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ABSTRACT 
This paper focus on deaf interpreters (DIs) on TV in Portugal. We intend to analyse the situation from 

hearing and deaf interpreters point of view and also by consulting media stakeholders. We discuss 

interviews aiming to present the state of the art in Portugal with respect to DIs on TV and we also suggest 

good practices like training and team work.  
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1 INTRODUCTION 
Our research focuses on why deaf interpreters (DI) are no longer seen on Portuguese television since 

during the nineties and at the beginning of the 21st century DIs did appear, and this has ceased with no 

apparent reason. The number of hours of in-vision/picture-in-picture TV interpreting has been increasing 

in Portugal with more and more programmes having hearing interpreters (HIs). Recently, IPC provided 

training for deaf people who wished to be interpreters and then the reason why they are not on TV arose. 

In parallel, and maybe because of increased sign language accessibility, the deaf community is questioning 

the quality of sign language interpreting on TV and its comprehensibility, the use of regional signs and 

fingerspelling being some of the issues raised.  

To better understand whether DIs should be on TV we undertook some open question interviews to 

trained DIs and a small group of HIs asking them to consider the Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and 

Threatens (SWOT) of having DIs on TV. Since we are talking about media accessibility we have also 

interviewed a person from ERC the entity that regulates the public media in Portugal. In our conclusions 

we present the status quo but we also list some good practises for the future presence of DIs on TV. 

1.1 Literature Review 

As other authors have realized (De Meulder and Heyerick, 2013) the research on deaf1 interpreters on TV is 

scarce. The papers focus on questionnaires and interviews to the deaf community that try to figure out if 

deaf or hearing interpreters should be in-vision. The answers may be surprising but once we understand all 

the determinants of the studies become clear. 

Some of the reasons that support DIs as in-vision interpreters is grounded in a sociological, cultural and 

linguistic perspective (Stone, 2005; De Meulder and Heyerick 2013; Wermeyer 2015). Thus, Stone (2005) 

examining deaf and hearing interpreters working to make news accessible to deaf community concludes 

that deaf communities have been colonialized by hearing society (see also Ladd, 2003 and Bauman and 

Murray, 2014) and this includes in-vision TV interpreting.  

1. Denotes those people who have deaf identity and use a sign language. We use lower case d for those who do not share these values and 

denote an audiological status. For more details see Ladd (2003); Stone (2009) 



To redress the oppression of identity, culture, history and language, deaf people may wish to claim space 

on television, as something they want to have some control in, rather than is controlled by others (Stone, 
2005) 

Stone (2005) also points out that deaf people have been performing the task of interpreting in deaf 

community, mainly in deaf clubs, since the 19th century at least with “those who are better reading English 

supported those who are not” (Stone, 2005, p.10). We can still observe this nowadays mostly in informal 

situations, since deaf people identify more with another deaf person rather than an HI. However, Stone 

also says that “professional sign language interpreters emerged in the early 1980s (…) interpreters were 

expected to follow a Code of Ethics” (Stone, 2005, p.11). This suggests deaf people might prefer HIs as they 

were expected to act as a conduit and should not be involved in deaf people’s lives unlike others 

historically, e.g. deaf, social workers, family members, etc.  

This Code of Ethics is crucial for the interpreting service. The deaf person feels safer if he/she is with a 

professional interpreter because he/she knows that the interpreter must follow rules, such as 

confidentiality (Lei 89/99, 5 de Julho). In Portugal, informal conversations with deaf people and an 

interview with a professional DI lead us to think that sometimes the deaf person prefers a HI rather than a 

DI because deaf interpreters are members of the deaf community, the core of the community in Stone’s 

(2005) word’s.  Deaf people might worry that his/her issues might become “gossip”. So, sometimes the 

fact that, like Stone (2005) suggested, deaf act as “gatekeepers to information” (Stone, 2005 p.11) might 
be seen as both a positive and negative thing for DIs.  

The previous reflexion coincides with De Meulder and Heyerick (2013) view that “just to be deaf is not the 

answer. DIs need training in major areas: language (both signed and written) the interpreting process and 

the code of ethics” (De Meulder and Heyeric, 2013, p.11). We agree with this assumption and we think 

that the reluctance that the Portuguese deaf community still seems to have related to DIs will reduce 

when we have more certified and professional DIs2.  

Stone (2005, p.13) says that “having a deaf person interpreting the news automatically acts as a role model 

for other deaf people” and we will see below on the interviews we’ve made to Portuguese DIs that this is a 

reason they want to claim a space on TV. Again these views are related with deaf empowerment but also 

with language policy. Following Stone (2005) deaf must be the responsible for the development of sign 

language and thus they should be on TV since them the opportunity to adapt, create and provide a “deaf 

message”. Stone (2005) also notes that DIs use more facial expressions such as eye-gaze, prosodic 

features, etc. and they adapt the message in order to reach an heterogeneous deaf audience, i.e. elder 

people, people with minimal linguistic skills, fluent signers, among others. And by giving a DI the work all 

the audience, hearing and deaf, can appreciate that deaf can undertake this work. 

Stone (2005) states that “only native competences in both languages and cultures might allow you greater 

accuracy” (Stone, 2005, p.13), which concurs with Meulder and Heyerick (2013) when they say DIs should 

be certified and trained in both languages. As trained native speakers DIs should have the linguistic 

plasticity to counter some of the linguistic issues reported in the literature. In fact, in some countries the 

barriers of dialect and/or different communication systems maybe overcome by having DIs on TV.   

For instance, Xiao and Li (2013) surveyed the deaf audience in China and many of them (86%) said they had 

difficulty understanding the in-vision interpretation. One of the reasons is the fact that in China there are 

“dozens of indigenous sign language dialects, (…) notoriously unintelligible to people from a different part 

of the country” (Xiao and Li 2013, p.101) and because of this, many interpreters use signed Chinese on TV, 

i.e. signing according to spoken language constituent order. The interpreters on Chinese TV are hearing 

and with no interpreting training since they are “hearing teachers from deaf schools (…) with little or no  

2. In Portugal we have now four certified DIs. 

  



training is SLI” (Xiao and Li, 2013, p.108-109). Unsurprisingly, these data agree with Stone’s (2005) view, 

when he claims that DIs are the best persons to give a comprehensive message to the audience since they 

are able to adapt the content to a wider audience. However, Xiao and Li (2013) do not consider DIs in their 

study, they only mention that the majority of the respondents to their questionnaires “supported deaf 

signing viewers being involved in quality assurance” (p.106). Since in China there are only non-trained HIs, 

the communication problem seems to be based on two factors: not being a DI fluent native signer, and not 

being trained.  

In Wehrmeyer’s (2015) study of interpreters on TV in South Africa one of the responses that emerged from 

the questionnaires was that deaf audiences preferred subtitles rather than watching an interpreter (40% 

said they preferred subtitles and 45% said they would like both, p.208-209). The author states that this 

percentage may be because on South African TV there are only HIs and may indicate that what 

respondents really dislike is the use of hearing interpreters, rather than signed communication in itself. 

The author continues by saying that some of the respondents suggested that DIs should be employed on 

TV and that there should be a deaf regulatory committee with a deaf mentor to assist the interpreters on 

TV. These proposals seem to agree with Stone’s view (2005) when he states that deaf are the gatekeepers 

of the language and also that they have the ability, because they are deaf native speakers, to provide an 

interpretation that is optimal and relevant to the deaf audience. 

Thus far the literature points to giving DIs the opportunity to be in-vision interpreters. DIs should not only 

be in the background, feeding hearing interpreters with their cultural and linguistic know-how, but they 

should be in the foreground too acting as role-models and performing the job. However, we’ve also found 

some resistance to giving DIs a presence on TV. Meulder and Heyerick (2013) say that people may find it 

awkward to have a DI on TV because they are used to understand DI’s role as “a deaf person who 

interprets from a signed language to a signed language, uni-modal” (p.1). This idea is also shared by some 

deaf people as seen by an interview response in Meulder and Heyerick (2013):  

A HI could translate this, she has experience. A DI… I doubt that. Ok, they master VGT as their 

mother tongue, but if something happens suddenly, how will they be able to translate this? Or if 

the presenter adds something extra, how can the translator know if she herself is deaf? (p.9) 

We’ve quoted the entire answer because we find that it raises very interesting points for our study. This 

deaf person considers that the work of a DI on TV depends only on the teleprompter and this is common in 

other studies too (Wehmeyer, 2015; Stone, 2005; Duncan, 1997). In Portugal DIs on TV continues to be 

based on team work, that is to say, an HI feeds the DI who reanalyses the message, processes it and 

presents it to the deaf audience. This methodology will be discussed below when we present the 

Portuguese situation in what concerns DIs on TV.  

Stone (2005) mentioned that DIs must be fluent in both languages and Meulder and Heyerick (2013) affirm 

that training should be effective in both languages. Our experience in Portugal tells us that DIs are not 

always fluent in written Portuguese because deaf education is still taking its first steps in bilingual 

education and, specifically, the teaching of Portuguese as a second language. This creates a barrier for DIs, 

as we will see below when we analyse interviews of DIs and with one Portuguese media stakeholder, 

however team work on TV is also something to be considered but has not yet been studied.   

To conclude this brief literature review we will take a look at one testimony published by producer, Robert 

Duncan. Duncan (1997) begins his paper by describing a set on a TV channel at Tyne Tees Television, in the 

UK where the presence of DIs on TV is prevalent and a DI is interpreting the news. He says that though HIs 

are reliable his experience has taught him that “even the best hearing interpreter, native signer or no, will 

not achieve the same audience appreciation as the best Deaf Interpreters” (p.35). Duncan adds that 

hearing interpreters recognize that a DI is more suitable for the job, which demonstrates that they “are 

confident enough in their own ability and conscious enough of the debt they owe to Deaf people” (p.36). 

Stone’s (2005) words echo this when he reports that a DI should be the gatekeeper of the language and 

he/she is the one able to best perform the message. And that DIs on TV are a way of empowering to deaf 

people that are becoming more literate – it´s time for them to take center stage.  



2 RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
After reading about DIs and DIs on TV we aimed to understand their situation in Portugal since currently 

they are only sporadically inset on the TV3. We wanted to focus not on deaf audience’s view but on HI and 

DIs perspectives on the issue. Thus the research questions were the following: 

1. Why DIs are no longer working at the Portuguese TV? 

2. What do HI and DI think about the fact of having DIs again on TV? 

3. What do the Media Stakeholders think about of hiring DIs to be interpreters? 

3 METHODOLOGY  
Due to time constraints and considering there are many HIs in Portugal we focused our research on: 

testimonials on social networks (facebook), focus group of students (10 students, per year, for 10 years), 

focus groups of professional interpreters during meetings and assemblies of the national association of SLI 

(about 10-12 associated interpreters), and informal conversations with 3 SLI interpreters who worked in 

teams with DIs on national television. We interviewed the four certified DIs we have in Portugal. These 

interviews were in Portuguese Sign Language via skype. We decided to only interview the certified DIs 

because of time constraints and following De Meulders and Heyrick (2013) view on the need of having 

deaf trained interpreters. Finally, we’ve made an oral interview to the Media stakeholder. 

We will now present our research in three sections: the first HIs, the second the DI interviews, and the 

third the stakeholder from Portuguese TV. We will be presenting some results at the end of each section 

but we will also summarize them at the end of the article.  

4 HEARING INTERPRETERS VS DEAF INTERPRETERS OR HEARING INTERPRETERS 

AND DEAF INTERPRETERS? 

In Portugal, as is common, the first Sign Language Interpreters (SLI) were hearing CODA, family or friends 

of deaf people, but they were considered “helpers”, because they did not have an official knowledge of 

ethics or theoretical information on interpretation or translation techniques (Duarte and Almeida, 2006). 

Yet, one of those CODA was the first SLI on national Portuguese television, during the 1980s4 (Santos, 

2006, p.422). In the early 1990s DIs undertook the SL interpretation of some children’s programs and in 

March of 2011 a DI working in team with a hearing feed was on national broadcasting5. On the day the 

program was transmitted on television, some hearing interpreters used social networks to show that they 

did not agree with a DI working on television. Most of the HIs showed their dissatisfaction arguing that the 

DIs wanted to take work that should be done by HIs because of the delay compared with the original voice 

(from the source language). Some said that it should be the person “who is actually doing the 

interpretation” (the HIs feed) who should appear in front of the camera, claiming that HI should be valued 

3. esectv 

4. There was one Program in 1978 “Vida no Silêncio” that was presented by a deaf person who mentioned that he followed the teleprompter. 

However, there were HIs on the program, so he was not clearly a DI meaning that another HI was translating the contents to the general 

audience.  

5. http://www.rtp.pt/programa/tv/p27198/e9 (accessed on 20/01/2017) 

  



by their work. In De Meulder and Heyerick (2013), we can see this can be related to the labelling of 

interpreters:  

For years people working in or with the Deaf community have been accustomed to the term 

‘sign language interpreter’ or in some cases the more old-fashioned ‘interpreter for the Deaf’. 

These labels imply hearing professionals who are trained to interpret in a bi-modal and bi-

directional way: spoken language – signed language.” (p.1) 

Maybe the label was the main reason why Portuguese HIs did not agree with the idea of having a DI 

“occupying” the place that “belonged” to the “interpreter for the deaf”, so they felt embarrassed about 

the switch of their public role. 

In Portugal DIs are employed when there are MLS6 deaf, deaf-blind or foreign interveners that  

HIs do not feel comfortable interpreting for and then consider DIs necessary. Thus, DIs are “requested 

when a HI feels they do not have the skills to perform the job by themselves or when a deaf client explicitly 

asks for a DI” (De Meulder and Heyerick, 2013, p. 3). The idea that a DI is only employed when an HI feels 

that he/she does not have enough skill to ensure communication between deaf and hearing parts, could 

give the HI a sense of his/her abilities not being considered good enough to do what he/she has learned 

and that is his/her task. As seen in Bentley-Sassman and Dawson (2012, p. 25) “some hearing interpreters 

refuse to work with Deaf interpreters and perceive teaming as insulting to their interpreting abilities” and 

that may also occur in Portugal despite the lack of information on this subject.  

Some HIs, who are associates from the NASLI7, during official work meetings and associated general 

assemblies, mentioned that do not agree to a change of the definition of SLI (by including DI), because they 

are afraid that by doing so, employers might prefer to hire DIs instead of HIs. This position might suggest 

that these HIs have not had any experience working with DIs since they not consider team work or even 

free labor market rules. 

However, when HIs do team work with DIs, they readily change their position, because they understand 

that they can learn more from DIs, that are fluent linguistic members of deaf community, and sometimes 

“role models for other members of the Deaf community” and they usually “have a better understanding of 

sign language nuances” (Adam et al., 2014, p.7). In Portugal, this has also happened, HIs that talked to us 

about their experience team working with a DI during television broadcasts could see that the gains of 

being a feed to a DI were huge when compared to the interpretation by him/herself. They felt more 

confident with the final message (with feedback ensured by DI), satisfied with the idea of enlarging their 

vocabulary and expression of Portuguese Sign Language and received moral support. These benefits were 

referred by HI as opportunities, also were seen as weaknesses, because it requires more time to prepare 

the interpretation, explain to the DI some cultural nuances unknown by deaf community and ensure that 

there are no unclarified expressions or vocabulary. Of course, the HIs would have to prepare for the 

assignment if they worked by him/herself, but the HIs that had the opportunity to have a preparation 

meeting with the DI said that this needed more time. 

In most countries where the DI job is emerging the training programs provided to DIs and HIs interpreters 

conclude that it is essential to give practice exercises that can help hearing interpreter students work with 

deaf interpreter students. This was by attending these sign language interpretation classes HIs will not see 

DIs as a threat, but an ally on the teamwork interpretation process (Bentley-Sassaman and Dawson, 2012, 

p.26-29). ESEC is one of the three Portuguese institutions that provides SLI degrees and there are many 

ESEC students complaining of the difficulty in understanding different deaf sign users, each one with 

6. Minimal language skills 

7. National Association of Sign Language Interpreters – in Portugal, it’s Associação Nacional e Profissional da Interpretação  – Língua Gestual that 

is working on Portuguese legislation about SLI and the professionals recognition. 



idiosyncratic language use, so the possibility of working in a team with a DI is a way to minimize those 

issues and help them overcome those proficiency obstacles. Also, because ESEC accepts deaf students on 

its SLI degree, when deaf students attend a class, it becomes an enriched experience for both hearing and 

deaf students, they can share strategies and improve their own working practices. Hearing students can 

improve their SL proficiency by having contact with deaf SL users and deaf students can become aware of 

specific strategies that are related to the team interpreting process. And both, together, can develop 

specific strategies on teamwork. 

We believe that NASLI, national deaf associations and institutions that provide SLI programs can work 

together, to change the way HIs see DIs and understand that the teamwork goal is to make the final 

message more understandable for deaf community sign members. SLI on Portuguese television is no 

exception and we believe that if the number of deaf students attending SLI programs increase (for the 

advantages we’ve seen before by practicing HI-DI teamwork exercises in SLI classes), then Portugal can 

also have a significant number of DIs prepared to work in team with a HI (feed), so that mainstream 

broadcasts can provide SLI models to the deaf Portuguese TV viewers. And those teamwork experiences 

can provide an opportunity for HIs who can benefit from permanent contact with deaf SL users. So, we 

think that training and team work are key to having DIs on TV.  

4.1 Deaf interpreters on TV: Do they want to be front of stage? 

When we talk about sign language interpreters people immediately think of hearing people who translate 

voice to sign and vice-versa. However, now-a-days there is an increased presence of a new professional: 

the deaf interpreter (DI). Although, this work is not new, previously DIs were never professionally 

recognized, this different context and the increasing domains they can work in has made the community 

look at DIs differently.  When a DI is interpreting she/he is dealing with his native language which is a 

strength, but we cannot underestimate the fact that to be a professional interpreter one is required to 

acquire specific skills and the flexibility to work in different contexts. With the emergence of deaf 

interpreters, it is crucial that recognition is made by official institutions such as training programs, because, 

as we have seen, it is not enough to be deaf and to know the language to be called an interpreter. 

As mentioned before, in this article we will only focus on TV domains. According to Wehrmeyer (2015) TV 

interpretation “constitutes the most visible form of simultaneous signed language interpreting in South 

Africa” (p.195) and in our opinion, that is true globally. Xiao and Li (2013) also agree, stating that “signing 

on TV is no doubt the most visible SLI form, potentially with the widest impact on the d/Deaf community’s 

perception of the sign language and their information access” (p.102). Despite the fact that in Portugal we 

do not have deaf interpreters working on television, we already had some TV interpretation experiences 

that includes deaf interpreters, namely with two DIs on two TV Programs, one in the nineties and the other 

one five years ago (2013) and at that time they were not certified. Nowadays, there are no deaf 

interpreters working on TV8 which means that only hearing interpreters work on TV mostly on 

entertainment, the news and some other sporadic programs. 

Due to the recent possibility of deaf people graduating as sign language interpreters, it was possible to ask 

professional DIs (even though currently there are only four). As we said above, individual interviews were 

via Skype in sign language and the deaf person was free to answer or not to answer the questions and also 

to ask for clarification if needed. The questions were identical for the four of them. The inquiry broached 

different topics related to DIs on TV such as: quality, advantages, what kind of programs should have DIs 

the delay in interpreting process, the training, among others. 

8. We now have the four certified DIs interpreting ESEC’s TV program on the National TV. But after completing their degree they found other 

jobs, for instance, as teachers which they are also certified for, and we have not had that opportunity. 

  



We started by asking if in their opinion a DI on TV provides a better/worse or the same service as an HI. 

Even though we all know that “quality in interpreting is a complex issue” (Xiao and Li, 2013, p.110), two of 

them responded that it depends but, generally speaking, a DI is better and they gave different reasons, e.g. 

because the deaf public identifies with the DI, and DIs are more fluent in sign language. When we asked 

this question, one DI said that although he did not consider that there was a difference between HI and DI 

quality, there are specific TV programs that should be interpreted by DIs, such as children’s programs 

because of the need for appropriate facial and body expression. These reasons are similar to De Meulder 

and Heyerick (2013, p.3) who state that “with a Deaf relay, the interpreting product seems to be better 

and less flawed”, and also “the Deaf relay has a linguistically added value”.  

The second question asked if DIs think they could interpret from a Portuguese text (teleprompter/autocue 

or similar) directly to SL. Here the answers were a little more varied. Two of the DIs said that it would be 

difficult to do this work if they did not have previously access to the subject. In other words, they think 

they would be able to do it but only if they have some preparation beforehand. One of them said “yes, like 

other DIs in the world”. Another one said that it is hard to say because that has never been done in 
Portugal but still, he believes that it would be hard to do.  

Those answers might reflect the lack of proficiency of some deaf people in their second language (L2) 

which maybe because of the educational system not providing effective bilingual education. In Portugal, 

even in schools for deaf students where they have sign language teachers and interpreters there is still a 

long way to go before L2 fluency reaches the same level as L1 fluency. In 1989, two teachers of deaf 

students did an in-depth investigation with a group of one hundred deaf students in order to ascertain 

their difficulties and the results included “reduced vocabulary and stereotyped; lack of internalisation of 

Portuguese language structure9” (Carvalho, 2007, p. XIII). Thus, this may explain the reason why DIs feel 

insecure about working directly from a teleprompter. It is true that they had a three-year program but that 

is clearly not enough to overcome their lack of background in the Portuguese language. 

The next subject on our interviews, was about the fact that most of the time interpreting on TV is done 

with a team (feed-Deaf IS), so we asked if they think the delay could affect the reliability of the translation, 

for instance in a program like the News. All of the respondents said “no” and they justify their answers 

with different arguments, moreover they all said the delay is always naturally present in a translation 

process. Specifically, one said that the time gap would not be a problem to the target message. Another 

one said that in order to avoid loss in the final message the work has to be done by two interpreters that 

know each other very well so the interpretation can flow. This was also mentioned by another DI who said 

that it is very hard to achieve a good work between two interpreters who do not trust each other’s work. 

The last DI said that the message received is clear when interpreted by a DI which compensates for the 

little delay that could have happen. It is important to say that, as mentioned by the responses, a good 

team is the basis for good work and that “DIs and HIs can greatly learn from each other” (De Meulder and 

Heyerick, 2013, p.11). Adam et al. (2014) supports that idea saying that “(…) the information presented 

here will foster better working relationship between Deaf and non-DIs, both during and outside of 

interpreting assignments” (p.1). 

The next question was about which TV programs, in their opinion, needed a DI and the reasons for that. 

One of the DIs said all the TV programs, but the other three emphasized the news, politics and children’s 

programs. In regards to children’s programs they said that DIs have an innate use of facial and body 

expression and an ability to adapt their language to make it more visual. Besides that, they also mentioned 

other programs such as, sports, interviews, entertainment and history programs. One DI said that DIs are 

capable of interpreting any TV programs but DIs need to reflect on what kind of program they would feel  

9. Original citation: “Vocabulário reduzido e estereotipado; não interiorização da estrutura da língua portuguesa” 

  



more comfortable interpreting and which ones will fit them better. Research shows that deaf communities 

care about having a good interpreter especially on the news and concerned with the “comprehension of 
interpreted television news” (Wehrmeyer, 2105, p.196). 

Another issue was that the portuguese deaf community seems reluctant to accept DIs and we asked the 

DIs why they think this is. All of them said that that happens because the portuguese deaf community is 

not used to see a deaf person interpreting and there are many people “who do not understand the work 

that DIs do” (Adam et al., 2014, p.5). The respondents added that interpreting has always been perceived 

as a job for hearing interpreters. One of them said that the deaf association have never taken the 

responsibility to clarify to the community the role of DIs. Their support is crucial and until now, according 

to that DI, this has been scarce. Nevertheless, there have been some international conferences and 

seminars where people have had the opportunity to see DIs perform live. Some studies said that when 

there is a deaf person on TV, deaf consumers are more interested in the information (Campello, 2014), so, 

maybe, if we have see DIs more in Portugal, the deaf community will be less reluctant to accept DIs. We 

think currently in Portugal there is a lack of information which “is problematic because” it arises “from 

insufficient knowledge and understanding of what a DI is and what sort of work a DI does” (Adam et al., 

2014, p.1) 

The following question was about the advantages of having a DI on TV. One of the DIs said this is a very 

relevant subject but as this is not a reality in Portugal it is hard to say which the advantages are, for sure. 

Even so, all of them said that it was important to have DIs on TV before trying to understand what the 

gains for the deaf community would be. They also said that deaf people would be proud of having a deaf 

leader interpreting on TV. De Meulder and Heyerick (2013, p.4), quote Stone (2005) saying that “DIs are 

cultural insiders. Good DIs have the ability to think as other Deaf people think, relying primarily on a visual 

experience of the world and visual conceptualization of information” and they added that with DIs on TV 

we truly have an “effective communication”. We think that the advantages are infinite and De Meulder 

and Heyerick (2013, p.4) supports that idea when they indicate some linguistic characteristics as: 

better cohesion, making different use of eye gaze, affirmation, negation and prosodic features, 

maximize the use of the shared cognitive environment (by incorporating visual information 

available from the video footage), incorporate enrichments and impoverishments into the 

target language (TL) to minimize the effort on the Deaf audience, and make use of re-ordering 
of information to produce an appropriate TL De Meulder and Heyerick (2013, p.4) 

Then we asked how can the deaf community understand the advantages of having a DI on TV. All of them 

stated that deaf association must support the use of DIs and spread awareness of DIs, their role and 

importance. Besides that, each one of them mentioned specific things such as: bringing DIs closer to the 

community through real examples of their work; through conferences and workshop about that subject; 

by providing information sessions about the differences between HI and DI; or swapping TV interpreting 

between an HI and a DI. 

The last question was about their training, asking if they considered that their interpreting degree was 

useful for their practice or if they think it was too short. All the DIs considered the degree too short – a 

three-year program – but they emphasized the interpreting strategies they’ve learned and the importance 

of working with hearing interpreters in pairs. One of them said that the government must have a stronger 

lead on this because in Portugal, the IPC is the only institution that accepts deaf students on their 

interpreting program. As we stated before we cannot disregard the role of training because “obviously, it is 

not sufficient merely to be a bilingual in order to be considered a good interpreter (De Meulder and 

Heyerick, 2013, p.2). With that in mind, “interpretation requires training, because it has different subjects  

  



such as, differences in language modalities, culture embedded in language and the ways of showing 

concepts in each of these languages”10 (Campello, 2014, p.152) 

The general opinion seems that DI´s role is still not clear to all and awareness and empowerment of DIs 

and the deaf community is something that needs to be encouraged because, in the interpretation field, 

“the decision of whether a deaf interpreter is needed still remains for the most part in the hands of 

hearing interpreters” (De Meulder and Heyerick, 2013, p.10). This reminds us Stone’s argument on the fact 
that DIs feel that TV space is still controlled by others and not deaf people.  

After these interviews we noticed the urgent need to start doing research in this area because “media 

interpreting is a generally under-researched form of interpreting (…)” (Xiao and Li, 2013, p.102). We need 

to have real experiences of DIs working on TV and then have enough material do verify if it works and how 

it works because as Wehrmeyer stated (2105, p.201) “there is an evident need for empirical research on 

sign language interpreting, as a basis for developing interpreting standards”. As for us, and also because of 

what we’ve learned on this project, we intend to develop the profession of DIs by giving them a space on 

the TV Program that ESEC produces every week for the National Public Television 

5 THE REGULATORY AUTHORITY FOR THE MEDIA (ERC11) AND THE PORTUGUESE 

SIGN LANGUAGE (PSL12) INTERPRETERS ON TELEVISION 
The portuguese deaf community has had limited access to information on television for numerous 

decades. Even though during the 90s, due to pressure from the deaf community, a program existed “that 

summarised the main information on the Afternoon News, from Channel 1 RTP”13 (Duarte and Almeida, 

2006, p.234) in portuguese sign language, these broadcasts ended in 2003. One month later, the 

phenomenon of live PSL interpretation began on the “evening news on Channel 2 RTP”14. (Duarte and 

Almeida, 2006, p.234). One of the deaf community’s many battles throughout the years has been 

maintaining pressure for the existence of PSL interpreters on TV, “mainly on informative programs, 

debates, public discussions and entertainment shows.”15 (Duarte and Almeida, 2006, p.238)  

The issue of accessible television content through PSL interpretation became part of the Portuguese 

Television Law N. 31-A/98, with article 15 expecting “The inclusion of accessible programming to the deaf 

community, particularly through the translation into Portuguese sign language”16 (Duarte and Almeida, 

2006, p.239). This law has been altered several times; some alterations kept the principle of including 

programming for the deaf community and others were seen by the deaf community as a step back, 

particularly Law N. 32/2003 of 22 August “for it does not include a specific reference to the resources of 

subtitling nor to the translation and interpretation in sign language”17 (Duarte and Almeida, 2006, p.241). 

 

10. Original citation: “a tradução/interpretação exige formação, pois envolve vários fatores, entre os quais, o fato de estarmos diante de línguas 

de diferentes modalidades, as culturas que se traduzem nestas línguas; as formas de apresentar os conceitos em cada uma destas línguas.“ 

11. ERC from the original Entidade para a Reguladora para a Comunicação Social. 

12. PSL from the original Língua Gestual Portuguesa. 

13. Original citation: “que resumia as principais notícias do Jornal da Tarde do Canal 1 da RTP”. 

14. Original citation: “noticiário da noite do canal 2: da RTP”. 

15. Original citation: “sobretudo nos programas informativos, debates, discussões públicas e programas de entretenimento.” 

16. Original citation: “A inclusão de programação acessível à população surda, designadamente através da tradução em língua gestual 

portuguesa.” 

17. Original citation: “pois não inclui a referência específica nem ao recurso à legendagem nem à tradução e interpretação em língua gestual.” 



 

5.1 ERC’s Competencies 

The ERC was created in order to regulate and supervise the media regarding the right for accessible 

information, ensuring “the respect and protection of audiences, particularly the most  sensitive and 

younger citizens”18 through Law 53/2005, of 8 November, having begun its official work when the 

Regulating Council took office on February 17th 2006 (http://www.erc.pt/pt/ sobre-a-erc).The main 

purpose of the ERC is to regulate and supervise “all entities that sustain media activities in Portugal”19. It is 

characterized as a regulating body “with administrative, financial and patrimonial ownership autonomy; in 
nature, an independent administrative entity”20 (http://www.erc.pt/pt/sobre-a-erc). 

After having taken up office the ERC released numerous resolutions concerning the number of hours of 

programming with PSL interpretation, as well as the number of hours with access via subtitling. In such 

resolutions the ERC included the public television network as well as the private general-interest channels. 

These decisions took into consideration the National Rehabilitation Institute, entities representing people 

with disabilities and television operators, among other services. 

Based on the N.3 of article 34 of Law N. 27/2007, of 30 July (Law of Television and Audio Visual  

Services on Request), the ERC defined a set of duties that resulted in Deliberation 5/OUTV/2005. In this 

document, we can see that what was initially anticipated were “eight hours weekly of fictional programs or 

documentaries with subtitles specifically designed for the hearing impaired, relying on whatever technical 

means available; three hours weekly of programs of informative, educational, cultural, entertaining or 

religious nature with interpretation via Portuguese sign language, including the full interpretation of one of 

the evening news broadcast once a week (Deliberation ERC, 5/ OUT-TV /2005, pp.3). In this same 

deliberation, the ERC determined that “the services for informational or current affairs paid television 

must guarantee, between the hours of 7 pm to midnight, two hours weekly of informative programs with 

interpretation via Portuguese sign language, including a fully interpreted newscast once a week. 

(Deliberation ERC, 5/OUT-TV/2005, pp.3).  

It is worth noting the multiannual plan for 2017/2020, which came into effect on February 1st, 2017. We 

see that in Deliberation ERC/2016/260 (OUT-TV), the number of hours of sign language interpretation in 

general-interest programs “shall guarantee, between the hours of 8 am and 2 am, twenty hours weekly of 

programs of informative or fictional nature, documentaries or cultural shows, with subtitles specifically 

designed for the hearing impaired relying on whatever technical means available; twelve hours weekly of 

programs of informative, educational, cultural, entertaining or religious nature with interpretation via 

Portuguese sign language, including the full interpretation of one of the evening news broadcast once a 

week.” (Deliberation ERC/2016/260 (OUT-TV), pp.3). Besides the number of hours stipulated by this 

deliberation, the ERC also makes some recommendations for general-interest TV channels, namely with 

the “adoption of less intrusive techniques when inserting the sign language interpretation window, relying 

on alternative presentations which guarantee a better visual integration of the interpreter’s work in the 

image, such as having interpreters physically present on the setting, sharing the space with the main 

anchor or showman”. This instruction had already been recommended by ERC deliberation 5/OUT-

TV/2005. 

The multiannual plan also contains the instruction that “if the sign language interpreting window is used, a 

rectangle should be chosen and its height needs to be superior to its width, and particular attention must 

be given to the quality of lighting, the existence of a clear contrast between the background and the 

interpreter, and the professional’s formal attire in terms of clothing, hair and accessories, so that the  

18. Original citation: “o respeito e protecção do público, em particular o mais jovem e sensível” 

19. Original citation: “todas as entidades que prossigam actividades de comunicação social em Portugal”. 

20. Original citation: “dotada de autonomia administrativa e financeira e de património próprio, com natureza de entidade  administrativa 

independente”. 



interpreting service provided reaches its audience clearly and with no visual interferences; the cooperation 

between television operators, associations representing people with hearing impairment and technicians 

of well-known merit has as a main purpose the standardisation of a set of rules and sound practices 

regarding sign language interpretation on television settings, its possible codification and quality 

control”21. (Deliberation ERC/2016/260 (OUT-TV), pp. 9). 

5.2 The opinion of the president of the regulation council of the ERC 

It is through the Regulating Council of the ERC that we can access many of the suggestions made by the 

deaf community regarding the manner in which PSL interpreters should be presented on general-interest 

television channels. Since the ERC is a reputable entity and has a role in resolving obstacles in Portuguese 

television broadcasts, we find it crucial to disclose the opinion of the President of the Regulation Council 

on these matters. We questioned him on the absence of interpreters on every television channel, a fact 
which leads to the deaf population continuing to have less than full access to broadcast information.  

The President of the Regulating Council, despite being unaware of what the main reason for this absence 

might be, supposes that perhaps “due to financial and technological reasons” 22, PSL interpreters might not 

be present in all television channels. Furthermore, he considers that “watching someone signing on the 

small square on screen … sometimes disturbs the aesthetics of the broadcast.”23 This difficulty pointed out 

by the President of the Regulating Council seems to concur with the statement produced by deaf 

community experts Duarte and Almeida, where they explain that “these difficulties, in our view, are not to 

do with technical impossibilities but with internal politics and strategies on the TV image”24 (Duarte and 

Almeida, 2006, p.239).  

The main complaints of the Portuguese deaf community concerning accessibility on TV through sign 

language are, on the one hand, that interpreted programs are extremely rare and, on the other hand, 

there is also a heavy and generalized criticism on the quality of many of the interpreting services provided. 

We questioned the President of the Regulating Council on the role the ERC assumes in controlling the 

quality of the service provided by PSL interpreters and he feels that “the ERC should have in all spheres of 

communication a certifying role but cannot interfere with editorial freedom”25. Consequently, the “ERC 

can and should impose some obligations, namely on public services”26, which gives way to the existence of 

“some agreements on autoregulation … and then there must exist a certification of its 

translators/interpreters.”27 Because the ERC is a regulatory entity, its president tells us that the “ERC can 

help but cannot substitute the relationship between the operators and the different types of spectators”.28 

As we previously explained, a news program was broadcast in the 90s with interpretation by a deaf 

interpreter. This experience was duplicated a few years ago, in a cultural show in Portugal only once. 

However, throughout Europe, having certified deaf interpreters in public televisions  

21. Original citation: “se utilizada janela para efeitos de interpretação por meio de língua gestual portuguesa, a escolha de um retângulo em que 

a altura deverá ser superior à largura, merecendo particular atenção a qualidade da iluminação, a criação de contraste entre o fundo e o 

intérprete e a apresentação formal deste, em termos do seu vestuário, adereços e cabelos, tendo em conta a finalidade de a interpretação 

chegar com clareza aos seus destinatários; A cooperação entre operadores de  televisão, associações representativas das pessoas com 

dificuldades auditivas e técnicos de reconhecido mérito com vista  à sistematização de regras de boas práticas sobre a interpretação por 

língua gestual em meio televisivo, a sua possível  codificação e o controlo de qualidade da mesma.” 

22. Quote from the interview conducted by the authors to the President of the Regulation Council, available on audio record. 

23. Quote from the interview conducted by the authors to the President of the Regulation Council, available on audio record. 

24. Original citation: “as dificuldades não se prendem, quanto a nós, com impossibilidades técnicas, mas sim com políticas internas e estratégias 

de imagem televisa.” 

25. Quote from the interview conducted by the authors to the President of the Regulation Council, available on audio record. 

26. Quote from the interview conducted by the authors to the President of the Regulation Council, available on audio record. 

27. Quote from the interview conducted by the authors to the President of the Regulation Council, available on audio record. 

28. Quote from the interview conducted by the authors to the President of the Regulation Council, available on audio record. 



is common practice. At the moment, such dynamics do not exist in Portuguese broadcasts and, when 

questioned on the matter, the President of the Regulating council commented that he “was unaware of 

that information but that it is interesting”29. He also added that “there are somethings we should not 

interfere with and should delegate to those who are knowledgeable on the matter”30, considering that he 

does not have the “competence nor qualifications, much less the required experience to state an opinion 

on the matter”31. He also guarantees that the ERC will be “particularly vigilant on the subject and open to 

scientific and technological advances there might be in this field.”32 

It is possible that because the Portuguese deaf community is currently resisting the concept of deaf 

interpreters on television, its members are not exerting the required pressure for these trained 

professionals to take root in the television setting. Even so, we were interested in ascertaining the position 

of the President of the Regulating Council on the recruitment of deaf interpreters for televisions. The reply 

obtained was that “it would be very good because it would provide a practical example of the fact that 

deaf people are not incapacitated”33. He also mentioned that “anything that one can do in order to 

connect technology with linguistic evolution … is very good and I hope that happens.”34, having stated that 

he was open to “conducting a pioneer experience or to stimulate the occurrence of pioneer 

experiences.”35  

When informed that deaf interpreters often work as part of a deaf-hearing interpreting duo36, the 

President of the Regulating Council said he looks favourably upon the hiring of these interpreting teams, 

stating that it “makes sense”37, adding that one should “enforce certain types of rules but also maintain a 

practical and open position”38, and that this is an “excellent idea”. He also said that with respect to this 

issue, “the regulating council or the ERC has the required status to intervene”39 and so it is possible for it to 

regulate the recruitment of deaf-hearing interpreting teams in order to attain better quality standards in 

interpreting.  

Nevertheless, according to the President of the Regulating Council, in order for that to occur it is necessary 

that the deaf community and the television operators “begin to work together while maintaining a 

permanent dialog”40. He also reiterates that “it is very important for us to speak to the Chief Information 

Officers and Programming Directors, but fundamentally with Chief Information Officers”41, so as to 

strengthen work bonds and raise awareness of good practices of sign language interpreting on television. 

Through dialogue one can promote significant improvements on the services provided to the deaf 

community on TV, granting deaf people full access to information. 

29. Quote from the interview conducted by the authors to the President of the Regulation Council, available on audio record. 

30. Quote from the interview conducted by the authors to the President of the Regulation Council, available on audio record. 

31. Quote from the interview conducted by the authors to the President of the Regulation Council, available on audio record. 

32. Quote from the interview conducted by the authors to the President of the Regulation Council, available on audio record. 

33. Quote from the interview conducted by the authors to the President of the Regulation Council, available on audio record. 

34. Quote from the interview conducted by the authors to the President of the Regulation Council, available on audio record. 

35. Quote from the interview conducted by the authors to the President of the Regulation Council, available on audio record. 

36. Duo in the least, depending on the duration of the assignment. 

37. Quote from the interview conducted by the authors to the President of the Regulation Council, available on audio record. 

38. Quote from the interview conducted by the authors to the President of the Regulation Council, available on audio record. 

39. Quote from the interview conducted by the authors to the President of the Regulation Council, available on audio record. 

40. Quote from the interview conducted by the authors to the President of the Regulation Council, available on audio record. 

41. Quote from the interview conducted by the authors to the President of the Regulation Council, available on audio record.  



The very Law of Television, Law N. 32/2003, of 22 August, article 7 provides that:  

The State, the public service, licensees and the remaining television operators should 

collaborate with each other in the pursuit of the values of: human dignity, the rule of law, the 

democratic society and national cohesion, and in the promotion of the Portuguese language 

and culture, taking into consideration the special needs of certain categories of spectators.42 

“It is also the deaf community’s responsibility to exert pressure on the bodies responsible, demanding the 

necessary changes, and progressively they will be attained.”43 (Duarte and Almeida, 2006, p.239). We 

believe that scientific works of this nature will contribute to the true promotion of deaf interpreters on 

Portuguese television, an improved access to information for deaf audiences, and ultimately to a clearer 

and more positive image of the deaf community disseminated throughout the Portuguese society. This 

Erasmus + Project will definitely contribute to making deaf associations more aware of DIs and their role, 

and, consequently, they will have scientific studies to show to the Media responsibilities and then DIs will 

step up frontstage.  

6 CONCLUSION  
Considering the interviews made and the testimonies that we received we can sum up some important key 

concepts: DIs need academic certified training; for the moment DIs on TV would perform their functions 

better if they were in a team (HI/DI); the deaf community and the media are not aware of the positive 

gains of having DIs on TV. However, both the media and DIs are receptive to working together on TV. We 

also think that after having this type of team work HIs would be glad with the idea of sharing the stage 

with their deaf colleagues.  

After undertaking this small research project on deaf interpreters on Portuguese television we think that 

we have managed to answer our research questions. Thus, DIs have previously been on Portuguese TV and 

this stopped because of internal matters not because of a sociological perspective that intended to 

discriminate DIs. Looking at the interview to the person from the ERC we clearly see that there was no 

audism and no intended oppression, at least from the media. We see that there was and still is one thing: 
lack of awareness.   

HIs seem reluctant to having DIs on TV but from their testimonies we see that those who have worked in 

teams with them found the experience very productive, so this just needs to be repeated often enough in 

order for DIs to be seen as partners, not threats. Also, it is important to state that, for the moment, DIs in 

Portugal would benefit from team work, like HIs would, since the educational system for deaf people does 

not result in effective bilingual, or, at least, not all the DIs are bilingual with proficiency in both languages, 

which Stone (2005) suggested is one of the conditions to be a TV interpreter.  

The media is open and receptive to DIs, they just need more information and more dialogue with deaf 

associations and/or other representatives of deaf community. As for the deaf audience they are still 

reluctant, as happens in other countries where DIs on TV are emerging as seen in section 2, from the De 

Meulder and Heyrick (2013) study. Whether deaf interpreters can do TV interpreting is a question for the 

deaf community, but as Ladd (2003) says colonization transforms mentalities and it is only now deaf 

communities are beginning to realize that there are gains to be had from deaf interpreters.  

42. Original legal citation: “O Estado, os concessionários do serviço público e os restantes operadores de televisão devem colaborar entre si na 

prossecução dos valores da dignidade humana, do Estado de direito, da sociedade democrática e da coesão nacional e da promoção da 

língua e da cultura portuguesas, tendo em consideração as necessidades especiais de certas categorias de espectadores.” 

43. Original citation: “Cabe igualmente à comunidade surda exercer pressão sobre as entidades responsáveis reclamando essas mudanças e a 

pouco e pouco elas serão alcançadas.” 



Due to the limitations of this study many questions remain unanswered. We need to continue this 

research by asking the Portuguese Federation of the deaf about this matter. We must also ask the deaf 
audience about their opinion on having DIs on TV.  

From this current research we have understood that the professionals are open minded and wanting to 

explore the possibility of having DIs in front of the camera. We think that issues like linguistic quality would 

be minimized and sociologically the Deaf would be empowered. We aim to teach at our College that DI/HI 
teams are good practice on TV, and in other contexts, in order to make TV a stage for everybody.  

For the moment DIs feed HIs their language but we are confident that this role can be inverted with HIs 

feeding DIs in team. Students are very receptive to this issue and maybe along with deaf associations can 

apply pressure to media outlets so that we can have DIs on TV soon. We are sure that this Project, 

Developing Deaf Interpreters in Europe, will provide effective answers to those who might feel reluctant or 

are simply ignore of this possibility. This project will also contribute to the training of future DIs and HIs 

and will surely ensure that “only to be Deaf is not the answer” (Stone, 2005) but together we can perform 

language on the TV stage.  
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