PMLA

THE CHANGING PROFESSION

Lessons from American Sign Language—English

Interpreting

ROBERT G. LEE, ELIZABETH A. WINSTON, AND EILEEN M. FORESTAL

ROBERT G. LEE is associate academic spe-
cialist at Northeastern University. He
recently coauthored (with Elizabeth A.
Winston, among others), the Gallaudet
University Press volume Beyond Equiva-
lence: Reconceptualizing Interpreting Per-
formance Assessment. He and Peter
Llewellyn-Jones are the creators of the
role-space model of interpreted interac-
tions.

ELIZABETH A. WINSTON is director of the
Teaching Interpreting Educators and
Mentors Center, a center focused on
excellence and integrity in interpreter
and mentor education and research. Her
areas of expertise include teaching and
research in interpreting, ASL discourse
analysis, interpreting skills development,
educational interpreting, multimedia
applications in ASL research and teach-
ing, and teaching at a distance.

EILEEN M. FORESTAL is a retired professor
of ASL-Deaf studies and ASL-English inter-
preter program after thirty-six years.
While still teaching as an adjunct at a
few universities, she is working as a certi-
fied Deaf interpreter, mainly in medical
and legal arenas. She has several publica-
tions and is a national and international
presenter.

832

Even though interpreting as a human activity has been a part of mul-
tilingual, multicultural human interactions for as long as we have
records, the organized profession of interpreting is a relatively new phe-
nomenon, dating from the mid-twentieth century, with the founding
of the International Association of Conference Interpreters (or
Association Internationale des Interprétes de Conférence) in 1953 in
Paris (see Baigorri-Jalon; Pochhacker). Interpreting with Deaf people
(involving naturally occurring sign languages as well as spoken lan-
guages) has also occurred for an extended time throughout history
(Forestal, “Deaf Interpreters”; Adam et al.) but is an even more recent
development in terms of professionalization (Brunson; Cokely). Signed
languages and Deaf people have always been minoritized and, at times,
severely oppressed (Ladd; Lane). By extension, interpreting involving
Deaf people (either as primary participants or as interpreters them-
selves) has been similarly stigmatized and devalued.

Signed languages are visual and spatial (as opposed to aural and
oral), and research on them has provided unique insights into the fun-
damentals of the human language faculty, the neural bases of lan-
guage, and the visual manifestations of expression at all linguistic
levels, from phonology to discourse and pragmatics (see Bahan;
Bahan and Petitto; Brentari; Padden and Perlmutter). Further, inter-
preting involving signed languages can also provide key insights into
how we model, discuss, and view language. As we have matured as a
profession, we have begun to understand better the depth and com-
plexity of interactions, especially in community interpreting, and
have begun to embrace a less mechanistic view of communication.
This essay explores two specific areas of this broad topic where the
profession’s changing attitudes are affecting our perceptions about
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interpreting: the complex factors involved in com-
munication and interaction, and the role or roles
of each participant, including the interpreter, in
every interaction.

Shifting Perceptions about Communication and
Interaction

Since we work with signed languages along with
spoken languages, the concept of physical space
used to construct meaning is almost always at the
forefront of our thinking. Signers use space on a
variety of linguistic levels, representing referents in
specific locations around the signer’s body, which is
shared and referred to by conversational interlocutors
for different linguistic purposes, including pronomi-
nal reference, syntactic verb agreement, and discourse-
level phenomena such as the spatial mapping of
reported speech, comparatives, and constructed action
(Neidle et al; Lee et al; Metzger, “Constructed
Dialogue” and Sign Language; Winston, “Spatial
Mapping” and “Spatial Referencing”). We believe
that applying the metaphor of space helps define
and discuss language use in interpreted interactions,
regardless of whether the languages are signed or spo-
ken. Thus, instead of talking about people having lan-
guages (or not), we prefer the idea that people inhabit
and exist in (metaphoric) linguistic spaces. An individ-
ual’s linguistic space consists of the knowledge of their
languages and the strategies and repertoires they
employ when communicating (Garcia and Wei).
This focus on space is consistent with the recent
shift in looking at bilingualism as a more complex
notion than just having two languages (Grosjean),
and it fits with the move from talking about
code-switching and mixing to talking about the con-
cept of translanguaging. (For a discussion of the con-
cept of translanguaging space, see Wei; for a
discussion of translanguaging among Deaf signers,
see De Meulder et al.) It also builds on the growing
body of work from cognitive linguists who debunk
the idea that language is simply a means for conveying
meaning, like packages through the mail, and who
argue that communication is an ongoing process
through which participants negotiate meaning, choos-
ing specific linguistic, paralinguistic, and pragmatic
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cues to do so (Wilcox and Shaffer; Shaffer and
Janzen; Janzen and Shaffer, “Interpreter’s Stance”
and Shared Mind).

We thus propose that interpreting can be con-
ceived as linguistic-spatial bridging between and
among those who do not share the same linguistic
spaces. Just as people who are multilingual do not
merely “switch” between languages, interpreters do
not merely switch between languages when inter-
preting; rather, they make use of the strategies and
repertoires that exist in their linguistic space to
reconstruct the content and intent between and
among participants. Thus, interpreters, along with
the primary participants, are engaged in the cocon-
struction of the interaction itself (Bélanger; Janzen
and Shaffer “Interpreter’s Stance” and Shared Mind).

Shifting Perceptions about the Role and Valuation
of Interpreters

Just as there have been shifts in conceptualizing inter-
preting as the coconstruction of meaning, there
have been changes in how the role of interpreters
has been characterized (Lee). In the United States
the change in the concept of the role of ASL-
English interpreters has been described as parallel
with changes in how Deaf people are perceived
(MclIntire and Sanderson). Marina L. Mclntire and
Gary R. Sanderson describe a shift away from a pater-
nalistic view of Deaf people as needing the help of
interpreters to understand nondeaf people. Indeed,
the name of the US professional organization for
ASL-English Interpreters, the Registry of Interpreters
for the Deaf (founded in 1964), reflects this view
(emphasis added). Also, interpreting was seen as pri-
marily one-way, from spoken English into ASL: some-
thing done to or at Deaf people, not with them. At the
time, the term for interpreting from ASL into English
was “reverse interpreting” because it was perceived to
happen less, reflecting the view that Deaf people were
the receivers of most interpreting. As Deaf people
increasingly wanted not help but rather access to the
majority language, the practice model of interpreting
switched more to a conduit approach, similar in
some ways to conference interpreting in which there
was little or no interaction and the interpreting was
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primarily one-way. In this model, interpreters were
restrained from interacting as themselves in any way,
acting as so-called meaning transfer machines.
However, as interpreters grew to understand the com-
plexities of interaction, and thus of interpreting, the
perception of the interpreter as machine has evolved
toward an idea of interpreters acting as bilingual or
bicultural mediators. This shift has included the recog-
nition that interpreting involves not just languages
but also associated cultures and intersectional identi-
ties in order to facilitate meaning building among
participants.

Enriching and motivating this ongoing shift in
perspectives is the increasing recognition and value
that established professional interpreting groups
grant to Deaf people working as interpreters, and
research on Deaf interpreters has grown exponentially.
Historically, Deaf people have long been seen as
interpreters and translators (Bienvenu; Forestal,
“Deaf Interpreters” and “Emerging Professionals”;
Holcomb and Smith) for one another in accessing
the hearing majority languages and cultures in
which they live. However, their importance and use
began to wane and be marginalized as interpreter
preparation shifted from relationships within Deaf
communities to formal academic programs, often
independent of Deaf communities since the estab-
lishment of a professional and certifying organiza-
tion (Cokely; Holcomb and Smith). More recently
professional interpreting groups have begun to rec-
ognize again the tremendous need for and contribu-
tions of Deaf interpreters because they work in a
wide range of medical, legal, mental health, voca-
tional rehabilitation, and educational settings,
among others (Forestal, “Deaf Interpreters” and
“Emerging Professionals”). Most recently in the
United States, for example, the primary certification
organization, the Center for the Assessment of Sign
Language Interpretation (which grew out of the cer-
tification systems formerly developed by the Registry
of Interpreters for the Deaf and the National
Association for the Deaf), has finished redesigning
a new validated and reliable national certification
for Deaf interpreters that considers these many
changes (Furman). However, while certification has
been available for hearing interpreters throughout
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most of this time, the certification system for Deaf
interpreters had been in a moratorium since 2013,
thus severely limiting opportunities for Deaf people
to gain an interpreting qualification. A new
Generalist Knowledge Exam became available for
both hearing and Deaf candidates in June 2022.
Before that, there was a Knowledge Exam available
only for hearing candidates. The beta version of
the Deaf Interpreter Performance test was delayed
past June 2022 with results not available until
January 2023. Thus, Deaf interpreters were more dis-
advantaged than hearing interpreters in having
access to necessary qualifications to work as
interpreters.

These general shifts have accompanied an
expanded understanding of the ways that interpret-
ers, as active communicators, need to make deci-
sions about how, where, and when they interact.
As we noted above, even with the changing views
of the role, interpreters have often been seen as out-
side the interaction, not as coconstructors of interac-
tions or primary participants. Resisting this, some
researchers have characterized the unique place of
interpreters in interactions (Angelleli; Metzger,
“Constructed Dialogue” and Sign Language; Roy,
Interpreting and “Problem”; Wadensjo). Building on
this work, the concept of role-space was developed
(Lee and Llewellyn-Jones; Llewellyn-Jones and Lee,
“Getting” and Redefining) to more accurately model
what effective interpreters do. Developed from
Erving Goffman’s work on conversational roles
(Forms) and from the work of the sociologists Ralph
Linton and Ralph H. Turner, a core principle of role-
space is that roles are not things we have; rather, roles
are what we do (Roy, Interpreting and “Problem”).
Turner states, “Role refers to behavior rather than posi-
tion, so that one may enact a role but cannot occupy a
role” (317). The interpreters’ behaviors in an interac-
tion thus create the role-space interpreters enact.

The concept of role-space builds on the idea
mentioned above that we do not have a language
or culture, but rather interact from our linguistic
and cultural spaces. We move in and through
these spaces, negotiating our understandings with
others. These ideas are certainly applicable to inter-
action in general, but here we focus on how they
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change our perspectives about interpreted interac-
tions. Peter Llewellyn-Jones and Robert G. Lee posit
that interpreters occupy both physical and
metaphoric space within interactions (“Getting”
and Redefining). This space can be best defined as
an x-y-z coordinate system with three axes along
which interpreters make decisions. The total of the
decisions made by an interpreter in a given interac-
tion manifests that interpreter’s role-space. The
three axes are the axis of interaction management
(the vertical y-axis), the axis of participant alignment
(the horizontal x-axis), and the axis of presentation of
self (the front-to-back z-axis).

The axis of interaction management refers to
those behaviors or interventions that an interpreter
uses to actively manage how the interaction is pro-
ceeding. This can range from macrolevel decisions
such as interpreting consecutively (in order to
receive and understand more of the source message
before producing an interpretation) to microlevel
behaviors such as asking for repetitions, clarifica-
tions, or elaborations on information in the source
message. The interpreter must decide when and
how to employ such strategies while causing mini-
mal disruption to the interpreted interaction. The
axis of participant alignment refers to how much
an interpreter directs communication to, or seems
to identify with, a specific participant (or possibly
a subgroup of participants). On this axis, in addi-
tion, it may be that the interpreter is reacting directly
to one of the interlocutors’ utterances. Participant
alignment is key to establishing rapport with the pri-
mary participants and to engendering trust in the
interpreter. Such trust is a vital part of effective
interpreted interactions (Reinhardt). The axis of
presentation of self refers to any interpreter-initiated
utterances that occur during the interpreted interac-
tion. This axis is based on Goffman’s work describ-
ing how an interpreter chooses to interact by
displaying a professional self (Presentation). This
can include how one introduces oneself and how
one explains the expectations of an interpreted
interaction or other interpreter-initiated utterances
that are not direct renditions of the source language.
For each specific interaction, the interpreter enacts
the role-space by making decisions along these
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axes: if (and how) they will manage the flow of com-
munication, how they align with the participants to
engender trust, and if (and how) to present them-
selves in an appropriate and authentic way. This
reformulation of the place of interpreters in interac-
tions is much more useful in both describing and
defining effective interpreted interactions but also
in explaining to interlocutors what can be expected
during such interactions.

Since the concepts of constructed, negotiated
meaning in interaction and of role-space and its
axes have been introduced into our discussions,
our communities of interpreter practitioners have
been learning critical lessons about both communi-
cating and interpreting them. Thus, practitioners
applying these changing concepts and shifting per-
spectives note that they bring a more practical,
more workable approach to interpreting, be it in
the United States or in the field of interpreting in
general regardless of the languages involved. The
infusion of these newer concepts and practices
appears to be affecting the perceptions of more par-
ticipants in interpreted interactions, both interpret-
ers and consumers. There is a growing awareness of
the complexities of interaction as constructed mean-
ing, of the interpreter as an active participant in the
interaction, and of the interaction itself as fluid and
negotiated.

These new paradigms promote both flexibility
in interpreting, when all participants construct
meaning throughout interactions, and more accep-
tance of accountability among the interpreters
applying role-space in their interactions with partic-
ipants and within teams of interpreters working
together. Through our empirical observations and
discussions with participants, some valuable lessons
we are learning include the following:

The integration and application of role-space on teams
of interpreters working together promotes clarity
regarding the alignment of interactions between
the team members, as well as the presentation of
the team as a whole. It also helps maintain focus
on the behaviors and actions of the participants.

This in turn creates a shift of sharing space within the
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teams as they can now perceive themselves as equals
within teams. This facilitates their understanding of
how intrateam dialogues can assure the efficacy of
their interpretations, as well as their understanding
of dialogues with the participants.

The notion of constructed meaning encourages inter-
preters’ reflective analysis of participants’ intent, as
well as their uses of all aspects of their languages to
communicate those intentions. This promotes flex-
ibility rather than rigid right or wrong options dur-
ing interpreting.

The language of constructed meaning and role-space,
such as presentation of self, interaction manage-
ment, and participant alignment, has a positive
effect on interpreters’ discourse when talking
about the work and assessing the work as a whole.

Other transformations that seem to be appearing
from the infusion of these concepts include

a shifting balance of power that promotes collabora-
tion with all participants (of course, depending
on specific settings) along with a rerecognition
of the vital place of Deaf interpreters in inter-
preted interactions, as well as in the profession
in general;

increasing levels of trust and enhanced transparency
among participants; and

an increasing awareness by interpreters that Deaf and
hearing participants often have their own expec-
tations about the roles of interpreters, based on
past experiences (or no experience), and thus
that they need to consider how they approach
participants in order to build trust and transpar-
ency about the work of interpreters.

In a nutshell, reflecting on our own transforming
attitudes, perceptions, and approaches to our
notions of communication and to the roles enacted
by interpreters has helped us gain a clearer under-
standing not only of our own interpreting practices
but of our own communications and interactions.
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