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How can an interpreter match a student’s language needs 
when the children themselves do not have the language 
to articulate his/her needs or preferences? 

The NAD-RID Code of Professional Conduct (CPC) states: 
2.3 Render the message faithfully by conveying the content and 
spirit of what is being communicated, using language most 
readily understood by consumers, and correcting errors dis-
creetly and expeditiously.

During my training for interpreting in educational settings, 
I was exposed to an analysis of RID’s (then) Code of Ethics 
and how it applied to interpreting in an educational setting. 
The issue of having to adhere to a language mode or policy the 
school held was addressed and little else. From my 16 years 
of experience interpreting in educational settings, I have never 
been required to meet any arbitrary language mode established 
by school authorities.

I have not had the good fortune to come across any analysis 
of the new NAD-RID CPC and how to apply “using language 
most readily understood by consumers” to children 12 years of 
age and younger. Young children cannot be directly asked what 
language or mode they prefer. An interpreter needs to determine 
what language or mode to use and must reevaluate language 
preference and complexity level on an ongoing basis when 
working with young children.

Knowledge of Child Development and Language Acquisition 
is Essential. 
 Young children want to please adults. This provides an 
interpreter with both opportunities and challenges. A child will 
copy your language to please you. If you challenge what another 
important adult in their life told them, you will be summarily 
dismissed. All children use language in a nonstandard form 
during the process of acquiring and developing profi ciency. An 
interpreter will need to evaluate whether the child’s error was 
taught to them or is a natural occurring nonstandard language 
form. Children correct their nonstandard language usage without 
formal instruction. They develop standard language though 
observation and exposure. Therefore, an interpreter need not be 

heavy handed in “teaching” standard language but needs to be 
ever vigilant in correctly modeling the best language possible. To 
aid in your modeling of language, ask deaf members of the local 
community to model for you. I have found it most helpful to 
have deaf parents tell me their child’s favorite story or ask them 
to, “Teach me as if I were your child (place concept here).” I 
have found little enlightenment when I have asked, “How would 
you interpret?” or “What is the sign for?”
 How does an interpreter know whether the child they are 
interpreting for prefers American Sign Language (ASL) or a 
sign English mode? An interpreter may be infl uenced by the 
child’s parents, teachers or their own language preferences and 
profi ciencies. I suggest that you seek or request time during the 
day to simply allow the child to express his or herself to you. Ask 
the child about things that passionately interested them. This will 
require some research into the latest trends and fads of that age. 
Take a Saturday morning to watch all the popular cartoons, read 
the local toy store circular and go to your local library and read 
every early childhood book you do not already know by heart.
 I had an opportunity to attend to a fi ve year old child who 
has a cochlear implant, a teacher who signs in a very strict 
English form and parents who speak another language and do 
not sign. The child expressed herself in beautiful ASL when 
conversing about a topic that was of interest to her. Another child 
I had the opportunity to attend to who was ten years old, has 
deaf parents and was fully mainstreamed. He expressed himself 
in a heavily English ordered signing mode. Assumptions based 
on the child’s environment and not the child themselves can be 
misleading. 
 Read the child’s Individualized Education Plan (IEP). The 
IEP is a legal document, so you must adhere to the requirements 
your state and school place on such documents. I have had to 
stand in many cramped closets reading an IEP because it was 
not allowed to leave a secure environment. Look for sections 
of the IEP dealing with: language use and development, testing 
accommodations, goals, audiogram, allergies and other medical 
or emotional conditions. There is much information that will not 
pertain to your interpreting. However, with practice, you will 
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learn how your particular state organizes information, having an 
impact on how you interpret, within the IEP document.
 Different communication events during the school day 
offer varying opportunities to expose the child to differences 
in language. Typically, young students are always read to at 
some time during the day. Ask the teacher for his or her goal 
in reading a particular story. You can then determine if an ASL 
interpretation is the best way to accomplish the teacher’s goal. 
If you have taken the time to learn that the child is not an ASL 
user, you still may take this opportunity to expose the child to 
ASL. After the story has been read, if you can, ask the child to 
retell the story to you. This will enable you to see how much they 
understood from ASL and how they translate the information 
into their most comfortable language as well as provide them the 
opportunity to inform you on their language development. We 
can all understand Yoda of Star Wars when he speaks regardless 
of his nonstandard English usage. This ongoing “dance” of 
language exposure and feedback will help you to match the 
child’s ongoing language development and preferences. Since 
a child’s attention span is usually about one minute per year of 
life, you may actually need to “dance” (move with the teacher) to 
keep their attention.
 ASL or signing in English order is rarely or never offi cially 
taught to any child. When you begin working with a child, you 
will learn that they have picked up some bad habits and have 
incorporated into their language items that are not part of any 
real language. Chastising a child for these errors or berating the 
person who taught them the error is the wrong way to interpret 
for a child. 
 A fi rst grade child who I interpreted for was struggling to 
understand a lesson on shapes until I discovered that their parent 
had taught them that the sign for shape meant air. Instead of 
demanding the child change or that I was using the right sign 
and the child’s parent was wrong, I used classifi ers to express 
the concept of shape. Then slowly, in a non threatening way, I 
introduced the idea that other people use the “air” sign she knew 
to mean the concept shape. An interpreter working with young 
children may need to be willing to not follow standard linguistic 
rules to create understanding and use the errors the child has 
learned to introduce correct linguistic concepts.
 Every child is unique, therefore no treatise on using 
language most readily understood by consumers can possibly 
answer all questions that will come up while working with young 
children. Some other ideas you might want to keep in the back of 
your mind pertain to the uniqueness of the child.
 Children whose parents are fl uent in a language other than 
English offer a wonderful opportunity for interpreters. I have 
had the privilege to work with many children who just moved 
to America. I found it a great opportunity to use techniques I 
learned for high visual language users. It was also helpful to do 
some research into the child’s culture. Some natural gestures in 
America are considered offensive in other cultures. Knowing 
that helped me to avoid several embarrassing situations. Taking 
classes in mime have been useful in helping me communicate 
concepts breaking through language barriers. There are also 
several online dictionaries of sign languages from many 
countries. If the child comes from a country with an online 
dictionary you could incorporate a few basic signs from the 

child’s native sign language while introducing ASL.
 Children using interpreters can also have other needs. As an 
interpreter, we are not qualifi ed to diagnose learning disabilities; 
however, you may be requested to interpret for a child with a 
learning or physical disability. Or perhaps, you will be asked 
to interpret for a child with a disability that has not yet been 
identifi ed. All uniqueness a child may have can be viewed as an 
opportunity for the interpreter to enhance his or her skills.
 Some learning disabilities include:

 Association Reactions: One part of the body moves 
involuntarily because of the movements of another part 
of the body: For instance, the left arm may move when 
the right arm moves or one arm may move when the 
head turns.

 Catastrophic Response: An involuntary reaction to 
too many sights, sounds, extreme emotions or other 
strong stimuli. This may result in losing one's temper, 
becoming dazed or unaware of one's surroundings or 
"freezing" for a short time.

 Crossing the Midline: Trouble with moving one's limbs 
across the center of the body.

 Directional Problem: Trouble automatically 
distinguishing left from right; learning north, south, 
east and west.

 Intersensory Problem: Trouble using two senses at once 
or associating two senses, for instance, not realizing 
that the written letter "d" which is seen, is the same as 
the signed "d;” being unable to feel someone tap you 
on the shoulder while you are reading; being unable to 
attend to conversation and write at the same time.

 Visual Motor Problem: Trouble seeing something and 
then doing it; learning a dance step while watching a 
teacher, copying something off a blackboard, throwing 
something at a target.

 Perceptual Problems: Trouble taking information 
in through one's senses and/or processing that 
information.

 Soft Neurological Signs: Signs of central nervous 
system dysfunction that can be observed; staring, 
turning the head instead of moving the eyes, inability 
to look people in the eye, not holding the head straight, 
being easily startled.

 Visual Perceptual Problem: Trouble taking information 
in through the sense of sight and/or processing that 
information.

 Autism Spectrum: characterized by impaired social 
interaction, problems with verbal and nonverbal 
communication, and unusual, repetitive, or severely 
limited activities and interests.

 Each of these learning disabilities offers unique challenges 
in how the interpretation process can be modifi ed and how an 
interpreter develops the “dance” of matching their interpreting to 
the language most readily understood by the child.
 Other uniqueness children posses, for example, being color 
blind (color vision defi ciency), will affect the interpreter as 
well. I interpreted for a fi rst grade child who had red/green and 
blue/yellow color vision defi ciency. No one told me he had this 
condition, but after several attempts at trying to fi gure out why 
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now we face a greater need for NIC raters, and we would like to 
increase the rater pool for NIC raters, especially hearing raters. 
This will have a budgetary impact and must be accounted for 
financially before we can begin the planning stages for another 
rater training. Additionally, we are beginning the regularly-
scheduled psychometric review of the NIC test to determine if 
changes to cut scores, stimulus materials and any and all aspects 
of the tests are needed in order to maintain the validity, reliabil-
ity and integrity of the tests. These must be accomplished before 
a full-scale rater training can be held. 
 Most recently, the RID national office staff focused ener-
gies on the massive undertaking of the Web site overhaul project 
and database implementation as well as the planning of the 2007 
national conference, which had an attendance of record-shat-
tering numbers. This was all the while experiencing a growing 
staffing situation stretched thin to accomplish the responsibilities 
of all of the RID programs.
 Again, I do not want it to seem that the above reasons are 
excuses, as there is no excuse for RID to place the burden we 
have on candidates for certification. The RID Board of Directors 
requires better, the members deserve better and the national 
office strives for better. As such, we are taking these historical 
impacts and working to implement business practices to ensure 
the resources needed to run a National Testing System that is 
efficient and consumer friendly.
 To remedy the current situation and improve efficiencies in 
the national office, we are taking significant steps to address the 
root cause of the delays in the Certification Department –tech-
nological challenges and staffing shortages.

 Heather Trusty, Director of Certification, in an effort 
to reduce the backlog, has decided to outsource the copy of 
the VHS tapes to a secure vendor rather than continue to do 
it in-house. In addition, she is taking the steps to move the 
Certification Department from the antiquated VHS technol-
ogy to DVD. This will dramatically reduce the copy time of 
the performance exam as DVDs can be copied in 5-10 min-
utes compared to the real-time copying time it takes for VHS. 
Additionally, as I am sure you are all aware, DVDs have a 
greater quality than VHS and are less likely to break down in 
the duplicating process.
 Additionally, special focus has been given to the 2008 bud-
get to reflect the increasing staffing needs in the Certification 
Department, as well as the rest of the association. We are cur-
rently in the process of restructuring the national office to run 
at peak efficiency. Other projects and programs have been put 
on hold and committees have experienced a slowdown in their 
work as national office staff has been diverted to assist the 
Certification Department in resolving the unacceptable difficul-
ties experienced in reporting testing results. 
 While we understand that we must prove ourselves and 
“seeing” is “believing,” please know that we are moving the 
association toward being better aligned to meet the growing 
needs of the membership with an increase of staff and the con-
tinuation of technological improvements. 
 The RID Board of Directors and national offi ce staff 
appreciate the patience you extend us as we upgrade 
technology, implement new business practices and fully staff 
the Certifi cation Department. 

Testing Update continued from cover

the child could not do the coloring appropriately (which occurs 
often in a fi rst grade class), we developed a strategy. I would 
point to the words on the page and the word on the crayon and 
interpret “match the words” instead of signing “color the apple 
red.” 
 Handedness is another classifi er of uniqueness that affects 
children’s sign language acquisition. Being left handed, I strive 
to make sure my sign production is correct, and I do not cross 
dominate. I have interpreted for several left handed children who 
never had a left handed role model to help them overcome their 
cross dominating errors. Listing all possible uniqueness qualities 
that children can possess would be impossible; hopefully 
touching on the few mentioned will help interpreters in this 
setting start to analyze their specifi c situation.
 In many circles of the interpreting community, it is said that 
the most skilled and professional interpreters should be working 
with children in the elementary education setting. Hopefully, this 
article will give interpreters a broader understanding of the needs 
of this challenging specialty along with some helpful resources 
to make interpreting for young children more successful.
 Using language most readily understood by the consumer 
and correcting errors discreetly and expeditiously is a simple 
statement in the NAD-RID CPC; however, through deeper 
analysis by applying it to interpreting for young children, it 
becomes a very complex set of activities. An evaluation of 

exactly what “language” means in the context of a developing 
child incorporates standard language development milestones, 
cultural infl uences and experiential infl uences. What is readily 
understood by the child can be very individual and effected 
by many environmental infl uences. It will also change, 
sometimes daily, and the interpreter needs to keep a balance of 
encouragement to grow without creating frustration by moving 
too fast. Children have their own unique culture and each child 
has their own mitigating factors to be considered. How much a 
child can hear can be a signifi cant or insignifi cant infl uence that 
again is unique to each child, and the interpreter cannot assume 
the child’s audiogram is paramount. 
 There are many good resources available to an interpreter 
who chooses to take on this exciting and challenging vocation. 
Deaf adults, video/DVD of children, co-interpreters, the web and 
publications are all available to help you be the best you can be. 

Bryon K Rowe, CI and CT and EIPA 5, learned ASL from his 
deaf cousin. In 1981, he began training in ASL and interpreting 
and has interpreted in religious, educational (pre-school to 
graduate level), and community based settings. In addition to 
being a national certifi ed interpreter, Bryon is also a certifi ed 
nurse’s aid and certifi ed pre-school teacher. Bryon can be 
reached at bryonrowe@topnotchinterpreting.com. 




