experienced one educational setting 

during their K-12 education, while the remaining half experienced two or three different 

educational placements. This trend continued in college, with all of the 10 participants 

experiencing more than one college environment.  In college, four of the students had 

experienced interpreters through the community college system, five attended private 4-

year universities, and seven students attended universities with either an all-deaf student 

body or a deaf program with a large (over 45 students) deaf population. The experiences 

they shared pertaining to interpreted interactions were similar within the participant pool, 

regardless of the specific educational institution.  

An additional characteristic of the deaf participants relates to language usage and 

cochlear implants. All of the deaf participants used sign language in their courses, but 

four of the participants were able to speak for themselves in English if they desired. The 

sign preferred by deaf students was predominantly American Sign Language (7 

participants), with the remaining three participants preferring English-based signing 

systems. This characteristic relates to the students’ speaking ability and their use of 

cochlear implants. Of the four students who had the ability to speak  
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English, three of them had a cochlear implant and used it regularly. One 

individual who could speak for herself grew up lip-reading and speaking, but now prefers 

to use American Sign Language and only speaks when necessary.  

In this study, I interviewed 10 students representing educational experiences with 

19 different higher educational institutions and an untold number of interpreters (see 

Table 1). The following section will provide a more comprehensive understanding of the 

individual experiences of each participant. This is critical to understanding the 

phenomenological nature of student experiences.  

Table 1:  Higher Education Experiences of Sample 

Name	   Commu
nity	  
College	  

Deaf	  
university	  

Deaf	  
Program	  in	  
Mainstream	  
University	  

Mainstre
am	  
Institution	  

Current	  
Major	  

Tony	  
(30’s)	  

AA	  
Degree	  

	   	   Current	   Molecular	  
Biology	  

Jennifer	  
(30’s)	  

I	  year,	  	  
1	  

semester,	  
AA	  

Degree	  

1	  year	   Current	   	   ASL	  and	  
Deaf	  Education	  

Mary	  
(40’s)	  

	   1	  year	  	   BA	  
Degree	  

Current	   ASL	  Studies	  

Evan	  
(20’s)	  

	   	  	   	  1	  year	   Current	   Accounting	  

Chad	  
(20’s)	  

	  1	  year	   	   	  	   1	  
semester	  

Current	  

Psychology	  

Paige	  
(20’s)	  

	   	  	   Current	   1	  
semester	  

AA	  
Degree	  

Fine	  Arts	  
Education	  and	  
Outdoor	  
Activities	  
Management	  

Shauna	  
(30’s)	  

1	  year	  
AA	  

Degree	  

1	  year	   	  	   BA	  
Degree	  

MA	  
Degree	  

Fine	  Arts	  

Jason	  
(20’s)	  

	  	   3	  years	  
1	  

semester	  

	  	   Current	   Mechanical	  
Engineering	  
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It is important in phenomenological research to describe the individual 

participants and their experiences surrounding the identified phenomenon in detail. The 

identification of shared experiences as the participants perceive them is critical to the 

development of a comprehensive description of the phenomenon. The following section 

provides a narrative of each participant and their overall perception on the experience of 

their relationship with interpreters in higher education.  

Student	  Narratives	  

Tony	  

Tony is a non-traditional student attending college at a rural regional state 

university majoring in a highly technical scientific field. Tony was born with the ability 

to hear, but became deaf after contracting spinal meningitis at the age of one. He is the 

only deaf person in his family, his family does not sign, and he was raised in an 

educational program focused on learning to speak and lip read. After high school, Tony 

“floated around” doing seasonal work for several years: fire fighting, forestry service, and 

conservation. He grew up understanding the importance of education as both his parents 

earned master’s degrees.  He is the last person in his family to obtain a degree, but as he 

said, “I am doing it on my own terms.” He completed his Associate’s Degree a 

community college and then transferred to a large state university.  

Amy	  
(30’s)	  

Current	   	  	   	  	   	  	   Elementary	  
Education	  

Megan	  
(20’s)	  

AA	  
Degree	  

	  	   Current	   	  	   American	  
Sign	  Language	  
and	  Deaf	  
Education	  
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Tony is one of two deaf students within the state university system and has 

experienced numerous frustrations with the rural institution. His main frustrations revolve 

around the shortage of qualified interpreters.  One of the interpreters is a faculty member 

at the institution; she is also not seen as qualified by Tony.  He does not feel that he has 

positive working relationships with many of the interpreters. Tony feels that there is only 

one qualified interpreter in the area and the working relationship he has with this male 

interpreter is very successful. Most of the time, Tony’s interpreter is the staff interpreter 

at the university who is consistently late. In addition, Tony states that his class schedule 

is dependent on the interpreter’s schedule:  

When I sign up for classes they will tell me that I can’t take the class that I want 

because it does not fit with [the interpreter’s] schedule. So my schedule is 

modified to accommodate her teaching and the teaching of her class comes before 

the responsibility to my class.   

His relationships with interpreters vary depending on the attitude, ability, and 

professionalism of the interpreter.   

Tony was drawn to the community due to the “simple quietness of the lifestyle.” 

He enjoys the outdoors, the nature of the community and the disconnection from overly 

scheduled lives, but he wishes there were more interpreters and a greater understanding 

of deafness at his institution.  Tony states: 

I am the first student to take classes at this university and in this town, so this is a 

new experience for the interpreters. Also I was the first person to earn an 

associates degree last year and I am not bragging, but I was able to disprove some 

common beliefs about deaf students.  
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Tony experienced frustration with the provision of interpreters as well as the skill 

of interpreters.  

Tony’s experience with interpreters is on both ends of the spectrum, ranging from 

extremely frustrating to extremely satisfying. The most critical interpreter skills that he 

identified as making a difference were signing vocabulary, professionalism, interpreter 

attitude, and the interpreter’s professional demeanor.  

Currently at the university he attends, there is one other deaf student and Tony 

feels responsible for the interpreting of the other student as well. When he requests the 

more qualified interpreter he knows the other student is suffering with the less qualified 

and less professional interpreter and he feels guilty. Also this semester is the first time he 

has shared an interpreter in an educational setting, noting that “I am so used to being the 

only deaf student in the class, that I have the interpreter’s undivided attention, it is hard to 

decipher the interpreter interpreting or answering a question for the other student.” He 

struggles developing a relationship with the interpreter in this class due to the interpreter 

attending to both deaf consumers in the same class.  

Tony’s frustration extends beyond interpreting and into the Office of Disability 

services. Tony expressed his frustration with the disability coordinator stating, “he does 

not understand what I need, he does not get the limited number of interpreters, the 

coordinator stinks, he is very lazy and he is a procrastinator and puts things off.” Tony 

feels that his concerns about interpreters are ignored and the coordinator could do a better 

job if he did not wait until the last minute to find an interpreter. Tony wants to complain 

about interpreting services, but “the unknown really puts me in a hard place, I want to 

complain but I am not sure what would happen…I don’t want my actions to adversely 
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impact the other deaf student.” Tony has a sense of responsibility to state his concerns so 

that the institution could do a better job of providing interpreting service, but he does not 

have much faith in positive changes happening.  

Jennifer	  

Jennifer is a non-traditional female student who currently lives in the southwest 

region of the country. She was born deaf and is the only deaf member of her family. Her 

mother learned an English form of signing when she discovered her daughter’s deafness. 

Jennifer grew up with access to information at home and at school as she attended a 

school focused on educating deaf students through sign language.  

Jennifer has attended five different higher education institutions and is set to 

graduate in May with a degree in ASL Studies and Deaf Education.  During the interview 

process we focused on the most and least successful interpreting situations she has 

experienced. Many of her examples derived from a large community college and a large 

regional state university within the same state system. While the institutions are 

geographically similar, the perception of accommodation provision could not be more 

different. Jennifer greatly preferred the interpreters and the disability office from her 

community college due to the skill of the interpreters and the respect shown to her from 

the disability office.    

 Jennifer attended a large community college program that was close in proximity 

to her family home at the time, she was not sure what she wanted to major in, and used 

the affordable classes as an avenue of exploration. While in school at the community 

college, Jennifer experienced interpreters with strong language skills as well as a strong 

ethical sense of professionalism. She is not sure if this is due to the location of the 
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community college, as it is in the heart of a large metropolitan community with many 

interpreters available. The community college is in a large community, and it enrolls 

more than 150 deaf students each year; therefore, the available staff of interpreters is 

lengthy.  

Jennifer did not mention working relations with these interpreters, only that she 

never had any complaints about working with them. She pointed out, “there were lots of 

interpreters at the community college and they were all really good signers.” Even with 

the positive characteristics of these interpreters, Jennifer did not see herself as part of the 

process of interpreting. She viewed interpreting as the interpreters’ job and something 

that she observed.  Jennifer struggled to connect with interpreters due to interpreter skills 

and professionalism. Jennifer’s criteria for a strong interpreter revolve around “honesty, 

signing skills, and a sense of humor.” She worked with interpreters who met this 

description at the community college. She has not had the fortune to work with many 

interpreters who she feels fit this description since her transfer to the 4-year university. 

After determining a course of study, Jennifer had to switch institutions to one that 

had her desired major. Jennifer’s experiences while enrolled at the 4-year university have 

not been as positive and successful. Her current institution is not able to supply enough 

interpreters to meet the demands of students. According to Jennifer many of the 

interpreters are not certified, “interpreters are supposed to have certification but it is not 

required.” Many of the problems Jennifer deals with are result of her complaining about 

the interpreting services she receives. Jennifer is outspoken and she feels that her 

accommodations suffer due to her speaking out: “My interpreters switch out constantly, 

they are never the same. It is so much easier to keep the same interpreter and it makes 
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learning so much easier.” The constant switching of interpreters in one of her classes did 

not start until after she complained about an interpreter’s signing ability. Jennifer will call 

an interpreter out on issues of skill and professionalism even knowing that it could come 

back and negatively impact her accommodations in the future. 

 Jennifer and the interpreter coordinator at the 4-year university do not have a 

positive working relationship. The coordinator is a certified interpreter but she does not 

practice interpreting in the classroom anymore, her role is strictly administrative. Jennifer 

has complained to her several times about interpreters’ unprofessional behavior, “the 

coordinator ignores me a lot and gives me a hard time, she will snub me and not 

recognize my presence sometimes. That is one of the hardest experiences.” Jennifer’s 

experience with this coordinator and the interpreters at this institution has been so 

negative; she is literally counting down to graduation. 

Mary	  

Mary is also a non-traditional student. She is a divorced, single mother of three 

children who has decided to go back to college after 16 years for her second degree. 

Mary’s hearing loss was identified when she was six months old; she is the only deaf 

person in her family. She attended six years of school in a program focused on speech 

and lip-reading and then transferred to a mainstreamed public school and stayed there 

until her junior year of high school. While mainstreamed, she used an interpreter to assist 

her speech and communication. She attended her senior year as a residential student at 

the state school for the deaf. This is the school with which she most identifies. Post 

graduation, she attempted college at an all-deaf college but was overwhelmed with the 
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culture and distance from home. She then attended an all-deaf religious private college 

closer to home and graduated with a degree in deaf ministry.  

She just began her first semester back at school at a medium sized state institution 

in a midwestern state. She chose the institution due to location, degree offering, and 

family assistance with her children. She considered returning to an all-deaf institution but 

decided against it, as there would be no family there to help her with her children. There 

are a total of eight deaf students at the school, six undergraduates and two graduates. She 

is very happy with the quality of interpreting she has received during her courses at the 

institution. She would prefer not to have to use an interpreter due to the difficulty of 

receiving the information through a third party, but knows it is the best avenue for 

information in her current setting.  

Mary spoke at great lengths about the relationships she had developed with her 

interpreters. She used descriptors like “friend” and “supportive” when talking about 

them. She is fortunate in that for her four courses she only has two interpreters: one 

interpreter covers three courses and the other interpreter covers the last course. The 

interpreters are set for the semester so there is minimal switching throughout the 

semester. With this consistency in her schedule, she is able to develop a positive 

relationship with her interpreters. Mary had not experienced any negative or 

disheartening behavior with either of her interpreters for the semester.  

Mary identified the most desirable characteristics she looks for when working 

with an interpreter as “a willing heart and strong signing skills.” Mary described a 

situation where she discussed with the interpreter coordinator an interpreter she was 

struggling with. Mary said, “the coordinator talked to the interpreter about my concerns 
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and the interpreter decided to do extra work on her part to learn more so that she could 

meet my needs educationally.” Mary was very impressed with this interpreter’s “heart” 

and willingness to work extra so she would understand more. This interpreter also met 

with Mary outside of class for two days to work on a speech that Mary was to give. This 

out of class work enabled Mary to feel more comfortable with the interpreter and develop 

“trust in her skills.” In all situations Mary felt that her interpreters “want me to learn and 

be able to do my best,” she felt that they truly cared about her educational success.  

Mary sees herself as an active participant in the interpreting process. She wants to 

help interpreters improve their skills and she is willing to work with them as well out of 

class if needed. Mary also identified with her interpreters as friends. She noted that she 

was quite a bit older than the other students on campus, hearing or deaf. She felt closer to 

her interpreters than she did the other students, seeking out the interpreters for study 

partners and social opportunities. Mary was able to establish positive working 

relationships with her interpreters.  

Evan	  

Evan is a traditional aged student attending a large state school close to his 

parent’s home in the Midwest. Evan lost his hearing at eight months of age due to spinal 

meningitis; unfortunately, the hearing loss was not detected until he was almost three 

years old. He is the only deaf member of his family. His family does not sign so he uses 

speech reading when he is home with them. He attended a strict speech and lip-reading 

school after receiving a cochlear implant. He was there through the third grade, moving 

to a public mainstream school in 4th grade. He did not have an interpreter until high 

school, so he is still acquiring signed vocabulary. Evan uses Signed English as his main 
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mode of communication and expressed struggling with American Sign Language. Evan 

does not feel comfortable with deaf or hearing persons, he feels left out of both cultures. 

He stated that he was “more of a cochlear implant culture I guess.” Evan’s struggle was 

apparent in planning for the interview, as he did not have access to a videophone; he 

decided to do the interview over his cell phone and speak for himself. I offered to travel 

to his location for the interview so we could sign the interview, but he was comfortable 

with a phone interview. 

Evan is attending a large research college in the Midwest. He is one of three deaf 

students, and the only one in his program of study. He attended a deaf centered institution 

for one year and withdrew due to feelings of isolation and a lack of acceptance due to his 

implant. His experience at his current institution has been positive and he enjoys the 

interpreters who are involved in his classes. He likes the consistency of interpreters, as 

his classes have one interpreter for the full semester. Evan talked about his expectations 

of interpreters. He wants interpreters who are “knowledgeable about Deaf culture, have 

good signing skills (facial expressions) and understand what I need.”  Evan did not 

discuss any difficulties that he had with interpreter skills or professionalism; he was very 

satisfied with his interpreters.  

Evan feels that he has good relationships with his interpreters, they are successful 

in providing him course information and successful at interpreting his comments. For 

class he chooses not to voice for himself, but let the interpreter voice for him. “They help 

me to understand my professor and to communicate better with my professor and make 

sure that I understand everything.” Evan is not comfortable interrupting in class and he 

appreciated his interpreters’ willingness to wait until after class for him to ask clarifying 
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questions. The work the interpreters do in the classroom is satisfactory to Evan, he is 

flexible and easygoing and content with the services being provided. He has few demands 

on interpreters, but has positive working relationships with them. 

Chad	  

Chad is a traditional aged student attending a large research state university in the 

Midwest. There are only a few deaf students enrolled in the institution. Chad was born 

deaf and is the only deaf member of his family. His mom is the only member of his 

family that can sign. Chad did not attend a deaf school, but was mainstreamed in the 

same public school for his entire K-12 education. Chad began to use American Sign 

Language in high school for the first time, prior to that he had interpreters, but they 

signed in English. This is the first time he is not the only deaf student in school. Chad 

does not identify with the Deaf community, he has a cochlear implant and feels that he is 

neither hearing culture nor Deaf culture. Chad also continues to take speech therapy to 

improve on words that are problematic for him.  

Chad attended two other institutions prior to settling on his current university. He 

attended a technical college, which he said “felt like high school all over again” and then 

attended a smaller regional university. The regional university did not have interpreters 

available so all his classes used Video Remote Interpreting. This is when the interpreter is 

in another location, but through the use of the Internet can be beamed into the classroom 

to interpret. The student watches a laptop on his desk, which has the video software on it 

and receives the interpretation. This situation is not ideal, “the video would freeze and 

sometimes it was funny as it looked like the interpreters were cussing due to the bad 
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connection.” He was satisfied with the interpreters’ but did not like using remote 

interpreting.  

 At his current institution, Chad uses interpreters as well as captioning services as 

he works toward his social science degree. The current semester he was denied 

interpreters due to late enrollment and must use captioning for access to the course 

content. He prefers to use interpreters because there are times he needs exact English 

phrases and times he needs cultural mediation.  

When working with an interpreter, Chad stated that he likes it when his 

interpreters are: “good looking, skilled at signing, smart, aware of Deaf culture, and can 

have fun.” He does not like it when interpreters try to draw unnecessary attention to 

themselves and ask personal questions in class. His classes involved two interpreters who 

took turns interpreting in 20-minute increments. When it was time to switch interpreters, 

they physically got up and change seats. This was a professional issue for Chad; he was 

not concerned with the reasoning of the interpreters on their seating arrangement, he just 

did not like them interrupting class. His second issue dealt with an interpreter becoming 

personally involved with the class communication by interrupting with personal 

comments. Chad did not complain to the disability office, nor did he discuss it with his 

interpreters.  He did not think his complaining would solve any problems, so he chose to 

leave it alone. 

Paige	  

Paige is a traditional aged college student enrolled at a multi-system public 

university in the northern midwest.  She is the only deaf member of her family. She has 

both signing and lip-reading in her educational background. Her parents began signing to 
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her when they discovered she was deaf as a toddler and she signed until she started 

school. She started to talk while in school and her family decided to nurture Paige’s 

speaking ability. Paige was educated in a lip-reading/speaking environment for much of 

her K-12 education with sign language as an additional support if necessary. Paige 

received a cochlear implant as a young child and continues to use it on a regular basis. 

She is like Evan and Chad, feeling left out of both hearing and Deaf cultures.  

Paige has attended three different institutions of higher education. She is finally 

happy with the education she is currently receiving and most of the interpreters she has 

access to. All of her institutions have been in the northern midwest. The first college 

offered smaller classes and what she thought would be a strong academic program. She 

ultimately had to transfer from the school due to the lack of interpreter availability. The 

school was unable to provide dependable accommodations. Paige withdrew and enrolled 

at a different northwestern state university.  This was a successful collegiate experience; 

interpreters were provided regularly and she was able to complete her Associates’ degree. 

After completion of the Associates degree, Paige enrolled in a multi-system public 

institution known in the northwest to complete a baccalaureate degree. This institution 

enrolls over 90 deaf students each semester and is better able to provide accommodations 

as they employ numerous interpreters on staff.  

Paige’s interpreter journey has been fraught with ups and downs. Paige considers 

herself easy to interpret for as she does not require much interpretation into ASL and she 

voices her own comments to faculty during class. She has struggled with several 

interpreting relationship on campus despite her light linguistic demands. One of her 

worse experiences involved an interpreter who consistently “argued with the teacher.” 
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Paige discussed how embarrassing it was when this interpreter would behave so 

unprofessionally. Paige tried to talk to the interpreter and encourage her to not interrupt 

the class but nothing worked and the interpreter caused disruptions all semester.  

Paige stressed the importance of interpreters understanding the diversity within 

the Deaf community and the need for them to respect her choice to use her voice in class. 

She appreciated the professionalism of most interpreters in the collegiate setting and was 

complimentary of the personal boundaries several interpreters followed.. She stated, 

“previously I have had interpreters with NO personal boundaries, they would tell me 

everything!.” She likes to know a little about the interpreter, but no deep personal issues. 

Paige felt she did not need to develop a relationship with interpreters, as they did not 

voice her comments in class, she spoke for herself. Paige depends on lip reading and 

minimal signs to support her lip reading so her issues with interpreters were mostly on 

professionalism. 

Paige experienced more problems with the disability coordinators at her 

institutions than she did the interpreters. The coordinator of interpreting services at her 

current institution is not pleasant to work with, she stated, “when I talked to her to get an 

interpreter for my classes she blasted me! So I only asked for one class when I wanted an 

interpreter for all 6 classes.” She is not an easy person to work with, so Paige did not 

complain about interpreting services, as it was easier to deal with unprofessional 

interpreters than the interpreter coordinator.  

Paige is able to create positive relationships with interpreters when they do their 

homework and come to class prepared for the assignment. She knows that she is in a 

major with unique terminology and does not mind assisting some on signs, but really 
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appreciates it when interpreters work out signs prior to interpreting. Paige also 

appreciates interpreters who respect the deaf student’s preferences on how they want to 

receive and produce information related to the course.  She feels that she works better 

with interpreters who exhibit these professional characteristics and they understand how 

to make the interpreted class successful.  

Shauna	  

Shauna is a non-traditional graduated student. She completed her Master’s degree 

in 2011 and is only participant in the study not a current student. She was born deaf to an 

all-hearing family. Her home communication consists of some signs with her parents, but 

mostly lip-reading and speech. Shauna was educated in a speech/lip-reading school until 

the 4th grade when she transferred to a public school with a deaf education program. This 

program was also taught through speech and lip-reading methods, but students could sign 

when not in the classroom. Shauna began using an interpreter to supplement her speech 

while in middle school. Shauna attended this program until her junior year of high school 

when she transferred to the state school for the deaf. Shauna currently works as an 

adjunct faculty member teaching ASL to aspiring interpreting students. 

Shauna’s educational journey began at an all-deaf university for her first year and 

then she transferred to a community college close to her parents’ home. The community 

college provided no interpreters for the year she was enrolled. She then transferred to 

another community college that enrolled many deaf students and employed deaf faculty. 

Shauna was able to complete her Associates Degree from this institution and then 

investigated a local large state university to complete her Bachelors Degree. She enrolled 

in yet another community college and took all possible classes before transferring to the 
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more expensive state university and eventually completed her degree. Shauna began her 

Master’s degree in 2009 from the same state university. For the purposes of this study, I 

focused the interview exclusively on her undergraduate experiences.  

Shauna discussed many situations, both positive and negative, with interpreters in 

the various colleges she attended. She is a strong supporter of communicating with the 

interpreter before class as to her expectations for language and interpreter involvement. 

Shauna wants interpreters to be honest with her on understanding signs and how well 

they understand the course content. Recognizing that conflict is inevitable between 

students and interpreters, she stresses, “it is so important to keep communication open; if 

you are overly difficult for them then they don’t want to help you and interpreters are 

human, they have feelings and emotions too.” Shauna paid attention to the needs of 

interpreter as well as her own and was able to develop strong working relationships with 

many of her interpreters.  

The negative situations she experienced revolved around language fluency and the 

inability of the interpreter to work accurately into American Sign Language. Shauna 

worked to assist interpreters with needed signs and encouraged interpreters to work on 

their language fluency.  

The working relationship that Shauna built with the interpreter coordinator was 

also positive. Shauna talked to the coordinator each semester and work with her on 

determining appropriate interpreters. She did not walk in and demand anything; she 

focused on the available interpreters and which of her classes would be most appropriate 

for that interpreter’s skill level. Shauna volunteered to use less skilled interpreters for less 
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technical courses. The coordinator appreciated her flexibility, resulting in positive 

interpreting assignments.   

Jason	  

Jason is a traditional age college student who is currently enrolled at two 

institutions: an all-deaf university and a mainstream private university. Jason was born 

deaf and is the only participant in the study with deaf parents and siblings. He was 

homeschooled until he enrolled in the school for the deaf for part of high school. After 

graduation from high school Jason enrolled in a large technical university and began his 

degree of study. He is currently taking classes at a liberal arts college, but enrolled in an 

affiliated college to take two highly technical classes.  All of his credits will transfer back 

to his original institution and there he will complete his last year and graduate with his 

technical degree.  

Jason did not face issues of access that many other deaf students I talked to 

experienced.  He takes classes from mostly deaf faculty with only a few classes needing 

interpreters. Jason’s frustrations with interpreters focused on attitude and professional 

issues: lack of motivation, texting, chitchatting during class, and arrogance. He talked 

about skill level, but was more concerned with attitude and professional skills than 

linguistic skills. He stated that negative attitude and lack of professionalism were difficult 

for him to deal with.  

Issues of motivation and overall professionalism were discussed in general terms. 

Jason became irritated with the need for interpreters to use their phones and text as soon 

as they were no longer signing. When the interpreter’s lack of professionalism impacts 

his learning, Jason becomes frustrated. His philosophy is that if you are going to do 
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something then you need to do it to your best, he did not appreciate interpreters not 

putting forth their best effort for his courses.  

Jason’s linguistic frustrations were due to the interpreting process more than the 

signs used by the individual interpreters. The interpreting process requires the interpreter 

to lag behind the source message by a few seconds in order to comprehend the content of 

the message and find an equivalent meaning in sign language. He understands the process 

of interpreting and that interpreters need lag time to do the job, but it does not make him 

like the process. He knows that this part of the process is not going to go away and that 

he just has to trust interpreters to do their job accurately. This is why he cannot handle 

when an interpreter misses information from the lecture and does not admit it. Jason 

states: 

When an interpreter admits that they missed information it tells me that I can trust 

them as they show me they are honest… on the other hand when an interpreter 

signs “I MISSED IT” and then goes on without asking for the information I get 

really frustrated; especially when they say IT WASN’T IMPORTANT [signed 

larger and faster implying emphasis]. I might want to know that information. 

Interpreters need the time to work through the message and identify the 

appropriate interpretation, requiring the need for lag time. It is critical to the work of 

interpreters.   

Jason feels a great sense of responsibility toward the interpreters who work with 

him in his classes. He feels responsible for their ability to improve interpreting skills and 

sign language vocabulary.  Jason states: 
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It is important for the classroom interpreter to be motivated to do a good job, to be 

personable and friendly, to work with the deaf student as a team, to make sure and 

communicate with the professor… it is the idea of ensuring that all are on the 

same page. 

The work that he puts into helping his interpreters improve pays off in the long 

run as his reputation as a supportive deaf student encourages interpreters to want to work 

with him.  

Amy	  

Amy is a non-traditional deaf-blind student attending a large metropolitan 

community college in the southwest completing her Associates degree. Her goal is to 

transfer to a large state university to complete a degree in Education. Amy and her 

brother were both born with hearing loss. It was discovered in high school that they both 

had Usher’s Syndrome, a genetic cause of deaf-blindness. Amy is losing her vision 

gradually. For the interview she needed more light on my hands and for me to sign a 

littler smaller. Several times in the interview, Amy asked me to repeat my question, as 

she had not caught the entire question.  Amy was educated in a public mainstream setting 

with her mother as her interpreter. She did attend the last 2 years of high school at the 

school for the deaf.  

Amy’s experience at the community college has been extremely positive. She has 

a positive working relationship with the interpreter coordinator and she has been 

fortunate to work with skilled interpreters.  Amy has to be more open with her 

communication needs as she has specific requirements due to her loss of vision. Before 

classes begin, she meets with any new interpreters and explains what she can and cannot 
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see and explains how interpreters can help her to get the most out of class. This open 

communication shows commitment to her education but also respect to the interpreter 

and the work that they do. She recognizes that interpreters need to be informed of how to 

best accommodate her and her needs to be successful in class.  

Some issues of frustration for Amy dealt with lack of professionalism, 

understanding of deafness, and linguistic skills.  Amy felt it critical for interpreters to 

understand the basics of Deaf culture. The ability of the interpreter to recognize when 

information is culturally laden and to produce an interpretation that keeps the deaf 

student included is critical to the success of the student. It is also important for the 

interpreter to understand their limits linguistically and work in appropriate settings.  

Amy’s needs varied from other students involved in this study and she was one of 

the only students who was fortunate enough to have consistency in her interpreters. This 

consistency allowed her to develop positive relationships with interpreters and an 

understanding of what was needed to for her comprehension of the material.   

Megan	  

 Megan is a traditional age college junior enrolled in a regional state college in the 

southwest. Megan completed her Associates degree from a rural community college and 

upon completion transferred to a regional state college with many deaf students. She is 

the only deaf person in her family but her parents learned to sign once her deafness was 

diagnosed at 6 months of age. Her K-12 experience was in a mainstream setting with the 

same interpreter all 13 years. This caused frustrations when she entered college, as she 

was unsure of how to deal with different interpreters.  Megan’s initial signing exposure 
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was to English signing, she did not know about American Sign Language until she took it 

as a foreign language in high school.  

Megan enjoys working with interpreters and helping improve their skills. She is 

open to new interpreters and using them in her classes if they are willing to work out of 

class to prepare. She was quick to provide a list of interpreter behaviors that were critical 

to establishing a positive working relationship. She is able to work with an interpreter if 

they have strong language skills, knowledge of Deaf culture, awareness of personal and 

professional boundaries, understand the needs of confidentiality and neutrality and are 

punctual. This seems like a long list of demands but it is not much different than the Code 

of Professional Conduct outlined by the Registry of Interpreters for the Deaf (RID, 2010). 

Megan admitted that there was only one interpreter she trusted when she interpreted, “I 

can trust her to interpret for me accurately and I don’t have to work to make sure she is 

saying what I am saying.” Megan wanted to work with interpreters if they also showed 

the drive to improve their skills.  

Megan has experienced more than her share of poorly interpreted classes. She 

stressed the importance of interpreters being professional and understanding their role in 

the classroom. Her worst experiences dealt with an unprofessional and linguistically 

unqualified interpreter for her classes. Megan eventually was able to get the interpreter 

replaced but it took many trips to the disability coordinators office.  

Megan stressed her willingness to work with interpreters in her classes and how 

she was constantly disappointed in the lack of effort of interpreters. She worked hard to 

provide materials for interpreters to be prepared for classes when she had to present, but 

many times the interpreters would not read over it before class. The lack of preparation 
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impacted Megan’s ability to trust her interpreters and work with them effectively. Several 

times Megan experienced the interpreter misinterpreting comments: “I wish the 

interpreter would stop me and ask for clarification rather than go on and make me look 

stupid because they don’t understand me.” She was frustrated, as other students in the 

class were not able to get an accurate picture of her knowledge due to interpreter 

mistakes.  

Megan spoke of a positive working relationship with only one interpreter at her 

current institution. The school employs many full time interpreters but she is not 

comfortable with the other interpreters. Megan has a positive working relationship with 

the interpreter coordinator and that helps in her getting her desired interpreter when 

needed. She wants to work with interpreters with strong language skills, and who are 

professional and respect deaf individuals as a culture. 

*** 

A comprehensive description of the essence of the relationship as perceived by 

deaf students in higher education with interpreters in the classroom emerged from the 

stories of the participants. The frustrations experienced with interpreters as well as the 

positive examples shared with interpreters share common characteristics. Many 

frustrations dealt with professionalism, linguistic competence and attitude. One the flip 

side, many positive experiences also focused on professionalism, linguistic competence 

and attitude. The difference is in the exhibition of these traits. Many of the students I 

interviewed established positive working relationships with at least one interpreter from 

their educational setting. A few students developed a positive relationship with several 

different interpreters. The most important facet of these data is that the experience truly 
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was a shared experience among the d/Deaf students. Their description of how they 

experience interpreting relationships held many common factors: attitude, 

professionalism, and linguistic skill, to name a few.  
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CHAPTER	  FIVE	  

FINDINGS	  

 

The interview data represent experiences with interpreters related to attitude, 

knowledge, professionalism, understanding the needs of students, and language skill. 

Participants shared both positive and negative experiences working with interpreters and 

stressed desired qualities they found in an interpreter that assisted in developing a 

positive working relationship.  Issues of power imbalance were discussed as participants 

explained actions taken when interpreters displayed undesirable qualities, such as asking 

for a replacement interpreter and dealing with a poor interpreter to avoid dealing with 

disability services.  

 This research identified core components necessary in the relationship 

between deaf students and sign language interpreters; the components identified 

corresponded with the previous categories identified by Napier (2011) of attitude, 

knowledge, understanding needs, professionalism, and language. Participants articulated 

situations where these aspects were present in relationships and experiences with 

interpreters.  

Participants’ comments were coded based upon emergent themes in the data. Each 

interview was coded for specific characteristics of that individual’s relationship with 

interpreters. Individual student profiles were developed to assist in identifying the 

overarching themes within the interviews. The individual descriptions were then 



	   	   88	  
	  

combined to provide a comprehensive description of students’ experiences.  

Phenomenological research focuses on the lived experience of individuals. The following 

discussion expands on the results of the study; the discussion is organized by Napier’s 

(2011) core components of a student and interpreter relationship.  

Attitude	  

 Participants noted several instances where the interpreter’s attitude was 

integral to the success or failure of the working relationship. In the Deaf community, 

attitude is an expression of respect for deaf individuals, their language, and community 

(Witter-Merithew & Johnson, 2005). A positive attitude displayed by the interpreter was 

an important factor influencing the comfort level of the deaf consumer.  

Attitudes of interpreters were discussed within positive and negative examples. 

Several participants expressed a desire to see interpreters motivated to do their best when 

they came to class. Jason noted one of the most important aspects of an interpreter for 

him was “desire to learn and [be] motivated about interpreting.” He states that it is 

difficult to pay attention to someone who is “non-emotive and not positive about being at 

work that day.” Shauna also desired an interpreter who was motivated to do his or her 

best. Shauna stated that she “works with the interpreter to improve their skills, and often 

helps them improve their signing skills.”  

A key component to attitude relates to how the interpreter accepts critique from 

the deaf student. If the interpreter accepts the critique and uses it as a way to better their 

skill, the deaf student is more likely to develop a working relationship with that 

interpreter. If the interpreter ignores the critique or argues with the deaf student, then 

clearly the relationship will not be built. Mary noted she was impressed when her 
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interpreter “worked overtime to improve content understanding of the course being taken, 

and was impressed at the level of preparedness of the interpreter so that I would have a 

better chance of being successful.” Acceptance of sign correction and the motivation to 

learn when an interpreter is not competent in an area displays a positive attitude towards 

the deaf student.   

   Jennifer also discussed the attitude of the interpreter: “I think it is 

wonderful when the interpreter has a sense of humor! It makes the class more enjoyable. 

It is also nice when they are energetic and have a positive attitude.” Amy too had positive 

experiences with interpreters, as her favorite interpreter considers her an “equal and there 

is mutual respect between us.” Participants reported that interpreter/student relationships 

were stronger when interpreters exhibited a positive attitude toward deaf students. 

  Not all discussions around attitude were positive; there were several 

examples of negative attitudes that were problematic for participants.  Amy discussed 

how the interpreter’s lack of desire to work impacted her comprehension: “If they do not 

want to work that day and they are bored, not signing clearly, that would impact me and I 

would get sleepy and not follow the class discussion.” Shauna claimed, “when the 

interpreter is not excited about working they usually don’t have strong facial expressions, 

and it is hard to follow along in class and stay interested.” Interpreters’ lack of 

enthusiasm at work was perceived as a lack of desire to ensure that the deaf student 

learned the material of the day.  

Attitude was also discussed in terms of respect and how interpreters treat deaf 

students. Megan stated that: “Yes, there are some interpreters that look down on deaf 

individuals thinking that deaf individuals need help. That is not “OK” with me, and I 
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don’t like that attitude. The stuck up interpreters are really frustrating.” Jason also 

expressed frustration with interpreters who are arrogant: “I just wish that interpreters 

would not be so arrogant… don’t assume I don’t know something.” Deaf participants did 

not appreciate being treated as if they were not as intelligent as the interpreter or other 

hearing students in the class. It was seen as the interpreter displaying a negative attitude 

towards the Deaf community.  

Attitude was discussed as a necessary component to a good working relationship 

with an interpreter. Deaf students look for the interpreter to have an attitude of 

improvement and dedication to the process of interpreting. The attitude of the interpreter 

has an influence on the deaf student. Jason contended that it is difficult to pay attention to 

someone who is “non-emotive and not positive about being at work that day.” Students 

also discussed willingness to work with interpreters to improve interpreting skills 

depending on the attitude of the individual interpreter. If the interpreter was open to 

feedback and motivated to improve, many students (e.g., Jason, Shauna, Mary, Amy, and 

Tony) were more than willing to show signs and assist with language development.  

Knowledge:	  Cultural	  &	  Content	  

 The concept of knowledge was discussed in two ways: cultural knowledge 

and content knowledge.  Cultural knowledge refers to the understanding or lack of 

understanding that interpreters hold about the Deaf community, while content knowledge 

focuses on the actual information being interpreted. Comments on cultural or content 

knowledge were issues for four of the deaf students interviewed.  

 Issues of cultural knowledge were discussed predominantly in a holistic 

manner. Chad, Mary, Megan, and Amy agreed that it was important for interpreters to 
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understand Deaf culture in general. Amy noted that when an interpreter understands 

deafness “it is easier to understand the interpreter.” This sentiment was reiterated by 

Chad: “it helps when the interpreter understands that deaf people are different than 

hearing people.”  Megan was the only participant who stressed importance on the 

interpreters’ understanding of  “how to correctly get a deaf person’s attention.” Megan 

also noted the need for interpreters to:  

understand the directness of deaf students and make sure [the 

interpretation] is not interpreted as rude or mean. Unfortunately others often see it 

that way in the room. I don’t know why interpreters miss the emotional aspect of 

the language. 

Deaf students felt that interpreters commonly misunderstood them due to a lack of 

understanding of Deaf culture. It was important for many participants that their 

interpreter understood Deaf culture as to eliminate cultural misunderstandings in an 

interpretation. Understanding the cultural differences between deaf and hearing people 

was a common desire of the interviewed students. 

 Several deaf participants were specific with content knowledge issues that 

arose with interpreting in their classes. There were a few instances discussed when the 

interpreter did not understand the content of the course as provided in English, making it 

very hard for the deaf student to understand the interpretation. Jennifer discussed her 

philosophy course and her issues:  

I used CART (Computer Assisted Realtime Translation) for my 

philosophy course just because it was impossible to find an interpreter 

comfortable with the course. The interpreter was clueless as to names and content 
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so I had to read more to stay up with the class. I would go back and forth between 

the interpreter and the CART transcription…this was a very hard class and most 

of the information went past the interpreter.  

Jennifer’s comments are similar to issues faced by Jason in some of his classes. 

Jason takes highly technical classes and he “spend[s] a significant amount of time 

teaching interpreters signs and concepts of what I am talking about, what my courses are 

covering, because they have never interpreted it before.”  Time is taken out of learning 

for the deaf student so that they can teach the interpreter the necessary concepts in order 

to interpret for the class. The issues Jennifer and Jason faced were due to the content of 

the courses. Interpreters who lack understanding of the material, or knowledge of how to 

sign the material, need to consider if they are qualified to interpret for the course. It is 

frustrating for students to deal with an ineffective interpreter in the classroom; it creates 

more work for the student when this happens. Interpreters’ lack of content knowledge and 

sign knowledge negatively impedes the working relationship between deaf students and 

interpreters.  

Tony raised a different issue about his interpreters. He preferred interpreters with 

personal college experience who were able to use that experience as a student in higher 

education to help fill in the gaps of what he missed. He states that “it would be nice to 

have an interpreter who had the experience of college and would be able to help fill in 

some of the gaps that are present.” Tony was interested in tips on testing and how 

professors set up projects and such.  Tony wanted interpreters who had attended college 

before so that they could relay information pertaining to the culture of college, not 

necessarily the academic information.  
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Participants discussed situations where the interpreters used their personal 

knowledge in a certain area to strengthen the interpretation provided. Jennifer stated that 

she had one interpreter who she loved working with in her math class because: 

The interpreter was really good at math and I am not a great student when it 

comes to math. That interpreter was really able to get the content of the 

information to me and it helped out on learning the information.    

This was a positive example of an interpreter not missing the mark on 

understanding course content and this person was successfully able to provide a solid 

interpretation. This interpreter was clearly competent in mathematics and able to use that 

knowledge in the interpretation.  

In most instances described by participants, interpreters were not familiar with the 

content in student courses and deaf students, at times, were frustrated when interpreters 

did not understand the material in English or did not know the signs in ASL in order to 

produce an effective interpretation.  In one case, Jennifer requested captioning services 

along with the interpreter as a way of getting more information out of the class. Students 

commonly reported feeling like they were teaching their interpreters at the same time as 

trying to learn the concepts being discussed in class.  Jason said that he spent a lot of time 

“teaching interpreters signs and concepts of what I am talking about in class.”  Students 

wanted interpreters to come to classes prepared both in understanding the information in 

English as well as what signs would be needed for the class.  

Understand	  needs	  

This category of interpreter behavior was extensively discussed during interviews. 

Students discussed situations where interpreters were able to read body language and 



	   	   94	  
	  

non-manual cues in order to modify interpretations and increase the student’s 

understanding of the lecture. Students also discussed negative experiences with 

interpreters, where the interpreter was not able to meet the needs of the student 

linguistically. Part of this component is the interpreter being able to bridge the cultural 

gap for deaf students and mediate the cultural differences appropriately for deaf students. 

Throughout the interviews, students discussed what they wished interpreters 

would do while working in their classes. There were many frustrations expressed 

concerning how interpreters do the job of interpreting and how it is not compatible with 

what the student needs in the classroom. On the flip side, there were many situations 

where the student and interpreter had developed a positive relationship due to the 

interpreter’s awareness of student needs.  One of the first comments made by Amy 

related to how she works with an interpreter setting up language expectations.  

The first day of class I always sit down and explain what I need for 

communication. I explain clearly what I can and cannot see. Sometimes the light 

will be dim or they will come up to me real close because they think that because 

I am deaf blind they have to be right up in my face for me to see. But I actually 

prefer for the interpreter be a bit away from me, I can see better back a bit.  I have 

noticed that if you open the lines of communication day one that the rest of the 

semester is pretty smooth and it will go better. The relationship can build from 

there.  

Jennifer was also fortunate enough to work with an interpreter who was able to 

read her body language and understand when she was getting the interpreted material:   
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The interpreter worked really hard to grasp the content of the material. She paid 

attention to my non-manual clues as to my comprehension of the material or not 

and she would know where to clarify the information. That interpreter was just 

really easy to work with.   

Mary reiterated the need to work efficiently with an interpreter. Mary enjoyed 

working with this one specific interpreter due a long friendship they shared. The 

interpreter was familiar with Mary’s language needs and uses, allowing for the 

interpretation to be more applicable to her learning.  

She can read me like a book, if I understand the lecture or not, she gets it 

instantly. She also excels at understanding when I need more interpretation on a 

specific concept or not, when I need her to expand or provide more 

contextualization. 

The ability of the interpreter to read the body language and non-manual cues of 

the deaf student is best developed through exposure over time.  The ability to read the 

deaf person in this way does take intuition but also a familiarity with the consumer and 

their language norms. Following intuition can lead to interpreters making inaccurate 

assumptions about student needs. Amy explained how there were times the interpreter did 

not understand what she needed in an interpretation:  

I don’t like it when interpreters think that I don’t understand, so instead of just 

giving me the content, they go into this whole explanation of the topic and I 

would have just understood if they had given me the information directly!   
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Deaf students appreciated the effort of interpreters when it was clear the 

interpreters wanted to do well and produce an accurate interpretation. Mary felt that her 

interpreter went above and beyond the expected behaviors of an interpreter.  

She volunteered to take articles that I needed to read for class and record an 

interpretation of them so that I could watch a sign language version instead of the 

confusing English words. I did not expect her to do this but really appreciated her. 

In this example, the willingness of the interpreter to go above and beyond the 

normal expectations is appreciated by the deaf student. 

Shauna discussed one example of an interpreter thinking their initial interpreting 

was successful only to realize that there needed to be a major shift in the process of 

interpreting provided. Shauna talked about one of her favorite interpreters and the 

dilemma: 

I worked with one interpreter who her signs were good and her ability to 

understand the English was good but when I went to take a test in that class I was 

totally lost as the words on the test were not what had been interpreted to me. The 

test was all vocabulary and the interpreter had interpreted and did not provide the 

English vocabulary words. The interpreter was a good interpreter, she was a Child 

of Deaf Adults (CODA) and we had to talk about what we needed to do for the 

class. I asked her to fingerspell the vocabulary specific words for class. We had to 

change how she interpreted. 

This can be a common issue in higher education as the English vocabulary is 

important for the deaf student’s success on exams. In this situation, the interpreter was 

able to modify the interpretation to meet the linguistic needs of the student. The 
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interpreter and the student had to develop strategies to improve the student’s 

understanding in the class. The interpreter must be aware of vocabulary needs and ensure 

that an accurate culturally mediated message is being produced into American Sign 

Language.  

One of the most common issues raised by participants dealt with interpreters’ lack 

of understanding about how to work with the deaf student who is taking notes. deaf 

students were adamant about needing the interpreter to stop interpreting and mentally 

hold on to the information while taking notes. The problem arises when the interpreter 

continues to sign and the student looks down to write; when the student looks up again, 

the lecture has moved on and it takes a while to catch up to the topic of the class.   

There were positive and negative examples of interpreter actions related to deaf 

students taking notes. Jason developed an arrangement with his interpreters that improved 

success in keeping up with class content and taking personal notes on the lecture. The 

interpreter would pause interpreting while Jason was taking notes, but would continue to 

pay attention to class and when the student made eye contact again with the interpreter, 

interpreting would begin again. By waiting to interpret until he looked up again, Jason 

stated, “I am not lost as to what the class is talking about when I look up, I am not 

catching the middle of a comment.” It is physically impossible for the deaf student to 

look down at their paper and watch the interpreter at the same time. Jennifer was able to 

set up a similar situation with the interpreter, but only through repeatedly asking the 

interpreter to repeat the information that was missed while looking down at the paper. 

Jennifer noted that, “most of the time [the interpreter] will hold the information and if 

they don’t when I look back up I ask them to repeat what they are talking about.” This 
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approach worked for Jennifer and in the end interpreters did wait to interpret until she 

had reestablished eye contact.  

While several students were lucky to have interpreters willing to hold onto 

information while they took notes, not all students had that opportunity. Shauna discussed 

her experience with this problem: 

When I would look down it was hard to keep in the conversation. I had to adjust 

how I took notes so that I would not lower my head to take notes but I would 

divert my eyes as if I was texting! But I would look down and up so that I could 

keep the lecture in sight but still take a few key notes. It is almost like texting and 

driving! 

Megan discussed a similar approach, as she also struggled with taking notes and 

staying up with the lecture:  

I sit in a way that I slouch down in the seat and I can write and see the interpreter 

at the same time. By slouching the interpreter is still in my line of sight and then I 

don’t miss any information. 

Issues with taking notes appeared frequently in interviews, but each student dealt 

with the problem in a different way.  Issues with notes were only one of the frustrations 

of deaf students; students struggled with interpreters who failed to understand how to 

mediate group and individual assignments in the classroom. Megan and Jennifer 

expressed the most poignant examples of this problem.  Megan’s experience in one of her 

math classes was especially disheartening:  

I took a test in math, and naturally the teacher is still talking about nothing, the 

interpreter smacked my desk to get my attention to interpret to me the random 
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comments of the teacher. I was like what???? It was ridiculous.  I just looked back 

to my test and started doing my exam again and then [the interpreter] did it again! 

BAM hit my desk to get my attention… and I said that I did not need to know; I 

needed to focus on my test. So then she decided to kick me to get my 

attention!!!!!!! ARE YOU KIDDING ME!!!!!!! So I kicked her out of my class! I 

told her she was interrupting me unnecessarily and I did not want it anymore and 

she needed to leave, she said she did not have to leave… it was not pretty… she 

would not leave the room so I told her she could go sit in the back and sign to 

herself but that I wanted to be left alone. 

The same interpreter showed up in a science lab with Megan, and again chose to 

interpret the least important information: 

In lab we were broken up into small groups and we would do our lab projects. 

The conversation is happening between the 2-3 of us in the group but as soon as 

the teacher would start talking, even if it had nothing to do with us, she would 

stop interpreting for the lab and start interpreting for the teacher. The teachers 

comment had nothing to do with the lab we were working on, and it was really 

frustrating. Since the interpreter chose to interpret the teacher’s ramblings, I 

missed out on what my group discussed on our lab assignment. I was totally lost 

as to what we were doing for our lab, and I asked [the interpreter] to interpret for 

my group discussion instead of for the teacher and she said,  “no, I interpret for 

the teacher.”  So I got mad again and kicked her out of my class again! She would 

not leave again, and so my group and I ignored her and we had to write back and 
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forth what we were doing for the lab.  I would have to say that was my worst 

experience. 

The same interpreter was scheduled for several classes for Megan, but due to 

these experiences and Megan complaining numerous times, the interpreter was finally 

replaced.  

But Megan was not the only student who expressed frustration with interpreters 

not meeting their needs. Jennifer asked her interpreter to stand in a location that would 

provide clear lines of sight and the interpreter refused to stand.  

I like to sit in the back and see the room and who is talking without having to turn 

around, and I get nervous in front so I like to sit in the back. When I sit in the 

back it is necessary for the interpreter to stand up in the front of the room. This 

had not been a problem previously at my other schools, partly because I sit on the 

far side by the wall and the interpreters generally have a team and they can stand 

up to interpret. During my first semester at [Institution], the staff interpreter 

refused to stand up to interpret. I had interpreters from other towns that came in to 

interpret and they were more than willing to stand up, but the staff interpreter 

would not do it. 

Institutions who enroll deaf students on a regular basis generally employ a staff 

interpreter. This individual is an employee of the university or college and not contracted 

by the semester. The fact that this interpreter was a staff interpreter was upsetting to this 

participant, believing that staff interpreters should be easier to work with. Jennifer felt 

that the interpreter was limiting her access to the class by not standing.  
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Paige provided another example of interpreters not understanding what the deaf 

student needs from an interpreter.  

When I am talking with my friends and the interpreter decides to interrupt the 

conversation, I don’t like it when they do that.  I like to chat with my interpreter, I 

enjoy getting to know them, but I need my personal time and space with my 

friends and classmates.  Also if a deaf person wanted to talk to friends, the 

interpreter should not automatically interrupt and try to interpret the conversation. 

They need to ask first and even see if the deaf person wants them to interpret at 

that time. It is one of those things, sometimes you do need the interpreter and 

sometimes you don’t but it is nice when you, the deaf consumer, can dictate that. 

There is nothing concrete that directs interpreters to know when to interpret and 

when not to interpret. This participant did not want the interpreter involved in private 

discussions happening outside of class time. Some interpreters were able to understand 

the linguistic and interpreting needs of the student without communication prior to the 

assignment. The interpreter was able to successfully predict when clarification or 

linguistic changes were needed for the student. Not all interpreters were able to 

intuitively understand the students they worked with, and if no one talks about the needs 

of the student, there could be a chance for misunderstanding what the student does need.  

 The frustrations that were discussed by students blocked their ability to develop 

positive working relationships with the interpreters involved. These situations could have 

improved had they communicated with each other and clarified what was needed for the 

student and the interpreter to be successful.  
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Professionalism	  

Professionalism in the Code of Professional Conduct encompasses interpreters 

using discretion in accepting work based on signing skills and knowledge in the content 

area, presenting themselves in an appropriate manner depending on the situation avoiding 

conflicting roles (RID, 2010). Issues of unprofessionalism were frustrating for 

participants.  Common frustrations dealt with inappropriate clothing, lack of 

confidentiality, and a lack of professional decisions made by interpreters. . Paige and 

Jennifer dealt with inappropriate behavior of an interpreter resulting in embarrassment for 

the student. In both cases, the interpreter was not removed from the course and the 

students were forced to continue using the interpreters. The initial discussion in the 

interview focused on past experiences and then moved on to desired behaviors and 

experiences with interpreters.  The participants provided a list of desired characteristics. 

Knowing what deaf students identify as professional characteristics will allow for 

interpreters in the future meeting the expectations and needs of deaf students in higher 

education.  

Participants identified numerous problematic issues pertaining to professionalism, 

ranging from simple clothing choices to significant breeches in confidentiality and 

unprofessional behavior.  Several students (Paige, Megan, Jason and Chad) discussed 

when it was OK and not OK for the interpreter and the deaf student to talk about non-

course content.  Megan felt “ok with chitchat happening before or after class, but not 

during the lecture or during a class break when I am still working on notes.” Paige 

echoed this sentiment: 
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I like to chat with interpreters sometimes, but only when it works with the class. I 

have worked with some interpreters who were really strict on the code of ethics 

and they would not chat with me; they absolutely refused to have a side 

conversation. I have also had interpreters on the other end of that spectrum and 

they talked too much and it interfered with my learning in the class. 

The interpreter Code of Professional Conduct (Code of Ethics) does not state 

interpreters and deaf consumers cannot have a side conversation; it states interpreters 

should refrain from  “counsel, advice, or personal opinion” (p. 3). Many interpreters and 

deaf consumers have taken this to mean personal conversations are not allowed.   Chad 

disagreed on the topic of chatting with the interpreter, stating: “I think it is OK sometimes 

to chat when class is boring.” Chad did not mind the distraction from course material to 

have a side conversation with the interpreter. The back and forth of the conversation 

could lead the faculty member to assume there is a question and [the faculty] could stop 

and ask if they needed to clarify a comment.  Jason had additional insight into the issue of 

chatting with the interpreter: 

There have been times where I have tried to start a conversation and the 

interpreter will answer but their response is short. They are clearly establishing a 

boundary and they don’t want to chat. But this is a school environment and you 

see the same interpreter weekly, it is just natural to develop some kind of 

familiarity with them, comfort level.   

Jason connected the simple act of chitchat to the concepts of friendliness and 

approachability, suggesting that “it is important for the interpreter to be friendly because 

that impacts the other hearing students too because if the interpreter is not friendly then 
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other hearing students won’t be as likely to approach me.” Jason was the only participant 

who recognized the impact of interpreter professionalism and personality on his social 

opportunities in the classroom. He was concerned with the interpreters’ perceived 

friendliness impacting his relationship with hearing peers in the classroom.  

Other problems with interpreter professionalism focused on clothing, absences, 

and the texting on the phone. There were instances where interpreters understood and 

chose appropriate attire and behavior, but there were also situations where the interpreter 

made a choice that was perceived as unprofessional. Megan brought up poorly dressed 

interpreters:  

She dressed in clothes that were just so colorful and distracting that I could not 

focus on her signing. She would wear neon green or orange and she would have 

her nails painted so that it was hard to focus.  She also would wear printed shirts, 

like with flowers on the front… patterns that impacted vision… I am normally a 

really easygoing person, but I could not do that! 

The RID Code of Professional Conduct (2010) instructs interpreters to wear 

clothing that is “unobtrusive” so that the attention is not on the interpreter. Megan 

complained to the coordinator of interpreting services several times about the clothing 

that was worn by her interpreter but nothing changed. Megan did not only have negative 

experiences, she had experienced positive situations as well. Megan discussed a situation 

where an interpreter was completing an internship but was able to make acceptable 

decisions on attire. Megan explained how she was impressed with the not-yet-

professional interpreter:  
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There was one person and she was a sorority girl, but her shirt was a tank top but 

she had a wrap that she was able to put over herself and cover herself perfectly for 

interpreting. I could still see some pink but the way it covered her was perfect; I 

could watch the interpreting easily. I know she was hot with the extra clothing, 

but she used the wrap and it worked, she understood that her top was not ok 

without being covered up. 

Interpreters generally wear solid dark, not bright, clothing. Megan appreciated the 

professionalism displayed by this internship student.  

Other students stated that they did not have issues with the clothing their 

interpreters wore to classes, but experienced situations where the interpreters did not 

show up to class.  Jennifer had a situation where the interpreter skipped four classes: “it 

was problematic because I could not get the information without the interpreter there.”  

Tony’s situation was a bit different in that his interpreter came to class weekly, but she 

was always 5-10 minutes late. “I miss the updates on homework, tests and the random 

reminders.”  Keeping track of late or absent interpreters is generally the responsibility of 

the disability office. How offices choose to deal with absent interpreters is not 

standardized. Most students report after each class if the interpreter did not show up for 

class. Sometimes the disability office was aware of the absence, but not always. The 

other participants I interviewed did not express any concerns about promptness or 

attendance with interpreting. In fact, Evan and Chad specifically claimed that their 

interpreters were always present and arrived early for classes.  

Issues with texting were raised by Evan, Chad, and Jason. Evan and Chad both 

expressed that, at times, they understood when texting was necessary.  Chad thought “that 
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it is OK, if it happens a lot then it would become an issue. If it is only every once in a 

while, or an emergency message, I understand. I do think they need to tell me why they 

need to get the phone though.” Jason had a different issue with phone usage, as some of 

his classes required two interpreters. Classes lasting over 90 minutes generally have 2 

interpreters who take turns interpreting the course. Jason’s frustration was the interpreter 

who is supposed to support the working interpreter would be on their phone and not 

paying attention. Jason felt this was inappropriate: 

I do feel a bit put out sometimes when the off interpreter is texting because they 

are supposed to be supporting the interpreter who is currently signing. If they are 

not paying attention then I am the one who suffers when information is missed. 

Issues of phone usage are not in the Code of Professional Conduct, but there are 

aspects focused on ensuring that the message is provided accurately (RID, 2010). One 

could argue that the interpreter not paying attention was a violation of this part. Most 

students did not have any comments when asked about interpreters and phone usage. 

They reported that their interpreters were very professional by not being on their phones 

and that it was not an issue.  

Additional professionalism issues raised by participants dealt with interpreters not 

following the Code of Professional Conduct, specifically: maintaining neutrality, 

confidentiality, and respect for consumers. Jennifer discussed one interpreter she worked 

with who “had good signing skills, but could not manage to keep her personal problems 

out of her work. She was constantly crossing boundaries between personal and 

professional issues.” Tony had issues with interpreters who violated confidentiality by 

discussing other interpreting assignments in front of him. His interpreter would say:  
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“I can’t interpret for you I have to go interpret for this person’s class,” [and] that 

information is supposed to be confidential.  Or she would say, “I can’t interpret 

for you because I am interpreting so and so’s doctor appointment.”  There is no 

confidentiality. 

Issues of confidentiality are the most clearly defined components of the 

professional code, emphasizing the need for interpreters to protect assignment related 

information (RID, 2010).  

Participants mentioned additional ways that interpreters were unprofessional by 

personally participating in class discussion. Megan described interpreters’ personal 

interjections into class discussions as frustrating.  Paige had an interpreter who would 

consistently interject her personal opinion into class discussions, which made Paige 

uncomfortable. “When the interpreter makes their own personal comment, I feel 

awkward and embarrassed when interpreters do that. The focus of the entire class is on 

me and it is embarrassing. It is also confusing to the teacher.” Interpreters are not 

supposed to interject personal opinions and should be the voice of communication for the 

deaf student. It becomes confusing for everyone when the interpreter personally becomes 

involved. It is stated in the Code of Professional Conduct that interpreters should not 

interject with “personal opinions” (RID, 2010, p. 3). Paige also gave an example of when 

her interpreter would actually argue with the faculty: 

She would actually fight and argue with the teacher of the course. . I was like, 

“don’t argue with the teacher, you are supposed to be interpreting for me.” So it 

was really embarrassing… and it impacted the other hearing students too, because 
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they were aware of the drama and they were paying attention to the drama and not 

class too.  

Interpreters are taught the Code of Professional Conduct while in training 

programs but deaf students are not. There is a lack of training for deaf consumers how to 

apply the Code of Conduct and how to hold interpreters accountable for decisions made 

that are inappropriate.  

Interpreters who thought that the deaf consumer was not paying attention, or did 

not know what was going on in class also frustrated students. This issue is also addressed 

through the Code of Professional Conduct with the tenet focused on “respect for 

consumers (RID, 2010, p.4).” Jason is a student who attends a highly selective technical 

college. His class was reviewing introductory concepts so he was using his time to work 

on the handouts instead of attending to the lecture. The interpreter assumed that he did 

not know the information he was missing and so she interrupted him.  

As I was working, the interpreter interrupted me and told me that I had missed 

some really important information. So I asked what I missed and she said, “you 

don’t understand the concept of gravity.” I told her that I was past that on my 

sheet and that I already understood that concept, and the interpreter said that I 

missed information because I was not paying attention. I again stated that I 

already understood the concepts; I gave her the number value for it, and the 

interpreter asked how I knew that! I told the interpreter, I have to look at you, the 

teacher, and the power point here. I am all over the place, but I am doing my 

work. I just wish that interpreters would not be so arrogant. 
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The interpreter’s assumption that Jason did not know the material was seen as 

disrespectful and is an added frustration.  

Jennifer was also confronted with abrasive and combative experiences of 

disrespect. She experienced several classes where the interpreter did not show up or they 

showed up late, as mentioned earlier, but her most embarrassing moment was an 

interpreter leaving in the middle of class.  

When the interpreter walked out in the middle of my class; that was the most 

embarrassing for me…. I don’t remember what I did but she called me a bitch and 

I was shocked. I made eye contact with the other deaf student, we were just 

shocked that she did that and then walked out of our class in the middle of the 

lecture.  

Jennifer was alone in experiencing an interpreter walking out of class; none of the 

other participants had experienced that situation. Megan discussed kicking out an 

interpreter, but the interpreter did not leave on her own accord.  

In regard to professionalism, the students interviewed discussed the professional 

characteristics they wished they saw more often. Students expressed appreciation when 

they worked with interpreters who had a general knowledge base of language, culture, 

and professionalism. Megan discussed the need for interpreters to “focus on the job of 

facilitating communication between the student and teacher making sure that any 

personal bias is not included in the interpretation.” Megan also stressed the need for the 

interpreter to be “neutral with no attitude or judging, but provide me access to my classes 

on a foundation of neutrality.” Amy also expressed the desire of interpreters to “be a 

mediator of information and pass along the communication.”  
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The comments of Megan and Amy were similar to Tony and Paige’s responses. 

Tony wants his interpreters to be, “open-minded, committed to a good interpretation, and 

focused on the consumer.” Paige feels that it is reasonable to “expect interpreters to sign 

well enough I can understand them and to be able to voice for me. I also want interpreters 

to behave professionally, and be neutral.” Megan, Paige, Tony, and Amy’s comments are 

addressed within several tenets of the Code of Professional Conduct published by the 

Registry of Interpreters for the Deaf. Amy and Shauna also mentioned these ideas as 

important.  Amy thinks “it is important for interpreters to follow the Code of Ethics” as a 

key component to her level of comfort with the interpreter.  The participants described 

situations that reinforce the need for the Code of Professional Conduct and continual 

training of interpreters. 

Participants identified both positive and negative characteristics exhibited by 

interpreters in their classes. Students described experiences of interpreters violating 

confidentiality, skipping assignments, and arguing with the faculty of courses. Students 

were also able to describe what characteristics are desirable in interpreters: open-minded, 

motivated, and neutral. Knowing what deaf students identify as professional 

characteristics will allow for interpreters in the future meeting the expectations and needs 

of deaf students in higher education.  

Language	  Skills	  

The linguistic abilities of interpreters sparked discussion with both positive and 

negative comments. Issues with correct interpretation into sign language as well as from 

sign language into English encompassed most of the discussion. Several students were 

comfortable with the abilities of their interpreters and did not feel that there were any 



	   	   111	  
	  

problems with the interpretations. Evan, Mary, Chad, and Amy were comfortable with 

their interpreters stating that they did not have language concerns. Evan stated, “ I think 

the interpreters interpret my comments accurately. They meet my expectations and I am 

satisfied with them.” Not all participants shared this sentiment and felt comfortable with 

the interpreting, however.  

When deaf students were asked about interpreter skills processing information 

from English into sign language, there were several comments about interpreters not 

being able to process the information adequately. Tony, who attends a large rural state 

university, claimed, “they interpret but they are not able to interpret the concept behind 

the words and that is a huge issue for me. In short, interpreting here sucks!” Tony was 

frustrated with the lack of skill exhibited by interpreters in his classes and stated that he 

would switch schools for his master’s degree due to better interpreters available in other 

locations. Tony specifically wants interpreters to provide the conceptual interpretation of 

the information in class, he does not want an English translation. Paige and Jennifer were 

also frustrated with interpreters, but more with interpreters not knowing the specific signs 

that matched the content of the course. Paige stated:  

There are times where the interpreter does not understand something and I have to 

tell them what is going on, it happens in outdoor activities quite a bit. The 

vocabulary is very specific and so they are asking me what vocabulary means and 

what signs I have for specific concepts. I don’t mind but [I] don’t want to have to 

teach signs each class. 

Jennifer was frustrated with interpreters not knowing signs and did not feel it was 

her responsibility to teach an interpreter the signs needed for classes.  
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I will never forget that interpreter who used to interpret for me and ask me signs 

for specific things. Are you kidding me? it was so frustrating. I have had 

interpreters with certification and without certification that did not know signs 

and it gets old. 

Students in general did not mind helping interpreters out with signs every once in 

a while, but became frustrated when it felt like they were teaching the interpreter.  

When asked about negative experiences with interpreter skills, many deaf 

students provided examples of inadequate interpretations within student presentations. 

Students were embarrassed by the misstatements made by interpreters. Megan described 

a presentation she gave where the interpreter was not able to successfully do the job:   

But I have had an interpreter talk for me and they were not saying what I was 

signing. I saw that they were still talking and I was like… “I did not say that” but 

they just kept on talking. So I had to tell them, please, when you don’t understand 

me you have to stop me and ask me to say it again. I did not notice it till I was 

finished with the presentation and I did not want it to impact my grade. I went to 

the teacher and explained that I was presenting on the topic but the interpreter was 

way off and that they were not saying what I was signing. I offered my notes for 

the teacher to look at in order to see that I was talking about the correct 

information, information related to class.  

Jason also shared an example of an interpreter unsuccessfully providing an 

interpretation of his presentation and how he handled the situation.  

I remember an experience I had at school one time. I had a speech, it was a group 

presentation and I was the only deaf member of our group. I was responsible for a 
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set of the power point slides and I had a lot of information to convey as my part of 

the presentation. I had already met and worked with the interpreter for 30 minutes 

before the presentation. I went over the slides and what I was going to talk 

about… and I thought that we both were comfortable with what was going to be 

presented. When the presentation actually started, the interpreter went totally way 

off the point! I was watching the interpreter’s lips to see where they were in the 

presentation and they were talking really fast and it did not look right, but I went 

on with my presentation…and the people in my group started to look at the 

interpreter, questioning what was being said…I finished my part of my 

presentation and I asked the others what was wrong, what happened?? They said, 

“you were signing, but your interpreter was way off from what you were trying to 

say!” I couldn’t believe it. 

The experiences of Jason and Megan are, unfortunately, not unique to this sample 

of deaf participants. When Shauna was asked about a time when her interpreter failed to 

provide an accurate interpretation, she stated: 

One time when I was working with two interpreters, we were doing group work 

and I said that I wanted the other interpreter to voice my comments. The 

interpreter who had weak receptive skills got really mad about it and reported me 

to the coordinator for not behaving professionally.  The next class period the 

interpreter who had better skills, a man, did not show up. He was a contracted 

interpreter and the woman that I did not want voicing for me was a full time staff 

interpreter, so she was there. Because of the complaint, the interpreter coordinator 

came to the class too with the staff interpreter, just to see what was going on. I 
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was ticked, but I went ahead and tried to participate in class. When I signed a 

question, she did not understand me and I had to repeat my self several times. 

And I literally looked at the coordinator and said, “See?” … So the next time I 

had that class I had two totally new interpreters.   Interpreter’s receptive skills are 

the number one frustration! YUP! 

Jennifer had a similar experience with the interpreter not understanding her when 

she wanted to ask a question. Her situation ended differently though, as her interpreter 

left the assignment in the middle of the class.  

I needed to ask a question in psychology on something I was confused about. 

When the interpreter asked the question, the teacher’s response was way off the 

point of what I was asking about. I realized that the interpreter did not interpret 

my question correctly, so I interrupted and signed, “no, what I asked was…,” 

whatever it was.  

Participants became frustrated with repeated complications in the communication 

process. Deaf students generally read the lips of the interpreter to try and ensure that the 

interpretation is what they expect it to be. This is one of the only ways the student can 

verify the interpretation.  The interpreter’s inability to correctly produce an interpretation 

from sign language into English was a frustrating part of many students’ experiences. Of 

the examples provided, only two participants discussed working with interpreters for 

presentations. Both participants met with the interpreters before the presentation and gave 

the interpreter the PowerPoint, discussed the language that would be used and thought the 

interpreters were prepared.  It was also frustrating to students that the interpreter did not 

tell them they were lost in the presentation. If the deaf student cannot trust the interpreter 
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to indicate when he or she is confused on a sign, it could be difficult to build a successful 

working relationship.  

Students’ responses concerning the interpreters’ language skills were mixed. 

Several students (Evan, Mary, Chad and Amy) were comfortable with the interpreters’ 

language skills. Of these four students, Evan and Chad generally spoke for themselves 

and only used the interpreter for incoming information; Amy and Mary worked with their 

interpreters for a full semester or longer and were very comfortable with them.  

The other participants were not as satisfied with their interpreters. The most 

common complaints dealt with a lack of ability to interpret the message into American 

Sign Language accurately, either due to lack of understanding of the topic or not knowing 

the signs and interpreters not able to put deaf students comments, presentations, or 

questions into English accurately.  One of the most blatant mistakes for an interpreter was 

during Jason’s presentation when the interpreter made up the presentation and it was not 

close to what was on the power point or what Jason said. The errors in interpretation 

negatively impact the deaf student and so therefore are more vivid in their memories.  

Power	  Dependence	  

Issues of power were imbedded in the interviews. Students inadvertently 

discussed their power in the interpreting relationship through stories and comments 

during the interview. I did not specifically ask about power, but did ask for students to 

expand on experienced situations.  I tried to block my assumptions as to what the student 

meant and asked for clarifying statements when possible. When students mentioned 

examples of interpreted situations that were frustrating, I asked what choices were 

available for the student. If the student mentioned lack of access to course information, I 



	   	   116	  
	  

asked how they were able to get the information if not through the interpreter. This was 

the strategy used for determining students’ use of power dependence strategies.  The 

following sections focus on power-dependence and strategies used by participants.  

Withdrawal	  

I	  conceptualized	  withdrawal	  as	  the	  student’s	  withdrawal	  from	  	  

courses	  or	  from	  participation	  in	  course	  discussion,	  and	  participants	  expressed	  

this	  in	  several	  ways.	  In	  Paige’s	  case,	  she	  actually	  withdrew	  from	  a	  school	  due	  to	  poor	  

interpreting	  services.	  

I went for one semester. I left school because there were no interpreters. I had one 

interpreter who was also a teacher and so if she was teaching class I did not have 

an interpreter. It really impacted my grades and they tanked because I did not 

have an interpreter all the time. I did not do well because I could not understand 

much of the lecture, so I withdrew and transferred. 

All students were asked if they had dropped a class or left a school due to 

interpreting services or lack of interpreting services, and none of the other participants 

had done so. 

Withdrawing from class discussion was more commonly reported.  During the 

interview process, six students discussed withdrawing from class discussion due to 

interpreters lacking the skill to adequately interpret for them. The students who had 

experience with poor interpreting were less likely to participate in class once the lack of 

interpreting skill was recognized. For example, Jason would “eventually… stop 

participating due to interpreter errors and the embarrassment of the process of 
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interpreting.”  Jennifer’s participation also depended on her interpreter: “If the interpreter 

is qualified and comfortable voicing for me then I am OK with asking questions in class, 

but if they are not fluent, then I won’t ask questions because I don’t want to embarrass 

myself.”  

Several students (Paige, Chad, Shauna and Evan) pointed out that they often 

would just speak for themselves, that it was easier than going through the interpreter.  

Shauna stated that, “there were several times that I gave up on the interpreter and use my 

voice to make the statement; thank God that I have the ability to do so.” While speaking 

for themselves worked for some deaf students, it was not an option for all participants. 

The deaf students who were not comfortable speaking in English for themselves were left 

with the options of either not participating or contacting the professor after class—either 

with the assistance of the interpreter or via email.  

The decision to hold questions until after class was a deliberate choice of many 

deaf students. For example, Mary stated:  

I stay after class to ask a question and when the interpreter does not understand 

me it is really frustrating. It might cause the teacher to have a different 

perspective of me and it becomes a negative perception of me, not the interpreter. 

The decision to wait until after class is perceived to be a safer avenue to ask a 

question because the interpreter has a better chance of interpreting correctly in a small 

setting. Jason admitted, “If the interpreter cannot voice for me at all, I will generally talk 

to the teacher one on one after the class so that the interpreter can ask for clarification and 

the communication can be a slower pace.” If the interpreter is still not getting the 

information, writing back and forth with the teacher and getting your question asked is an 
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option. There is a great likelihood of successful communication one-on-one after class. 

Deaf students felt the lack of interpreter competence impacted their ability to participate 

in class and demonstrated to faculty members they were invested in the course. Students 

often felt the need to email faculty in order to prove their attention to the course content 

and interest in the material.  

Withdrawing from participating in class, or participating in one-on-one 

communication with the instructor, allowed students to take control of their 

communication and eliminate or manage the role of the interpreter. The participants in 

the study at different times chose not to participate in class, therefore eliminating the 

opportunity for the interpreter to mess up the communication. By not participating in 

class and using email or out of class discussion with the faculty, deaf students were able 

to better control their communication. This route eliminated the possibility of the 

interpreter confusing the interpretation.  

An unanticipated aspect of withdrawal that emerged was the avoidance of the 

Office of Disability Services and interpreter coordinators.  Students discussed problems 

with interpreters and the perceived lack of power to do anything about it.  Six of the 

participating students, representing 10 institutions, felt they could not discuss their 

problems with the interpreter coordinators at the variety of campuses. Three students 

claimed dealing with poor interpreters was preferable to working with the interpreter 

coordinator at their school. Two of the students felt that if they complained very often 

that they would get worse interpreting services. One student was too scared to go into the 

office and ask for an interpreter for all of her classes because when she did the 

coordinator would yell at her. A majority of the students participating in the study (6 of 
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10) had negative experiences with interpreter coordinators, and complaining about 

coordinators or interpreters produced no positive results. The frustration with the process 

was apparent.  

Tony, for example, was frustrated with his accommodations.  He did not enjoy 

working with the main interpreter on the campus due to her lack of professionalism 

(punctuality and violations of confidentiality), but as she was the main interpreter on 

campus he did not have another option: “Well, I get pissed off and annoyed, but I have to 

learn how to put those emotions aside and focus on what needs to happen in the moment. 

To get what I want now and then I can complain later!” Jennifer was struggling to 

understand an interpreter in one of her courses for her major. She wanted to complain but 

did not due to previous complaints resulting in constant rotating of interpreters and a 

miserable interpreting semester. She admitted: 

I don’t want to even deal with the coordinator, so I am not asking about the 

interpreter in that class. I just keep biting my tongue because I am graduating in 

December and I am just trying to holdout until then.  I will be finished with 

classes in May and then spring semester is an internship, so I just have to make it 

through May! 

Paige expressed similar comments about holding her tongue and not complaining.  

To get an interpreter you have to go and talk to the coordinator of interpreting 

services and I have a hard time going in there. She is horrible and mean.  For 

example, this semester she only scheduled an interpreter for one of my classes 

because I registered late. I decided at the last minute to go back to school and I 

had to go and talk to that woman to get an interpreter for my classes and she 
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blasted me!  So I only asked for one class to have an interpreter…I wanted an 

interpreter for all my classes honestly, but did not feel like I could ask for all six 

of my classes. I feel like I if I had asked for interpreters for all six of the classes, 

she would have freaked out on me. 

For these students, it was not only easier to deal with a poor interpreter or no 

interpreter; it was necessary to avoid dealing with the interpreter coordinator. After 

students’ experienced negative fallout from the interpreter coordinator, they stopped 

complaining about the interpreters.  Jennifer experienced several classes and meetings 

with no interpreter provided when she knew she had requested one from the interpreter 

coordinator. She felt that she was singled out and ignored due to her speaking out for 

better interpreters her first year at the school.  

I cannot be the only one complaining though because the coordinator already 

gives me a hard time because I do speak out so much. I get ignored a lot by the 

coordinator and it is hard… last summer there were times when I would not have 

an interpreter and when I would ask the coordinator, she said, “Oh, I must have 

overlooked it, you need an interpreter?” 

The ability to stand up for communication is difficult knowing that it will be a 

battle to get what is needed to be more successful in class. Students did not feel they had 

an option other than the interpreter coordinator for accommodations. They were unaware 

of other offices on campus that could be helpful, so they withdrew from self-advocating 

for services. The lack of agency among these students was apparent as they swallowed 

the frustration in order to make it through the semester with whatever services they were 

able to get.  
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Networking	  

Students used networks while in the classroom in order to obtain the information 

they needed. Students were asked about situations where they had to obtain information 

from sources other than the interpreter. The initial question dealt with any complications 

in the interpreting process and what strategies students used to access the necessary 

information. Students overwhelmingly agreed to texting or emailing hearing peers in the 

class as a way to get the information. The following comments display the created 

networks. 

Half of the students interviewed (Megan, Tony, Shauna, Jason, and Chad) used 

hearing peers in their classes to access course content when the interpreter did not suit 

their needs. All students confirmed using another student’s notes as a “check” to make 

sure that they were getting complete notes. Deaf students have to divide their attention 

between the interpreter and their paper to take notes and it becomes problematic when the 

interpreter will not hold information (stop interpreting) while the student is looking 

down. This was the most common reason for deaf students to approach a hearing student 

and ask for clarification or assistance.  Megan stated, “if I look down to take my notes, 

and then I ask the interpreter for the missed information, sometimes the interpreter will 

ask my neighbor if I can look at their notes.”  Megan uses the interpreter though to make 

contact with the hearing students in the class.  

This was not the case with Tony. Tony had several classmates with whom he 

would text after class and email back and forth for notes and study questions. He had 

regular contact with a group of students in his courses that were comfortable with him 

and willing to help clarify course information.  Tony’s frustration dealt with the 
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interpreter being regularly late and not repeating any information if Tony looked down to 

take notes.  

When the interpreter won’t pause for me to catch up, I have to ask my classmates 

if they don’t mind filling me in and explaining the part that I missed. I usually 

email or text my classmates… I am very fortunate in that my classmates let me 

know that we were having an exam… I do make friends in my classes because I 

do need to depend on them for information, for due dates, important information, 

…that kind of stuff. And they understand my situation and that helps me get 

through my classes…. After class, yes, my classmates and I would meet up at the 

library or computer lab, and that’s when we get together and compare notes. 

For Shauna and Jason, looking at hearing peers’ notes was a form of confirmation 

of the notes they were able to jot down and verify they were accurate. Jason stated, “I 

have looked at hearing students’ notes a few times, mostly for notes and homework to 

make sure that what I have down and they have down is similar.” Verifying content from 

the course with hearing peers was a common practice among the participants.  

Deaf students were not always able to get course content from the interpreted 

lecture. There were times the interpreter was not able or willing to deal with student 

questions or comments. When students were faced with these situations, they turned to 

hearing peers in the classroom. By using hearing peers for information in the classroom, 

students effectively reduce the power of interpreters. Interpreters were one avenue, but 

not the sole avenue of obtaining course information.  
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Coalition	  Building	  

This strategy appeared in the collegiate classroom setting when the deaf student 

felt like the interpreter was not able to provide access to course content. The participants 

worked to figure out strategies to improve the odds that the interpreter clearly understood 

the comment or questions prior to signing it in class.  All participants except Chad, Laura, 

and Evan discussed working with the interpreter in a way that made successful 

involvement in class more likely. The reason these three students did not determine 

strategies for success relates to their preference to speak for themselves and use the 

interpreter for receiving course information only. Students who used the interpreters to 

speak for them in class in essence created a coalition or partnership with the interpreter in 

order to obtain information successfully. Students worked with the interpreter to ensure 

that the interpreter was ready to interpret for them prior to participation in class.  

This coalition building happened when students told the interpreter what they 

were going to say or ask in class before raising their hand. This ensured that the 

interpreter would be able to interpret correctly and embarrassment would be minimized. 

Jason clarified his approach to verifying the interpreter was ready to voice his question: 

The way I solved this problem is that before I have a question in class, I will tell 

the interpreter that I want to ask a question, and I will tell them to question. Then 

when they get it, and know what I want to ask I will raise my hand. And then I 

will sign my question again and they can voice it in class.  

Tony, Jennifer, Shauna, Amy, and Megan discussed the same approach. They all 

stated the need to sign their comment to the interpreter first to make sure they understood 

what needed to be interpreted prior to asking the question to the faculty member.  
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Coalitions were also discussed in regard to faculty. All of the deaf students stated 

emailing faculty about assignments and other missed information was a normal activity.  

Jason emails his professors when he feels necessary, stating, “I will email the teacher 

directly when I am not comfortable with the interpreter voicing my comments.” The 

discussion on emailing faculty was an automatic “yes” from each of the participants. 

Evan and Chad stated that they actually email their faculty a lot.  Amy stated:  

I like to go straight to the faculty and sometimes I am scared that the interpreter 

will mess up what I want to say and I know that I will get my question asked 

correctly if I email my question to my teacher. 

Asking questions after class and going around the interpreter to communicate 

directly with the faculty were coalition-building strategies. Students did not identify this 

as developing a coalition with the faculty as a way to get course information, but as a fact 

of missing information and going to the source to obtain access to the information.  

Participants in the study created coalitions with faculty by utilizing out of class 

time as a way to obtain more information about the course. Students also used 

interpreters. Working with interpreters to ensure comprehension prior to speaking up in 

class created a connection between the student and the interpreter. The strategies used by 

students worked to equalize the power as students gained in information for the course. 

Working with the available avenues of access to get the necessary information is key. 

Deaf students were able to participate in class when these strategies were effective.   

Ego	  Stroking	  	  	  

The fourth avenue for balancing power in the interpreted classroom is through ego 

stroking. This concept was the least identifiable through the interviews. This strategy of 
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power dependence was identified through follow up questions pertaining to negative 

experiences with interpreting.  Only one participant, Jason, mentioned working with the 

interpreter as a way to better the quality of interpreting he received. Jason learned that 

through friendliness and establishing open communication with interpreters, he benefitted 

from better interpretations.  

I also think that if I work with them, I might be helping them motivate themselves 

to improve and they will work on their skills…So I prefer to be tactful with my 

feedback and figure out a way to help them improve their skills…. The other 

thing about developing that rapport with the interpreter is that they see my energy 

focused on their improvement and [the interpreters] are more willing to work with 

me…; I have interpreters wanting to work with me instead of trying NOT to work 

my classes. 

Establishing positive rapport with interpreters increased the likelihood that other 

interpreters would want to work with him, therefore providing him a better selection of 

possible interpreters. This allowed Jason more power to ensure accurate communication 

in his classes as he has interpreters who have worked with him before and know he is 

good to work with, learned his signs, and who are begging to interpret his classes. He has 

put himself in the power position in the relationship with his interpreters. By helping 

them, he helps himself.    

Conclusion	  

Participants discussed the various facets of the relationship they have with 

interpreters in their courses. The relationship between deaf students and interpreters was 

the focus of this study due to the regularity of interpreting as an accommodation for deaf 
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students in mainstream education. A detailed description of the interpreting relationship 

was identified, including what interpreter behaviors positively and negatively influence 

the working relationship between deaf students and their interpreters. Issues of power 

imbalance were discussed throughout the interviews.  Following the work of Napier 

(2011), the themes identified were attitude, knowledge, understanding needs, 

professionalism, and language.  
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CHAPTER	  SIX	  

SUMMARY	  OF	  THE	  STUDY	  

 There is very little research focused on how deaf students experience the 

relationship with their interpreter in a higher education setting. Due to legislative 

mandates like the Education for All Handicap Children Act and the ADA, more deaf 

students are attending mainstream education (Karchmer & Mitchell, 2003; Moores, 2001; 

Seal, 2004). It is currently estimated that some 25,000 deaf and hard of hearing students 

are enrolled in higher education (Richardson et al., 2010). Approximately 2,400 deaf 

students attend Gallaudet and National Technical Institute for the deaf (Gallaudet, 2011; 

RIT, 2012), leaving some 22,600 deaf students attending various institutions across the 

country. It is not clear how many students self-accommodate and how many use 

captioning or interpreting for access to course content. The individuality of deafness 

makes it difficult to estimate the exact number of deaf students using interpreting 

services; although, it is known that 45% of colleges and universities report providing 

interpreting as an academic service (Hurst & Smerdo, 2002).  The number of deaf 

students in higher education and the regularity of interpreting as an accommodation 

support the need for more research on the experiences of deaf students.  

 Little is known about the interrelationship between deaf students and sign 

language interpreters. The nature of interpreting in higher education leads to long term 

interpreting assignments where an interpreter and deaf student could be together for a full 

semester for one or all the classes they are taking. It is important to understand the 

dynamics of this relationship and what deaf students perceive this relationship to be. The 
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research of Napier and Barker (2004) is one of the most comprehensive examinations of 

deaf students’ expectations for an interpreter. Additional research by Napier (2011) 

discusses general interpreting situations (i.e., the higher education classroom context is 

not addressed), but focuses on the interpreter qualities desirable to deaf consumers. The 

qualities deaf consumers identified consisted of “attitude, knowledge, understanding their 

needs, professionalism and strong language skills” (Napier, 2011, p. 69). These identified 

qualities were influential to the analysis of my research, serving as guiding themes to the 

research. 

In this study, I interviewed 10 deaf students, 9 currently enrolled and 1 recently 

graduated, to obtain a detailed description of their experiences with interpreters in higher 

education. The students interviewed represented 19 institutions across 10 states 

consisting of: large state universities, a small private liberal arts institution, small 

religious institutions, large regional colleges, as well as community colleges. The regions 

represented in the sample were the East Coast, the South, and Midwest; the West Coast 

was not represented. All participants had experienced at least two institutions, with some 

having attended as many as five. The various institutions attended by the participants was 

not an initial goal for the study, but emerged as an additional factor during the analysis 

process.  

All interviews were administered over video-phone and recorded for interpreting 

and transcription purposes. All interviews were 60-90 minutes in length following a 

semi-structured format.  Participants verified the accuracy of their own transcript. Data 

were analyzed through phenomenological processes as a textural description for each 

participant was developed resulting in a composite structural description of all 
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participants’ descriptions.  My personal biases were highlighted through journaling in 

order to minimize researcher bias in analyzing the data.  

Findings	  

Deaf students shared both negative and positive experiences with sign language 

interpreters who provided services for collegiate classes. The detailed description of deaf 

students experiences emphasized the phenomenological characteristics of experiences. 

The research questions for the study were: 

1) What are the dynamics of the relationship between Deaf students and their 

interpreter(s)?  

2) How do the relationship traits as identified by deaf students reflect the 

qualities listed by Napier (2011) as the ideal interpreter?  

3) If the interpreter/student relationship is inequitable, what power-balancing 

strategies do deaf students employ?  

Qualities	  of	  Deaf	  Student/Interpreter	  Relationships	  

Interview data revealed common themes of deaf students’ experiences when 

working with interpreters.  Interviews with students provided detailed descriptions of 

everyday occurrences in the higher education classroom. There was overlap in the 

responses of the participants, which became clear during phenomenological reduction 

and thematic grouping of the interview data. All statements were catalogued for 

significance and themes were identified.  A comprehensive description of deaf student’s 

experience with an interpreter was produced from the individual descriptions of 

participants. The comprehensive description of deaf students is one of frustration with 
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professional decision-making and a lack of linguistic skill both in English and in sign 

language. Interpreters should have a positive attitude toward deafness and the work of 

interpreting. Participants wanted interpreters whose language skills were strong enough 

to provide true access to the classroom.   

Participants described desired traits in an interpreting relationship and these were 

compared to Napier’s (2011) list of traits (professionalism, language skills, attitude, 

knowledge, and understanding needs). The essence of the phenomenon deaf students 

experienced revolved around professionalism, linguistic fluency and attitude of the 

interpreter. These traits were described as both negative and positive depending on how 

exhibited by the interpreter. Many students established positive working relationships 

with at least one interpreter in higher education. These traits were attributed to 

interpreters across a wide range of higher education contexts serving diverse populations 

of students. This was also true of institutions serving just a few Deaf students as well as 

those serving hundreds of Deaf students. These traits were attributed to interpreters in 

higher education context serving students with a hearing loss. Students varied in how 

each trait was exhibited with the various interpreters they worked with, but evidence of 

each of the traits was identified.    

Desired	  Characteristics	  of	  Interpreters	  

Attitude.  The characteristic of attitude emerged as one of the overarching 

characteristics all deaf participants desired in interpreters.  Students desired interpreters 

who valued the participation of the deaf student on the interpreting process. Students also 

wanted to work with interpreters willing to treat the student as an equal in the 

communication process. Some aspects of attitude overlap with motivation (desire to 
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work), but the concept also includes respect of the consumer as a valuable asset to the 

interpreting relationship (Mindess, 2006; RID, 2010; Witter-Merithew & Johnson, 2005). 

Deaf participants being treated disrespectfully by the interpreter impacted their ability to 

develop a positive working relationship. The relationships where respect was not present 

encountered numerous negative situations (ignoring deaf student requests and refusing to 

interpret). 

Knowledge. Interpreters should be knowledgeable on both hearing and deaf 

culture. Participants desired interpreters who were knowledgeable both in English and in 

ASL. The ability to navigate both languages is critical to the success of the interpreter, as 

well as the ability to navigate culturally laden information. The goal of interpreting is to 

mediate the two cultures in order to provide understanding of the content for consumers 

(Cerney, 2005; Humphrey & Alcorn, 2007; Mindess, 2006; Solow, 2000; Stewart et al, 

2004; Witter-Merithew & Johnson, 2005). The participants relied on the knowledge of 

the interpreter to produce an accurate interpretation. 

Professionalism.  Ideas of professionalism encompassed both decision-making 

and motivation of interpreters to improve their work.  Professional decision making 

encompassed issues of attire, timeliness, refraining from interjecting into the discussion, 

and avoiding texting while working. It is important for the student and interpreter to 

discuss the expectations of the interpreted class in order to alleviate miscommunication. 

Many issues causing frustration for students could easily be solved through 

communication pertaining to expectations and clarification of student needs.  Each 

student varied slightly in the application of these expectations, but they were issues for 

the majority of the participants in this study.  Variations of participants’ expectations 
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could be due to personality, comfort in the college setting, feelings of insecurity of the 

deaf person as a student, experience with interpreters, and age or maturity of the deaf 

student.  

Participants also desired interpreters who were motivated to work, improve their 

signing skills, and learn new signs. Students noted the difficulty of attending to an 

interpretation when the interpreter appeared as if they did not want to be there, such as 

when interpreters did not use proper non-manual markers (facial expression to show 

grammatical content) in the interpretation, were distracted (e.g., frequently checking the 

time), or did not prepare for the lecture (not reading the chapter prior to class). The one 

participant with deaf parents noted his responsibility to assist the interpreter in improving 

their skill and making the interpretation as accurate as possible. His frustration was not 

interpreters’ lack of signing ability, but lack of motivation to improve and do the best 

work possible. There is no research identifying a rationale for different expectations of 

deaf consumers.  

Understanding	  needs. Cultural competence within interpreting includes the 

concern of deaf students that interpreters don’t always understand their needs. This was 

demonstrated by interpreters missing cultural differences exemplified by errors of 

attention getting, interpreter placement, and lack of skill at determining when to interpret 

and when to wait.  Interpreting includes language and culture, reinforcing the need for 

interpreters to understand the needs of deaf students (Mindess, 2006; Stewart et al., 

2004). Interpreters should be taught common cultural norms for attention getting during 

the introductory culture course of their interpreter-training program. Also through upper 

level application based interpreting course, interpreters should work through placement 
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issues and communication dynamics between the hearing and deaf consumers. Through 

their education, interpreters should understand the difference between hearing and deaf 

communication styles and recognize that deaf students bring a different set of needs to 

the academic classroom. 

Language	  skills. Another noted characteristic of professionalism was the 

linguistic skill of the interpreter in the signing preference of the deaf student. The desire 

for an interpreter who could truly interpret into American Sign Language was universal 

to the seven participants who used ASL and one of the English signing students. The 

desire for interpreters with stronger language skills has been noted across the literature of 

interpreting (Cerney, 2004, 2005; Forestal, 2005; Harrington, 2001; Jacobs, 1977; Kurz, 

2005; Lane et al., 1996; Marschark, Sapere et al., 2005; Mindess, 2006; Napier, 2002; 

Napier & Barker, 2004; Napier & Rohan, 2007; Richardson et al., 2010; Witter-Merithew 

& Johnson, 2005). Interpreters’ linguistic skill and ability to work in settings where they 

are qualified to provide an accurate interpretation are part of the Code of Professional 

Conduct established by the RID (2010).    

Unexpected	  characteristics	  

Interviews with participants revealed two complex issues separate to interpreter 

behavior, but impactful to the relationship with the interpreter. Deaf students discussed 

frustration when in a class with multiple deaf students. This was seen as problematic for 

each of the four participants who experienced multiple deaf students in a mainstream 

course using an interpreter for communication. In the mainstream class, students were 

frustrated with the variety of language needs of students, and the inability of one 

interpreter to meet everyone’s language needs. The participants agreed that it was an 
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impossible situation for the interpreter and, in reality, more than one interpreter was 

necessary for successful communication to occur.  The discussed classes did not have 

multiple interpreters, so the single interpreter had to make a decision on language 

provision. When more than one deaf consumer is involved, the interpreter generally 

interprets for the least informed individual in the group (Stewart et al., 2004).  One of the 

participants discussed frustration due to the interpreter meeting the needs of the other 

students (too basic and too much cultural expansion) instead of her own personal 

language needs (more English and less expansion). The four students who encountered 

this situation stated that some students in the class preferred ASL and others preferred 

English, making it hard for the interpreter to meet each deaf person’s linguistic needs.  

Deaf student’s frustration with sharing the interpreter in class contributed a new 

perspective to the research of Harrington (2000, 2005). In Harrington’s work, deaf 

students were more active when in classes with other deaf students and were more likely 

to participate in class discussion. This was not the case with the participants of my study. 

The participants of the study did not collaborate with other deaf students or study 

together when they were in classes with other deaf students. The students were not able to 

agree on the language the interpreter should use and the interpreter had to make a 

decision on the interpretation.  The standards for interpreters do not provide guidance on 

how to resolve this situation. Discussions need to focus on this issue with interpreters and 

deaf consumers to determine appropriate actions for situations where a variety of 

language needs are present and only one interpreter is there to meet the needs.   

Deaf students who complained about an interpreter or wanted interpreters 

replaced encountered complications when working with the disability office and/or the 
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interpreter coordinator.  The research on disability services staff for deaf students in 

higher education recognizes the need for positive and supportive interactions (Cawthon, 

2012). Only three of the ten participants experienced positive experiences with interpreter 

coordinators. The remaining seven participants encountered difficulty with constant 

scheduling of interpreters, replacing interpreters, and even asking for interpreters. The 

individuals on the various campuses responsible for the scheduling of interpreters reacted 

with such abrasiveness and negativity, students’ confidence to advocate for better 

services was diminished. Students chose to deal with classes without interpreters or 

interpreters with poor interpreting skills instead of working with the coordinator of 

interpreter services to find a better option for their classes.  

The disability office ensures that staff are trained and qualified to work with deaf 

students and is designed to assist in the advocacy of deaf students (Cawthon, 2012). 

Attitudes of institutional staff were a negative influence on deaf students access to 

accommodations (Cawthon, 2012). Four participants wanted the staff removed from their 

positions and were going to complain to the administration once they had completed all 

the courses needed for their degree. The participants were worried about retaliation from 

the coordinator, so decided to wait until the end of their programs. Participants felt that 

they did not have options for advocacy when enrolled in institutions where the interpreter 

coordinator was not an advocate for the students. Interpreter coordinators need more 

training on the laws that govern accommodations in higher education.  There is also a 

need for open communication with students as part of the accommodation process, so 

students understand why services are not provided or why they are provided in a certain 

way. 
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Equity	  in	  the	  Relationship	  

 The relationship between deaf students and interpreters was sometimes 

characterized by inequitable exchanges. Students discussed their inability to participate in 

class due to interpreters not understanding enough sign language. Students also identified 

situations where the interpreter would not hold information while students attempted to 

take notes in class, causing students to miss information and obtain notes and course 

information through alternative sources. The basis of the deaf student/interpreter 

exchange is communication and imbalances are inevitable due to the hearing status of the 

interpreter (Witter-Merithew, 2004). The participants discussed avenues to obtain 

information in situations when the interpreter was not an option.   

Power	  Balancing	  Strategies	  	   	  

Students articulated situations where information was not successfully obtained 

through the interpreter and information was gained through alternative routes. Since the 

individual with the most access to communication holds power in an exchange, deaf 

students are left to negotiate a power imbalance by using other networks for information 

(Mindess, 2005; Stewart, 2004). All students discussed avenues of obtaining information 

when the interpreter was not a successful option.  

Deaf students used the power-balancing strategies of networking, coalition 

building, withdrawal, and ego stroking as avenues to obtain course content. Power-

balancing strategies include outside participants as a way to balance the power between 

the two entities (Emerson, 1962, 1972; Molm, 2007). In this study, participants 

sometimes used hearing peers or faculty to balance the power of the interpreter but 

participants also discussed using the interpreter in ways that add to previous definitions 
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of power balancing strategies. Deaf students networked outside of the interpreting 

relationship through communication with faculty and peer students. Networking through 

others in the class as a way to obtain needed information met the classic understanding of 

networking as defined by Emerson (1962, 1972).  

Coalition building identified in this research differed from past definitions. 

Emerson (1962, 1972) proposed coalitions in terms of two weak participants joining 

against the more power participant in the relationship. The participants of this research 

did not join coalitions with other deaf students, they instead developed partnerships with 

interpreters creating a teamwork atmosphere through verifying signs prior to signing and 

double-checking with interpreters before asking questions. The definition of a coalition as 

defined by Emerson (1962, 1972) did not fit the actions of the participants.  The 

participants created the connections with the interpreters, not other deaf students in the 

class. Students mediated the power of the interpreter by working as a team with the 

interpreter to gain greater access to communication in their courses. 

Deaf students in this research used withdrawal more than any other form of 

power-balancing strategy. Students withdrew from participating in class due to difficulty 

with their interpreter’s skill interpreting from American Sign Language to English. The 

withdrawal noted in this study supports the definition noted by Emerson (1962, 1972): 

the less powerful person in the relationship pulling away from the more powerful, but to 

the disadvantage of the less powerful participant. By withdrawing from class 

participation, the deaf students did not ask questions in class to benefit their 

understanding and learning of the course material. Withdrawal of deaf students in this 

research was primarily displayed through class participation.  
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Only one student discussed the last balancing strategy of ego stroking as a way to 

obtain more information in class. The definition of ego stroking as discussed by Emerson 

(1962, 1972) stated the person with more power becomes increasingly motivated and 

invested in the relationship with the less powerful person due to the less powerful 

individuals flattering and manipulation of the relationship. The deaf student in this study 

that used this strategy complimented and encouraged the interpreter as an approach to 

increasing the interpreter’s desire to interpret. Through this process, he developed pool of 

interpreters knowledgeable of his signing preferences and available for his courses that 

wanted to work in his classes.     

Implications	  for	  Practice	  

 This study raises important questions for deaf students, interpreters, 

faculty, interpreter coordinators and disability offices, and educators for the deaf.  The 

way deaf students experience the interpreting relationship could influence deaf students’ 

academic and social success in higher education. It is important to focus on identified 

traits of the deaf student/interpreter relationship in order to improve upon the relationship 

in the future.   

Interpreters need more training on interpreting in higher education, 

professionalism, cultural mediation, and how to team interpret with the deaf consumer. 

Deaf student complaints focused on the lack of interpreters’ understanding in these areas. 

The Code of Professional Conduct (RID, 2010) provides examples of decisions and 

behaviors made by interpreters that were also represented in the stories of the 

participants. An example of unprofessional behavior is the decision of interpreters to 

accept work when they lack the basic language skills for the assignment (RID, 2010; 
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Solow, 2000; Stewart et al., 2004; Witter-Merithew & Johnson, 2005). This study 

highlighted a disconnect between interpreters and students about ethics and what was and 

was not part of the Code of Professional Conduct. A detailed explanation of the code and 

the mediation process for handling complaints is needed (RID, 2010).  More education 

for both consumers and interpreters on the Code of Professional Conduct would benefit 

both the student and the interpreter.  

 Interpreter training programs have a role to play in the current status of the 

deaf student/interpreter relationship. Increased training needs to be provided focused on 

issues of attitude, respect, and professional decision-making. These three issues made up 

the majority of negative situations as described by students in this study. Additional 

training on the Code of Professional Conduct (RID, 2010) is needed to strengthen 

decision-making skills, including interpreters only accepting work they know they are 

capable of interpreting. It is important for interpreters to know the limits of their skills, 

and interpreter-training programs need to ensure that students are not graduating with an 

inflated view of what skills and professional preparedness. Even the most basic of 

concepts for interpreters related to attire should be discussed. Interpreters must remember 

that the clothing they wear creates the background for their signs, and they should pick 

clothing that is solid and not distracting (Humphrey & Alcorn, 2007; Solow, 2000; 

Stewart, et al., 2004).  

Training programs also need to work with student interpreters to provide avenues 

for working with deaf consumers as a team member in the interpreting process. Students 

need exposure to the subtle changes in the deaf persons body language that signal a lack 

of comprehension of the interpretation, this awareness should be highlighted through 
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conversations, role-play, and observations. The ability to recognize when the consumer is 

starting to get lost allows for the interpreter to correct the interpretation earlier in the 

process. This is also part of working with the deaf consumer as an equal part to the 

interpreting process, using the feedback from the consumer is important to creating that 

positive relationship. This will strengthen the relationship between the two and provide a 

stronger interpretation.  

The concept of using the deaf individual as a team member bridges the discussion 

of the deaf individual being a partner in the interpreting process. The language of the 

interpreter as the consumer suggests that the deaf individual is merely using the services 

but not actively engaging in the process. The participation of the deaf individual is 

critical to the success of the interpreted assignment suggesting that the terminology 

change from consumer to partner. Changing the identifying language of the deaf 

participant moves them from someone who accepts what is provided to them, to someone 

who is an active participant, and sharing in the information exchange.  

 Training programs also need to provide a more extensive discussion of the 

needs of deaf students within the education system. Education is one of the few areas 

where interpreters can work with the same consumer regularly for a long period of time 

(Marschark et al., 2002; Winston, 2004). The focus of most interpreter training programs 

is community interpreting where there is great variation in the clients an interpreter works 

with. Interpreter training programs need to include information on how to build and 

strengthen working relationships with deaf consumers and long-term assignments. 

Discussions about interpersonal relationships and how to use the skills of the deaf 

consumer to benefit the interpretation are necessary.  
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Additional implications for interpreters relates to interpreters teaming with deaf 

consumers. It is important for interpreters to be trained on working as a team with the 

deaf consumer (Stewart et al., 2005). The deaf consumer often has content knowledge 

that is beneficial to the interpreter. It could change the nature of the relationship to a more 

power balanced relationship if the interpreter/consumer worked together as a team. This 

happens when the interpreter openly accepts critique and provided signs from the 

consumer. When the interpreter respects the knowledge of the deaf student and takes 

advantage of the deaf student’s skills, it benefits the relationship and the communication. 

This becomes a coalition between the interpreter and the deaf student.  

Interpreter training programs also need to work on developing stronger language 

skills for sign language learners. The participants in the study complained about 

interpreter skills both in understanding sign language and producing sign language. The 

goal of interpreter training programs is to develop and graduate interpreters ready to work 

immediately after graduation but in reality there is a language gap in graduates 

preparedness when they graduate (Bontempo & Napier, 2007; Witter-Merithew, 2005). 

Interpreter training programs need to raise the expectation of beginning interpreter skills 

to match those of deaf consumers through focus groups to determine the weakness of 

students and focus on areas for improvement of instruction.  

Interpreter training programs need to further the explanation of cultural mediation 

in interpretation. Cultural mediation requires the interpreter to be knowledgeable in both 

hearing and deaf cultures and languages and able to find equivalent interpretations 

between the two (Cerney, 2005; Mindess et al., 2006). Students in this study struggled 

with situations of the interpreter making assumptions as to what the deaf student did and 
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did not understand. Much of this problem would be corrected through communications 

between the consumer and the interpreter. In this study students complained that 

interpreters did not do enough too much cultural mediation. The desire for mediation 

differs for each individual consumer, and training programs should discuss this variation 

with future interpreters. 

 Additional implications for the study pertain to the disability office and 

the coordinator of interpreting services. Services need to be provided in ways that are 

supportive to the deaf student. Policies explaining the hiring process, expected behaviors 

of interpreters, complaints about interpreters, and modification of services should be 

provided to deaf students prior to applying to the university. These policies also should 

be posted on the university website for easy review. The staff working in the disability 

office should be competent at recognizing cultural differences in communication. Not all 

deaf students communicate with the same form of sign language (ASL or English) 

therefore the staff should understand the needs of the students they are working with. 

This includes the need to verify the skills of the interpreter in the classroom. Someone in 

the disability office should be identified as responsible for the verification of skills for 

interpreters they employ. Regular feedback from students who use the services of the 

disability office should also be used to provide information on accommodations provided, 

university policies, and services of the disability office. Obtaining more feedback from 

deaf students should provide the disability office better information on which to provide 

accommodations. 

Numerous problems were identified through the interviews as students 

encountered problems in asking for accommodations or asking to change the provided 
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accommodations. A process should be outlined and provided to students about the stages 

of asking for accommodations as well as who to contact in the case of unsatisfactory 

accommodations. The most recent needs assessment provided through PepNet.org 

focuses on current and future needs of deaf students in higher education (Cawthon, 

2012), but does not mention procedurally how to inform deaf students on accessibility 

issues and how to work through the higher education system for accommodations. More 

research needs to be done with disability offices on the process of setting up and 

modifying accommodations they provide for deaf students, deaf students’ understanding 

of the identified process, including how comfortable they are navigating the process as 

well as where any difficulties exist. There is little research that examines the deaf 

student’s navigation of accommodations and how to ease any complications that might 

arise.  

College campuses also need to educate the faculty who will be working in class 

with deaf students and interpreters.  Faculty should be provided information from the 

disability office on the norms of working with a deaf student in the classroom. There is 

an organization devoted solely to the success of deaf students in higher education 

(PepNet.org) with information available covering most questions about deaf students, 

interpreting, and other accommodations. This information as well as a short on line 

tutorial should be available for faculty before they start a course with a deaf student. This 

would assist in faculty understanding how to work with the various accommodations that 

deaf students need (interpreters, notes, visual learning, CART, etc.). The disability office 

also should educate faculty on working with an interpreter specifically. This information 

is available also through the PepNet.org website as a short handout and a conversation to 
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answer questions of faculty would also be beneficial.  If faculty are brought in and 

provided some training on communication norms for deaf students and interpreters then 

communication in the classroom can be established without interrupting class time.   

The participants described many situations they experienced with interpreters in 

their classrooms. The professional role of an interpreter needs to be discussed with deaf 

students prior to entering higher education. This information should begin through the 

transition process from high school to college and then reinforced through conversations 

with the disability office at the institution they attend. This clarification would provide 

for deaf students entering higher education with knowledge of interpreter norms. Greater 

education could empower deaf students to better self-advocate and prepare for situations 

they could encounter with interpreters. Deaf students’ understanding the interpreters’ 

Code of Professional Conduct and the identified grievance procedure would also increase 

the deaf students’ understanding their own role in the communication process. Taking 

ownership in the interpreting process and working with the interpreter to assist in creating 

a better product will benefit the deaf student through better interpretations and possibly 

better interpersonal relationships with interpreters.   

While in high school, the deaf students should begin the process of working with 

interpreters in a more professional manner. As the deaf student is closer to transitioning 

out of high school, the behavior of the K-12 interpreter should be more professionally 

distant and less paternal. This will assist deaf education programs in teaching deaf 

students their role in the interpreting process as well. When provided with the norm 

behaviors for interpreters, deaf students can then base their perceptions of interpreter 

behavior on accurate standards. The transition to accommodations in college can be 



	   	   145	  
	  

difficult for deaf students as there is no Individualized Education Plan (IEP) and it is up 

to the student to advocate for their own needs. For many deaf students, this is the first 

time their parents have not been involved in setting up the academic accommodations 

(McCarthy, 2007).  Deaf education programs need to do a better job of teaching students 

what documentation will be needed in order to receive accommodations, what the options 

are for accommodations in higher education and how to advocate for accommodations 

appropriately. The need for deaf students to understand self-advocacy in higher education 

is a must and can be difficult for students if they have not previously had to ask for 

accommodations (Cawthon, 2012; McCarthy, 2007). Deaf education programs also must 

equip deaf students with the knowledge of where they can go to get help if needed as well 

as how to find resources when they need assistance.  

Implications	  for	  Theory	  

Power-‐Dependence	  

Power-dependence theory identifies strategies used by deaf students in higher 

education when the relationship between students and interpreters is unequal. My initial 

understanding of the various balancing strategies (withdrawal, networking, coalition 

building, ego stroking) as defined by Emerson (1962, 1972: Molm, 2007) was very literal 

and in need of expansion. I began with a static definition of withdrawal as a physical 

withdrawal from the situation and had to broaden my understanding to include 

participatory and emotional withdrawal as well.  

My preconceived notion of coalition building was also limited. I did not initially 

include the interpreter as part of the coalition. In the literature, coalition building focused 

on consumers “ganging up” on the person with more power in the relationship 
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(Harrington, 2000, 2005). This was not the finding of this research, as discussed 

previously in this chapter. Deaf students in the study utilized the concept of a coalition 

with the interpreter, but their relationship represented more of a partnership. Also, a 

greater understanding of the uses of ego stroking was provided through this research. Ego 

stroking was used, not as a flattering approach to tell the interpreter how great they were, 

but to create a supportive system through showing the interpreter’s importance to the deaf 

student. By the student investing effort into improving the interpreter, the interpreter in 

turn invested in improvement and became more motivated to interpret better.  The 

research adds greater flexibility to the previously identified strategies for power-

balancing strategies as used by the less powerful participant.  

Future	  Research	  

This research created a comprehensive description of behavioral and linguistic 

traits identified in interpreting/deaf student relationships as perceived by deaf students. 

Naturally, this study raises numerous questions for future research on deaf students, 

interpreters, faculty and disability services offices. The focus of this research was the 

perspective of the deaf student, and it is important also to include the perspective of 

interpreters, faculty and disability service providers on their perception of the traits that 

are part of the interpreter/deaf student relationship.  

Future research should include interpreters and their perception of the working 

relationship with deaf students, identifying the traits they experience and desire in that 

relationship. More research needs to be done on the motivations of interpreters in higher 

education; what are the reasons for the decisions they make and why do they accept the 

classes they accept. Research on the influence of interpreter behaviors on perceptions of 
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hearing peers in the classroom would also be beneficial in understanding the role 

interpreters play in the classroom. Differences in signing skills and professional decision 

making skills between recent graduates of a training program and seasoned interpreters 

should also be assessed. This research could identify educational gaps in the education of 

training programs. Learning from interpreters’ experiences with power imbalance in the 

classroom would also be beneficial. Additional inquiry into faculty understanding about 

the relationship is also integral to the topic. Identifying what faculty know and don’t 

know about the interpreting relationship will assist in educating future faculty for 

working with deaf students and interpreters more appropriately. Research on the 

disability office focused on their understanding of their relationship with students within 

their office and identification of the ideology that guides their approach to 

accommodation services would compliment current research disability services.   

Additional topics for future research were raised from this study, including how 

deaf students work with multiple deaf students in a class, the impact of cochlear implants 

on deaf students’ academics, the impact of cochlear implants on deaf students’ identity 

and social acceptance, differences in students’ ability to advocate for accommodations 

based on educational background (mainstream or deaf school), and the influence of deaf 

parents on deaf students’ understanding of how to use an interpreter and self-advocate. 

Future research on interpreters should focus on how to team with the deaf consumer for 

long-term assignments, and how personality differences impact working relationships.  

Research should also determine if interpreters realize the power they hold in the 

interpreted communication exchange and how they perceive using that power. Research 

about the Disability office needs to include input from consumers (faculty, staff and 
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students). The identified mission of the disability office and how that guides their focus 

of accommodation provision also should be analyzed; do disability offices desire to teach 

students how to self advocate and if so what strategies are they using to teach that skill? 

Additional research on the disability office focused on the perception of the relationship 

that staff have with students would add to current research that providing demographic 

and service provision data (Cawthon, 2012).   

Participants of the study did not have the social network I expected. Many of the 

participants I interviewed did not know many other deaf students. These students 

attended public schools and received accommodations of interpreters, not a deaf school 

with many other deaf students and did not grow up with much interaction with other deaf 

students. This lack of deaf social networks was revealed when they had to share 

interpreters and expressed frustration with the other deaf students. The experience of 

deafness connects members of the Deaf community. This community expects members to 

be responsible for other members of the community (Humphrey & Alcorn, 2007). Most 

participants did not feel a sense of shared responsibility for each other, but a sense of 

frustration at sharing an interpreter. This lack of connection between deaf students could 

further alienate the deaf student in higher education. The Deaf community has been noted 

as a tight-knit community where everyone knows and supports each other, but this seems 

to be changing (Cerney, 2004; Lane et al., 1996). The future connectivity of the deaf 

community and its impact on educational environments needs to be studied. 

The identity issues faced by the participants with cochlear implants are also an 

area of further study.  The participants who had a cochlear implant were not able to 

articulate their identity as Deaf, hard of hearing, or hearing. There is so much unknown 
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about the cochlear implant related to identity development. The participants expressed 

feeling a lack of acceptance from hearing and deaf students. Additional research topics to 

be explored include how hearing individuals perceive deaf students with a cochlear 

implant and whether hearing students’ perceptions of the deaf person change when the 

deaf student speaks for him or herself rather than speaking through an interpreter. 

Additional research is also needed to determine if there are differences in how students 

with cochlear implants use interpreters, understand the role of interpreting, and 

understand their role in the interpreting process.  

Deaf students’ lack of desire to take classes with other deaf students was 

unexpected. It is important to understand why participants felt this way. This differed 

from Harrington (2000), who found that multiple deaf students in higher education 

classes resulted in more participation and self-advocacy.  More research needs to be done 

on multiple deaf students in a classroom with one interpreter to determine what is really 

happening here and why. Is this difference due to interpreter skill, students’ level of 

comfort with other deaf in the class, differences in past educational experiences, or 

inexperience with sharing an interpreter in a classroom? More research needs to be done 

on the influencing factors of multiple deaf students in a class and interpreter 

relationships. 

Additional research focused on the power structures inherent in the interpreting 

relationship would also provide more understanding to the topic. Are there other ways 

that deaf students respond when confronted with situations of unequal power in 

interpreting situations? More analysis on the various avenues deaf students identify as an 
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approach to balancing the power of communication would provide a more complete 

picture to this issue.  

An additional area emerging from the study is hearing status and language use in 

the home. The one student in the study with deaf parents had different views as to his 

responsibility for the success of an interpretation. Future research could address whether 

this is due to his parents modeling this behavior. It would be interesting to know the 

differences in perceived responsibility to the interpreting process between deaf 

consumers with and without deaf parents.  

Research on interpreters could examine interpreter training and if working with 

the deaf consumer as the team member provides for a better interpreting environment. It 

would also be interesting to know the most common personality trait of interpreters 

working in educational settings and if specific interpreter personality traits were more 

common in interpreters who report having positive working relationships with deaf 

consumers. 

Research on disability services is needed, particularly regarding students’ lack of 

power when it came to self-advocating with staff members from the disability office. 

Most participants expressed frustration with the coordinator of interpreter services, which 

is particularly noteworthy since the students attended a variety of institutions and thus 

were referring to different individuals. What is the background of those responsible for 

providing interpreting services? Do these individuals have knowledge about interpreting 

and marginalized cultures? How many other deaf students have had a negative experience 

with the interpreter coordinator and, if so, what was the reason for the negative 

experience? Are there other places for students to complain when problems arise with 
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interpreters or the Disability office? More research needs to focus on deaf students’ 

perceptions and experiences of how accommodations are provided within the colleges in 

which they are enrolled. 

Future research also needs to focus on the perception of faculty and hearing peers 

in the classroom pertaining to the academic skills of deaf students would also benefit the 

current literature. The perception of hearing participants is often ignored in the literature 

and within interpreter training programs. Obtaining data from the hearing consumers 

(faculty and students) would provide an additional facet of understanding to the impacts 

of the interpreter/deaf student interpreter relationship in the classroom.  

Summary	  

As a certified interpreter and an interpreter educator, I am especially interested in 

the inner workings of the relationship between the deaf student and the sign language 

interpreter. Many times interpreters in higher education are used for multiple courses and 

the potential is there for strong working relationships to develop or stressful undesirable 

working relationships. By interviewing deaf students with experience using interpreters 

in higher education, I developed a better sense of the dynamics of the interpreter/student 

relationship among participants.  

The essence of the phenomenon of deaf students' experiences showed student 

experienced difficulties in interpreted classrooms. The comprehensive description of the 

phenomenon is that students desire interpreters who are professional in their decision-

making, fluent in both English and sign language, prepared for class and skilled enough 

to do the work, have a positive attitude toward deafness, and are open to working with 

deaf students. Understanding the deaf student/interpreter relationship is critical to 
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enhancing the literature on deaf students in higher education as well as developing best 

practices for interpreters in higher education settings
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APPENDIX	  A	  

Re: Research study on Deaf students’ interpreting experiences 
 
Hi, I am a doctoral student at the University of Missouri working to complete my 
dissertation. I am also a community interpreter and a full time faculty member who 
teaches interpreting for William Woods University in Futon, Missouri.  I am writing to 
ask for your assistance in contacting Deaf college students for participation in a research 
study focused on Deaf students’ interpreting experiences.  
 
I am contacting five institutions and hope to interview approximately 10 Deaf students. In 
an effort to protect students’ anonymity, I am contacting institutions outside of Missouri, 
as this makes it less likely that I would know participants’ interpreters, and I am asking 
the Disability Services office of each institution to forward my email (see attached) 
directly to Deaf students who use interpreters in their classes. Because multiple 
institutions are included in the study and the identities of students and institutions will not 
be revealed, I will provide more confidentiality to the participating students.  I will be 
conducting the interviews either face to face or via webcam. Each interview will be 
recorded for the purpose of transcribing.  
 
This study has IRB approval through the University of Missouri: 1199980.   
 
I appreciate your consideration in assisting me in this matter and look forward to your 
response.  
 
Sincerely,  
 
Carrie McCray 
One University Avenue 
William Woods University 
Fulton, MO 65251 
cmccray@williamwoods.edu 
573-592-4317 voice 
573-826-6102 (vp)	  
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APPENDIX	  B	  

Re: Deaf Students and Interpreters 
 
If you would like to view this information in sign language please view the following 
link:  
 
HI,  
I am a doctoral student at the University of Missouri working to complete my 
dissertation. I work as an interpreter in my local community and teach interpreting at 
William Woods University in Fulton, Missouri. I am interested in interviewing Deaf 
students who use sign language interpreters to access course content in college.  I’m 
interested in understanding the relationship dynamics between Deaf students and their 
interpreters. The information learned from these interviews will help inform interpreter 
training programs as well as document the experience of the Deaf student in higher 
education. 
 
I will interview Deaf students from five different institutions in order to help protect the 
confidentiality of participants. I will interview participants either in person or on 
videophone, with the interviews lasting approximately 90 minutes. The interviews need 
to be video recorded so that I can go back and interpret comments and create a transcript 
of the interview. Participants will have an opportunity to review interview transcripts and 
make changes as needed. There is an opportunity for a second interview if additional 
clarification is needed.  
 
Participation is voluntary and withdrawal from the study at any time is possible, there is 
no penalty. Identifying information will be kept confidential; names of participating 
individuals and institutions will not be revealed. No real names will be connected to the 
data collected, and the names and contact information of participants will be kept in a 
separate, secured location.  
  
I appreciate your consideration in participating and look forward to your response. Please 
contact me if you are interested in an interview or have any additional questions.  
 
Sincerely,  
 
Carrie McCray  
One University Avenue 
William Woods University 
Fulton, MO 65251 
cmccray@williamwoods.edu 
vp: 573-826-6102 
text: 573-220-7026  
voice: 573-592-4317 
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APPENDIX	  C	  

Interview Protocol: 
 
What is your definition of Deaf Culture? 
Do you identify with Deaf culture? 
Do you think the interpreters who work with you understand Deaf culture? 
Follow up: Can you give me a few examples?  What behaviors from interpreters lead you 
to think this way? 
 
How long have you been signing? Probe: Age   
Where did you learn to sign?  Probe: Where are you from? 
Where did you go to school? 
Do your parents sign? How do you communicate at home? 
 
How did you select this college? Which classes are you taking? 
 
What are your expectations of interpreting services? 
What are your expectations of your interpreters?   
 What are the characteristics you’re looking for as part of your working 
relationship with interpreters?  
What are the most important qualities of an interpreter? Follow up: Why is that quality 
most important?   
What are the qualities that you don’t want to see in an interpreter?  Follow up: 
frustrations 
When you think about the interpreting experiences you’ve had in college, describe any 
examples of when you’ve seen any of these qualities in how interpreters have behaved?  
Follow up: How would you define a positive interpreting experience? 

Tell me of a time when the interpreting experience went really well?  
Tell me of a time when the interpreting experience wasn’t as successful or went 
poorly?   
Probe: actions taken by the student 

 
How does it make you feel to use an interpreter? 
 To what extent do you feel that your interpreters are accurately capturing course 
content?   
 In your experiences (or in your opinion), have the interpreters you’ve worked 
with been adequately trained? (try to get at certification here) 
 
 
Is there anything else we haven’t covered that you think I should know? 
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Carrie	  was	  promoted	  to	  Assistant	  Faculty	  in	  2008	  and	  continues	  to	  teach	  an	  

average	  of	  12	  credits	  each	  semester.	  Currently	  she	  teaches	  skill	  development	  courses	  in	  

sign	  language	  interpreting	  and	  specialty	  areas	  of	  mental	  health	  and	  medical	  
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interpreting.	  Carrie	  has	  served	  on	  the	  Personnel	  Committee	  (2006-‐2009),	  Curriculum	  

Committee	  (2009-‐2012),	  Co-‐Chair	  of	  the	  Curriculum	  Committee	  (2011-‐2012),	  the	  

Strategic	  Planning	  Committee	  (2008-‐2011)	  and	  was	  the	  faculty	  representative	  to	  

Academic	  Council	  (2011-‐2012).	  She	  is	  currently	  serving	  on	  the	  Strategic	  Committee	  for	  

the	  Higher	  Learning	  Commission	  Accreditation	  Report	  (2013-‐2016).	  	  

	  


