
 

 

Can Bilingual Bicultural 
Educational Norms be 
Incorporated into an 

Interpreted Education? 
 

 Interpreters are well aware of the 
Deaf community's esteem for American 
Sign Language and Deaf culture.  Some 
interpreters may not be aware that early 
education for the Deaf and Hard of 
Hearing in America began with a 
Bilingual, Bicultural approach. 
Bilingual Bicultural educational 
philosophy strives to educate Deaf and 
Hard of Hearing students in ASL and 
English in conjunction with Deaf and 
Hearing cultural norms.  This approach 
worked quite well until the Conference 
of Milan Endorsed Oral Education for 
the Deaf in 1880. Thus changing the 
perspective of educators for the Deaf 
into using the English only method 
(AKA the Oral Method).  In 1964 Oral 
Deaf Education was labeled a “Failure” 
in the Babbidge report to the US 
Congress, its use diminished but did not 
vanish.  After legal support for 
mainstreaming from Section 504 of the 
Rehabilitation Act of 1973 and Public 
Law 94-142 (education for All 
Handicapped Children Act) Total 
Communication and Mainstreaming took 
off.  Total Communication rarely 
included the actual language of ASL but 
some form of manually coded English 
used concurrently with spoken English 
(SimCom). Currently there is a resurgent 
interest and enthusiasm for providing a 
Bilingual Bicultural (Bi-Bi) education to 
Deaf Students.  This article poses the 
question.  Is it possible to incorporate the 
Bi-Bi philosophy of education for a Deaf 
Student who is mainstreamed with an 
educational Interpreter? 

 At first thought there seems to be 
some insurmountable obstacles to 
achieving this goal. This article will 
break down a Bi-Bi education into some 
of its constituent parts then address each 
part. This short article cannot possibly 
address all components of a Bi-Bi 
education comprehensively instead this 
article will touch on several aspects that 
are key issues needed to be considered 
when discussing the main point of this 
article. They are; can the obstacles in, 
Language issues, Cultural Issues, 
Qualifications of interpreters, and 
Ethical issues, be overcome and can best 
practices be adopted that can incorporate 
aspects of a Bi-Bi education via an 
interpreted education. 
 
Language Issues: 
 When discussing a Deaf or Hard 
of Hearing student’s education provided 
through an interpreter, one crucial 
component is language. Much of the 
literature and many people interested in 
this topic express that an Educational 
Interpreter needs to be able to model 
ASL. One example is. (Journal of Deaf 
Studies and Deaf Education, Vol 4, 144-
155, Copyright © 1999). 
What exactly is language modeling and 
how does it differ from teaching a 
language?  Does correcting an error a 
child makes fall under modeling or 
teaching?  Historical investigation into 
language acquisition has found that 
language has been passed on from 
family / community to children through 
exposure and correction without any 
formal education. In the modern world it 
was collectively decided that an artificial 
construct of formal instruction in the 
native language of children is vitally 
important to their development, and 
successful integration into the 
community.  Since the creation of formal 



 

 

teaching of language a clear delineation 
between natural exposure / modeling and 
formal instruction has never been 
created. Some aspects of natural 
exposure and teaching are obviously 
distinct other aspects are in a gray area 
between the two and some overlap.  
School systems establish curriculum, 
teachers plan how to instruct the 
students, testing stands to see if core 
concepts have been understood.  
There are a few commercially available 
curriculum for teaching ASL to adult 
second language learners, some based on 
a vocabulary approach, some based on 
traditional methods of teaching a second 
language to someone who has a well 
established first language.  School 
districts do not, as a rule, have any 
established curriculum for teaching first 
language learners ASL. Without a 
curriculum and clearly established 
guidelines delineating the differences 
between modeling (with natural 
correction) and teaching, can an 
interpreter who may be highly proficient 
in ASL but is not a native user 
effectively provide a Deaf / HoH student 
with a solid enough foundation in ASL? 
 Looking at the current paradigm 
of teacher education K-12 here in 
America. A basic understanding is 
required of content, however expertise in 
any given subject or content area is not a 
prerequisite to teach.  The Elementary 
and Secondary Education Act, (so called 
“No Child Left Behind act”) under the 
provision of highly qualified teachers is 
trying to implement a required level of 
content knowledge. The current state of 
affairs requires individuals wishing to 
become teachers need to be able to; 
teach, research, and help students 
discover and learn independently.   
 ESEA “(23) HIGHLY QUALIFIED- 
The term highly qualified' —  

  (A) When used with respect to 
any public elementary school or secondary 
school teacher teaching in a State, means that —  

(i) The teacher has obtained 
full State certification as a 
teacher (including 
certification obtained 
through alternative routes 
to certification) or passed 
the State teacher licensing 
examination, and holds a 
license to teach in such 
State, .... 

                        (C) When used with respect to an 
elementary, middle, or secondary school teacher 
who is not new to the profession, means that the 
teacher holds at least a bachelor's degree and —  
                        (i) Has met the applicable 
standard in clause (i) or (ii) of subparagraph (B), 
which includes an option for a test; or 
                        (ii) Demonstrates competence in 
all the academic subjects in which the teacher 
teaches based on a high objective uniform State 
standard of evaluation that —  
                              (I) Is set by the State for both 
grade appropriate academic subject matter 
knowledge and teaching skills; 
                              (II) Is aligned with 
challenging State academic content and student 
academic achievement standards and developed 
in consultation with core content specialists, 
teachers, principals, and school administrators; 
                              (III) Provides objective, 
coherent information about the teacher's 
attainment of core content knowledge in the 
academic subjects in which a teacher teaches; 
 A person who is fluent and 
eloquent in both spoken and written 
English may not be able to teach the 
English language. The same can be true 
for ASL. A certain level of language 
proficiency and skills in the process of 
teaching are both essential. The teacher 
should have the expertise in teaching and 
the interpreter the expertise in ASL, 
working together they should be able to 
accomplish a great deal.  Currently there 
is not an agreed upon minimum standard 
of ASL competency to be able to 
facilitate a Bilingual approach to 
learning. Individuals wishing to become 
teachers of the Deaf do have the Sign 



 

 

Communication Proficiency Interview 
(opinions on validity of the exam not 
withstanding) however interpreters have 
no guidance or formal requirements to 
satisfy their proficiency except for a 
general held belief that they should be 
nationally certified. Does a national 
certification have any validity regarding 
language modeling for Deaf children 
acquiring language? To interpret for 
Deaf students some states may legally 
require a license, state screening, EIPA 
3.5 or greater, or national certification 
however to interpret for children no 
specific criteria regarding the ability to 
present language in a developmentally 
appropriate manner is currently required. 
 
Cultural Issues: 
 Can a person that is only 
marginally involved in a culture instruct 
about that culture? The Language 
section discussed the murky waters 
delineating teaching and modeling. The 
same holds true for culture.  Where is 
the dividing line between formal 
teaching, modeling and simply sharing 
some information about Deaf Culture?  
In the current educational system in 
America there are many courses and 
degrees in specific cultures.  Instructors 
in the post-secondary level are often 
members of the culture he / she is 
teaching but it is not always a 
requirement and in primary and 
secondary education very often the 
instructor is not a member of the culture.  
Is it ethically appropriate for an 
interpreter who is not a member of the 
Deaf culture to share information, yet 
not formally teach, about said culture to 
a Deaf student?  Most deaf / hard of 
hearing children have hearing parents, 
siblings, extended family, and friends.  
How are they to be informed of Deaf 
culture if they have NO exposure to it in 

their daily life? Might an interpreter’s 
cursory knowledge be better than 
nothing? 
 There are many resources that 
contain essential information regarding 
Deaf culture; videotapes, DVD, CD, 
books, etc.  There is however no 
guidance on how to apply these 
resources in an age appropriate way for 
students in the K-12 setting, nor are 
these resources “required” reading / 
viewing to sit for a national interpreting 
exam. (some are recommended) 
 
Qualifications of interpreters 
 Currently there are several 
universities offering a Bachelors degree 
in Sign Language Educational 
Interpreting; in Idaho, Arizona, South 
Carolina as well as several certificate 
programs focused on Educational 
Interpreting. However most individuals 
who are employed in educational 
settings have not completed any formal 
training specifically focused on how to 
interpret for Deaf children.  The 
essential competencies specifically for 
interpreting in K-12 environments / Bi-
Bi paradigm (as of yet) are not 
incorporated into all interpreter 
education programs. Often one college 
course and sometimes just a part of one 
course cursorily touch on the topic. 
Some states address this issue by 
requiring educational interpreters to take 
college level courses pertaining to child 
development. The EIPA written exam 
tests participants on some essential 
knowledge in child and language 
development. 
 
Ethical issues: 
 What does the current NAD RID 
Code of Professional Conduct say about 
an interpreter providing and 
interpretation informed by the Bi-Bi 



 

 

model of educating Deaf and hard of 
hearing students? The former RID Code 
of Ethics stated (paraphrase) An 
Interpreter is not to counsel or teach. The 
Current Code of Professional Conduct 
states; “3.3 Avoid performing dual or 
conflicting roles in interdisciplinary (e.g. 
educational or mental health teams) or 
other settings.   
Is an interpreter qualified to incorporate 
Bi-Bi principles into an interpretation?  
Exactly where is the line between 
MODELING and TEACHING, 
SHARING INFORMATION and 
LESSON PLANNING, CORRECTING 
and TESTING?   
These are but a few of the difficult 
ethical questions that any educational 
interpreter needs to exert continual and 
comprehensive effort in examining. 
 If you were to compare medical 
interpreting to educational interpreting 
you would find some similarities. The 
decision to accept a medical interpreting 
assignment usually rests in the ethical 
decision making process of the 
individual interpreter (same for 
educational interpreters). Said interpreter 
needs to learn as much as possible about 
the assignment then self-analyze their 
skill to determine if accepting the 
assignment is ethical or not.  Some 
agencies, cities, states, or regions around 
the United States may be more 
conducive to empowering an individual 
interpreter to refuse work they feel they 
are not qualified (certified) for or if the 
interpreter feels they do not have the 
necessary skills (content knowledge).  
Other agencies, cities, states, or regions, 
may use various pressure tactics to force 
interpreters into assignments. Often 
citing a dearth of interpreters or saying 
“better you than no one”. There is also 
the all to real economic pressures 
interpreters feel that do effect their 

ethical decision making process. There is 
also the lack of knowledge on the part of 
the interpreter as to weather or not their 
skills are adequate to meet the need of 
the assignment. Now there is a National 
Coalition Aiming to certify all health 
care Interpreters. (see RID views July 
2008 Vol. 25 Issue 7 Pg 33 Press 
Release) Who knows, maybe a modified 
Elementary and Secondary Education 
Act (so called, No Child Left Behind) 
may establish similar requirements for 
anyone interpreting in an educational 
setting. (Pie in The Sky, some may say) 
With a lack of established requirements 
and guidelines as to exactly what are 
ethically appropriate activities for an 
Educational Interpreter to preform they 
will need to examine the duties, skills, 
knowledge base, the questions raised in 
this article so far, and other factors 
involved in the Bi-Bi educational 
paradigm and determine exactly what he 
/ she should do and what he / she should 
decline. 
 
 Despite all of these seemingly 
insurmountable obstacles outlined above 
it is still possible with proper training 
and sensitivity for an educational 
interpreter to incorporate some of the 
aspects of and imbue the Bi-Bi 
philosophy within his or her 
interpretation. 
 

 Below are some 
speculations of simple ways a 
more Bi-Bi approach can be 
integrated into an interpreted 

education. 
 
Comparative grammar in English class: 
 One grammatical aspect of ASL 
is the use of comparisons. During the 
natural process of “Expansion” in ASL 
the language will use comparisons to 



 

 

create a greater depth of meaning.  
Traditional ASL comparisons include; 
several signs created in conjunction that 
define a broad category, several signs 
created in conjunction that narrow a 
concept, expression of what “IT IS” 
juxtaposed to what “IT IS NOT”, 
sandwiched expressions “IT IS” ... “IT 
IS NOT” ... “IT IS”. 
This natural aspect of ASL can be used 
to create correlations with English 
Language during an interpreted English / 
grammar lesson. Making comparisons of 
how each language’s grammar works. 
Even the simple period in an English 
sentence has a corresponding 
grammatical prosody feature in ASL. 
 Semantic depth: Some Deaf 
students expressed a feeling that ASL 
was a “poor” language and English was 
“rich” because English had a different 
lexical item for each nuance of meaning 
where ASL had just “ONE SIGN”.  This 
is due to the lack of direct instruction of 
the grammar of ASL.  One example is 
related to the concepts; big, large, huge, 
gigantic. The way ASL expresses the 
semantic differences represented by the 
four English words above is not to use 
different signs for each nuance. ASL 
will use the same hand shape, and the 
same movement, however the duration 
of the sign; the curvature of the arch in 
the movement, and the facial grammar 
will change with each nuance.  If a 
student is not educated that duration, 
modification of movement, and facial 
grammar is integral, inseparable parts of 
ASL they will come to the conclusion 
that ASL is a “poor” language, which is 
not true. 
 At minimum an exposure to, and 
basic information about ASL grammar is 
essential.  A mainstream teacher will 
have no knowledge of ASL grammar 
and an interpreter may not have the skill 

or training to teach ASL grammar.  An 
Interpreter may be able to advocate for a 
qualified Deaf adult to come and 
formally instruct the student in ASL 
grammar / Deaf culture. (Perhaps during 
time allocated for music class). The Deaf 
instructor and Interpreter can work 
together to create a delineation between 
what will be taught formally (and by 
whom), what will be modeled and how 
much correction will occur during an 
interpreted event. 
 
Inclusion of Deaf role models and Deaf 
history in Social studies / History class; 
 Mainstream teachers will be 
aware of historical events of individuals 
achievements included in the 
curriculum, for example Abraham 
Lincoln, and at the same time be 
unaware of the individuals significance 
to the Deaf.  In the example of Abraham 
Lincoln the teacher will not be unaware 
that he allocated land in Washington, 
DC (against the advice of cabinet 
members) to provide a location to 
educate the Deaf. This land now houses 
Gallaudet University. Gallaudet being 
the ONLY liberal arts university for the 
Deaf in the world (to date) and the 
significance of it’s position and it’s 
namesake will also be lost on most 
mainstream teachers. Can, and if so, 
How, could an interpreter bring this 
information to the mainstream setting 
enabling a more Bi-Bi approach to the 
education of the student(s). The question 
of CAN an interpreter do this is related 
to skill and ethics, (touched on above) 
HOW is related to the working 
environment and the relationship 
between the interpreter and the teacher / 
team, which will be discussed later in 
this article. 
 
Mathematics and Numerical Grammar: 



 

 

 ASL has a vast and rich grammar 
related to the use and incorporation of 
numbers. RID publication Numbering in 
American Sign Language (Cartwright & 
Bahleda) is a wonderful resource.  
Bringing books like Numbering in 
American Sign Language to math class 
not to read or learn from while 
interpreting but to help reinforce to a 
student that ASL does indeed have 
specific rules pertaining to how numbers 
and mathematical concepts are to be 
signed. Sometimes a student seeing it in 
print makes it more valid than just being 
told. 
Scholarly resources are vital. If an 
interpreter is not sure of or confident in 
the facts of ASL grammar then he / she 
will not be able to incorporate Bi-Bi 
approach into the interpretation. 
 
Teamwork: 
 An interpreter in a mainstream 
classroom ideally should be viewed as 
part of the educational team.  Exactly 
who is part of the team and how the 
team interacts varies in  greatly. The 
team could be large having; an 
audiologist, a speech therapist, OT, PT, 
etc or consist of the teacher and 
interpreter. The culture of the school and 
the attitudes of the participants can make 
or break the team. The culture of the 
school may be accommodating or 
hostile. Interpreters will need to use 
skills in persuasion and negotiation to 
help the culture of the school become 
more Deaf friendly. Attitudes of 
participants can range from antagonistic, 
apathetic, to advocate. An antagonistic 
relationship is challenging to deal with 
and is very unfavorable to implementing 
components of Bi-Bi concepts into the 
environment.  Apathy can be just as 
exasperating.  Developing very good 
interpersonal skills and practicing a 

variety of approaches to interpersonal 
relations can help the ultimate goal (a 
rich and successful interpretation) to be 
accomplished. For example, if a teacher 
feels the interpreter is usurping his /her 
authority and control over the classroom 
environment then the interpreter will 
need to reassure the teacher in every 
conversation they hold that he / she 
respects and believes the teacher is the 
one with ultimate authority and control. 
"You can catch more flies with honey 
than with vinegar!" Practice 
schmoozing. 
 
Esteem building:  
 A Deaf child who understands 
that their language is of the same value 
as English as well as that many places on 
the earth it is the norm for all people to 
know two or more languages, can 
develop a positive healthy language 
paradigm. Providing opportunities for 
Deaf students to learn of their culture 
and share what they have learnt with 
their peers again creates and opportunity 
for the student to feel a sense of self 
worth. A student gave a report to her 
class about Martha’s Vineyard during 
the 18th century, correlating the 
curriculum with her culture, with a net 
result of a big esteem boost. An 
interpreter’s positive attitude to ASL and 
Deaf culture, or expression of 
frustration, struggle, or simply not 
getting “it” (Deaf culture) can hold great 
sway on the Deaf student. An interpreter 
who exemplifies the Joy of learning, Joy 
of Reading, Joy of ASL, Joy of diversity 
in cultures can have a profound impact 
on those whom the interpreters serves. 
 
In conclusion: 
 Many interpreters advocate for 
Educational Interpreters to be firstly 
nationally certified and secondly have 



 

 

either an additional specialization 
certificate or at minimum have intensive 
training specific to interpreting in 
educational settings. It is suggested such 
training include Child language 
acquisition and development, 
understanding of Bilingualism 
Biculturalism, advanced ethical decision 
making skills (to help navigate the 
minefield that is the educational system), 
expertise in ASL grammar, essential 
Deaf culture components, American 
Deaf History. This is a short list of 
essential competencies (yet not a 
comprehensive list of competencies) for 
all people entertaining the idea of 
incorporating Bi-Bi philosophy into an 
interpreted education.  


