
To Speak or Not to Speak That is Still 
the Question! 

 
 I didn't think language use was an 
issue at interpreter gatherings. Sure, I 
saw people speaking English only and 
sometimes even when Deaf people 
were around. I never really took the time 
to contemplate the issue. Then I 
attended the president's forum at RID 
region I conference. Attendees expected 
a discussion about goals for the future of 
RID.  However, a slide came up during 
the PowerPoint with one simple word on 
it, "Language." A long discussion, and 
somewhat heated exchange, ensued 
over RID language "policy." This article 
isn't to recap what was said at the forum 
but rather to examine why the use of 
language is still an issue at interpreter 
gatherings. To be precise, the issue 
around language is; should hearing 
interpreters be speaking English 
(without signing) with each other at 
interpreter gatherings where Deaf 
people are in attendance. 
 
 The words "interpreter gatherings" 
or "gathering" is being used in this 
article to broaden its scope to include all 
events interpreters attend whether 
sponsored by other organizations or 
RID, as well as to include all different 
kinds of gatherings associated with RID. 
RID has official meetings, conferences, 
and social gatherings both planned and 
spontaneous, all at national, regional, 
and local levels. The broadening 
purpose is to shift focus to interpreters 
behavior and away from any particular 
organization. 
  
 RID and other organizations 
business meetings can establish a 
formal language policy and due to their 
official nature can enforce those 
policies. However, RID business 
meetings at all levels do not have the 
same standardized policy nor is it 

required that all business meetings 
follow one set protocol. At the national, 
regional, and local level policies can and 
have been set independently. Some 
levels within RID worked hard at 
implementing a policy that was carefully 
considered whereas others just fell into 
a policy without debate or deliberation. 
There is no standard language policy 
followed by all the different 
organizations interpreters may attend, 
even though the different organizations 
gatherings have similar events and 
issues regarding language. 
 
 At conferences a variety of 
languages are used during 
presentations, which causes attendees 
to become accustomed to the language 
of the presentation and carry that 
language with them outside of the 
presentation. If the presentation is in 
English and audience members can 
respond in English then human nature 
causes the communication norm of the 
presentation to be transferred to the 
next environment. The next environment 
may have both hearing and Deaf people 
present and no designated interpreters. 
One example is in the hallway outside of 
a workshop. RID conferences have 
been struggling with a language policy 
and have yet to come up with an across 
the board standard for all conferences. 
One issue under discussion is whether 
conference workshops, forums, 
meetings should be presented in ASL 
only, English with interpretations, or ASL 
with interpretations. The discussion 
focuses on whether or not there is a 
language policy that will solve the issues 
of language like, carry over, unintended 
exclusion, as well as others. 
 
 One situation where interpreters 
have expressed strong opinions about 
language use is at social gatherings. If a 
group of interpreters goes out for a drink 
after a conference to the hotel bar and 



all choose to talk instead of sign, what 
should the hosting organization do, if 
anything, about the situation? These 
impromptu events are taking place 
within the confines of the organization's 
conference / meeting that is supposed to 
be accessible, respectful and accepting 
of all it's members. Which means we 
want Deaf people to feel at home at 
these gatherings. If a Deaf interpreter or 
presenter who may not be known to a 
group of hearing interpreters passes by 
them while they are using only English, 
he / she is immediately excluded and 
may no longer feel at home. Deaf 
people in their gatherings have 
historically modified their communication 
to help hearing people who want to 
associate with them. However, 
interpreters at their gatherings do not 
always provide the same respect and 
accommodation for the Deaf. 
 
 When anyone mentions to 
interpreters that they aren't behaving 
inclusively, often the first knee jerk 
reaction is to "explain the reason" for the 
behavior, which I am translating to 
"making excuses." (this shows the 
authors bias) 
 
What are the excuses? 
 It has been said, “Oral 
transliterators who don't know ASL will 
be excluded.” “Student interpreters who 
don't know ASL well will be excluded.” 
“Signing is work and when I'm relaxing 
(Ex: at a bar) I don't want to have to 
work.” ” It's silly or insulting for two 
people who both hear and speak 
English to sign to each other.” “I need to 
use my native language to communicate 
my ideas because I struggle with how to 
express them in ASL.” 
 
 There are also the unexpressed 
excuses: “RID has a history of snobbery 
related to ASL and if I sign in an English 
manner then I will be ridiculed either 

overtly or covertly.” “I don't want other 
interpreters evaluating me constantly on 
every sign choice I make.” “If I can't 
express clearly what I mean in ASL I will 
be judged to be an inferior interpreter.” 
 
 This list of "reasons" is not meant 
to be exhaustive but representative of 
the ones the author has heard used by 
interpreters. When contemplating 
reasons used by interpreters that are not 
listed above, the best course of action is 
to apply logical reasoning strategies to 
them as this article attempts to do in the 
following paragraphs. 
 
 Is there validity to the reasons / 
excuses?  
 Regarding the oral transliterator 
reason. There are about 150 RID 
certified oral transliterators, according to 
RID's membership online database. Of 
the 150 transliterators only 11 do not 
hold another certification requiring 
proficiency in ASL.  The number of 
certified Deaf interpreters is close to 140 
according to the same RID database 
(Aug 2014). The exact numbers will vary 
in the future but the ratio of people who 
only know English to Deaf people within 
RID and potentially attending any 
interpreter events is approximately 1:14. 
(These numbers only includes 
interpreters not presenters / friends) 
Why is it that interpreters default to 
using English to include the 1 
transliterator yet ostracize the 14 
interpreters who are Deaf? Formal and 
ad hoc interpreting activities can easily 
include the one transliterator. 
 
 Regarding the student reason. 
Students, we must remember, learn 
from making mistakes and to deny 
students the opportunity to make 
(sometimes very embarrassing) 
mistakes is to rob them of an opportunity 
to learn and grow. Frustration is a 
motivator. Students attending RID 



events should be fully informed that they 
will encounter language that they will not 
understand.  This is part and parcel of 
the life of an interpreter. As an example; 
interpreters working at government sites 
are thrown into acronym soup and either 
sink or swim. Interpreters will always be 
confronted with language they don't 
understand so why shouldn't RID give 
students a real life experience by 
allowing them to be in an environment 
that may be linguistically overwhelming 
for them however at the same time is a 
safe place to be overwhelmed.  Back in 
the day, wanna be interpreters would go 
to the Deaf club and have a similar 
experience. Being exposed to language 
that they couldn't understand in a 
friendly loving environment that told 
them it's OK not to know. "We love you 
for trying and we will help, just ask."  
This kind of challenging environment is 
a more effective way to learn than 
coddling.  
     
 Regarding the using ASL is work 
reason. Using ASL for non native 
individuals is work! Attending an 
interpreting gathering, such as a 
meeting or conference, is work! RID 
meetings, conferences, and social 
events involve both work and social / 
enjoyment components, however they 
are all part of our chosen profession and 
a profession is work. It is true there is 
more to interpreter gatherings then just 
work. There are opportunities to 
reconnect with friends and colleagues, 
entertainment opportunities, and 
opportunities to explore new places and 
meet new people. There is a danger of 
allowing the fun parts of interpreter 
gatherings to overshadow or take 
precedent over the working / 
professional aspects of the event.  If an 
interpreter truly doesn't want to "work" at 
an interpreter gathering and only wants 
to have fun then he /she should take a 
vacation and not go to the professional 

event. 
 
 
 One reason RID instituted CEU 
requirement for interpreters was to weed 
out the interpreters that refused to, or 
were not interested in, continuing to 
develop. Interpreters simply must be 
motivated to pursue lifelong learning. On 
a side note; brain research shows 
people with an attitude of lifelong 
learning suffer much less degeneration 
in brain function during old age. 
("Cognitive Benefits of Participation in 
Lifelong Learning Institutes." (n.d.): n. 
pag. Web.) Look on the bright side. 
Being an interpreter means having to 
always learn and, yes, go to interpreting 
events where work is required (even 
when not interpreting) but you could be 
sharp as a tack in your old age. One 
other misconception people in the USA 
have, is that learning is a passive action. 
People erroneously believe teachers 
give knowledge to students. Again, brain 
research disproves this notion. (Petress, 
Ken. "What Is Meant By "Active 
Learning?." Education 128.4 (2008): 
566-569. Academic Search Premier. 
Web. 29 Aug. 2014.) Learning is a 
cognitively taxing activity. People have 
to put effort in (work) to get benefit out 
(learn)! Chatting at the bar at the end of 
a long day at a conference is also a 
learning activity whether or not people 
choose to believe it. Other professions 
hold conferences and have gatherings 
at the bar at the end of the day. There is 
still an expectation that bar behavior will 
not reflect badly on the profession / 
company. 
 
 The unexpressed excuses can be 
basically described as natural human 
responses to fear. Many Interpreters 
have expressed innate fear of other 
interpreters. Some fear what other 
interpreters think, say, and feel about 
them. To put the blame on the 



organization of RID is not fair. RID is a 
member driven organization and some 
of RID's members have behaved badly 
in the past, and will probably do so 
again in the future. To say that RID is 
the cause of the fear is unfounded. 
Proof for this idea comes from other 
interpreter events like those hosted by 
Street Leverage and TerpExpo which 
have; Deaf people and hearing 
interpreters at them, have educational 
activities, and want to create an 
environment where Deaf people are 
included by the use of ASL. Interpreters 
have been observed at both Street 
Leverage and TerpExpo events 
choosing to speak English to each other 
in various settings and sometimes in the 
presence of Deaf people. If interpreters 
attend events such as these where there 
is no history of oppression, criticism, or 
snobbery, yet still exclude Deaf people 
by using only English then there is 
something more than just fear 
motivating the interpreters. 
 
 The ASL sign for policy and the 
English word policy to many peoples 
thinking implies a law. If a law is 
established it therefore follows that there 
will be punishments for breaking the law 
as well as the requirement to have 
enforcers of the law. (ASL COPS)  Many 
interpreters have taken the policing of a 
perceived language policy at 
conferences into their own hands, 
resulting in alienation of the one policed 
or of the policing interpreter.  New 
Jersey's affiliate chapter conference in 
2013 decided to have all workshops and 
forums taught and lead by Deaf people 
using ASL.  This decision resulted in a 
very large number of Deaf people in 
attendance during the whole 
conference. Many interpreters picked up 
on this fact and used ASL. However, 
even with the high percentage of Deaf 
people in attendance, interpreters still 
spoke English (not simcom) to one 

another in some situations at the 
conference.   
 
 Why is it that interpreters who are 
fluent in ASL and English default to 
English when they are at events where 
Deaf people are in attendance? Is it a 
malicious act to oppress Deaf people? I 
hope not and don't believe my fellow 
interpreters would do that. The reason 
could be that interpreters have an 
incorrect understanding of what 
interpreter gatherings entail. Some may 
unconsciously think only hearing people 
populate interpreter gatherings. There is 
also the accidental lapse into English in 
an environment where Deaf people are 
present. Accidental lapses should be 
able to be corrected by gentle reminders 
without shaming. 
 
 Could the reasons interpreters 
behave this way be due to internalized 
unevaluated audism? That explanation 
holds more water. If a person does 
something because it is just natural for 
them and they don't think how his or her 
actions will affect others, is a passive 
form of discrimination. The USA tried to 
inculcate its people into the belief that 
the USA is a homo-lingual society. 
Some localities actually codified into law 
that English is the one and only official 
language. Interpreters, as people raised 
in the USA, held the concept of English 
being the one, the only, and the best 
language embedded within their psyche, 
until they actively seek to remove it.  As 
interpreters who have learnt that many 
languages are used in the USA and as 
people who have learnt another 
language (or several) and have been 
exposed to different cultures we should 
be aware that the USA is in reality 
hetero-lingual. Awareness of the truth 
does not mean that indoctrination 
received while growing up has been 
magically removed. We still do things 
because "we've always done it that 



way." We have not been taught to 
recognize and realize that our natural 
tendencies can cause us to act in 
discriminatory ways, which are 
detrimental to others. When our natural 
tendencies oppress Deaf people it is the 
result of internalized audism. When we 
realize our actions hurt those whom we 
love, all the excuses we make for our 
actions become trivial. When, with full 
knowledge Deaf people are or could be 
present, and we choose to use a 
language that excludes Deaf people, we 
are oppressing them. When we realize 
our unconscious tendencies oppress 
others we need to alter our behavior. 
 
Note: Audism is a term coined by Tom 
L. Humphries. Audism means a 
discriminatory nature as applied to the 
ability to hear.  
 
 The USA went through a turbulent 
period in the 60s and 70s attempting to 
deal with racism. The USA enacted laws 
in an attempt to control or eradicate 
racism. The laws gave oppressed 
minorities some power and helped 
reduce overt oppression but did little to 
combat racism. Today the USA is still a 
very racist country.  The racism is only 
more subtle and covert than it was in the 
past.  If RID and other interpreter 
organizations want to deal with the 
language issue they could follow the 
example of the USA and create policies 
in an attempt to force people into 
behaving appropriately. However, no 
one should be surprised when the 
results turn out to be the same as the 
continued prevalence of racism in the 
USA.  If interpreters really want to solve 
the language issues when they gather 
together then they need to get at the 
heart of the matter. The internalized 
audism that interpreters have and aren't 
even aware that they have. This can 
only be done through education offered 
in a loving way to all.  

 
 Some leaders in the interpreting 
community may, in the past or in the 
future, try to solve the issue by enacting 
policies. For example: using SimCom at 
events, or providing closed loop listening 
devices to hear an English 
interpretation, or posting signs, or 
wearing badges that indicate language 
preference, or any number of ingenuous 
strategies. Each and every approach 
can be evaluated for effectiveness. 
SimCom has been found through 
scientifically supported research to not 
work yet proponents still swear by it. 
(Tevenal, Stephanie, and Miako 
Villanueva. "Are You Getting the 
Message?: The Effects of SimCom on 
the Message Received by Deaf, Hard of 
Hearing, and Hearing Students." Sign 
Language Studies 9.3 (2009): 266-86. 
Web.) Interpretation approaches often 
result in complaints about effectiveness. 
Posted signs mandating behavior and 
badges identifying language preferences 
often cause people to feel insulted or 
oppressed. 
 
 Let's take a lesson from the 
people we owe our profession to. Deaf 
people (although not perfect) were 
confronted with language issues when 
they began to gather together for 
organizational meetings and 
conferences (oral deaf, Deaf blind, ASL, 
Signed English, etc.). They pointed the 
way to how to deal with language 
issues. Respect each and everyone’s 
language abilities and preferences. With 
a brave heart and openness, share how 
audism is in us and affects us all. With 
love, help any and all who seek to 
communicate to do so effectively. 
Providing access via interpretations. 
This Deaf culture collectivistic approach 
may not have solved all the problems 
but it has made great strides in areas 
where interpreters are stagnating. 
 



 This author asks each and every 
interpreter to ask themselves a few 
questions before attending any 
interpreter related event.  
Have I done any self-examination of 
internalized audism?  
Have I consciously decided to help 
make the event accessible to all 
(including the Deaf)?  
Am I willing to strive to open my mind to 
all things other interpreters share? 
Am I willing to leave any unhelpful 
"baggage" (like my fears) at home? 
Will I mentally rehearse how to share 
insights or opinions with respect?  
Will I actively train myself in ways to 
lovingly help others with language 
issues or needs? 
 Interpreters need to create a 
culture where language use is not a 
divisive issue but a source of growth and 
enrichment. That culture begins with 
each and every one of us not something 
prescribed by those in authority and 
handed down in an edict.  
	  


