How to use ASL Interpreters

FEMA, the Federal Emergency Management Agency, is committed to insuring response and recovery actions are focused on saving and sustaining lives.  And helping all of our citizens during a disaster.  The DIA, or Disability Integration Advisor Cadre, follows its commitment by hiring American Sign Language or ASL interpreters, and Certified Deaf Interpreters, or CDI, to insure citizens who are deaf, DeafBlind or hard of hearing who use sign language have access to all information.  A sign language interpreter is a trained professional who facilitates communication, and conveys all auditory and sign information.  So that both hearing and deaf individuals may fully interact.  When a Presidential Declaration is made, FEMA may deploy a team of two ASL interpreters to accommodate survivors in a disaster.  If available and needed, a deaf interpreter will be deployed along with the interpreter team.  We deploy interpreting teams to provide communication access to disaster survivors who use sign language as their mode of communication.  There are processes set up to request interpreters at the JFO, for press conferences, DRCs and community meetings.  Some things to consider when using a sign language interpreter.  Prior to the meeting or briefing provide the interpreter with pertinent information like: proper names, acronyms, speaking points.  The interpreters are able to communicate more effectively if they are able to properly prepare with specific information pertaining to your event.  For events, meetings, inspections and at the disaster recovery centers, one interpreter will be utilized.  Keep in mind that sometimes, depending on the length of the event, more than one interpreter will be present.  Typically, events lasting two hours or longer require the services of two interpreters who work together, usually switching at 20-minute intervals.  Some guidelines for using the interpreter teams.  Placement of the interpreter is important.  Appropriate lighting is necessary for clear communication access.  Avoid standing in front of windows; interpreters and the sign language user will direct best placement for lighting.  The interpreter should be located near the speaker.  Interpreters will be able to guide proper placement for best visual communication in each setting.  Each setting will differ slightly depending on the environment, the consumers and the event.  When filming for media events, keep the interpreter in the frame at all times.  Visual interruptions of the interpreter is the equivalent of cutting the audio for the hearing audience.  Everything that was said at that time is missed.  When cutting away to shots of the disaster please keep the interpreter in frame, split screen or box inset. Somewhere on the screen.  Allow the interpreter to finish signing before ending the shot, in order to have the complete message conveyed.  The frame should be wide enough to include the sign space and the interpreter.  Speak at a reasonable pace.  Interpreters normally interpret with a time lag of one or two sentences after the speaker.  Because interpreters must first process the information before relaying it.  Allow ample time for questions.  During event discussions or questions - answer periods give the participants some opportunity to raise his or her hand be recognized and ask questions to the interpreter.  Which enables a participant who is deaf or hard of hearing to participate in open forum.  When using a deaf interpreter with a hearing interpreter, the hearing interpreter conveys the message and auditory information to the deaf interpreter.  Who then interprets the message to the individual or group.  Deaf interpreter are trained specialists who demonstrate intimate knowledge of the interpreting process, deafness, deaf culture and the deaf community.  Thus, the interpreting provided by the deaf interpreter may be more accessible to visual language users.  You may ask, how do I communicate with an individual who uses sign language and is using a sign language interpreter?  Here are some points.  Speak directly to the consumer using first-person narrative, not third person.  For example: avoid looking at the interpreter, and saying, "She said" or "Tell her" or "Show him."  Second, make eye contact and look at the consumer when addressing them or asking questions.  Third, speak clearly at a normal pace.  It is not necessary to speak loudly or slowly.  Ask the individual what they need.  Don't make decisions on how you can accommodate the consumer.   In closing, please contact the Disability Integration Cadre for answer to questions regarding the use of sign language interpreters.

   


