
Interpreting Strategies in 
mixed Deaf and Hearing and 
Deaf only teams 

Christian Peters and Simone Scholl  
University of Hamburg 

 

 

ABSTRACT 
The functional roles of interpreters in placements requiring more than one interpreter and more than two 

languages may vary over the time and demand for effective team working strategies. The following article 

aims to explain the different roles and ways to cooperate in teams of Deaf and hearing interpreters. 

Examples from real interpreting situations will illustrate the practicability of a number of strategies. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
Even though there have always been Deaf people working as interpreters and/or translators within the 

Deaf community, educated and qualified Deaf Interpreters (DI) are a relatively new phenomenon. The 

current literature, addressing this subject, still uses a variety of technical terms, describing the work of DIs 

and their co-operation with hearing interpreters (HI). It therefore is necessary to specify the terminology 

used below56. 

1.1 Relay Interpreter 

The term “relay interpreter” is not a job description since no interpreter is a relay interpreter by 

profession. It rather describes a functional role an interpreter finds himself in for a certain period of time. 

Therefore, it is misleading to call DIs “Relay Interpreters” per se. They may function as relay interpreters, 

but so may their hearing counterparts: 

many people assume that Deaf interpreters can only do specific tasks. This often leads to the 

misconception that a DI’s role is limited. There is a general misunderstanding among 

members of the Deaf community and many hearing people that the DI’s task only involves 

relaying between a certified hearing interpreter and a Deaf consumer, compensating for 

differences in language use, given the Deaf consumer’s educational and language background 

(Boudreault, 2005: 327). 

It also happens that interpreters are just interpreters and relay interpreters at the same time, for instance, 

when there is an interpreter working from spoken Danish into spoken English.  For the hearing English 

speaking audience this interpreter is just “the interpreter”, whereas for interpreters working from his 

interpretation into other countries’ sign languages, this interpreter functions as a relay interpreter.  

1. The term “interpreter” is used when the hearing status is irrelevant. Whenever relevant, the interpreters will be called DI  for “Deaf 

Interpreter” and HI for “hearing interpreter”. In any case at least one of the working languages is a signed language,  if not stated 

otherwise. 



With regard to team working strategies between Deaf and hearing interpreters, those interpreters working 

for an audience as well as providing a source for another interpreter will be referred to as “relay 
interpreters”. 

1.2 Feeding Interpreter 

According to the definition above, feeding interpreters are also relay interpreters. The term will be used 

to describe the work of interpreters working exclusively for another DI or HI, without, at the same time, 

addressing an audience. This is an important distinction, because it enables a range of very unique team 

working strategies.   

1.3 Co-Interpreter 

The term “co-interpreter” will be used for an interpreter supporting a colleague, but not providing him 

with a source for his interpretation. Co-interpreters are there whenever a DI uses written text as a source 

language, like auto-cues provided by real-time-typists (RTT) at a conference. The task of a co-interpreter is 

to clarify the text when necessary, to prompt technical terms both interpreters agreed to use and to 

supply the interpreter with information in case of technical problems such as failures in the text 

transmission or odd suggestions by the auto-correction function used by many RTTs.  

1.4 Mirror Interpreter 

One may argue that mirror interpreting is not interpreting in the true sense of the meaning because no 

second language is involved in the process. Since mirror interpreting merely describes a temporarily 

function, is usually performed by qualified interpreters, and for reasons of coherence, the decision was to 

leave the term as it is.  

Mirror interpreting can almost exclusively be observed in teams of DIs, when one of the interpreters copies 

what is being signed by a Deaf presenter for her interpreter colleague to be interpreted into another sign 

language for an audience. As a variant of this it is also possible for the interpreter, who is not visible to the 

audience, to provide the interpretation, which is then copied (or “mirrored”) by a second interpreter and 
presented to an audience. 

In some cases, mirror interpreting is used during questions and answers for large audiences to spare a 

person using sign language to come to the front. This mirror interpretation may then be used as a source 

for a HI interpret into spoken language for the hearing audience as described by Boudreault (2005).  

2 THE IDEA BEHIND TEAM WORKING 
Interpreting is the rendition of a service enabling individuals, not sharing a common language, to interact 

with each other. It should always be consumer-focused, striving to provide them with the information they 

wish to obtain and to empower them to act in an independent and self- determined manner. In order to 

achieve this, it is important to choose the right interpreter(s) for each and every setting to ensure the 

interpretation is of the highest possible quality. The responsibility for this lies with all members of the 

team, not just with the one currently providing the actual interpretation for the consumer. Therefore, the 

question whether to use Deaf and/or hearing interpreters should not be a question of principle, but rather 

of who is able to provide the best service in a certain situation and RID “believes that through teaming all 

consumers can receive optimum communication because each team member can function at their best” 

(RID, 2007, p.2). According to Schwab and Schweizer (2014) many DIs being interviewed stated they would 

prefer not to be called Deaf Interpreters, but would instead like to see their working languages added to 

the term “interpreter”. Hearing interpreters have, until the advent of qualified DIs, never been called 

hearing interpreters and it can be assumed that most of them are equally unhappy with being called such. 

The hearing status itself is not a qualification of its own but knowing about it does help to identify 

additional qualities of an interpreter, which are important with regard to team working strategies and the 

provision of a good service. And Schwab and Schweizer stressed: 

that establishing a mixed team can be useful in many situations and increase consumer 

satisfaction. However, hiring a mixed team should not be motivated by political reasons, but 



rather by considering the language combinations required and by contemplating how the 

best possible quality of an interpretation can be achieved with the least number of links in 

the “interpreting chain”. Everyone involved in this research stated that working in a mixed 

team is very enjoyable and truly enriching. The researchers are therefore convinced that 

working in mixed teams has great potential. Recruiting DIs should not lead to the conclusion 

that HIs are incapable of interpreting, it in fact reflects their ethical consciousness (2014, 

p.142 [transl. S. Scholl]). 

Teams working on an interpretation between two sign languages or International Signs, are likely to be 

“Deaf only” teams. Dialogues or situations in which a hearing speaker is present and no auto-cue is being 

provided do require a hearing team member, since there has to be a spoken language interpretation in 

order not to exclude a hearing person from communication. Also, the source language is likely to be a 

spoken language if hearing consumers are involved. Co-interpreting may be done by either a HI or a DI.  

And even if an HI can communicate with and interpret for any Deaf consumer, in an intimate or difficult 

personal situation (asylum-seekers, court room interpreting, medical care, etc.) the presence of a DI is 

crucial because of: cultural background, further communication strategies and the sense of identification 

for the consumer. Most of them are visibly put at ease when there is someone “Deaf like me!”. This does 

not only apply to situations in which the Deaf consumer does not (yet) know the sign language of the 

country or in any kind of international settings, but also in situations necessitating an intra-lingual 
interpretation for various reasons as: 

There are linguistic as well as cultural reasons for the use of DIs whenever an intra-lingual 

interpretation is needed. As a rule, interpreters work between their A-language and their B-

language. Since Sign Language is a DI’s A-language, but most HI’s B-language, DIs obviously 

show a higher competence in Sign Language (cf. Stone 2002, p.27). It is characterised by a 

larger repertoire of language registers, including confidence in dealing with language 

variants due to minimal language skills or regional differences. (cf. Ressler, 1999, p.73) 

Interpreting for consumers with minimal language skills or using home signs, deaf-blind 

individuals or those with different regional or ethnical backgrounds, as well as for people of 

specific age groups, can be linguistically challenging. Because DIs range within their A-

language while producing an intra-lingual interpretation, the assignment of  

DIs for these kinds of settings deems a sensitive solution (Schwab and Schweizer, 2014, p.7–8 

[transl. S. Scholl]) 

3. THE STAGES OF TEAM WORK 

3.1 Finding a Team 

Prior to an assignment it is important to identify the most suitable interpreters for a certain setting. Some 

settings require particular working languages, such as International Signs, knowledge in two specific sign 

languages, English as a second language in either speech or writing, tactile communication systems for 

deaf-blind consumers and so on. Other situations may require knowledge in certain domains, such as 

health care, court, linguistics or politics. Also, the general outline of the setting (court room, conference, 

meeting, etc.) and the characteristics of the consumers involved are relevant for the choice of team 
members. 

3.2 Preparing for an assignment 

Once a team is established and preparation material is available (which is more often not the case), team 

members will have to discuss who will be working in which functional role throughout or at particular 

points in the setting. It is also necessary to contact organisers of bigger events to ensure essential 

technology is provided, such as additional monitors for the auto-cue, cameras and monitors for relay 

interpretation, microphones, etc. If an auto-cue is provided, the DIs involved may choose to work from 

written text. If there is none, there will have to be a feeding interpreter or the technical facilities for the DI 
to watch the presenter or interpreter signing for the audience.  



3.3 During the assignment 

All interpreting teams ought to be present at the venue in enough time to arrange their positioning for 

their own and their consumers comfort. If needed, the technical equipment has to be checked. Everyone 

involved in the interpreting process needs to be flexible enough to change roles within the team. No 

matter how carefully the preparation was carried out, there will always be changes to the programme or 

the agenda, changes of speakers and other challenges to be dealt with on the spot.  

3.4 After the assignment/during breaks 

Team meetings either after the assignment or even during breaks are helpful to avoid mistakes or 

miscommunication. A thorough analysis of what happened will help to improve the quality of a team. 

Fairly often and in accordance with the adage “Never change a winning team”, this kind of co-operation 

leads to established teams who aim to be appointed for further events.  

4 TEAM WORKING STRATEGIES 
In order to find out more about strategies at all stages of the team work, suggested strategies described in 

current literature addressing this subject have been collected and will be discussed below. Whether or not 

these strategies are being used in team interpreting can only be discovered while observing interpreters at 
work. So far, the following situations involving interpreter teams have been analysed: 

The first setting was a preparation meeting of the interpreting team and the presenter. The presenter was 

invited for three presentations, which all had some information in common, but were designed for 

different audiences. The interpreting team of two hearing and two deaf interpreters had the chance to 

meet the presenter about two hours prior to the first presentation to discuss and explain aspects of the 

Power Point presentation or communication issues that might arise during the presentation. That one 

preparation meeting covered all three lectures. The second setting was lectures 1 and 3, which can be 

included under one setting, because apart from the audience and the room, the interpreting team was 

consistent.  

The third setting was lecture 2 where the interpreting team was supplied with a third DI, interpreting from 

IS to German Sign language, thus giving the DI next to him the opportunity to monitor the process and to 

actively assist the hearing interpreters work into spoken German.  

4.1 Team strategies used in the preparation process 

Depending on the setting, interpreting teams will use different means to familiarize themselves with the 

topic(s). One possibility is to use public information via libraries, the internet, material from previous 

assignments, leaflets, etc. For conferences and meetings there is usually a programme or an agenda, giving 

insights into the subjects to be addressed. Usually one of the team members takes responsibility to ask for 
preparation materials, Power Point presentations or even scripts provided by lecturers. 

Nowadays Deaf and hearing interpreters may also benefit from the many videos in sign language available 

on the internet. Especially when the speaker for whom the team will be interpreting is well-known within 

the Deaf community it is very likely that footage of that person can be found. Studying these materials will 

help the team to become familiar with the particular style and language use to be expected. More and 

more often Deaf presenters are also willing to videotape at least a summary of what they are going to 

present. This is usually helpful to detect specific technical terms the presenter will be using.  

Some parts of the preparation can be done individually, such as looking up terminology or getting familiar 

with the topic in general. Other parts are more effectively dealt with when the team meets up. Typically, 

this is the case when decisions about language use have to be drawn and team working strategies have to 

be negotiated with regard to preferences and dislikes of individual team members: 

Because individual team members have their own experiences and expectations about how 

to manage the interpreted interaction, team interpreters typically have one or more 

preparation sessions before the event to facilitate the process. The interpreters may talk 



about an array of topics in their preparation session, but Hoza (2010) identifies five items 

that are typically discussed: (1) who will interpret for which participants, (2) how to produce 

an equivalent target language message during the event, (3) when and how to relay (“feed”) 

information to one another, (4) how to process information, and (5) how to negotiate the 

physical setup of the assignment (Nicodemus and Taylor, 2014, p.91). 

The five items as suggested by Hoza (2010) can be of more or less relevance, depending on the setting. 

Negotiating the physical setup of the assignment, for instance, is relatively easy when there are just two 

people involved in a meeting and no more than two interpreters are present. The physical setup requires a 

far more extended discussion when preparing for a large conference, involving several interpreter teams 

and several languages. Working in mixed teams means team members have to keep in mind that the team 

language will inevitably be a sign language, i.e. a visual language. Two HIs can whisper information to each 

other or make written notes to be read by their colleague; as soon as a DI joins the team all team members 

must be able to see each other and to establish eye contact when necessary. Finding the right location for 

each of the team members and getting the lighting set up in way which is comfortable for all interpreters, 
as well as the audience, takes time and is essential.  

Given that there is preparation material in writing, the team will meet to clarify the content and to agree 

on signs for technical terms noting that the “best resources with regard to language usage and correct 

terminology are native speakers of the language who are also knowledgeable of the topic” (Demers, 2005, 

p.216). This applies to all languages, spoken or signed, and their native speakers. DIs may find it useful, if 

their hearing colleagues can clarify what exactly is being written in a text, whereas HIs greatly benefit from 

a DI’s suggestions with regard to terminology and/or structure of a signed target language. One of the HIs, 

being interviewed by Schwab and Schweizer put it this way: 

What I really find extremely pleasant when working with Deaf Interpreters is that, with 

regard to language issues, the preparation is much more creative. (HI14) (2014, p.66 [transl. 

S.Scholl]).  

Part of this creative process is dealing with terminology, finding out what is actually said or intended by a 

speaker if a manuscript is available and anticipating what the speaker is likely to say when the only source 

of information is a Power Point presentation, sometimes just featuring a few graphics and a couple of 

keywords. The final step in the preparation process is the negotiation of how to sign or say technical 

terms, as well as the agreement on “feeding” techniques, always focusing on the preferences of the active 

interpreter.  

Depending on the composition of the team, its members will have to face different challenges.  

Deaf only teams will be confronted with preparation material in their second language (the written version 

of the spoken language used in their home country) or even a third (written) language, if conference 

materials are available in English only. Therefore, it might be a good idea to ask a hearing colleague for 

clarification, if necessary. But they will have to interpret into a sign language (probably their native language) 

or another signed language or International Signs, commonly regarded as their “A” language. A hearing only 

team faces the challenge vice versa. The preparation material is available in the written form of their native 

language or at least in the written form of English, whereas they will have to interpret into a signed language, 

which is not likely to be their native language (“B” language). Therefore, it is always advisable to bring in a 

Deaf colleague in order to discuss possible interpretations into the target language, as well as culturally 

appropriate approaches to convey the meaning.  

In mixed teams, one should assume that everything works out for the best, because all the knowledge is 
available right at hand. However: 

The manner in which the preparation session unfolds has social and professional 

consequences for interpreters; the discussion may enhance the likelihood of a successful 

team experience, or it may result in feelings of tension - even hostility - between team 

members. Inevitably, challenges, both linguistic and interpersonal, arise during the 

interpreting process, and, if the conditions for effective team interpreting have not been 



established in advance, the interpretation may be negatively affected (Nicodemus and 

Taylor, 2014, p.91). 

Tensions can occur in any team, regardless of the hearing status of its members and tensions in mixed 

teams probably are an exception to the rule, but it would be unrealistic to pretend they do not exist. Part 

of the problem is that mixed teams are not as yet the default and working together is a new experience to 

everyone. For decades hearing interpreters viewed Deaf people as consumers of their services. For just as 

long hearing interpreters used to be viewed by Deaf people as providers of a service they depended on but 

were not always happy with. Hearing interpreters, no matter how well established their bonds with the 

Deaf community are, still remain members of the hearing majority. Opportunities to work together with 

Deaf people as colleagues on a daily basis are rare, not to mention working in the same profession. Deaf 

interpreters quite simply and rightfully just embrace this new job opportunity, offering a high-quality 

service to their very own community, thus leaving some hearing interpreters feeling deprived of 

opportunities, worried about being demoted to an assistant of the Deaf interpreter, so much respected by 

his peers. 

This may lead to one or the other interpreter taking over a leading role in preparation meetings, because 

their first language is regarded as “more important” or because of a longer job experience or the 

impression of being more bilingual and/or bicultural than their counterparts.  

Historically: 

It is possible that hearing people have dominated the profession of interpreting simply because 

of their ability to hear. As we have explained, neither Deaf nor hearing interpreters can achieve 

“perfect” bilingualism and biculturalism” (Collins and Walker, 2006, p.78).  

It is therefore important to find a way of communicating with each other in the sense of members of the 

same profession working together to provide a good service. Team members are first of all interpreters 
and hired as such because of their working languages which are needed to keep a conversation going. 

If not discussed and solved beforehand the language choice within the team can lead to conflicts. Very 

often part of the preparation process is a meeting with the speakers. DIs and HIs approaching the speaker 

will have to decide how to communicate during the conversation and the roles in which every team 

member wishes to be viewed by the speaker. Depending on the hearing status of the speaker and in case 

of him being Deaf and using a sign language the HI does not understand, both interpreters will inevitably 

end up acting as an interpreter for their colleague, and thus may not be regarded as a member of the team 

and find themselves deprived of any chance to ask the speaker anything they would like to clarify. Hearing 

interpreters are able to ask questions using a sign supported spoken language, but DIs using two different 

sign languages are unable to do so and have to leave their hearing colleague without an interpretation 

throughout the conversation but can give a summary or gist interpretation afterwards. There is no single 

solution to this problem, but team members are well advised to take time thinking through how 

communicate will be managed in these situations without leaving team members feeling uncomfortable or 

unprepared (Schwab and Schweizer, 2014). 

As previously stated, tensions among members of mixed teams may be regarded as “teething problems” 

and are likely to become irrelevant when team working strategies are addressed in interpreter training 

programmes. As a result interpreters who are new to the trade will soon regard working alongside Deaf 

colleagues as the norm. The same applies to Deaf interpreters vice versa, of course. For more information 

on communication strategies the reader is directed to the work of Nicodemus and Taylor (2014). 

The following examples are taken from our data, a preparation meeting with a Deaf lecturer from 

Australia. All of the participants (presenter, 2 Deaf interpreters, 2 hearing interpreters) sat in a circle to 

allow eye contact while communicating. The communication was carried out in IS only. 



4.1.1 Agreement on time slots for the lecturers 

One of the lecturers used IS for his presentation while the other one used German Sign Language (DGS), 

this was important for the interpreters to know because the change of speakers required a change of the 

interpreters’ positions. For the first lecture it was expected that some hearing persons would also be 

greeting the audience or giving short statements so one of the HIs would have to stand next to them to 

provide the audience with an interpretation into DGS. Both DIs preferred to interpret into IS using that 

interpretation rather than using the second HI as a separate feeding interpreter. 

4.1.2 Questions from the audience: 

One of the presentations took place in a lecture hall with theatre seating, making it impossible for deaf 

participants to come to the front and ask questions. The presenter suggested one of the interpreters be a 

mirror interpreter. The interpreters agreed and discussed who would be the mirror interpreter for 

questions from the audience. The interpreters also agreed on how to deal with a rapid change of working 

languages/interpreting direction in case of a lively discussion among people using different sign languages 

or spoken German.  

4.1.3 The use of Power Point presentations: 

The HIs, both sat with their backs towards the screen on all three occasions, suggested using a tablet 

computer in front of them to see the PPT slides. The DI facing the hearing colleagues and feeding the DI for 

the audience (also standing with his back towards the screen), could also use the screen for further 
information and agreed to signal to the HIs whenever the slides would change.  

4.1.4 Working with previously received information: 

The lecturer provided the team with preparation materials beforehand. The interpreters read the PPT 

presentations beforehand and had the opportunity to question the presenter, who was happy to clarify 

here and there what exactly was meant and introduce us to sign name he would be using. He also gave 

some very useful background information and thus helped the team to feel more confident to undertake 

the interpreting task. 

4.2 Team strategies used during the interpretation process 

There are numerous strategies available for an interpreting team to choose from in order to guarantee the 

best possible service for all consumers present in a certain setting. Not all strategies, however, have 

proven to be effective in each and every setting. Furthermore, it would be unrealistic to claim that it is 

always and exclusively the team which decides about the best strategies to use. Often the choice is 

determined by circumstances. If, for certain strategies, technical equipment is needed, but is unavailable 

the team will have to use the next best set of strategies. If an ideal solution would be to bring in four or 

five interpreters but the purchaser or organisers are not willing or able to cover the costs, the team will 

have to come up with strategies involving fewer interpreters, etc. This does not mean accepting 

unreasonable working conditions. As soon as the team decides it would be unethical, a health risk, or 

contrary to the Code of Conduct it is time to withdraw from an assignment or not to accept in the first 

place.  

Having considered all external presuppositions and linguistic preferences of everyone involved in a setting 

it is time to decide about the roles each of the team members will undertake be those short-term or 

permanent. Having done so nothing can go wrong, or can it? From the interpreting settings that we have 

been evaluated it became obvious that even though the team tried to foresee upcoming problems and 

agreed on possible strategies it is impossible to be prepared for everything. The first lecture, for instance, 

attracted such a big audience that the room turned out to be too small. The interpreters found themselves 

surrounded by participants, many of them even sitting on the floor. Even though the working conditions 

were still sufficient to provide everyone with an appropriate interpretation it turned out to be stressful for 

the interpreters. The interpreters had to view each other from an uncomfortable angle, the distance 

between the two DIs was a slightly too far and the HIs often felt distracted by the relatively noisy 

surroundings. It is important though not to let less than ideal working conditions lead to frustration, which 

can easily have a significant impact on the quality of the interpretation.  



However, there are some issues that we identified. During lectures 1 and 3 with two DIs and two HIs there 

was surprisingly little communication and support between DIs and HIs. The two HIs used strategies known 

from teamwork among hearing interpreters, such as pointing on keywords on the tablet and whispering to 

help the active interpreter doing the voice-over. Also, the two DIs communicated with each other by 

repeating numbers or putting a stress on certain information. The two DIs had previously decided the 

interpreter facing the speaker and sitting opposite to the HIs would be the active interpreter, whereas the 

DI on stage would in principle mirror the production for the audience, but also would alter the text with 

regard to style or choice of signs now and then. Both DIs used facial expressions and nodding to either 

confirm to each other that everything went well or to make each other aware of difficulties. Both HIs were 
familiar with communication strategies among DIs and they did not affect the HIs’ performance.  

The lack of communication between the hearing and the Deaf team was caused by the fact that both DIs 

were constantly working and did not have the resources to also watch their hearing colleagues and assist 

them. The HIs, however, had the chance to take turns and to therefore always have a colleague ready to 

support, if necessary.  

During the lecture 2 there were still two HIs, but three DIs hence the communication between all team 

members increased significantly. Now the DIs, just like the HIs, could take turns and one of them was 

always available to support his Deaf but also his hearing colleagues. From our analysis of team working 

strategies in different settings we can clearly conclude that team communication becomes more 

meaningful and is only possible if one HI and one DI are ready to support their colleagues. A sufficient 

number of interpreters (2HIs and 3DIs) is therefore not just something that is nice to have, it significantly 

enhances the quality of the interpretation.  

4.2.1 Working with a relay interpreter 

Relay interpreters usually provide an interpretation for the audience as well as for another interpreter. 

Since the outcome has to be easily understood by the audience and has to keep up with the speaker’s 

speed, there is very little chance for team work in the true sense of the meaning. The relay-team will 

certainly sit down and get prepared together, but apart from that it is difficult to co-operate during 

interpretation.  

Interpreters working as relay interpreters strive to be as precise as they can in order to make life easier for 

their colleagues, but since interpreting always means conveying another person’s thoughts at another 

person’s speed an interpretation is likely to look like an interpretation here and there, regardless of 

whether or not the interpreter is working into his native language. Interpreting from a relay interpreter is 

therefore different from interpreting directly what is being said or signed by a speaker. This applies to both 

hearing and Deaf interpreters. An interpretation into Sign Language may therefore be understandable for 
the Deaf audience but may at the same time provide pitfalls for the other interpreter, either a DI or HI.  

In many cases both interpreters will have to be located on a stage, meaning they cannot see each other.  

The relay interpreter will be videotaped and transmitted to a screen in front of the second interpreter. But: 

DIs will always be nervous about A-V breakdown, the quality of the TV image, or if the camera might 

generate a blurry or unclear image. These are technical problems that would affect their interpreting 

performance. In addition, the use of video equipment requires more space to set up without 

obstructing the audience’s view of the stage. This model is often considered the least desirable and 

should be avoided whenever possible (Boudreault, 2005, p.342). 

Another problem when using on-screen interpreters is that a video image is only two dimensional, 

whereas sign languages are three dimensional. Comprehending what is on the screen is therefore 

sometimes more difficult and, according to statements from interpreters and students, more exhausting. If 

relay interpreting using video transmission is the only option, the interpreters should at least have 

sufficient breaks. The negative aspects of relay interpreting could be attenuated by the recruitment of 

further interpreters (one for each member of the relay chain), acting as a co-interpreter, helping out with 

missed numbers or any information which might be unavailable due to the inadequacy of the image on the 

screen. This does happen from time to time on larger events, but often is not a very realistic request.  



4.2.2 Working with a feeding interpreter 

A feeding interpreter (DI or HI) is there to provide an optimum interpretation for an interpreter colleague 

to work from. Feeding interpreters do not interpret for the audience, hence the team working strategies 

are manifold and more refined in experienced teams. In order to understand the task of a feeding 

interpreter is different from that of a relay interpreter, it must be recognised that they have additional 

functions. The first and foremost task of a feeding interpreter is to supply a colleague with a meaningful 

text to be translated into another language. This is called “feeding”. In addition to this the feeding 

interpreter will also be able to provide “feeds”, which are additional information for the colleague, such 

as corrections of errors, references to what has been said before, the mood or intention of a speaker, 
prosodic elements, signs/words for specific technical terms, and so on and so forth.  

In hearing interpreting teams, when whispering to each other, convey this information using an intonation 

different from occasional corrections to the colleague’s interpretation. Furthermore, feeds are easier to 

detect because the second hearing interpreters do not constantly provide their active colleagues with the 

source for their interpretation at the same time. 

In mixed or Deaf interpreting teams sign language is used for both the translation of the original message 

(feeding) and the additional information (feeds), such as correction of numbers or errors in fingerspelling, 

the speaker’s mood (frowning, smiling, contemplating …) and many more. Facial expressions, such as 

nodding or smiling also give positive feedback to the active interpreter. With both information, feeding 

and feeds, presented in the same language, it is important to enable the interpreter on stage to clearly tell 

them apart. The most common way to achieve this is to leave the signing space used for feeding the 

translation and to produce feeds in a slightly lower place to the left or the right of the feeding interpreter 

(Schwab and Schweizer, 2014). 

Facial expressions used as feeds still have to be produced on one’s face and are therefore placed in 

between signed utterances in order not to be confused with grammatical functions, such as negotiations, 

questions or emphasis.  

By observing the active interpreter, a feeding interpreter will anticipate how and when to produce 

additional feeds. The active interpreter may also ask for feeds in case of clarification being needed. 

According to Schwab and Schweizer (2014) most of the interpreters interviewed stated they preferred to 

use a signal to tell the feeding interpreter that a feed is needed and what they would like to know. Usually 

the interpreters agree on secret signals, such as raising eyebrows, blinking, frozen signs or even stepping 

forward or backwards, in order not to distract the audience too much. But if needed, the interpreter may 

feel free to openly ask a colleague to repeat something or re-phrase it.  

During the preparation meetings and very often also during the assignment, both interpreters have to 

agree on which feeding technique is the most suitable for them. The DI who signs to the audience may 

have preferences he ought to let the feeding interpreter know about. Some DIs prefer a straightforward 

interpretation into sign language, others prefer a style more reflecting the structure of the source 

language. In Taylor’s and Nicodemus’ (2014) research the interpreting team agrees on the HI using signed 

English instead of sign language. It was not explained whether this is a common agreement among 

American HIs and DIs, but it can be assumed that spoken language-based transliterations as a source for 

further interpretation are not a very common sight within Europe. In any case this only works if both 

interpreters share the spoken language (or the written form of it) and know how to produce a signed 

version of it. At English speaking conferences therefore the majority of European HIs would probably not 

know how to use “signed English” and it would not help the DI, either.  

The two interpreters will also agree on a comfortable speed and a signal, such as a quizzical look or a nod, 

or instead of that having the feeding interpreter closely monitoring his colleague’s signing and pausing for 

his convenience.  

Similarly: 



…the length of pauses might depend on the target language. If a target language needs 

lengthy paraphrases, where the source language does not, pauses between utterances have 

to be longer, even if that means skipping iterations in the original source language all 

together. This can especially be observed when interpreting into International Signs (Schwab 

and Schweizer, 2014, p.69 [transl. S. Scholl]). 

Feeding interpreters should therefore have a well-trained memory, as well as sufficient working 

experience, because they have to be able to monitor their colleague’s performance while providing him 

with an exact interpretation of what is being said. Having an adequate and firm knowledge in at least one 

sign language helps to draw clues from the colleague’s interpretation as to when exactly to pause, even 

without knowing the particular sign language used by the DI. A variety of grammatical features, for 

instance Constructed Action, the use of placement or reference mechanisms are shared by most sign 

languages and help to find out how far a colleague has proceeded in his interpretation.  

A hearing interpreter stated in an interview: 

For deaf interpreters this is much more important and I believe they are much better 

prepared to work in a mixed team, including a feeding interpreter, than many hearing 

interpreters are. And I believe that interpreter training programmes should be paying more 

attention to this and offer more practice to bring hearing interpreters to the same level. The 

work is very different from interpreting for an audience. And one cannot just sit down, 

thinking: “Well, I know how to interpret for an audience and now I will be working for a 

deaf interpreter, what is all this fuss about?” But it is, I think, completely different. It is like a 

new working area which deserves a lot more consideration. (Schwab and Schweizer, 2014, 

p.84 [transl. S.  
Scholl]) 

Just to mention a few examples from our study of how and why feeds are given. For reasons mentioned in 

chapter 3.2 lecture 2 with five rather than four interpreters showed the most feeds:  

- The Deaf supporting interpreter repeated numbers without being asked to do so, because 

the speaker mentioned a lot of numbers during a very short period of time. 

- The supporting HI informed the also non-active Deaf colleague about people in the 

audience raising their hands in order to let him know there will soon be questions which 

require a change of the interpreters’ working language.  

- The HIs got more and more confused when a lot of country names came up in the lecture. 

The active DI, of course, used the name signs for these countries for his colleague to mirror 

them. The supporting DI responded to a frown by one of the HIs and started fingerspelling 

the names, at least the first few letters. At one point the whole team got slightly confused 

about whether or not Albania was mentioned and if the next country really was Mongolia. 

From the video footage of the event it was possible to tell that all five interpreters needed 

just three seconds to clarify the issue. One HI looked at the tablet and nodded for Albania, 

which was then repeated by the active DI. At the same time the supporting DI nodded and 

finger-spelled “Mongolia” to the HIs. After that all five of them smiled to signal “Problem 

solved, we are on track again!” 

- One of the HIs missed out a number. Her hearing colleague immediately waved her hand 

to signal she had not got the number either. Without exactly knowing what the problem 

was the supporting DI prompted “70%”, followed by “thumbs up” and a questioning facial 

expression to make sure what the HI needed was delivered. While saying “70% of the 

population….” the HI nodded to signal it had been right the information she needed. 



- The active DI used a sign for a certain part of South America, which made the mirroring 

interpreter frown. The supporting DI suggested a different sign, which seemed to be more 
to the liking of his colleague. 

- The supporting DI asked the HIs if they are still feeling confident and can follow what is 

being said. 

- At certain times, when the active interpreter used strategic pauses in order for the 

mirroring interpreter to catch up, the supporting DI signalled this to the HIs in order to let 

them know the interpretation is soon to be continued. 

- The non-active HI was focussed on her tablet, obviously seeking information on one of the 

PPT slides. The supporting DI assumed there was some kind of problem and alongside the 

interpretation done by his colleague he started explaining what it was all about. Even 

though there was a slight pause in the HI’s voice-over (obviously she needed a second to 

realise that there was an interpretation as well as an explanation taking place at the same 

time). The additional information turned out to be useful for the HI. 

- The active DI signed “Asia” followed by a sign best to be translated as “whole of it”. The 

supporting DI tapped on his colleague’s knee and signed “Eastern Asia, just eastern!” 

followed by a glance to the HIs to make sure they also got the information and successfully 

added it to their interpretation. 

- There was also room for positive feedback. More than once the HIs signed a small “Thank 

you” to their Deaf counterparts, the supporting DI smiled back to the active HI because she 

looked very relaxed and confident while talking into the microphone. The team even found 

a few seconds for kidding when one HI finger-spelled a complicated word and one DI 

responded by signing slightly ironically “Well done, so accurate and just in the right speed 
– very nice!”, which made the whole team smile. 

- Lecture 3 provided a good example of how feeds can add relevant information an 

interpreter misses out because she was unable to see the speaker. The HI looked more and 

more worried because the DI in front of her got unusually agitated, showing an angry facial 

expression. The interpreting HI still sounded confident and friendly, but her face told a 

different story. Obviously, she thought the DI was angry with her, for whatever reasons. 

The DI noticed that and while providing the mirroring DI with an interpretation he signed 

to the HI “It is him, it is him” and after that to the supporting HI “Turn around and look”, 

which the HI did. She then whispered something to her colleague, who all of a sudden 

changed her voice to match the speaker’s emotion.  

While the provision of an interpretation happens within the normal signing space, feeds seem to be 

provided in a different space (right side for right hand dominant and left side for left hand dominant 

interpreters) and at a different level (lower than normal signing space). This is not an agreement but seems 

to happen just naturally.  

3.2.3 Working from auto-cue using a co-interpreter 

Any situation in which real-time typists are involved require the use of technology, such as computers, 

projectors, additional monitors or screens in order for the audience to benefit from their service. It should 

therefore be possible in almost every case to also provide a DI with an additional monitor in order to 

interpret from auto-cue.  

The usual transcript on a screen usually provides two lines, whereas many DIs feel more confident having a 

five-line transcript to work from. It is also very convenient to have the Power Point presentation or other 

visual material, appearing on the screen available in a smaller picture on the DI’s monitor. 



Interpreting teams should carefully choose the position of the DI’s monitor, because many deaf people 

complain about the missing eye contact between the DI and the audience whenever the monitor is placed 
on either side of the DI. Having the monitor right in front of the DI is the preferable position.  

The co-interpreter can be either a hearing or a Deaf Interpreter. The DI can monitor the active DI’s 

performance and provide feeds, such as corrections of errors, technical terms or general 

misunderstandings. Agreements on how to actively ask for feeds are similar to those used with a feeding 
interpreter.  

The advantage of having a hearing co-interpreter (or maybe even both) is to have a safety net in case of 

technical problems, such as a temporary blackout of the transcript, over active auto-correction systems 

creating strange texts or simply an RTT who is not at his/her best. Since the HIs can hear the speaker, they 

would then simply become a feeding interpreter.  

What many DIs find even more important is the ability of a HI to feed the DI on stage with information 

about the speaker’s intention, emotions, style or any other prosodic means, which cannot be conveyed by 

written language.  

A hearing interpreter who had worked as a co-interpreter describes the function as follows: 

The HI was in principle quite content with this kind of teamwork and pointed out that in 

addition to the traditional tasks of co-interpreters they are requested to check if the 

transcript matches the source text and, if applicable, to support the DI with feeds. The HI 

also explained that co-interpreters also function as a memory support for the DI, whenever 

the speed of the auto-cue is not compatible to the DI’s interpreting speed. Without 

intending to criticise teamwork in general the HI finds working in a mixed deaf hearing 

team slightly more exhausting than being a co-interpreter in an exclusively hearing team. 

He claimed that was merely due to the closer monitoring and also to the higher demands 

on his own memory. The latter resulted from an extended time lag between the source text 

and the target text, because of the presence of RRTs” ( Schwab and Schweizer, 2014, p.52 

[transl.  

S. Scholl]) 

3.2.4 Working with a mirror interpreter 

Mirror interpreting is almost exclusively used in Deaf only teams. When arranging for a situation including 

mirror interpreting, the location of the interpreters has to be chosen carefully. Both interpreters must see 

each other at all times, while one interpreter also has to see the speaker and the other one has to keep 

eye contact with the audience.  

Both interpreters will have to agree who will be the mirror interpreter and who will be the active 

interpreter. The mirror interpreter can either copy the source language and replicate it to the active 

interpreter facing the audience, who will then provide an interpretation into another Sign language or 

International Signs. But very often the team opts for the source language being actively interpreted in the 

first place with the interpreter facing the audience mirroring the result. Each team will have to decide 

which of the two methods is the preferable one for them.  It is also possible to swop roles halfway during a 
presentation.  

Whenever there is a HI interpreting the target sign language into a spoken language the HI should be 

watching the interpreter for the audience as a source. This avoids getting puzzled when, halfway through 

the presentation, the team decides to swop roles. 

Having a DI there for the audience also spares Deaf customers from getting to the front in order to ask a 

question and to be seen by every Deaf viewer. It is first of all a matter of convenience and simply time 

saving, on the other hand also a matter of equality because hearing people do not have to come to the 

front to ask a question. The DI will exactly copy the question from wherever in the audience for everyone 



to see and to understand. This also makes the work of any HI present to do the voice over much easier, 

because the HI has only to watch the DI replicating the utterance. 

This kind of team work is very effective, but does require both interpreters signing all the time, either 

mirroring or interpreting. This makes it almost impossible to keep eye contact all the time and to monitor 

the active DI’s performance. There is significantly less opportunity to also create feeds or correct errors.  

In all of the evaluated settings, the DIs decided to have one Deaf interpreter, who at the same time worked 

as a feeding interpreter for the second DI and the two HIs. So, one of the DI worked as a mirror 

interpreter, providing the audience with an interpretation into DGS.  

Whenever the source language changed, the working languages and the direction of interpreting changed, 

but the interpreter “on stage” always remained the mirroring interpreter.  

When mirroring questions from the audience that DI tried to mirror the utterance as faithful as possible, 

using the same signs the actual speaker used in order to make the statement or question look as 
authentic as possible.  

When mirroring the interpretation of the DI, the interpreter felt free to alter the version of his colleague 

into something he found more suitable or better to understand for the audience.  In general, he used 

more facial expressions, slowed down the fingerspelling, sometimes used different signs and in general 
was more iconic.  

It remained unclear whether or not the two Deaf interpreters had explicitly agreed on that beforehand, 

but obviously it felt a normal thing to do for both of them.  

The mirroring interpreter wanted to provide the audience with an interpretation which suited everyone, 

whereas the interpreting DI had to make sure that the HI doing voice-over as well as the mirroring 

interpreter could work easily from what he supplied. 

3.2.5. Team strategies used in evaluation meetings 

Every meeting, conference, consultation of doctors, employees’ meeting, etc. is different and even if the 

same customer goes to see the same doctor or takes part in a meeting addressing the same subject as the 

one before, people will conduct themselves differently and say different things. And: 

Having interpreted the interaction in its entirety, it is important that the interpreter reflects 

on her experience. If she does not constantly consider her work and the many factors dealt 

with, she does not take full advantage of an opportunity to develop professionally. Without 

reflecting upon the interaction, the interpreter is less likely to be aware of which decisions 

and corresponding actions enhanced her facilitation of the interaction and why this is the 

case. (Demers, 2005, p.222) 

Hence it is impossible to wait for a “second chance” to interpret an utterance more correctly or to help a 

colleague with exactly the same problem. The only possibility to learn and to improve are evaluation 

meetings right after the end of an assignment. Sometimes these meetings will only take a few minutes, but 

sometimes it is necessary to sit down and discuss what happened for a longer time. Usually the time 

needed to evaluate the team work tends to be longer the more interpreters are involved and the more 

technology is being used. 

As members of an interpreting team, the interpreters will typically debrief about the team’s 

effectiveness in facilitating the interaction. They may discuss topics such as the efficacy of 

each team member’s technique that could enhance when providing support to the person 

actively interpreting and determine if there is any change in technique that could enhance 
the support that is provided. (Demers, 2005, p.222) 



The strategies suggested by Nicodemus and Taylor (2014) also apply to evaluation meetings. Even if 

something went completely wrong, every team member should be treated with respect, always 

acknowledging that faults and misunderstandings do not occur on purpose. Two of the interpreters being 

interviewed about team experience by Schwab & Schweizer (2014) stated: 

(TS8/Deaf Interpreter): There is a great demand for feedback and exchange after an 

assignment. We will evaluate what my colleague thinks worked out well and also what did 

not work out so well, because I want to know that. His feedback is important to me and vice 

versa. This is how we can improve when working together as interpreters. When there is no 

feedback, of course that is difficult to achieve” (Schwab and Schweizer, 2014, p.67 [transl. S. 

Scholl]) 

(HI14/Hearing Interpreter): What I find very exciting is, how different the feedback is. I 

mean, the feedback is much more related my competence in Sign Language or alterations, 

alterations in the language that is, and I feel that when working with hearing colleagues we 

just talk about different issues” (Schwab and Schweizer, 2014, p.68 [transl. S. Scholl]) 

Compared to evaluation talks among hearing interpreters, evaluation and feedback within mixed teams is, 

indeed, more focussed on language issues. Hearing interpreters do, of course, evaluate their own 

performance and discuss alternative working strategies if necessary. But they also, among themselves, 

“evaluate” the speakers if they are hearing and using the interpreters’ native spoken language. Quite often 

interpreters are not happy with the style, the speed or other particularities. These complaints are not 

meant to be feeble excuses for the interpreters’ own faults, but sometimes help to let off steam after a 

working day.  

Deaf interpreters always work from a deaf speaker or a deaf colleague, i.e. members of their own 

community (even if they do not know the speaker in person). Whereas hearing interpreters do not seem to 

mind criticising other hearing users of a spoken language in private, Deaf interpreters are more hesitant to 

criticise the language performance of someone who is a member of the Deaf community and a sign 

language user.   

HIs are often hesitant to discuss the performance of DIs, especially when something “went wrong”. 

According to Forestal (2011) DIs are often viewed as superior with regard to their competence in Sign 

Language and their knowledge about Deaf culture. In their evaluation of feedback among DIs and HIs 

Blahusch and Gloyer (2017) reasoned that job experience, age and familiarity among team members are 

important factors. One relatively inexperienced young HI gave almost no feedback to her Deaf colleague, 

whereas he gave much more feedback on her performance. But even in a team of an HI and a DI with 

similar working experience and of almost the same age, the HI addressed a few issues, but the DI turned 

out to be the far more active partner. Both evaluation meetings revealed that DIs are more focussed on 

the positive experiences during the interpreting process.  

All interpreters involved stated that evaluation meetings should not be interpreted but conducted in sign 

language. If team members do not share a common sign language one option may be to use international 

signs, if all members feel comfortable with it and agree to prearrange who will function as an interpreter 

within the team. This is also necessary when technicians or RTTs, who might not be able to use a signed 

language, are to be included.  

Interpreting team members have to be included into the evaluation and should be given the opportunity 

to have their say as well. In practice it is common to swop with colleagues. Evaluation meetings should not 

only be held to solve problems, but also to discuss less useful team working strategies, to deal with 

technical problems and consider everything that was not perfect. They are also an opportunity to pay 

respect to a colleague’s performance and to agree on what went well and how everyone enjoyed working 

together. 



5. CONCLUSION 
There have always been Deaf translators and interpreters working within the Deaf community unnoticed. 

There have also always been hearing interpreters who, now and then were wise enough to “bring in a deaf 

person” to sort out what they found difficult to do, either with regard to the language used in a certain 

placement or with regard to the special needs of a deaf client. 

Hardly more than a decade ago, deaf interpreters showed up at conferences to interpret from and into 
international sign. They also worked in teams with hearing interpreters but often teams struggled. 

Luckily, in many countries the Deaf interpreters insisted on getting the knowledge they need to be 

interpreters. In Germany, for instance, that led to the setting up of a two-year educational programme for 

deaf interpreters. Other countries offered further education classes, the European Forum of Sign Language 

Interpreters (EFSLI) created a group for Deaf interpreters, who also became members of their countries’ 

interpreters’ associations.  

Now there are quite a number of professional Deaf interpreters and there are more and more mixed 

teams to be seen in all kind of settings.  

Also study programmes for hearing interpreters now include team working strategies within mixed teams 

in their seminars and the demand is growing.  

The aim of every interpretation should be to let all participants (deaf and hearing) in a setting of whatever 

nature feel included, involved and empowered. Experienced, well-trained and flexible teams of Deaf and 

hearing interpreters can help to make that happen. All we need is more awareness.  
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