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11

Introduction: To International Sign 

or not to International Sign? 

That Is the Question

Rachel Rosenstock and Jemina Napier

While thinking of signed languages as a collective “international lan-
guage” is wrong, this misconception contains a grain of truth: Signed 
languages seem to allow communication across language boundaries 
to a degree that is inconceivable in spoken languages. Not surpris-
ingly, this unique linguistic fact has long been part of the heritage of 
Deaf people, who take pride in being an international community. 
Transnational communication, as practiced by Deaf people, has come 
to be known as International Sign (IS). While IS lacks the differentia-
tion and efficiency of well-established national sign languages, it is 
uniquely successful in allowing Deaf people to overcome linguistic 
borders, allowing for the development of a sense of connectedness 
between Deaf people of different origins.

—Signs2Cross, retrieved from http://www.acm5.com 
/signs2cross/international-sign/

The opening quotation is taken from an introduction to the Signs2Cross 
project, an online resource to learn International Sign (IS) through the 
use of natural signed languages (NSLs) that was developed by several 
European institutions. The project is just one of many resources pointing 
to increased use of a linguistic phenomenon referred to as International 
Sign in the international Deaf community. A brief webometric analysis of 
the prevalence of webpages that use this term reveals 450,000 results in 
Google; “International Sign Language” resulted in another 80,900 hits. 
A search for “International Sign” on YouTube results in links to 735,000 
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2  :  Introduction

videos. Other resources and instances of usage include, but are not limited 
to the following:

•	 Online IS dictionaries (http://www.sematos.eu/isl.html,  
http://www.handspeak.com/world/isl/)

•	 Information presented in IS on webpages (e.g., World Federation 
of the Deaf webpage, http://wfdeaf.org; 2010 FIFA world cup 
match results and summaries; announcements about Deaf 
community events, such as DeafFest in the United Kingdom, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RyEfty_LhXw) 

•	 World and current affairs information presented in IS (e.g.,  
H3 TV, http://h3world.tv) 

•	 IS interpretation of cultural events (e.g., 2015 Eurovision Song 
Contest, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H-wJXREikYo)

•	 Information translated into IS (e.g., United Nations Convention 
on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, http://wfdeaf.org 
/human-rights/crpd)

•	 Conferences held completely in IS (e.g., the Deaf Academics 
conference, http://deafacademics2015.com)

•	 General assemblies, committee meetings, and conferences 
organized by international Deaf associations (e.g., the European 
Union of the Deaf, the World Federation of the Deaf, and the 
Comité International des Sports des Sourdes, CISS) 

•	 IS interpreting at conferences and seminars (e.g., http://www 
.lesico2-conference-paris.com, WFD, World Association of Sign 
Language Interpreters)

•	 Research projects (e.g., http://www.ecml.at/F5/tabid/867/Default 
.aspx) and training programs (e.g., Frontrunners Deaf Leadership 
program, http://frontrunners.dk/portfolio/3493/,  
and the European Masters in Sign Language Interpreting,  
http://www.eumasli.eu)

•	 Research projects that directly involve IS (e.g., Signs2Cross, 
http://signs2cross.signwiki.org/index.php/Main_Page;  
Insign, http://www.eu-insign.eu)

Increased usage goes hand in hand with the growing recognition 
of IS in more formal contexts: for example, in 2014, the Association 
International des Interprètes de Conférence (AIIC) admitted its first 
sign language interpreter as a member, who provides IS interpreting in 
European Commission and European Union (EU) parliament meetings 
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Introduction  :  3

(http://aiic.net/page/6866/aiic-s-first-sign-language-member-maya-de 
-wit/lang/1). Guidelines for remuneration of IS interpreters for World 
Federation of the Deaf (WFD) and United Nations (UN) events have 
been implemented (see www.wfdeaf.org/databank/guidelines), and the 
WFD and the World Association of Sign Language Interpreters (WASLI) 
established a working group to develop a new joint system for officially 
recognizing and accrediting IS interpreters to work at the United Nations 
(UN), in official EU meetings and for official WFD and WASLI business 
(Turner & Napier, 2014).

Despite these developments, after conducting a survey of self-identified 
experts, the WFD asserted that it does not recognize IS as a language 
(Mesch, 2010),1 and the EUD has also issued a disclaimer to the same 
effect.2 Historically, publications on IS are concerned with its evolution, 
linguistic status, nomenclature, or anecdotal reports on interpretation 
and functionality of the system. The small number of empirical studies 
published to date variously call IS a pidgin (Moody, 1994, 2002; McKee 
& Napier, 2002), a koine (Webb & Supalla, 1995), and a contact lan-
guage (Adam, 2012), or a lingua franca (Rosenstock, 2004), functional 
terms pointing to the widespread use in the international Deaf community 
but not defining a linguistic status. Ceil Lucas (personal communication, 
December 18, 2013) puts it aptly:

Look at what human beings are willing to do: do some kind of sign-
ing, probably different in every venue, and label it IS. . . . [A]s sign 
linguists, we are used to being told that what we are studying is not a 
“real language”, even though we have ample evidence from descrip-
tion and use that it is; with IS, we now have the opposite: we don’t 
know what it is, really, but people are obviously quite happy to slap 
a label on it, for a variety of reasons—the need in the community for 
this variety is probably the main reason—a very interesting turn of 
sociolinguistic events.

DEFINING INTERNATIONAL SIGN

In the case of IS, practice is ahead of theory, and researchers are strug-
gling to capture the nature of the subject of investigation. Nevertheless, 

1.  http://wfdeaf.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/International-Sign-Fee 
-Guidelines-for-WFD-Events-Approved-March-2015.pdf

2.  http://www.eud.eu/International_Sign_Disclaimer-i-206.html
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4  :  Introduction

defining and differentiating factors are starting to be identified. What fol-
lows is an overview of key issues in relation to what we do know about 
IS in terms of its history, linguistic structures, function and application, 
and policy.

History

Through the language of gestures, which they practice and keep alive, 
deaf people are able to establish friendly relations across any frontier 
(British Deaf Association, 1975, p. 1)

Deaf people in the Western and Middle Eastern worlds have gathered 
together using sign language for 2,000 years (Woll & Ladd, 2003). Stone 
(2012, p. 981) quotes Michael Miles, who describes the function of deaf-
mutes as language brokers in the court system of the Ottoman empire. 
According to Miles, the Deaf interpreters were brought together from 
throughout the empire, and thus we can assume that a version of IS 
was used. Adam (2012, p. 915) refers to Pierre Desloges, who described 
gatherings of Deaf people from all over Europe in the context of the es-
tablishment of the Paris School for the Deaf toward the end of the 18th 
century, where participants reportedly communicated without difficulties. 

The need to standardize an international sign system arose in the con-
text of the founding of institutions and was discussed at the first World 
Deaf Congress in 1951, when the WFD was formed (McKee & Napier, 
2002). In the following years, a form of international signed communica-
tion that was mutually intelligible developed as the delegates from differ-
ent language backgrounds communicated with each other, and in 1973, a 
WFD committee (“The Commission of Unification of Signs”) was estab-
lished, which sought to create an international language for Deaf people 
to use (Moody, n.d.). This was done by selecting “naturally spontaneous 
and easy signs in common use by deaf people of different countries” 
(British Deaf Association, 1975, p. 2), which were then compiled into a 
photographic dictionary and published under the title Gestuno: Interna-
tional Sign Language of the Deaf. The dictionary contains a vocabulary 
list of about 1500 signs. The name Gestuno was chosen, referencing to 
gesture and a sense of oneness. 

However, when Gestuno was first used at the WFD congress in Bulgar-
ia in 1976, it was incomprehensible to deaf participants (Moody, 2002). 
The term Gestuno fell out of use, and so the book also fell out of favor. 
Although the Gestuno dictionary has influenced IS lexicon in some con-
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Introduction  :  5

texts (e.g., at the Intenational Committee of Sports for the Deaf (ICSD) 
and WFD business meetings), it did not standardize the improvised nature 
of cross-signing as used informally by Deaf people.

Although a form of IS has been used as the political language of Deaf 
people (for example, in meetings of the WFD) since the 1960s (Moody, 
n.d.), the use of some kind of internationally understood gestural com-
munication system has existed for much longer. Moody (n.d.) and Scott 
Gibson and Ojala (1994) have all described international communica-
tion amongst Deaf people as early as the beginnings of the 19th century. 
Initially, this would have been for sporting or cultural events, but as time 
moved on and Deaf people became more politically organized on a global 
scale, the use of this communication mode has moved into the Deaf po-
litical arena.

After IS interpretation was provided for the first time at a WFD-orga-
nized conference in 1976, it was followed by later controversial attempts 
that were ineffective because Deaf audiences did not understand them 
(Scott Gibson & Ojala, 1994).

Nonetheless, perseverance has led to the regular provision of IS in-
terpreting at conferences, using a pool of interpreters who are able to 
interpret effectively using this sign system mixed with gesture and other 
resources. Since the 1990s, it is rare to attend international Deaf confer-
ences without IS interpretation being provided.

Linguistic Structures

Webb and Supalla (1994) and Supalla and Webb (1995) described the 
grammatical structures of IS in an attempt to understand its linguistic 
status. They analyzed presentations given by Deaf people in IS and con-
centrated their analysis on five types of negation markers, each of which 
“is used with remarkable consistency and structural regularity” (Webb & 
Supalla, 1994, p. 181). As a consequence, they surmise that IS is “more 
grammatically complex than a typical pidgin” (p. 182). They also found 
that verb agreement and word order are used systematically, in much the 
same way as natural sign languages. In further research, Supalla and Webb 
(1995) identified the grammatical use of space as a structure of IS, which 
is consistent with other sign languages. 

Allsop, Woll, and Brauti (1995) identified some lexical and grammati-
cal features of IS in an experimental study of the production of IS by Deaf 
people of different countries. They found that the duration of a narrative 
in IS is longer than its equivalent in native sign languages. They also noted 
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6  :  Introduction

that the lexical content varies according to the content of a narrative and 
whether there is an established IS sign that can be used. If not, signers 
have to decide whether to use a sign from a natural sign language, mime, 
or use classifiers. An important conclusion of this study is that users of 
IS “combine a relatively rich and structured grammar with a severely 
impoverished lexicon” (1995, p. 187).

McKee and Napier (2002) and Rosenstock (2004, 2008) investigated 
the features of IS as used by interpreters at international events and found 
a number of structures drawn from natural signed languages (depiction, 
use of surrogate and token space, nonmanual adverbials, negation, use 
of facial expressions for grammatical purposes, etc.) as well as features 
specific to interpretations of IS (larger signing space, slower production 
rate, clusters of different signs denoting the same concept). 

The source of the IS lexicon has been controversial. Woll (1990) found 
that 70% of all signs in her IS data (collected exclusively in the United 
Kingdom) were identical to British Sign Language (BSL) signs. Rosen-
stock (2004) found a substantial number of signs that were considered 
common and found in sign languages from both Western and Eastern 
origins (p. 85ff.). Whynot (2015) based her investigation of the origins of 
IS on American Sign Language (ASL) and Auslan, as well as the Gestuno 
dictionary (British Deaf Association, 1975) and compilations of IS signs. 
Results are reported in this volume. 

More recently, Zeshan et al. (2013) and Zeshan (2015) introduce the 
term cross-signing to describe the ad hoc “meaning making” between 
signers of different linguistic and cultural backgrounds (p. 212). The 
majority of the 2015 article focuses on the co-construction of meaning; 
however, the iconic nature of the lexical choices by the participants is 
discussed in detail. 

One of the main issues with discussing linguistic properties of IS (or 
cross-signing, in the cases of Zeshan et al. 2013 and Zeshan 2015) is the 
variability of it. While analyses of particular data captured at a particular 
event of particular presenters or interpreters can provide insights into 
the idiosyncratic usage of IS and certainly some of the general cognitive 
processes at work, it is impossible to infer from case studies any general-
ized properties of a system that might not even be stable enough to be 
called such, let alone be labeled a pidgin or a language. On the other 
hand, the instances of IS studied so far reveal a great degree of similarity, 
something that Newport and Supalla (2000, p. 109) explain: “[C]ross-
linguistic research on sign languages does not yet include any languages 
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that are radically different in typology from ASL. In short, whereas each 
sign language looks like some spoken language of the world, different sign 
languages thus far look unexpectedly like each other.” Studies of IS can 
thus contribute to a better understanding of cross-linguistic differences 
and similarities in the visual-gestural modality. 

Function and Application

Until the work of McKee and Napier (2002) and Rosenstock (2004), 
there were no empirical analyses of IS interpreting. Earlier publications 
by experienced IS interpreters (e.g., Scott Gibson & Ojala 1994; Moody 
1994, 2002) reported on necessary skills and strategies used in IS inter-
pretation. In particular, Scott Gibson and Ojala (1994) stated that to 
interpret competently into IS, knowledge of the linguistic properties of 
sign languages is essential. In their view, IS interpreters must draw upon 
these universal sign language constructs, such as localization, verb modi-
fication, question forms, facial expression, negation, borrowed signs, and 
pantomime, and they need to be flexible and creative in their use of IS. 

McKee and Napier (2002) confirmed that interpreting into IS requires 
a free interpretation, in particular reducing lexical density, adding exam-
ples or making abstract ideas more concrete, highlighting salient informa-
tion, and using local contextual knowledge. They conclude: 

The notion of the interpreter as “conduit” thus does not adequately 
capture the role of IS interpreters, who clearly engage in a complex 
decision making process as they filter incoming messages with a higher 
than normal sensitivity to relevance and comprehensibility in relation 
to the target audience. Given the unusual communication situation of 
a linguistically heterogeneous audience and the constraints of a pidgin 
language, free interpretation is certainly the only method by which this 
task could be approached. (p. 52)

This mentioned comprehensibility of IS has been analyzed empirically 
in only three studies so far. Rosenstock (2004) and Whynot (2015) at-
tempt to capture the comprehension of interpreted and signed IS respec-
tively. Both reflect that methodologically this is not easy to achieve (see 
also Rosenstock, this volume). Zeshan (2015) analyzes in detail the mean-
ing making in cross-signing, where comprehension depends on the co-
construction and negotiation of meaning. Given that many settings where 
IS is used are unidirectional, this process of meaning making is essentially 
relegated to the presenter or interpreter and is based on assumptions 
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8  :  Introduction

of what might or might not be understood by the given audience. The 
relatively weak scores on comprehension measures (Rosenstock, 2004; 
Whynot, 2015) strongly suggest the need to rethink the quality and use-
fulness of IS provision in some contexts (but see Best et al., this volume). 

Enhancing both interpreter quality and comprehension of IS can be 
achieved through teaching the basic principles (in the case of the receiver) 
or complexities of the linguistic properties (in the case of potential in-
terpreters) of IS. Sources for autodidactic acquisition of IS lexicon or 
structures are now emerging (see the previous list of IS resources). How-
ever, formal training courses or a curriculum for teaching IS are not yet 
established. There are, however, skilled users of IS who offer classes or 
workshops (see Oyserman, this volume). 

Policy

To date there has been very little exploration of policies in relation to the 
use of IS. The WFD position paper published in 2010 (Mesch, 2010) and the 
EUD disclaimer (http://www.eud.eu/International_Sign_Disclaimer-i-206 
.html) are examples of such policies. Green (2014, p. 445) discusses in 
more detail the opposing interests of the WFD in regard to language 
policy and IS. On the one hand, usage of IS is pervasive at WFD events 
and was determined to be the only means of communication (e.g., at the 
General Assembly in 2007), practically excluding usage of interpreters 
into national sign languages. On the other hand, the WFD promotes and 
supports the recognition of NSLs as part of their mission. Recognizing 
IS as anything more than a helpful tool in the absence of funds to supply 
NSL interpreters will endanger the larger goal to promote recognition 
of NSLs and secure funding for interpreter provision. In fact, Ceil Lucas 
(personal communication, June 12, 2015) states:

The apparent need for IS is something that definitely should be ex-
plored in more depth—what need do community members, conference 
organizers, and interpreters think they are meeting and how does this 
compare to the actual intelligibility and practicality of this entity called 
IS. In the current climate of the emergence and description of many 
natural sign languages around the world and in the spirit of diversity 
and inclusiveness in both hearing and deaf communities, the need may 
simply be a desire to make sure that everyone is included, that everyone 
can understand. This is an admirable need, of course, but the studies 
are showing that IS may not be meeting it. It may be that, for example, 
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financial support for interpreters of the natural languages at confer-
ences and workshops, for their work and their travel expenses, may 
be the simplest and best way to ensure that everyone is included and 
that every language is properly recognized.  It may be that that’s where 
conference and workshop resources should go, instead of for the sup-
port of IS interpreters. IS may have outlived whatever usefulness it had.

This provocative statement certainly reflects the need to advocate for 
financial support of NSL interpretation at international events, both as a 
policy decision and in recognition of the better comprehension of NSLs. 
Until such time that NSL interpretation is ensured, however, IS is viewed 
as a solution for inclusion and seems to provide at least a modicum of 
access. Further exploring the rhetoric around language policies at con-
ferences and in institutions would be a fruitful endeavor to determine 
attitudes and perceptions of IS. 

ORGANIZATION OF THIS VOLUME

This volume brings together a group of contributors who in some 
capacity are involved in using or investigating IS. A range of Deaf and 
hearing authors explore a variety of issues with respect to the status, 
linguistics, and use of IS. To contextualize each of the contributions, the 
authors were asked to put forth their own definition of IS. In recogni-
tion of the many different views, we did not edit the terminology used to 
denote the phenomena investigated here, and all the authors introduce 
their own terms. In part 1, we explore the status of IS with a chapter 
from Martje Hansen, who problematizes the notion of IS and what we 
mean by it. Part 2 features chapters that focus on linguistic analyses of 
IS: Lori Whynot analyzes IS lexicon in expository text; Christopher Stone 
and Debra Russell provide a comparative analysis of depicting signs in 
IS and NSL interpreting; and Rachel Rosenstock discusses Deaf users’ 
comprehension of expository and interpreted IS. Part 3 includes chapters 
from contributors who explore how IS is used in context by interpret-
ers and how it can be taught to IS interpreters: Maya de Wit and Irma 
Sluis focus on the preparation considered necessary by IS interpreters; 
Brett Best, Jemina Napier, Andy Carmichael, and Oliver Pouliot pres-
ent a linguistic case study of interpretation from IS into spoken English; 
Naomi Sheneman and Pamela Collins critically evaluate interpreting at 
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10  :  Introduction

international events; and, finally, Joni Oyserman provides an overview of 
considerations for teaching IS to interpreters.

A FINAL WORD

There are topics and people missing from this book: policies around IS 
usage are touched upon in various chapters (most notably de Wit & Sluis, 
this volume) but there is no comprehensive analysis included. This is due, 
in part, to the fact that IS policies are just emerging and are as yet mostly 
limited to the provision of IS as a means of communication at particular 
events. We also would have liked to include perspectives from researchers, 
users, and interpreting practitioners from countries in Africa, Asia, the 
Middle East, or South Africa. While the participation of signers from these 
regions is increasing at international Deaf events (Mori, 2011), research 
has yet to emerge. Whynot (this volume) has analyzed data from signers 
and users of IS from these regions, and we hope more studies focusing 
on multilingual and multicultural events outside Europe, North America, 
and Australia will follow. 
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What Is International Sign? 

The Linguistic Status of a Visual 

Transborder Communication Mode

Martje Hansen

When discussing the linguistic status of International Sign (IS), first I 
have to specify what language means. Many linguists feel uneasy when 
talking about IS as a language, because it displays conflicting character-
istics. Is IS a language system comparable to American Sign Language 
(ASL) or German Sign Language (DGS)? Probably not. With the use of 
different unconventional iconic elements, IS is quite different from na-
tional sign languages that possess a standardized lexicon and grammar. 
Nevertheless, IS is surely not a kind of universal language understood in 
the same way and to the same extent by signers all over the world. Sign 
languages have been grouped into families,1 and the Eastern sign language 
family (Japanese Sign Language, Korean Sign language, etc.) shows quite 
different features than Western sign languages, for example, in relation to 
the use and forms of classifiers or facial expressions (cf. Fischer & Gong, 
2010, p. 516ff.), and IS used during conferences in Europe or the United 
States is difficult to understand for nonwestern signers (cf. Mori, 2011). 

Looking at essential characteristics of language, I find many features 
that apply to IS as well as to national sign languages. In the conference 
about language universals in 1961, C. F. Hockett listed a set of criteria for 
language—that is, if a communicative system has all features of the set, “it 
is proposed we call it a language” (Hockett, 1963, p. 2). I find that most 
of his criteria are valid for IS communications:

1.  See, for example, Fischer and Gong (2010) and other articles in Brentari 
(2010), wherein sign languages are grouped by single linguistic features and geo-
graphical criteria. A thorough discussion about sign languages in a typological 
perspective is given by Zeshan (2006) and Zeshan et al. (2013).
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We can consider the following defining set for language: openness 
(2.11), displacement (2.10), duality (2.13), arbitrariness (2.8), dis-
creteness (2.9), interchangeability (2.4), complete feedback (2.5), spe-
cialization (2.6), rapid fading (2.3), and broadcast transmission with 
directional reception (2.2). Any system that has these ten properties 
will here be called a language; any language manifested by our own 
species will be called a human language. Every language also has se-
manticity (2.7), since the contrast between arbitrariness (2.8, included 
in the defining set) and iconicity is meaningless without it. Presumably, 
but not so clearly, every language has prevarication (2.14) and reflex-
iveness (2.15); at least, every human language does. (Hockett, 1963 
p. 12; emphasis added).

Hockett explains in detail the relationship among semanticity, arbi-
trariness, and discreteness, criteria that are particularly relevant for IS: 

2.7. Semanticity: Linguistic signals function in correlating and organiz-
ing the life of a community because there are associative ties between 
signal elements and features in the world; in short, some linguistic 
forms have denotations. The distension by roe of the belly of the fe-
male stickleback, is part of an effective signal, but does not “stand 
for” something else.

2.8. Arbitrariness: The relation between a meaningful element in lan-
guage and its denotation is independent of any physical or geometrical 
resemblance between the two. Or, as we say, the semantic relation is 
arbitrary rather than iconic. There are marginal exceptions, including 
traces of onomatopoeia. In bee dancing, the way in which the direction 
towards the target site is mapped into a direction of dancing is iconic. 
The relation between a landscape painting and a landscape is iconic; 
the relation between the word landscape and a landscape is arbitrary.

2.9. Discreteness: The possible messages in any language constitute a 
discrete repertory rather than a continuous one. Any utterance in a 
language must differ from any other utterance of the same length by 
at least a whole phonological feature. Utterances cannot be indefinitely 
similar to one another. Bee-dances can be: the repertory of possible 
dances constitutes a twofold continuum. In a continuous semantic 
system (one with property 2.7 but with the converse of 2.9), the se-
mantics must be iconic rather than arbitrary. But in a discrete semantic 
system, there is no necessary implication as to iconicity or arbitrariness; 
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therefore, for language, 2.8 is independent of 2.7 and 2.9. (Hockett, 
1963, pp. 8f.; emphasis in the text)

Hockett considered only spoken languages in contrast to animal com-
munication systems when defining this set of criteria for human lan-
guage, and therefore some features such as arbitrariness. (Hockett did 
not consider the possibility of a mixture of arbitrary and iconic elements, 
apart from some onomatopoeia in spoken languages; cf. ibid., p. 8) or 
broadcast transmission (due to the nature of sound waves) have to be 
modified in relation to signed languages. On a theoretical level, he did 
not exclude languages using other channels than the vocal-auditory one, 
thus admitting implicitly the status of language also to sign languages 
(cf. ibid., p. 15, where he excludes explicitly the criterion “Every human 
language has the vocal-auditory channel” from the list of defining set). 
The duality (of patterning) applies only partially to IS and a little more to 
national sign languages, where we find an interplay of dually constructed 
semiotic signs and gestural components. Nevertheless, IS conforms to 
most of these criteria, and thus it might be possible to conclude that IS 
is a language.

On the other hand, I consider a language to be a relatively stable ob-
ject, at least stable in relation to a specific regional, historical, and social 
area (i.e., a signing community in a geographically definable area at a 
certain point in time). IS does not fit into this concept: It is not the na-
tive language of a Deaf community, transmitted from parents to children 
and peers to peers. It is used only in specific moments and in varying 
locations, when Deaf people with different native sign languages gather; 
every participant switches to his or her native sign language when con-
versing with members of his own sign language community or leaving 
the meeting. Furthermore, we may have to differentiate between the IS 
used during international meetings and conferences and the IS used dur-
ing informal encounters of Deaf people while traveling. The former IS 
has been the object of most of the literature about IS and especially the 
research of Rosenstock (2004) and Whynot (this volume). The IS created 
and used during informal meetings while traveling (called “cross-signing” 
by Zeshan, Keiko, & Bradford, 2013; Zeshan, 2015) is much more dif-
ficult to capture and related research has just started. 

So we may consider IS a mixed language, arising between signers of 
different sign language communities. For spoken languages, this phe-
nomenon has been widely discussed in relation to pidgin and creole 
languages. Spoken pidgins display relatively simple linguistic structures 
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in order to facilitate the communication in particular situations such as 
trading: they display simple phonological, morphological, and syntactic 
structures and a reduced lexicon, and they use a lot of paraphrases and 
metaphors (cf., e.g., Holm, 1988/1989). Often, pidgins based on spoken 
languages came into being as a result of colonialism, when the European 
language of colonialists was imposed on indigenous speakers; the par-
ticular lexicon and grammar mirrored power relations, with “the more 
powerful language becoming the primary lexifier language of a power 
pidgin” (Mühläusler, 1996, p. 642); when contact due to trade was the 
base of cross-linguistic communication, the resulting forms may be labeled 
“egalitarian pidgins” that “come close to the common core or fifty-fifty 
languages” (p. 644). Pidgins may differ structurally according to linguistic, 
social, and historic factors, but generally speaking, scholars distinguish 
an initial form based on individual strategies (jargon), which can develop 
into a stable pidgin, giving way to expanded pidgins, which are very close 
to first language creoles (p. 643). Pidgin and creole studies have developed 
strongly during the past two decades; while the original studies on pidgins 
were focused on those with a lexicon related to a European language, 
today, we find descriptions of pidgins and creoles based on non-European 
languages, such as Pidgin Hindustani (see APiCS online for further infor-
mation and examples).2

Some linguists (e.g., Moody, 2002, p. 37; McKee & Napier, 2002; 
with some reservations, Supalla & Webb, 1995) adopted the term pidgin 
to characterize IS, making reference to the traditional concept of mixed 
languages that developed due to the contact between two or more spoken 
languages.3 

However, the label pidgin does not apply very well to IS. Especially 
when IS is used during informal encounters, it does not display a stable 
lexicon; apart from a very small conventionalized number of lexemes used 
in formal international meetings (cf. Adam, 2012, p. 853), we find signs 
borrowed from the various native sign languages of the participants, ad 
hoc signs, paraphrases, depicting classifier constructions, pointing, and 
constructed action (cf. Rosenstock, 2004; Whynot, 2013). Thus, the ex-
istence of a fixed IS lexicon is questionable. Contrary to the morpho
syntactical structures of spoken pidgins, the morphosyntactical structures 

2.  http://apics-online.info, accessed July 15, 2015.
3.  I do not consider bimodal forms of contact signing like the one arising 

between ASL and English, which was described and discussed by Lucas and Valli 
(1992).
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of IS communications are quite complex, especially the use of space to 
convey grammatical information, which is found to be as in national sign 
languages. Nevertheless, complex sentences are rare, and the grammati-
cal use of facial expressions seems to be reduced (cf. Rosenstock, 2004). 

The first systematic use of IS during an international meeting took 
place in 1975. The British Deaf Association and the World Federation 
of the Deaf (WFD) collected a list of basic signs and edited a photo-
graphic lexicon called Gestuno: The International Sign Language of 
the Deaf. Many Deaf signers criticized the signs because they were “not 
iconic enough to be readily understood” (Moody, 2002, p. 16). The use of 
Gestuno during a congress of the WFD in Bulgaria in 1979 resulted in a 
communicative disaster because the interpreters did not make use of the 
signing space, constructed action, or facial expression. 

Hiddinga and Crasborn (2011, p. 492ff.) point to the fact that the use 
of IS is strongly dependent on the situation and the signers (their national 
sign language, their cultural and social background), resulting in very 
heterogeneous forms, which cannot be compared to the relatively fixed 
pidgins based on spoken languages. Furthermore, we do not know of any 
Deaf group using IS as its main means of communication, by which IS 
would have potential to develop into a kind of creole language. 

Supalla and Webb (1995) considered the similarities between the Euro
pean and the North American sign languages on the morphosyntactic 
level and discussed the possibility that IS might be a kind of koiné. In their 
view (this is also discussed by Moody [2002, p. 26] and Adam [2012, 
p. 854]), morphological constructions of European sign languages could 
have transferred to IS because of their similarities:

International Sign was influenced very little by contact with South 
American, Asian, or African sign languages at the time that we col-
lected our data. We therefore assume in this chapter that it has devel-
oped within the European community, with some contact with North 
Americans. (Supalla & Webb, 1995, p. 348)

The authors considered the historical relations between these sign lan-
guages in combination with the iconic resources of the visual modality to 
be the basis of the communicative power of IS, but a koiné is defined as 
an originally regional variant in a linguistic area with several interrelated 
dialects. One of these regional variants loses its specific, regional features 
due to language contact and becomes the generally accepted mode of 
communication in this area. This was the case for the dialect of Athens 
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in the fourth century BC. At first sight, ASL may be a possible candidate 
for a koiné within the Western sign languages: Rosenstock (2004) found 
that 53% of all signs originated from the Western sign language family 
and many of these were (also) ASL signs4; Whynot (2013) found a share 
of 34% of ASL signs. In other IS communications with signers from other 
countries, other shares of national signs can be assumed to be used, so 
stating that IS is based on an originally national sign language used more 
by signers of other sign languages is problematic, and thus the term koiné 
does not fit its characteristics.

Notwithstanding all arguments against the classification of IS as a 
pidgin, creole, or koiné, we find some striking structural similarities be-
tween national sign languages and spoken pidgins and creole languages, 
even when these are used in the territory of different national spoken 
languages. Adone (2012) discusses the hypothesis that national sign lan-
guages are creole languages based on pidgins that are rooted in home-
sign systems. Home signing starts when deaf children communicate with 
their hearing parents and becomes a more complex system when used 
constantly with deaf siblings or peers, constituting a signed pidgin.5 This 
form of pidgin becomes the native language of the following generations, 
giving rise to fully developed sign languages. This idea was discussed in 
the 1970s and 1980s with regard to national signed languages (cf. Fischer, 
1978; Woodward, 1978; Gee & Goodheart, 1988). On the one hand, this 
approach may explain the relatively similar grammatical systems among 
Western sign languages (and consequently the adoption of many morpho-
logical features in IS communication) and their similarities with spoken 
pidgins and creoles. 

Relating this concept to the debate about IS, Supalla and Webb (1995) 
discuss the classification of national sign languages as creoles and the rea-
soning that IS may constitute a hybrid language based on signed creoles: 

4.  “The relative high score of the LATE group in this study (59% correct 
answers) suggests that the advantage of knowing ASL vocabulary and structure 
outweighs the lack of native competence. In a future study, an inclusion of late 
learners of a SL unrelated to European SLs or ASL would provide more insights 
into the comprehension of late learners in general” (Rosenstock, 2004, p. 248ff.)

5.  It is quite evident that the use of the term pidgin for any kind of signed 
language rooted in home signing can refer only to structural similarities with 
spoken pidgins. Signed languages are native languages of the signers, which is 
not the case for speakers of pidgins.
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First, most sign language users are first generation users of the lan-
guage, and therefore, their native signing children often acquire it as a 
creole. . . . Sign languages are thus never many generations away from 
their pidgin /creole origins, and this may account for their similarity 
in structure to creoles. (Supalla & Webb, 1995, p. 348)

However, the authors do not exclude the possibility that either the his-
torical relatedness of the European and North American signed languages 
or the constraints of the visual modality may be an explanation for these 
similarities (cf. ibid.). 

Considering all these findings and arguments, IS can be termed as a 
kind of lingua franca used to overcome linguistic barriers. This functional 
term is uncontroversial, but at the same time noncommittal. It grasps the 
communicative function of IS without saying anything about its linguistic 
status. 

IS AS A DYNAMIC PROCESS

A definition of the linguistic status of IS seems to be difficult, when we 
think only in terms of the Saussurian concept of langue, i.e., a language 
system of elements and rules derived from the utterances of its users 
(cf. Saussure, 1916/1975, pp. 104ff.). A fixed set of lexemes and a set 
of rules how to combine them are difficult to extract from the acts of 
signed communication we encounter in bi- and multilateral encounters 
of Deaf people. We can isolate some signs, which are found often in IS 
communication, and we find some regularities and constructions similar 
to the ones used in several national sign languages, but it seems impos-
sible to derive from these observations a set of rules valid for all occa-
sions when IS is used. All the same, IS communication is functional. IS is 
being used at international meetings such as WFD Congresses and events 
such as the Deaflympics (see http://wfdeaf.org/our-work/focus-areas 
/sign-language). Furthermore, many international conferences involving 
sign language issues offer two conference languages: English and IS (e.g., 
the International Gesture Conference, 2016, in Paris, retrieved from http://
isgs7.sciencesconf.org/?lang=en). Other conferences offer IS in addition 
to national sign languages interpreting.

Moody (2002) discusses several issues, which may explain the regu-
larities found in IS communication. Apart from the historical relations 
between the Western sign languages, which might be responsible for many 
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similarities, he classifies sign languages as “young languages,” still close to 
their “mimetic/iconic roots of languages in the visual/gestural modality” 
(ibid., p. 27). He closes his overview with some advice for professional 
interpreters when working with IS. These suggestions indicate that IS is 
a communicative resource, heavily based on situational and cultural con-
texts, and used by people who are familiar with communication in the 
visual modality (cf. ibid., pp. 33ff.). 

Stressing the context dependency, Adam (2012, p. 854) labels IS “situ-
ational pidgin.” Zeshan (2015, p. 212) uses “jargon,” stressing the fact 
that IS or “cross-signing” may give new insights into the development of 
(pre)pidgins. Hiddinga and Crasborn (2011, p. 484) describe IS not as “an 
established contact language, but a mode of communication that arises 
on the spot, which combines elements of the sign languages of the people 
involved, elements of shared spoken languages, and the intensified use 
of iconic or pantomimic structures that are already inherent to various 
extents in any sign language.”

The authors summarize comments of IS users that IS does not achieve 
the same communicative function as national sign languages, but they 
stress the point that it demonstrates the visual and communicative cre-
ativity of signers. 

So, even if we cannot determine the language system of IS, IS dem-
onstrates surely the properties of langage, the human language capacity. 
The human capacity to communicate by symbolic means (even if some 
elements are iconic and gradient) is not restricted to the actualization/
realization (parole) of a language system (langue, cf. Saussure, 1916/1975, 
p. 27ff.). When we start to think on the level of langage, keeping in mind 
Humboldt, who was the first to distinguish between language as a pro-
cess and language as a product (he introduced the terms ergon, language 
as a product, and energeia, the activity of communicating via linguistic 
means),6 we may elaborate an understanding of human communication 

6.  Cf. Mueller-Vollmer (2011): “It is not identical with the distinction intro-
duced by Saussure between langue and parole, since Humboldt’s distinction cuts 
across both langue and parole and both can be seen from the angle of either 
process or product. . . . Thus he distinguished sharply (as did his contempo-
rary Schleiermacher) before Saussure and twentieth-century linguistics, between 
language (Sprache) and speech (Rede). In his French essay of 1811 he also uses 
Saussure’s third term, langage, in a similar manner as pertaining to language in 
a general sense.”
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as a dynamic process. This perspective requires a broader understanding 
of language and linguistics.7 

As linguists, we think mainly on the level of langues, language systems. 
But these language systems are based ontogenetically as well as phyloge-
netically on our langage, human language capacity. Adopting a broader 
perspective including langage, we may discuss IS as a linguistic activity 
(and its resulting forms) situated between the human language capacity 
and a language system: it is a communicative resource and it results in 
highly adaptive forms in relation to very different situations and users. 
Something similar may occur when pidgins or other contact forms be-
tween hearing people arise. The acoustic mode is much less adaptable to 
new communicative situations, but even there, something similar happens. 

A specific form of language contact is discussed by Klein and Perdue 
(1997) and Klein (2001). In a large project, the learner varieties of 40 
adult hearing learners were analyzed. The source languages consisted of 
Punjabi, Italian, Turkish, Moroccan, Arabic, and Spanish. The target lan-
guages were English, German, Swedish, Dutch, and French. The adults 
did not receive any language lessons, but learned the target languages in 
daily life communication. The authors found that

all 40 learners investigated developed a relatively stable system to ex-
press themselves which:

• � seemed to be determined by the interaction of a small number 
of organizational principles, 

• � was largely (though not totally) independent of the specifics of 
source and target language organization, 

• � was simple, versatile, and highly efficient for most communicative 
purposes. This system we call the Basic Variety (henceforth BV). 
(Klein & Perdue, 1997, p. 303) 

Notwithstanding the differences between the source and target lan-
guages of these 40 learners, the authors find structural similarities: some 
basic constraints determining the utterance structure, such as, a phrasal 
constraint, which results in three constructions, NP1-V-(NP2 ), NP1-COP-
NP2 /PP, and V/COP-NP2; a semantic constraint, which results in the first 
position for NP with the highest control (the controller of source state 
outweighs controller of target state); and a pragmatic constraint, which 

7.  Cf. the monograph of Oesterreicher (1979) or the (brief) introduction to 
the different meanings of langage, langue, and parole by Klein (2001).
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puts a topical referent in the first position. If the referent is in focus, we 
find a V-NP construction. 

Klein and Perdue find quite a lot of temporal adverbials, such as these: 

(a) the calendric-type adverbials (Sunday, in the evening); (b) ana-
phoric adverbials expressing the relation AFTER (then, after), and also 
typically an adverbial which expresses the relation BEFORE; (c) some 
deictic adverbials such as yesterday, now; (d) a few frequency adver-
bials, notably always, often, two time, etc.; (e) a few durational ad-
verbials, normally as bare nouns, such as two hour, etc. Temporal 
adverbials involving two reference points such as again, still, already 
do not belong to the standard repertoire of the BV. (Klein & Perdue, 
1997, p. 320ff.)

Furthermore, they find signals for indicating the beginning or the end of a 
situation talked about like “work finish” and “after work is / was / will be 
over” (ibid., p. 321). Temporal adverbials are located at the beginning of 
an utterance; if the utterance is without a temporal indication, the current 
time of speech is intended (ibid.). 

Under this perspective, learner varieties are not imperfect imitations 
of a “real language”—the target language—but systems in their own 
right, error-free by definition, and characterized by a particular lexical 
repertoire and by a particular interaction of organizational principles. 
Fully developed languages, such as English, German, French, are simply 
borderline cases of learner varieties. They represent a relatively stable 
state of language acquisition. (Klein & Perdue, 1997, p. 307ff.)

The learner varieties are not simply transitional forms between a first 
and a second language but constitute also a resort to basic principles of 
language constructions that results in a simple and efficient linguistic 
form. The lexicon and the composition rules of this basic variety (BV) dis-
play many similarities to pidgin and creole languages and the authors ask

Is the BV a “real language”, or is it just a kind of more or less rudimen-
tary protoform? Stated in this way, the question is hardly answerable, 
because the notion of “real language” is anything but clearly defined. 
The BV is a highly efficient system of communication, and in this 
sense, it is surely a real language; at the same time, it lacks some of 
the structural characteristics which we typically find in fully-fledged 
languages. (Klein & Perdue 1997, p. 333)
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The authors suppose some similarities between the basic variety and 
pidgins, such as the lack of inflectional morphology, but they stress that 
“pidgins have hardly ever been systematically investigated with respect 
to organising principles of the type discussed . . . above. Therefore, all we 
can say at this point is that there are certainly similarities, but it is quite 
unclear how deep-reaching these are” (Klein & Perdue, 1997, p. 340). In 
relation to the basic variety, the morphological structure of IS communica-
tion seems to be more complex; many findings especially in relation to the 
lexicon seem to relate more to national sign languages like ASL or DGS 
(which supports the claims of Supalla & Webb, 1995, or Adone, 2012). 
However, the basic semantic and pragmatic constraints found in the rules 
of composition of the basic variety might probably be found in IS too.

Because of its iconic resources, the visual mode is more apt than the 
acoustic mode to create linguistic forms that may overcome linguistic 
barriers—a very interesting example of hearing people8 creating a system 
of visual communication is the sign language of the Plains Indians. Moody 
(2002, p. 13ff.) refers to reports that Garrick Mallery brought some Ute 
Indians to Gallaudet, who communicated with Deaf people relatively eas-
ily. By reading Mallery thoroughly, however, it becomes quite clear that 
we cannot speak of one sign language of the North American Indians:

But it happened that there was a delegation of Absaroka (Crows) at 
the same hotel, and the two parties from such widely separated regions, 
not knowing a word of each other’s language, immediately began to 
converse in signs, resulting in a decided sensation. One of the Crows 
asked the Apaches whether they ate horses, and it happening that the 
sign for eating was misapprehended for that known by the Apaches 
for many, the question was supposed to be whether the latter had 
many horses, which was answered in the affirmative. Thence ensued 
a misunderstanding on the subject of hippophagy, which was curious 
both as showing the general use of signs as a practice and the diversity 
in special signs for particular meanings. (1881, p. 328)

Mallery shows quite clearly that the sign language of the Indians was 
not so much one language but the capacity to communicate in the visual 
mode:

8.  Other secondary sign languages used by Aboriginals in Australia or monks 
in certain cloisters are not used to communicate with members of other language 
communities (cf. Pfau, 2012).
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An Indian skilled in signs, as also a deaf-mute, at the sight of a new 
object, or at the first experience of some new feeling or mental relation, 
will devise some mode of expressing it in pantomimic gesture or by a 
combination of previously understood signs, which will be intelligible 
to others, similarly skilled, provided that they have seen the same ob-
jects or have felt the same emotions. (1881, p. 388)

His reflections about the way visual communication between the Indian 
tribes is functioning, are quite clear sighted:9 

An argument for the uniformity of the signs of our Indians is derived 
from the fact that those used by any of them are generally understood 
by others. But signs may be understood without being identical with 
any before seen. The entribal as well as intertribal exercise of Indians 
for generations in gesture language has naturally produced great skill 
both in expression and reception, so as to render them measurably 
independent of any prior mutual understanding. (p. 332)

IS is not comparable to a language system; its versatility hinders the fixing 
of a lexicon and a grammar. But when we look at IS not as a static object 
but as a dynamic process based on our human language capacity, new 
questions arise that transcend the traditional borders of linguistics. The 
classical approach of language analysis may be useful to a limited extent 
when we focus on the IS forms used during formal international meetings 
for monologues such as addresses of welcome or lectures and the related 
interpretations, which after some days tend to be partially conventional-
ized, and which constitute the basis for further conventionalization in 
following meetings when the same people meet again. During informal 
meetings on a private basis, an even more versatile form of IS arises. In 
ongoing friendships, the IS forms used will likely also become more ne-
gotiated, but every newcomer with another national sign language refuels 
the process of lexical negotiations and trial-and-error processes for iconic 
and arbitrary communication. Both forms of IS contain basically the same 
or at least similar mechanisms to secure the communicative process. 

When Deaf signers with different language backgrounds meet for the 
first time, the communicative negotiation process starts immediately, 

9.  We may speculate that the ability of hearing Indians to communicate with 
signs might have been rooted in the existence of home-sign systems in the dif-
ferent tribes due to deafness of some tribe members, maybe giving rise to some 
kind of village sign language.
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making use of all resources available to create an intersubjective cogni-
tive space: 

the communicative situation in cross-signing may best be viewed as a 
process of dynamic interaction between three multilingual-multimodal 
spaces: each signer’s own space, and an intersubjective space that is 
shared between the two participants. At the beginning of data collec-
tion for cross-signing, each participant comes to the table with his or 
her own multilingual-multimodal space, which includes all the gestural, 
written, spoken and signed languages, and modes that the individuals 
have experienced in their lifetime. . . . During the interaction, a shared 
multi-lingual-multimodal space is created and successively enriched 
with linguistic structures and other strategies. As participants become 
increasingly familiar with each other, the shared space expands and 
includes more and more communicative resources, while discarding 
failed communicative attempts. (Zeshan, 2015, p. 236)

Zeshan (2015) analyzes first meetings of Deaf signers from different coun-
tries and cultures without any common language. Because of method-
ological considerations, the study focuses on numerals. Apart from the 
resources used during these encounters, she also analyzes the interactional 
mechanisms used to introduce new lexemes, back-channeling signals to 
communicate understanding or misunderstanding, the function of repeti-
tion of lexemes, and constructions and variation within these repetitions. 
Post hoc introspective interviews give evidence that

all participants continuously entertain multiple simultaneous hypoth-
eses, both about what their interlocutor is likely to understand (which 
then, in turn, influences the choices in their own signed output), and 
about the likely meaning of what their interlocutor is signing to them. 
(Zeshan, 2015, p. 248)

This study shows in a very convincing way what we may gain when 
we undertake more than the collection and analysis of lexical and 
morphological relevant IS elements and their rules of combination (with-
out denying the necessity to do also this kind of research). An analysis 
of IS communication that comprises cognitive interactional issues can be 
related to studies about the origin of human communication; for example, 
Tomasello (2008), who claimed that the human capacity to communicate 
is based first of all on the ability to create a joint or shared intentionality: 
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And what about language? The current hypothesis is that it is only 
within the context of collaborative activities in which participants share 
intentions and attention, coordinated by natural forms of gestural com-
munication, that arbitrary linguistic conventions could have come into 
existence evolutionarily. Conventional languages (first signed and then 
vocal) thus arose by piggybacking on these already understood gestures, 
substituting for the naturalness of pointing and pantomiming a shared 
(and mutually known to be shared) social learning history (p. 9f).

This base of shared intentionality is not only necessary in first (and 
second) language acquisition, it is (inter alia) also the base of IS. Another 
fruitful perspective might arise from considering current gesture studies, 
even if the tackling with methodological problems concerning the border 
between gestural and linguistic elements in signed communication is still 
at its very beginning. 

CONCLUSION

The visual mode is more apt than the acoustic mode to convey in-
formation iconically, thus functioning even between hearing nonsigners, 
who retreat to gestural communication and pantomime, if necessary. To 
understand this kind of basic human communication, it is useful to keep 
in mind the distinction between language as a product (ergon) and an 
activity (energeia) introduced by Humboldt. Both concepts rely on our 
human language capacity, termed later by Saussure as langage. Like the 
spoken basic variety, analyzed by Klein and Perdue (2001), I propose see-
ing IS as an outcome of our language capacity, to be situated somewhere 
on the line of development between langage and langue. Obviously, IS 
as a visual communication mode is much more functional from its very 
beginning than a spoken communication. 

When IS is used repeatedly in the same meetings or conferences by the 
same people, IS as an outcome/product will be closer to langue; on the 
other end of the spectrum, it will be relatively close to langage when used 
for the first time and/or for varying topics. The process of developing into 
a partially conventionalized system or the return to the very base of hu-
man communication including the use of all available individual, cultural, 
and situational resources are based on, and fueled by, the Humboldtian 
energeia.
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Telling, Showing, and Representing:

Conventions of the Lexicon in 

International Sign Expository Text

Lori Whynot

“International Sign” (IS) is an underresearched form of sign language 
contact that serves as a de facto lingua franca for globalizing deaf com-
munities. In recent years, it is increasingly recruited and promoted as an 
official “language” at international conferences pertaining to Deaf com-
munities, interpreting, sign language academia, and sports. Notably, there 
is a lack of consensus about the linguistic status of IS (Mesch, 2010) 
and there is no standard definition to discuss IS phenomena in the small 
amount of literature, or in public discourse about it. The term Interna-
tional Sign is used broadly to refer to semiotic strategies employed by deaf 
people to communicate with other deaf people who do not share the same 
conventional, natively occurring signed language. International may very 
well describe the contexts of such signed language contact, but a singular 
standard IS form may not exist, although the nomenclature may lead to 
such an assumption. 

Mesch (2010) makes a distinction between two types of IS commu-
nication; the first is an informal ad-hoc signing method between people 
who do not necessarily know each other’s signed languages (SLs). The 
second is a conventionalized form of IS by groups of signers in some-
what regular contact. This paper discusses the latter type and specifically 
focuses on a genre I identify as expository IS. Expository IS is defined 
as group communications that take the form of uni-directional address 
by presenters and interpreters at global deaf conferences and meetings, 
aimed at communicating with a diverse SL-using audience rather than 

This research would not have been possible without the generous willingness 
of my study participants, and several deaf leaders including Markuu Jokinen and 
Colin Allen of the World Federation of the Deaf, and the research support of 
Macquarie University, Research Excellence Scholarship iMQRES– No. 2010086
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communicating with an established, mutually understood native sign lan-
guage (NSL).

This chapter presents a lexical frequency study and describes types of 
signs used by deaf presenters at an international conference of the World 
Federation of the Deaf (WFD). It is part of a larger doctoral research proj-
ect I recently completed on factors for IS comprehension (Whynot, 2015). 
Findings are reported from a collection of IS conference presentations by 
Deaf community leaders from 14 different countries and uncover quanti-
tative and qualitative information about meaning-making in multilingual, 
international settings. 

Multilingual signed language contact is a new subject of inquiry. Re-
cent study of “cross-signing” (Zeshan, 2015) describes how shared mul-
tilingual, multimodal communication between unrelated signed language 
users involves the creation of agreed upon form-meaning symbols through 
accommodation, persistence, and blending of shared communicative re-
sources. However, face-to-face negotiated cross-signing is quite different 
from uni-directional conference platform address. Conference lectures 
are expository texts with very little opportunity to negotiate meaning, 
therefore IS presenters (and interpreters) using it must aim for meaning-
making that reaches any number of different signed language users in the 
audience. An IS presenter makes assumptions about what may be recog-
nizable to the audience from what are thought to be shared linguistic or 
gestural conventions. 

Other issues arise from the study and application of IS in real-world 
settings. Several proposed glossaries (or “dictionaries”)1 about IS are 
basic, word list suggestions with typically no information about methods 
of collection, nor adequate description about IS sign meanings and usage 
constraints. Therefore, empirical evidence for training or teaching about 
IS is lacking, and evidence is limited about semiotic strategies, patterns, 
and linguistic characteristics of expository IS—especially compared to pat-
terns in natively occurring signed languages.

Information is needed about recurrent lexical forms in lecture-style IS 
and meaning-making strategies used by signers in contact with each other. 
Conference lecture IS needs improved description if interpreters and pre-
senters are expected to use it effectively, as if it were a language. Finally, 
descriptive distinctions need to be made between expository and other 

1.  For a discussion on sign language dictionaries and standardization, see 
Johnston (2003b).
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types of international signing contact, such as 1:1 interaction between two 
individuals and examples of small group SL contact that involve different 
goals of interaction. 

The existing, small collection of literature on IS discusses the presence 
of grammatical, iconic, and gestural elements in IS that also are observed 
in natively occurring signed languages (Allsop, Woll, & Brauti, 1994; 
Woll, 1990; Supalla & Webb, 1995; Rosenstock, 2004, 2008; Whynot, 
2015), interpreting strategies and challenges (Moody, 2002; McKee & 
Napier, 2002; de Wit, 2010), IS emergence and globalized Deaf communi-
ties (Hiddinga & Crasborn, 2011; Green, 2014) and critical evaluations 
about IS comprehension (Rosenstock, 2004; Whynot, 2015). There is a 
need for additional quantitative research on the composition of linguistic 
and gestural forms in IS lecture material and how this distribution com-
pares to lectures given in NSLs.

By definition, language involves the conventional patterning of linguis-
tic symbols, with core and non-core lexicon conveying consistent meaning 
between interlocutors. Gestures, which are generally nonconventional, 
flexible, and context-dependent, play an important part alongside 
linguistic information in discourse (Kendon, 2004; Liddell, 2003; Wilcox, 
2004; Schembri, Jones, & Burnham, 2005). Of interest here is the inter-
play between conventional linguistic and nonconventional gestural ele-
ments employed by deaf presenters, the lexical distribution and patterns 
in IS lectures, all of which have implications for IS meaning-making, audi-
ence comprehension, and effectiveness of conference IS interpreting. To 
this end, the following research questions will be addressed: 

1.  What types of and how much linguistic and gestural material do 
deaf people recruit when they create expository, lecture-type IS 
to convey ideas at international conferences? 

2.  What comparisons can be made about the IS lexicon and the 
lexical composition of NSLs? 

3.  What can be reported about the communicative strategies—
telling, showing, and representing—employed to convey ideas in 
this type of sign language contact? 

TELLING, SHOWING, AND REPRESENTING

Language is the faculty by which we make sense of our experiences. 
As a result, language—as it resides in the mind—cannot be studied in 
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isolation from human embodiment (Evans & Green, 2006, p. 44). We live 
and think in our bodies and understand our surroundings through our 
physical interaction with them. Regular usage of form-meaning symbols 
within a language community shapes the use of those symbols. In recent 
decades, cognitive approaches to the description of SLs have emerged 
(for ASL: Liddell, 2003; for Auslan: Ferrara, 2012; Johnston & Ferrara, 
2014), with emphasis on the idea that language is a human cognitive 
faculty that relies on mental representations or schemas. When we com-
municate a message our intention is to prompt meaning in the mind of 
the receiver of our message. Meaning is prompted by linguistic symbols 
(such as conventional words or signs) as well as nonlinguistic symbols 
(gestures, contextual clues, or iconic representations). Enfield (2009, p. 2) 
points out that language is merely a subset of the resources necessary for 
recognizing the intentions of others.

When attempting to communicate in a contact situation with users of 
one or more distinctly different SLs, signers bring their own set of “full 
resources”—material from their own NSLs that is both linguistic and 
gestural, which is informed by their linguistic and cultural backgrounds. 
Additional external factors that shape a contact situation also must be 
considered, such as the demographic profile of the community of users, 
cultural traditions, settings where a contact variety is used, and the socio-
political systems of deaf people. 

When people communicate in face-to-face interaction, they utilize 
any combination of three strategies: the use of description, pointing (to 
referents–real or imagined), and demonstration (Clark & Gerrig, 1990). 
Ferrara (2012) established relevance of Clark and Gerrig’s ideas to clauses 
and composite utterances in Australian Sign Language, Auslan. It was 
noted that signers are able to describe, or tell meaning, and demonstrate, 
or show meaning (Ferrara, p. 102). Telling meaning aligns with giving 
specific description with established signs that are fully lexical, whereas 
showing aligns with demonstration through the use of gestures, and to 
some extent pointing signs and depicting signs. Depicting signs are con-
sidered to be simultaneously linguistic and gestural (following Liddell, 
2003; Schembri, 2001; Schembri, et al., 2005), and are characterized as 
partly lexical (Johnston & Schembri, 1999).

In cognitive linguistics, the term representation is often aligned with 
mental representations or construals that arise in the mind of inter
locutors. In this study of IS lexicon, the use of depiction blends and ex-
ploitation of common embodied metaphor are also considered as a way 
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that IS represents meaning. This is because metaphors are types of blends, 
where the elements of one domain are used to represent elements of an-
other domain. In blending, through conceptual integration (Fauconnier 
& Turner, 1996), structure from two input spaces is projected to a third 
space, which then has its own unique semantic structure. In the blend, ele-
ments of one conceptual domain are mapped onto those of another (e.g., 
in the metaphor life-is-a-journey, bumps in the road meaningfully 
represents difficult challenges, such as financial hardship or relationship 
trouble). 

In SLs, metaphoric blending means that iconic images are extended 
and their meanings can reference abstract ideas (Brennan, 1990; Taub, 
2001; Wilcox, 2000). Often, metaphors derived from human-embodied 
experience become ingrained in everyday language; our human conceptual 
system is by nature metaphoric (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980). One of the 
common spatial metaphors used in some spoken and SLs is the up-is-
good metaphor. 

Varied linguistic and gestural forms from a person’s NSL provide 
strategies for signers to communicate information. They do so with spe-
cific “telling” symbols (conventional lexical signs), iconically “showing” 
(through points, enactment, and gestures), and “representing” (through 
depicting signs, blending, and metaphor). When IS presenters communi-
cate information to a multilingual audience, how do they tell, show, and 
represent?

Fully Lexical Signs

When people think about any particular language, what comes to mind 
is the basic unit of individual words, or the lexicon. Knowing minimal 
units of meaning in a language means that a person has the ability at some 
basic level to compose and to understand messages using these meaningful 
elements. The next degree of complexity is grammatical relations between 
meaningful elements. In this study, a distinction is made between “lexical-
ized” signs and those that are partly lexical or nonlexical as outlined by 
Johnston and Schembri (2007) and Johnston (2012). 

Lexicalization in SLs essentially occurs when a signed unit acquires 
a clearly identifiable and replicable citation form that is regularly and 
strongly associated with a meaning that is more specific than the sign’s 
componential meaning potential, even when cited out of context; cannot 
be predicted based on these components alone; or is quite unrelated to its 
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componential meaning potential; that is, it may be arbitrary (Johnston, 
2012, p. 166).

Fully lexical signs are those that are defined as conventional in their 
form and meaning, such as signs listed in a dictionary. Johnston and 
Schembri (1999) distinguish fully lexical signs from partly lexical stat-
ing that a lexeme (word/sign) is “a linguistic unit with a ‘given’ rather 
than a ‘generated’ meaning” (p. 2). A sign may also be lexicalized in-
stantaneously when a linguistic community establishes and accepts any 
form/meaning connection (Johnston & Ferrara, 2014, p. 236). Lexicalized 
signs are therefore linguistic symbols that tell specific meaning and in this 
study include high frequency signs used by IS presenters, whether from 
their own NSL or ones that have become typically borrowed into the IS 
contact strategy.

The ability for sub-lexical components (handshape, orientation, etc.) to 
become engaged in a new form and usage is one of the aspects of produc-
tivity seen in SLs that enable creation of new sign forms. This productivity 
is thought to enable ease of understanding across signed language users.
Some of these productive, created forms are partly lexical depicting signs, 
which are outlined in the next section.

Partly Lexical Signs

Many NSLs exhibit complex forms that can be characterized as partly 
lexical. These complex signs have properties of gradation and category, 
rely on discourse context for meaning, and are not specified for usage in a 
conventional way. The specified aspects of these signs typically come from 
their handshape and orientation, and their movements are mapped in the 
signing space in any variety of constructions and discourse contexts to 
create gradations of meaning (Schembri, 2001). Parts of these complexes—
handshape, orientation, location, and movement—often have their own 
meaning, although there is no consensus about their status as morphemes 
(Johnston & Schembri, 2007; Okrent, 2002, p. 176). Two kinds of partly 
lexical signs are points and depicting signs (Johnston & Schembri, 2007). 

Pointing signs are a type of deictic gesture that are meaningful. They 
have several functions in SLs, one of the most important of which is 
reference tracking. They also serve an adverbial locating function, a de-
terminer function, and a discourse cohesive function (buoys). Pointing 
signs indicate physical referents in space as well as imagined entities in 
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the form of tokens or buoys in the signing space. Referents are established 
through deixis in signing space in front of the signer, and used when re-
ferring back (anaphora) to previously established referents (Lillo-Martin 
& Klima, 1990; McBurney, 2002). The imagined entities that points re-
fer to are placeholders for conceptual real-space referents in the signed 
discourse (Liddell, 2003, p. 192). Some researchers also analyze them 
with grammatical distinction between pronominal first person and non-
first person (Engberg Pederson, 1993). The pronominal status of points 
in SLs is questioned and it has been defended that points participate in 
discourse as independent signs or blends to direct and indicate verbs 
(Johnston, 2013b; Liddell, 1995). Pointing signs are complex elements 
in SLs and they have been characterized as hybrid (partly conventional, 
partly nonconventional) forms, and it is suggested that points are gestural, 
much like co-speech gestural pointing that occurs with spoken languages 
(Johnston, 2013a). It appears that these sign types are common among all 
SLs to (at the very least) indicate and locate, and are context-dependent 
for their meaning. In this way pointing signs both tell and show meaning 
in the discourse.

Depicting signs are another type of partly lexical signs that are often 
engaged in real space blends in signed languages. They depict a shape, 
location, or movement of a referent with sometimes iconic portrayal of 
the referent through productive, sub-lexical sign parameters of handshape, 
orientation, location, movement, and nonmanual signals. For example, 
the flat B-hand held palm down generally refers to a flat, horizontally 
oriented entity like a table top. The handshape parameter is particularly 
salient, so it has been credited with prompting meaning (Brennan, 1992) 
mainly because it is easy to isolate this sub-lexical component of a sign 
(Johnston & Schembri, 1999).

There is ongoing discussion in the literature about the status of loca-
tion and movement components of signs. It is debated whether they are 
nonlinguistic gestural components (Liddell, 1995) or linguistic types of 
agreement marking (Supalla, 1982). The productive aspects of what are 
referred to here as depicting signs are discussed in the IS literature under 
these different assumptions, just as they are in the general SL linguistic 
literature. In the SL literature, these are morphemic analyzes (e.g. Supalla, 
1978; Schick, 1990) or nonlinguistic, analogue analyzes (e.g., DeMatteo, 
1977). Recent works identify both linguistic and gestural elements in 
depicting signs (polycomponential verbs, Schembri, 2001). Some of the 
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many references to these sign types in IS are “verbs of motion and lo-
cation” (e.g. Supalla & Webb, 1995), “classifiers” (Allsop et al., 1994; 
McKee & Napier, 2002), “spatial verbs” and “classifier morphology” 
(Woll, 1990), and “depicting verbs” (Rosenstock, 2004). As noted earlier, 
the term “depicting signs” is used throughout this paper and can be ana-
lyzed (as well as pointing signs) as comprising a combination of both 
linguistic and gestural components, following Liddell (2003), Schembri 
(2001), and Schembri et al. (2005).

Nonlexical Signs

The third category of sign types is nonlexical signs. Nonlexical signs 
(gestures), are important to include in the comparisons of sign type distri-
bution in NSLs and IS lectures, particularly given that they are assumed to 
be prevalent and important to meaning making in IS discourses, accord-
ing to prior claims (Moody, 1987; McKee & Napier, 2002). Nonlexical 
signs are intentional bodily actions that convey meaning but they are 
not conventional in terms of their form or meaning. They are dependent 
upon context for their interpretation and situated in context, they dem-
onstrate or show meaning. In this study, two types are categorized: the 
first type are signs that appear to be gesture-like manual movements that 
do not have established, conventional meaning, but depend on context 
to convey meaning. In the analysis, gesture also includes the elaborate 
pantomime and enacting behaviors known as constructed action (CA) 
and constructed dialogue (CD) (Roy, 1989; Winston 1991; Metzger 1995; 
following Tannen, 1986). Enactments were observed in instances of non-
linguistic behavior, facial expressions, and bodily movements that are 
mimed emotions and actions. Some nonlexical signs provide a discourse 
pragmatic function such as the hand waving hey gestural form, which 
is not just for getting attention but is used to express surprise or to mark 
a change in topic (Hoza, 2010). Another function of some gestures is to 
mark prosodic boundaries between utterances in SLs (e.g., the form an-
notated as g(5-up):well in this study and in work on the Auslan corpus) 
In this way, nonlexical signs can also prompt new mental spaces in the 
build-up of discourse.

Gestures are types of signs or symbolic bodily movements that are 
seen commonly across all SLs (Wilcox, 2004). Through a lexical analysis 
of sign types in expository IS, identification of nonlexical forms such as 
gesture and enactment leads to an understanding about how prevalent 
they are in meaning construction in IS. 
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DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS

This investigation captured authentic expository IS in a typical usage 
setting and included deaf people from varied countries. Situated use of IS 
lectures by deaf presenters was collected at the 2011 congress of the WFD 
and the 2011 World Association of Sign Language Interpreters (WASLI) 
conference. The live, expository lectures were given to large, diverse audi-
ences in South Africa. Audiences were composed of 300 to 2,000 mixed 
deaf and hearing attendees, representing as many as 25 different countries. 
The historical longevity of WFD conferences provides a consistent, stable 
forum for expository IS use. 

The methods of lexical frequency analysis were applied to the data-
set, so that observed linguistic and gestural forms could be compared to 
findings in the few published NSL frequency studies (Johnston, 2012; 
Morford & MacFarlane, 2003; Cormier, Fenlon, Rentelis, & Schembri, 
2011). Lexicological analysis in this research aims (1) to test intuitions 
that IS elements are more “gestural” and less linguistic than native SLs 
and (2) to identify conventions of lexicon and depicting structures in 
the IS used by deaf presenters. The goal is to provide a quantitative de-
scription about varied sign types, gestural enactment (constructed action), 
and spoken language mouthings that IS signers use to convey meaning. 
Further, an analysis of influential origins of lexicalized signs was made, 
with fully lexical signs being tagged as citation ASL signs, citation Auslan 
(BANZL)2 signs, signs listed in the Gestuno glossary, and signs presented 
in WFD International Sign video materials.3

Participants

Fourteen lecturers gave permission to be filmed for this study. Ten of 
them have used their native SL since birth or before age 6, the other four 

2.  Auslan is very closely related to BSL and together with New Zealand Sign 
Language, the three have been described as dialects of a larger language group, 
named BANZSL (Johnston, 2003a). In this chapter references to Auslan also 
imply BSL. When BSL alone is intended, “BSL” will be used. When there is a 
need to reinforce reference to the whole language family, “BANZSL” will be used.

3.  World Federation of the Deaf (WFD). (2008). Suggested International 

Signs for use at the World Federation of the Deaf (WFD) General Assembly. A 
25-minute digital media production by the WFD, Norwegian Association of the 
Deaf and Ål Experiential College and Conference Center for Deaf People, and 
Døves Media.
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used home signs and learned their local SL during their teenage or young 
adult school years. Twelve of the fourteen read and write English in addi-
tion to communicating fluently in their first sign language. All presenters 
are well traveled, having met other deaf people in their travels, and most 
had some knowledge of (an)other sign language(s). Notably, for those 
whose first language is not ASL, most report knowing some amount of 
ASL and/or BSL. 

Data Collection

A total of 283 minutes of IS video samples was collected and available 
for analysis. Mori (2011) points out that much of the research on IS has 
not included signers of Asian or other non-Western SL backgrounds. In 
an effort to balance the heavy percentage of Western samples, the data 
was refined to 212 minutes of source IS in the collection. One hundred 
and one (101) minutes of source IS were analyzed for this study, roughly 
half of the balanced collection of IS data. 

Categorizing and Naming Lexical Elements of IS

In this study, the corpus is monologic, expository IS source video, 
which is taken as a snapshot in time, and which may be expanded later 
or enriched further for additional types of analysis. This research project 
creates a basic machine-readable corpus (Johnston, 2014, p. 11) with 
two foundational tiers (dominant and nondominant hand), translation 
tier, and a few other, study-specific tiers in order to answer some of the 
research questions posed. 

The taxonomy of sign types applied in the analysis of the IS source 
data includes the above described categories: (1) fully lexical, (2) partly 
lexical, and (3) nonlexical. Examples of each sign type in the IS dataset are 
shown in Table 1, with a description and example of how each type was 
named with a gloss. Fully lexical signs were glossed with an English word 
and a tag denoting its citation form origin (e.g., now[asl]; have[aus], 
country[wfd]).

Partly lexical depicting signs were glossed with DS (depicting sign), 
and a letter denoting sub-type of depicting sign (S for size and shape 
specifier; H, for handling of entity; M for movement of entity; L for loca-
tion of entity; and G, often for nondominant hand that backgrounds the 
entity). Depicting signs were glossed in the following manner: dss/h/l/
m/g(handshape):brief-description-of-meaning-of-sign.
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Partly lexical points were glossed with PT and the apparent type of 
point — pro1 for first person, pro2 for second person, etc. or poss, if it 
appeared to be a point indicating possession. Some points were directed at 
entities, such as list buoys or fragments, and were noted as pt:lbuoy(4) 
for example.

Lexical category Example of type Note

Fully lexical sign Used regularly in expository IS 
to mean “ratify, or approve a 
document, a policy, or law.” Seen 
here listed as an entry in the 1975 
BDA Gestuno glossary (reprinted 
with permission). Glossed as 
approve (gest).

Partly lexical sign, 
depicting sign

Partly lexical sign, 
pointing sign

A depicting sign glossed here as 
dsm (bent5): entity-expands-
increase-in-number-of-
members.

A pointing sign that aids in ref-
erencing in IS discourse. This 
example is glossed as pt:det 
(determiner).

Nonlexical sign, 
gesture

A gesture, fully depending on 
context, movement, and facial 
features, which is glossed here  
as g(5-up): well, or  
g(5-up):huh, g(5-up): so 
(other glosses are also possible).

table 1.  Examples of Sign Types in IS
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Nonlexical signs glossed with “G” and additional information about 
the handshape if it was a manual gesture and also glossed with meaning 
information. Other gestures that were nonmanual, bodily enactments or 
facial expressions were glossed with G and the tag CA (for constructed 
action), (e.g., g[ca]: cross-arms). Additional information about pe-
riods of constructed action and constructed dialogue were noted on the 
separate CA tier as well. Table 1 provides examples of these three sign 
types analyzed in the dataset. 

In summary, the expository IS lexical frequency dataset was annotated 
on several tiers during several passes of lexical analysis for the following: 
(1) presence of fully lexical forms; (2) presence of depicting, pointing, and 
gestural signs; (3) periods of constructed action; (4) presence of spoken 
language (English) mouthing; (5) selected depicting sign segments and 
their meanings and blended domains. 

RESULTS

High Frequency Signs in IS

A frequency count of the annotated IS data yielded 7,033 tokens com-
prising 1,751 different sign forms. The top 50 most frequent signs are 
shown in Table 2. These account for 42.5% of all tokens in the annotated 
collection, with pointing signs figuring prominently.

The top four most frequent sign types are pointing signs, which in 
total comprise 14.5% of the signs in expository IS. Lexical frequency 
studies of Auslan, ASL, BSL, and NZSL also report points are the highest 
frequency signs. 

After separating out lexical signs from partly lexical and nonlexical 
signs, the distribution of lexical signs from the rest (n = 4,383) com-
prise 62.3% of all tokens. The first 10 of the 50 most frequent lexical 
signs (n = 4,383) are deaf-h(auslan), what(asl), deaf1(asl), 
same(auslan), have(auslan), person (auslan), sign (auslan), 
good (auslan), different(asl), teach (asl). It is not surprising 
that the most frequent lexical signs used by IS presenters are deaf, sign 
(language), teach, work, important, association, interpreter, 
help, progress, country, and world. There are also many signs that 
are easily understood as ASL citation forms and Auslan citation forms 
(and they may be citation forms in other SLs, but this would require 
further study to compare). 

Rosenstock Main Pgs 1-220.indd   46 12/17/2015   9:18:40 AM



table 2.  Fifty Most Frequent Signs in Expository IS (n = 7,033)

Rank ID gloss Total % of n % Cumul

  1 
  2 
  3 
  4 
  5 
  6 
  7 
  8 
  9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 
18 
19 
20 
21 
22 
23 
24 
25 
26 
27 
28 
29 
30 
31 
32 
33 
34 
35 
36 
37 
38 
39 
40 
41 
42 
43 
44 
45 
46 
47 
48 
49 
50

PT:PRO3 
PT:PRO1 
PT:DET 
PT:LOC 
DEAF(AUS) 
G(5-UP):WELL 
WHAT(ASL) 
DEAF1(ASL) 
SAME(AUS) 
HAVE(AUS) 
PERSON(GEST) 
SIGN(AUS) 
PT:PRO2PL 
G(6-UP):GOOD 
TEACH(ASL) 
WORK(GEST) 
DIFFERENT(ASL) 
G(5-UP):HUH 
ONE(ASL) 
IMPORTANT(ASL) 
ASSOCIATION(GEST) 
G(5-UP):SO 
INTERPRETER(WFD) 
HELP(ASL) 
WORLD(GEST) 
CONNECT(ASL) 
CAN(ASL) 
PT:PRO3PL 
NOW(GEST) 
KNOW(ASL) 
GOVERNMENT(GEST) 
PT:POSS3 
ANALYZE(ASL) 
FINISH(ASL) 
NS:JAPAN 
THINK(ASL) 
COUNTRY(WFD) 
EXPLAIN(WFD) 
GROUP-TOGETHER(ASL) 
PROGRESS(ASL) 
YEAR(ASL) 
DISABLED(WFD) 
NINE(WFD) 
TWO(ASL) 
WRITE(ASL) 
GIVE(ASL) 
HOW(ASL) 
WANT(AUS) 
WOMANB(WFD) 
HEARING(WFD)

193 
182 
163 
141 
126 
110 
  99 
  98 
  96 
  94 
  85 
  87 
  75 
  62 
  61 
  59 
  56 
  56 
  56 
  55 
  54 
  51 
  50 
  49 
  47 
  42 
  41 
  39 
  38 
  37 
  35 
  33 
  32 
  32 
  32 
  32 
  31 
  31 
  30 
  30 
  29 
  28 
  27 
  27 
  27 
  26 
  26 
  26 
  26 
  25

2.7 
2.6 
2.3 
2.0 
1.8 
1.6 
1.4 
1.4 
1.4 
1.3 
1.2 
1.2 
1.1 
0.9 
0.9 
0.8 
0.8 
0.8 
0.8 
0.8 
0.8 
0.7 
0.7 
0.7 
0.7 
0.6 
0.6 
0.6 
0.5 
0.5 
0.5 
0.5 
0.5 
0.5 
0.5 
0.5 
0.4 
0.4 
0.4 
0.4 
0.4 
0.4 
0.4 
0.4 
0.4 
0.4 
0.4 
0.4 
0.4 
0.4

  2.7 
  5.3 
  7.7 
  9.7 
11.5 
13.0 
14.4 
15.8 
17.2 
18.5 
19.7 
21.0 
22.0 
22.9 
23.8 
24.6 
25.4 
26.2 
27.0 
27.8 
28.6 
29.3 
30.0 
30.7 
31.4 
32.0 
32.5 
33.1 
33.6 
34.2 
34.7 
35.1 
35.6 
36.0 
36.5 
37.0 
37.4 
37.8 
38.3 
38.7 
39.1 
39.5 
39.9 
40.3 
40.7 
41.0 
41.4 
41.8 
42.1 
42.5
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The 100 most frequent signs (all types) comprise 55.6% (3,910) of 
all of the sign tokens (7,033) in the dataset, with a large variety of dif-
ferent sign forms appearing. In addition, 1,162 signs occur only once in 
the corpus. More than half of these are depicting signs (n = 462) and 
gestures (n = 230). The other half are varied singly occurring forms from 
presenters’ NSLs, variations of these, as well as numbers, fingerspelled 
words, or low incidence signs that are listed in the Gestuno glossary or 
the WFD video materials. With this large number of varied sign forms 
and the relatively small number of highly occurring signs, the data empiri-
cally supports intuitions about the “limited” conventional lexicon in this 
international sign contact system. 

Distribution of Sign Types

The analysis of sign types in expository IS indicates lexical signs 
comprise 63.6% of the lexicon, with partly lexical pointing signs and 
depicting signs constituting the next largest type at 14.5% and 10.2% 
respectively (see Table 3). Gesture signs and the embodied enactment 
of constructed action (CA) and constructed dialogue (CD) make up the 
nonlexical material in expository IS, although only a few instances of CD 
occurred in the IS dataset. Gesture signs make up 8.8% of the tokens. 
Constructed action dialogue enactments were annotated on a separate 
CA tier in ELAN and was therefore tallied separately from gesture signs. 
There were 572 periods of CA in the dataset, which means that for every 
12 signs (on average), a period of CA occurs. Many gestures occurred 
within a period of CA (206 out of 645). Lastly, there are equal amounts 
of fingerspelling and name signs, at 1.7% each.

Lexical Signs in IS and Their Origins

Findings indicate that 63.6% of sign types in expository IS created 
by deaf presenters are lexical forms with some degree of conventional 
use in the international conference setting. A majority of lexical signs, 
58%, in IS are recognized citation forms in ASL, with the second most 
prevalent forms, 20.7%, recognizable as citation Auslan signs, a BANZSL 
sign language. Because lexical forms in IS have been shown previously to 
belong to more than one SL or SL group (Rosenstock, 2004), one can-
not say for certain that the sign forms observed in this dataset are only 
ASL or BANZSL signs. The amounts of fully lexical signs by SL origin 
is therefore limited by only these viewpoints. Many signs listed in WFD 
resources or known IS forms from conferences and activities of the WFD 
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are also frequent, comprising 10.7% of the lexical signs in the dataset. 
Signs that are listed in the Gestuno glossary comprise 7.9% of tokens. The 
remaining 2.3% sign forms are unknown, likely sourced from other SLs. 

Comparing IS to NSL Frequency Studies

Results from quantitative analysis of the 7,033 tokens indicate simi-
larities as well as differences in the type of signs distributed in the lexi-
con of expository IS compared to NSLs (see Table 3). The distribution 
of IS sign types is compared to what is reported in Auslan, ASL, and 
BSL to ascertain any unique type characteristics of IS expository dis-
courses. The differences in distribution of sign types shown in Table 3 
likely is due to the varying text types genres in the different corpora as 
well as coding differences between researchers (Cormier et al., 2011), 
which impacts comparability of data (Johnston, 2012). In order to make 
genre-specific comparisons between international contact signing and a 
NSL, two 5-minute Auslan lecture segments (publicly available) were 
also analyzed using the same methods as the IS source dataset. Although 
limited by sample size (n = 1,137), two samples of Auslan expository 
presentations were included to augment the comparison to Auslan formal 
texts (interviews).

The amount of fully lexical signs are lower in IS than in other sign 
language frequency results. Lexicalized signs comprise a lower percentage 
of the total in IS, at 63.6% when compared to ASL formal texts (80.2%), 
Auslan lectures (71.3%), and the more formal texts in the Auslan cor-
pus. IS exhibits much less fingerspelling than the NSLs, but overall much 

table 3.  Comparing IS Sign Type Distribution to NSL Sign Type Distribution

Sign type
IS lectures  
(n = 7,033)

Auslan 
lectures  

(n = 1,137)

Auslan  
corpus formal  
(n = 22,100)a

ASL formal  
(n = 1,363)b

BSLc  
(n = 24,864)

Fully lexical 
Fingerspelling 
Name signs 
Depicting 
Pointing 
Gesture

63.6% 
  1.7% 
  1.7% 
10.2% 
14.5% 
  9.0%

71.3% 
  8.3% 
  0.1% 
  3.9% 
15.0% 
  2.8%

69.4% 
  4.7% 
  0.5% 
  1.6% 
15.0% 
  8.8%

80.2% 
  4.8% 
  0.7% 
  0.9% 
13.4% 
  0.1%

62.0% 
  2.5% 
  1.1% 
  2.3% 
22.9% 
  8.7%

aFrom Johnston, 2012 .
bFrom Morford and MacFarlane, 2003.
cData from Cormier et al., 2011; depicting signs are called classifier signs in Cormier et al., 2011, 
and Morford and MacFarlane, 2003.
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more depiction and gesture than ASL and BSL. These differences are more 
pronounced when comparing data from similar text genre and register.4

Turning to other potential meaning-making elements in IS, one can 
see differences in the distribution of partly lexical and nonlexical compo-
nents in expository IS when compared to comparable text genres in NSLs, 
except for pointing signs. It is notable that the frequency distribution of 
pointing sign types is remarkably similar to their distribution in NSLs; in 
particular, prototypical indexing types are the most frequent sign types 
in IS as they are in Auslan, ASL, and NZSL (Johnston, 2012a). However, 
it cannot be assumed that points function with any universality in NSLs 
(and therefore in IS) as pronominal linguistic types or deictic gestural 
types (Johnston, 2013b) without further study of their form and function 
in a variety of NSLs (and in IS). 

The largest difference is that expository IS exhibits a higher amount 
of both depiction and gesture than Auslan (formal and lecture) and ASL 
formal texts. Depicting signs are productive signs with categorical and 
gradient properties and in NSLs combine meaningful units (handshapes, 
movements, locations, etc.) to create new forms (Brennan, 1992; Johnston 
& Schembri, 2007). In IS the need to create nonce forms to supplement 
limited established signs is more pronounced, given that lack of conven-
tional fully lexical forms available for discourse. 

The differences in gesture distributions are not easily compared. The 
ASL study does not elaborate on coding of gesture, and the Auslan data 
was based on formal interviews, not monologic lecture. Johnston notes 
that in the interview texts, there appeared to be many gestures due to the 
interactive nature of the data, such as cues for turn-taking. Neither the 
ASL nor the Auslan study reports on the amount of the gesture that is 
constructed action (Johnston, 2012, p. 14). Yet, a recent study on depict-
ing signs in Auslan grammar showed that CA is exploited in narrative 
text clauses (37.2%) rather than in the interactive conversations (6.1%) 
(Ferrara, 2012). CA occurred 572 times in the IS dataset, which suggests 
that gestural material in IS is much higher than what is reported in other 
similar NSL data.

Lexical Signs Can Be Modified to Show Meaning

In the data, there are numerous examples of signs that are sufficiently 
highly frequent and stable in form and meaning that they can be said 

4.  The BSL corpus data is not easily or fully compared given that the data 
includes conversational data rather than expository, formal text. 
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to have citation, established forms. At the same time, some of these are 
modified to express related meanings. The sign association (Figure 1a), 
which is listed in the Gestuno glossary, is a high frequency lexical sign in 
the data that conventionally tells specific information.

When this form is used, it typically refers to national or local deaf as-
sociations or organizations, yet in a few instances it was seen modified, 
by movement and location in space in a way that employs the form to 
mean to associate with and collaborate together (Figure 1b). 
In this way the sign uses movement between two locations to show that 
collaborative work was being done between two different country deaf 
associations.

Another example of a lexical sign in IS that was modified by a signer is 
the sign accept(asl) (Figure 1c). He articulates it markedly slowly, with 
the two-handed 5 hands moving in toward the chest and simultaneously 
starting to close into two flat O handshapes on the upper chest, but stop-
ping just before completing the final position of the sign. In most cases, 
the citation form occurs in the IS dataset (more quickly articulated start 
to finish, and without facial nonmanual signals to alter meaning). In this 
one case described above, the meaning the signer attempts to convey is jsl 
legal recognition is in the process of being accepted. He 
does so by modifying a very specific ASL citation “telling” sign, accept, 
in a gestural way that both shows and represents meaning abstractly. The 
slowed movement demonstrates the extended time it has taken to obtain 
government acceptance of Japanese Sign Language (JSL), and because the 
sign is nearly completely articulated (but not fully!), metaphoric refer-
ence is relied upon to represent meaning. the-body-is-a-container 
metaphor is seen here in the meaning intended; the flat O hands have 
not fully closed nor rested onto the chest to indicate bodily possession 
of the “thing,” that is, Japanese government acceptance had not fully 
been completed. Another simultaneous metaphor is operating in this sign: 
time-is-a-space-we-move-through. The time line that runs behind 

figure 1.  Examples of modified citation lexical signs: (a) association (gest) 

(b) association (gest), modified, and (c) accept (asl), modified.
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and through to the front of the body is often used in signed languages 
to indicate past, present and future. The sign shows “government accep-
tance” approaching slowly but since it has not yet been taken possession 
of, it remains just in front of the signer, yet slightly out of reach.

In these examples, it is evident that conventional signs in IS tell specific 
semantic information and they are modified in expository IS to gesturally 
show and metaphorically represent meaning. Showing and representing 
is even more evident in partly lexical signs and nonlexical gesture in IS. 

Partly Lexical Signs in IS 

Signs that are partly lexical and rely to a high degree on the context 
of the utterance are also observed in expository IS. These two types are 
pointing signs and depicting signs, described earlier.

Pointing Signs
Noted above, the most frequent signs in IS are pointing signs, compris-

ing 14.5% of all tokens in the data. The top four frequent sign types are 
points (pt:pro3, pt:pro1, pt:det, and pt:loc) respectively.

Pointing signs have several functions in SLs, one of the most important 
of which is for reference tracking. Others include an adverbial locating 
function, a determiner function, and a discourse cohesive function (via 
buoys). In a segment from one presentation in the data, an IS signer uses 
as many as nine pointing signs of varied subtype in a 12-second span, 
underlying their importance in the discourse.

In the segment, the signer uses points to show referential indexing to 
himself, and he directs points at tokenized objects of discourse or topics 
not physically present. He also points at fragment buoys, which are non-
dominant handshape holds at the end of a sign, to show the viewer what 
was just mentioned. Points also direct the audience to physical entities in 
space that are real, such as the large screen behind the presenter. 

In the IS data, pointing signs may be exploiting the gestural aspect of 
these signs, or they may be recruited for some linguistic role that might 
be pronominal or contributing to argument (subjects/objects) structure. 
There is continued discussion in the literature about pointing signs and 
their function, with recent evidence suggesting some SLs (e.g., Auslan) 
lack pronouns (Johnston, 2013). Without additional study of the pattern-
ing of pointing signs in IS and other semiotic material that occurs with 
them (e.g., eye gaze)—especially in comparison to NSLs—it is difficult to 
make claims about them in IS, except that the data reveals a large variety 
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of pointing signs and a similar percent distribution to what is reported in 
NSL lexical frequency studies (13.5–15%).

Depicting Signs 
In the expository IS dataset there are 721 distinct depicting signs, most 

of which occur once, a few recurring 2, 3, or as many as 6 times. In de-
picting signs observed in the dataset, formational aspects of signs (the 
handshapes, orientation and movement parameters) bear iconic resem-
blance to figure and ground referents that components are depicting. It 
is clear that IS presenters exploit the components of signs to show what 
they mean through depicting signs in IS discourse. 

In general, depicting signs were characterized in this study by five broad 
types and then further glossed with additional, more specific glossing for 
meaning. The majority of depicting signs represent movement (or dis-
placement) of entities (DSM), and others depict size and shape (DSS), or 
are entity locating (DSL), and some are handling entities (DSH). In most 
cases, handling entity depicting signs (DSH) co-occurred with constructed 
action, because enactment often involves the handling and manipulation 
of entities. DSH signs were not easily distinguished from gesture signs, 
and if they had been glossed as gestures the number would increase the 
percentage of gestures in IS by 0.5 %. Lastly there were depicting signs 
that backgrounded an entity (DSG) which were represented by the domi-
nant hand (however, in 180 instances the DSG were represented by the 
nondominant hand). Many of the depicting signs occurred on both hands, 
often in coordination, but also in a figure-ground relationship. The result-
ing effect was a large number of different depicting sign forms that were 
dependent on their utterance context for meaning, rather than prompting 
specific meaning (as a fully lexical sign would do). Additional evidence of 
the recruitment of formational elements of NSLs in IS is the fact that a 
majority of depicting signs occur only once in the dataset.

The productive nature of depicting structures, along with metaphor, 
is a potentially rich area of inquiry in crosslinguistic contact signing. 
Simple metaphor in SLs maps the linguistic form to a source domain, 
exploiting visual iconicity such that the linguistic form (i.e., handshape, 
movement, etc.) resembles the referent or a part of the referent in a meto
nymic relationship (Brennan, 1990; Wilcox, 2000; Taub, 2001). Often 
these metaphors are simple, orientational, and ontological, enabling an 
observer to estimate the meaning based on the iconic relationship between 
the articulator and the visual or embodied experience of the referent. 
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Another example of a depicting sign from this study that exploits icon-
ic and gestural features of formational parts of signs is shown in Figure 2. 
Sign forms that involve a handshape movement from a lower position 
to an upper position convey a meaning of an “increase” of some kind. 
Rosenstock (2004) mentions this as one example of effective metaphoric 
reference that was observed in her IS data. If the semantic domain of 
“increasing entities” is effectively mapped onto the form—the articulat-
ing hands and arms—as long as the lexical argument is understood, the 
observer will know what “thing” is increasing as well as the manner of the 
increase. The signer in Figure 2 refers to the increased interest and number 
of attendees at HIV training, after previous ones were not conducted in 
the local SL. The image created is one of a declining then increasing slope, 
as if a line on a chart, quantifying a numerical increase. The second half 
of the sign also resembles the ASL sign develop, however the presenter 
delexicalized the sign by initially constructing a downward sloping move-
ment that pivoted at the lowest point and then sloped upward.

Given that 10.2% of the signs in expository IS are depicting types, the 
use of depiction is evidently a strategy used to convey complex meanings 
in expository IS. The depicting signs from an IS utterance in Figure 3 be-
low exploit the metaphor of up-is-good and locations-are-states-
of-comparison. The signer indicates meaning by representing an idea 
that is not as explicitly specific as a fully lexical sign might tell, such as 

figure 2.  Depicting the concept of [decrease]/[increase] in IS.

figure 3.  Depicting sign: dsm(bc):raise-up-to-equal-point.
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the Auslan or ASL sign meaning compare. Meaning is created in the 
blended space established by the signer articulating the first depicting 
sign Figure 3, where she represents two comparative things—one being 
lower (worse) than the other, higher (better) one. The viewer doesn’t know 
specifically what is being told, but meaning is represented by the depicting 
sign sequence dsm(bc):raise-up-to-equal-point.

Nonlexical Signs: Gesture and Constructed Action

The amount of gesture incorporated into the studied IS presentations 
ranged between 5% to as high as 20% by some IS signers. Gesture tokens 
(n = 645) comprised 9% of signs in the IS data and the most frequent 
seven comprise 50% of all gesture signs in the dataset. There were 399 
different forms of manual gestures, most occurring once and 34 occurring 
twice. The three most common gestures—g(5-up): well/so/huh—are 
typically seen in NSLs as cohesive, discourse-marking devices and they 
appear to be functioning similarly in IS (see Figure 4).

Presenters used gestures to create meaningful symbols in IS utterances, 
such as a hand waving gesture, g:hey-you, or in the expression of enact-
ment and emotional responses via nonmanual markers and torso move-
ments, e.g., g(5-2h):figure-it-out.

Gestures that serve to negate utterances such as g(1-shake):no-no 
were frequent and support other studies’ reports of manual negation 
in IS (Supalla & Webb, 1995; Woll, 1990). One of the more common 
forms that most IS signers incorporated into their lectures was the gesture 
glossed as g(5-shake):wow. It occurred 23 times in the dataset and 
operates as a modifying form and in many cases means [very] or intensi-
fies some aspect of what is being discussed. 

In total, there were 572 periods of CA enactment. These enactments 
were coded separately on the CA tier and overlapped (were time-aligned) 
with gestures, depicting signs, and/or fully lexical signs on the dominant 

figure 4.  Examples of gestures in expository IS. (a) so/well, (b) figure-it-

out, and (c) shake:wow. 
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and nondominant ID gloss tiers. Because of these concurrences and sepa-
rate treatment of the two, the amount of CA is discussed as a separate 
finding and is not reported in terms of percentages of the total 7,033 
sign tokens. The frequency of CA enactment ranged on average from one 
enactment every 33 signs, to as high as one enactment every seven signs, 
depending on the presenter.

McNeill (2005) describes gestural viewpoints of “observer” and “char-
acter” for co-speech gestures, with gestures often acting as a “material 
carrier” (p. 98). The “material” in CA in IS enacts a visual story and 
shows a referent’s described activity. CA occurs not only simultaneously 
with gesture signs, but also with other types of signs. A clausal analysis 
was not made here; however, Ferrara (2012) showed that in Auslan, CA 
overlaps in clauses with sole depicting signs and in most cases CA serves 
as the argument in the clause. Varied frequencies of CA occurrence is sug-
gested to be a narrative device (Ferrara & Johnston, 2014) as opposed 
to obligatory (Quinto-Pozos, 2008). The prevalent occurrence of periods 
of CA in the IS data suggests that this form of semantically coordinated 
gestural material aids depicting signs and lexical signs to convey meaning-
ful utterances, similar to the way it is in NSLs, e.g., Auslan. 

In the IS data, CA co-occurred with manual, fully lexical signs with a 
single sign to as many as 11 signs in a period of CA. Lexical signs were at 
times aligned 1:1 with CA and thus offered additional gestural material 
to fully lexical signs. Often examples of CA in the IS dataset constructed 
complex utterances that resembled what Dudis (2004) describes as par-
titioned blends. With partitioned blends, the signer uses a two-handed 
depicting sign to represent material from the observer point of view, and 
shows a second blend from the point of view of the character. 

Depicting signs co-occurred with CA 152 times, gestures co-occurred 
with CA 206 times, and fully lexical signs were fully aligned to CA 182 
times. A follow up clausal analysis of this IS data would enable one to 
draw more conclusions about how CA and gesture (as two kinds of ges-
tural material in IS utterances) are distributed and participate with de-
picting signs and fully lexical signs. Nonetheless, some intuitions can be 
proposed from some of the findings.

Telling, Showing and Representing:  
Putting It All Together to Make Meaning

A selected discourse segment from the IS data is shown in Figure 5. 
The presenter describes how collaboration from Deaf associations from 

Rosenstock Main Pgs 1-220.indd   56 12/17/2015   9:18:41 AM



Telling, Showing, and Representing  :  57

other countries has influenced improved access for deaf people in English-
speaking East African countries, yet those in French-speaking West African 
countries experience great disparity in access to education and civic life.

The presenter uses a depicting sign, dsm(5-down):entities-fly-
in, at the end of this utterance to indicate the varied collaborators who 
have flown in to the area to aid in their development. She establishes 
discourse referents in the signing space via token blends |foreign asso-
ciations| and |local association|. The discourse referents of overseas deaf 

figure 5.  Depicting segment DSB5. “Collaboration from Deaf associations 

in other countries contribute to the local (English-speaking African countries’) 

knowledge and improvements” (translation by researcher, using a free rather than 

a literal approach; Napier, 2000).
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associations and their geographic distance are given with fully lexical 
signs, association(gest) world(gest) far(asl) far(asl). A point-
ing sign pt:loc deaf1(asl) association(gest) establishes the token 
|foreign (English-speaking community) associations| and a lexical sign 
articulated in a lowered, different space establishes the second token |local 
(English-speaking community) association|. In the utterance, the IS signer 
even articulates the sign association (gest) in each token location to 
show their different geographic location. The utterance is a good example 
of a complex construction that includes varied sign types (lexical signs, 
points, and depicting signs) and one instance of constructed action and 
uses signing space to map out references and build up the discourse main 
point.

In another example from the dataset, the IS presenter incorporates 
multiple, rich space blends that are highly metaphoric on several levels, 
and incorporates iconic elements. The signer presents abstract concepts 
about the struggles and progress deaf people continually experience in the 
aim to have SLs recognized, respected, and, in this context, integrated into 
appropriate and accessible education. The signed utterance is glossed as: 
teach(asl) deaf dsm(5-shake):entities-signlanguages-raise-
up dsm(5-2h):entities-repeatedly mow-over (Figure 6).

The articulation of the upwardly moving 5 hands conveys the image of 
“signing,” resembling the forms in many SLs for sign language, and also 
is a metaphor for achieving improvements in Deaf education. Nonmanual 
markers on the face and his torso movements begin the constructed ac-

figure 6.  Telling, showing, and representing with multiple sign types.
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tion, and the first depicting sign employs the 5 handshape to iconically 
map and represent multiple SLs (not just one SL or one group of people) 
in all countries on the individual fingers. The next depicting sign con-
veys the idea of something being mowed over, or cut off. Again, the 5 
handshape depicts (and iconically maps) multiple entities approaching 
sideways at the nondominant hand. The nondominant hand is a frag-
ment buoy that grounds and depicts the concept from the previous sign, 
raising-up. The dominant downward-oriented, 5 handshape repeatedly 
(three times) cuts across the grounded sign. This conveys the idea that 
sociopolitical forces from outside of Deaf communities negatively impact 
the goals and aims toward SL recognition, respect, and inclusion in Deaf 
education programs. In this example, the signer constructs meaning by 
using a lexical sign to tell the topic, then depicting signs and CA to show 
his points.

CONCLUSIONS

It is evident that in conference contexts where IS presentation is used, 
a small number of highly occurring signs, and a large amount of depict-
ing signs, points, and gestures contribute to the construction of meaning 
in these discourses. 

In this study, the reported high frequency lexical signs in IS indicate 
that presenters have a small set of regular, specific signs with which they 
construct meaning for a multilingual audience. However the observed in-
creased distribution of depicting signs, gesture, and enactment (CA) com-
pared to what is reported in frequency studies of natively occurring signed 
languages suggests that deaf IS presenters incorporate other strategies to 
demonstrate what they mean. These frequency results provide insight into 
unique characteristics of expository IS that enrich the description of IS 
and supplement what has been observed in other studies. 

Because of this fact, and given what I have shown regarding the re-
duced distribution of fully lexical signs in expository IS, presenters have 
less material to tell their specific information and resourcefully rely on 
demonstration to show meaning and represent meaning through pointing 
and gestural forms and metaphoric blending.

According to the data, there are at least 10% less established, lexical 
material in IS than in the same genre NSL texts. Even if only approximate, 
these numbers support prior claims that there is a smaller number of 
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lexicalized forms in IS than in NSLs. While not unexpected, what this im-
plies for expository IS discourse is that limited conventional, fully lexical 
signs used in IS presentations potentially impact the information gleaned. 
The semantic economy and specificity provided by conventional lexical 
forms would therefore be lacking and the presenter’s messages would need 
to be grounded in additional meaning-making elements in the discourse 
through depiction and gesture. Fully lexical signs in expository IS may 
resemble lexicalized sign in the viewer’s native SL that tell the same mean-
ing or a completely different meaning, hence either helping or hindering 
comprehension. How this impacts comprehension needs closer examina-
tion and is addressed in Rosenstock (this volume) and Whynot (2015).

This chapter uncovers meaning-making strategies employed by deaf 
conference presenters, but leaves open other questions about the effective-
ness of the forms created and whether they are understood by different 
audience members. At the very least, it offers empirical data that can 
help inform others about the creative resources that signed language us-
ers recruit to communicate across language barriers and it contributes to 
the small amount of information about a specific genre of International 
Sign contact. 
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Comparative Analysis of Depicting 

Signs in International Sign and 

Natural Sign Language Interpreting

Christopher Stone and Debra Russell

Across the globe, there are increased opportunities for Deaf interpreters 
to provide interpreting services in a range of settings, from one-to-one 
interactions between Deaf and nondeaf participants in medical, legal, and/
or employment settings, to working with larger audiences in educational 
and conference settings. While frequently the work of Deaf interpret-
ers and their co-interpreters occurs in the national signed language of 
the country (for example, into British Sign Language [BSL] or Langue 
des Signes Québécoise), there are other occasions when Deaf interpreters 
provide interpreting services into what is known as International Sign 
(IS). Recently, research attention has turned to the work of interpreters 
providing IS, with the goal of increasing our understanding of this unique 
language contact between users of different signed languages. 

In this study, we examined the work of IS teams providing interpreta-
tion at an international conference. Previous research emphasized clear, 
communicative IS as being visually motivated, without further descrip-
tions of the embodied nature of experience and its role in motivating 
IS production (Allsop, Woll, & Brauti, 1995; Suppalla & Webb, 1995; 
Rosenstock, 2008). The term visual could mean iconic language use, al-
though iconicity is complex and may be further categorized (Taub, 2001). 
Depiction is one type of iconicity where, in addition to their usual func-
tion, verbs also depict the event they encode (Dudis, 2007) and usefully 
describes experientially motivated decisions in IS interpreting. Using a 

We thank Keith Gamache, the research assistant who worked on this project 
at Gallaudet University. We also thank the ESRC and SSRC for funding through 
the Collaborative Visiting Fellow program, which supported the collection of 
these data.
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depiction framework from the work of Dudis (2007), we broadened our 
analysis of previously reported findings (Stone & Russell, 2014) and 
analyzed verbs that depict action and verbs that depict process within 
the pivot languages (Kaiser, 1999) of the co-interpreter (CI) and IS of the 
Deaf interpreter (DI). Finally we examined the nonmanual markers used 
to depict the experience of self within the interpretation by observing the 
similarities and differences among the DIs, CIs (American Sign Language 
[ASL] and BSL were the pivot languages), and ASL interpreters. The re-
sults showed that the manifestations of depiction in the signing of the 
deaf interpreters is more evident than in that of the nondeaf CIs. Across 
all interpreters, the highest ranked categories were indicating verbs and 
depicting verbs, and the lowest ranked were life size I (i.e., the depiction 
of life-sized objects and events in front of the signer), hand/entity/self D 
(i.e., the hand represents an entity associated with the “experiencing self” 
being depicted that does not occupy a location in the life-sized depiction), 
and space as entity (i.e., a two-dimensional plane in front of the signer 
that cannot be manipulated such as a calendar or map). The results hold 
implications for interpreters working in teams to provide IS interpretation 
and interpreter educators who are preparing Deaf and nondeaf teams to 
work between a natural signed language and IS. The results may also be 
of interest to organizations tasked with developing the early accreditation 
processes for IS interpreters.

WHAT IS INTERNATIONAL SIGN?

International Sign has been described as a contact phenomenon and 
situational pidgin (McKee & Napier, 2002), although its features do not 
match those of a pidgin (see Lucas & Valli, 1992). It is ostensibly an 
extension of foreigner talk; that is, it incorporates the same types of lan-
guage modification native signers use to interact with nonnative signers. 
Foreigner talk includes “slower rate of speech, louder speech, longer 
pauses, common vocabulary, few idioms, greater use of gesture, more 
repetition, more summaries of preceding utterances, shorter utterances 
and more deliberate articulation” (Gass & Madden, 1985, p. 4).

International Sign has no single, globally established form, although 
there does exist some organizationally established lexicon (Supalla & 
Webb, 1995). The organizational use of an established lexicon and inter-
national signing strategies differs from the gesture-rich interaction one 
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might see in an ad hoc situation where two Deaf people engage in com-
municative “translanguaging” (Creese & Blackledge, 2010). This is where 
Deaf people from different cultures communicate by drawing upon their 
knowledge of the iconicity of signs and other foreign sign languages. 
Organizational lexicons are situational in nature and thus are not able to 
easily convey rich meanings to Deaf people who have had no exposure to 
or practice with the organization’s established lexicon. Greater mobility 
of Deaf people within some transnational regions (e.g., Europe) results in 
greater frequency of exposure to Deaf people from other countries within 
those regions, greater knowledge of the lexicon of other signed languages, 
and more frequent use of “international” signing strategies. This is by no 
means a new phenomenon; Laffon de Ladébat (1815) describes Clerc’s 
meeting with the deaf children at the Braidwood school: 

As soon as Clerc beheld this sight [the children at dinner] his face be-
came animated; he was as agitated as a traveller of sensibility would 
be on meeting all of a sudden in distant regions, a colony of his own 
countrymen. . . . Clerc approached them. He made signs and they 
answered him by signs. This unexpected communication caused a most 
delicious sensation in them and for us was a scene of expression and 
sensibility that gave us the most heartfelt satisfaction. (pp. 170–173)

This gives us an example of a situational pidgin between a Deaf person 
who used langue des signes française (LSF) and Deaf children who used 
BSL. This type of contact was not uncommon within Europe. The Paris 
banquets for deaf-mutes (sic) in the 19th century are another example of 
the coming together of Deaf people in a transnational context, although 
it is not clear whether a situational pidgin was used in Paris: 

There were always foreign deaf-mutes in attendance, right from the 
first banquet. At the third, there were deaf-mutes from Italy, England, 
and Germany. . . . It seems that many of these foreign visitors . . . were 
painters drawn to Paris to learn or to perfect their art, and even to stay 
on as residents. Several decades later, deaf American artists . . . and the 
painter J. A. Terry (father of the Argentinean deaf movement) probably 
all participated in the banquets. (Mottez, 1993, p. 147)

Mottez continues:

Deaf-mute foreigners, in their toasts, never missed a chance to empha-
size the universal nature of signs, claiming that “it easily wins out over 
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all the separate limiting languages of speaking humanity, packed into 
a more or less limited territory. Our language encompasses all nations, 
the entire globe.” (p. 149)

It is not clear whether another signed language served as a matrix lan-
guage (the pattern) for less fluent LSF users with LSF vocabulary brought 
in, thus creating a situational pidgin, or whether the length of stay of the 
banqueters meant that LSF was the language of interaction.

Deaf people traveling is not the only form of transnational contact 
within the Deaf community. The education of teachers of the Deaf has 
often resulted in some signed languages having similarities. As McCagg 
(1993) notes, teachers of the Deaf for the Hapsburg Empire were trained 
in Germany. In Ireland, the education system and Irish Sign Language 
(ISL) were originally influenced by BSL and then later by LSF (Burns, 
1998). All three of these languages (BSL, ISL, and LSF) have influenced 
or become the progenitor of other signed languages that have become 
dialects or independent signed languages (Aarons & Akach, 1998; 
Johnston, 2001). As with spoken languages, sign language labels often 
depend on politics rather than linguistic description. These influences 
spread throughout the globe from across Europe to the Americas to the 
Antipodes.

The colonial influence on sign languages via institutional education 
is something that has likely influenced the comprehensibility of “inter
national” signs. European sign languages were brought to many countries; 
BSL has directly influenced many signed languages and in turn some 
of its dialects have been influenced by LSF, particularly those also in-
fluenced by ISL (Woll, Sutton-Spence, & Elton, 2001). LSF has had a 
profound influence on many signed languages, including ASL (Lane, 
1984) and Russian Sign Language (Mathur, Rathmann, & Mirus, cited 
in Woll, Sutton-Spence, & Elton, 2001, p. 29), and its footprint spread 
across central Asia into the area of the old Soviet empire (Ojala-Signell 
& Komarova, 2006). The sign languages of other colonial powers in 
Europe influenced the education systems of the Americas (such as Italian 
Sign Language [LIS] and Spanish Sign Language [LSE], which influenced 
Argentina’s languages), and German Sign Language (DGS) has had an 
influence on Israeli Sign Language (Namir, Sela, Rimor, & Schlesinger, 
1979). ISL and ASL have been brought to many countries in the southern 
hemisphere through education and religious missionary work (Hiddinga 
& Crasborn, 2011; Nyst, 2010).
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These linguistic influences could also affect the types of linguistic struc-
tures that we see in IS, including the use of timelines, topographic space, 
and the metaphoric use of space (with the future in front, the past behind, 
and hierarchies of more powerful higher and less powerful lower, etc.). 
Although the use of family trees to document the influence of one sign 
language on another has not been that successful, it is clear that many 
urban signed languages (Jepson, 1991) have complex relationships with 
each other. It is not clear how useful and effective IS would be for users 
of rural signed languages (Jepson, 1991).

International Sign is, however, an effective mode of communication for 
many Deaf people in transnational contexts and has been used as a lingua 
franca at international events, including all the Deaflympics and the first 
Silent Games in 1924, in which nine European countries took part. Inter-
national signing was also used in a global political movement, the World 
Federation of the Deaf (WFD), established in Rome in 1951. Interpreta-
tion into IS has been provided since 1977 (Scott Gibson & Ojala, 1994).

Thompson, Vinson, and Vigliocco (2009) have shown a processing 
advantage for Deaf people in language-based tasks of iconicity. This 
heightened awareness may be attributed to daily gestural interactions 
with hearing nonsigners with no exposure to a visual language, where 
iconic signs influence the signer’s gesture repertoire and signs found to be 
frequently effective inform signer notions of iconicity. Some parameters 
of some signs may be more transparent to other Deaf individuals (meta-
phoric path movement, metaphoric location, mouth gestures) than others 
(handshape). Furthermore, visual motivations for iconicity may well be 
more transparent in much the same way that Japanese giseigo (words 
mimicking voices) are more transparent for English speakers with no 
exposure to spoken Japanese (Iwasaki, Vinson, & Vigliocco, 2007), due 
to the direct resemblance.

When two Deaf individuals come together, both having similar experi-
ences of interacting with hearing nonsigners with no exposure to a visual 
language and both having experience of using a visual language, iconic 
signs can be used effectively to generate a situational pidgin. The more 
experience one has in trying to communicate with Deaf people who use 
different languages, the greater the exposure to different visually moti-
vated lexicons and the greater number of strategies and resources an indi-
vidual signer will have for situational translanguaging. This also coincides 
with the tolerance of the Deaf community for low frequency or atypical 
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grammar, due to the low incidence of native signers with typical language 
acquisition (Neidle, MacLaughin, Lee, Bahan, & Kegel, 1998, p. 34).

This communication also heavily relies on the inferential processes of 
the watcher to understand the lexical narrowing or broadening of the 
sign presented. Strings of actions and descriptions are presented from an 
experiential perspective for interlocutors to understand context-specific 
meanings.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: WHAT IS DEPICTION?

Dudis (2007), building on the work of Liddell (2003), uses the term 
depiction to describe the iconic mapping terms that visually represent 
semantic components in signed languages.1 Further, Dudis suggests that 
there are additional components within these iconic representations, 
namely the subject (or the self), vantage point, and temporal progression. 
Distinguishing between depicting and nondepicting verbs, Dudis stresses 
that depicting verbs depict the event they encode (2007) and that signers 
can depict an experiencing self, through constructed dialogue, constructed 
action, or handling classifiers. Such depictions can be represented within 
the life-sized depiction or be physically associated with the self but not 
occupy a life-sized location. In addition, Dudis suggests that an event can 
be depicted without any representation of self, using devices for describing 
an event or scene or concrete object, exploiting generic space, event space, 
real space, or blended space (see Dudis, 2007, for a complete discussion 
of this topic). 

Dudis provides compelling evidence for the depiction of settings, ob-
jects, and events as core features of ASL discourse, where iconicity is dem-
onstrated and explicated. Thus, this cognitive linguistic framework led 
us to question whether the interpreters working in IS might demonstrate 
similar approaches in representing depicting verbs. Further, we wondered 
whether the co-interpreter acting as the feed interpreter to the Deaf IS 
interpreter might use specific forms of depicting verbs and whether these 
verbs would be retained or changed in the IS interpretation. If they were 
changed, in what ways were they different? Would there be a difference 
in the occurrences of each depiction type in each language? How might 
individual preferences or team strategies differ? By examining our dataset 

1.  For many years depiction was the study of classifiers (see Zwiterslood, 
2012, for a comprehensive discussion of classifiers). 
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through this linguistic framework, we sought to explore the potential 
significance for understanding the nature of experientially motivated lin-
guistic decisions in IS interpreting.

DESCRIPTION OF STUDY AND DATASET

This study is an examination of a team of Deaf interpreters and non-
deaf2 co-interpreters working as interpreting teams at an international 
academic conference. We also have data of a team of nondeaf interpret-
ers working from spoken English to ASL at the conference, although 
that dataset is not analyzed here. We explore the strategies utilized by 
Deaf-nondeaf (DI-CI) interpreting teams to provide renderings into IS 
(see Stone & Russell, 2014). The nondeaf co-interpreters provided the 
pivot language (Kaiser, 1999) in a natural signed language (ASL or BSL) 
and the Deaf interpreters worked from natural signed languages into IS. 

For the purposes of this chapter, we have drawn data addressing the 
following three research questions:

1.  Will verbs that depict action and verbs that depict process within 
the pivot language of the CI be retained or changed in the IS 
interpretation of the DI? 

2.  Will we see differences in the use of depiction within the 
interpretation between the DIs and CIs?

3.  In what ways might individual interpreter preferences or team 
preferences impact the use of depiction in the target IS?

At a large international conference, we recruited experienced interpret-
ers to participate in the study. The University of Alberta granted ethics 
approval for the study. A total of four interpreters participated, and each 
had at least 10 years of experience as sign language interpreters. All par-
ticipants had extensive experience working in multilingual, international 
settings, where teams of interpreters work concurrently. The interpret-
ers working from English-BSL-IS had previous experience as a team; the 
English-ASL-IS team members had not worked with each other before.

All four interpreters had been involved in interpreter education, both 
as recipients and as instructors. All of the interpreters possessed profes-
sional certification in their own countries, were active members of their 

2.  We use the term nondeaf rather than hearing to ensure the discussion is 
Deaf-focused.
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national interpreter professional associations, and were involved in trans-
national interpreter organizations. The DIs have been actively involved as 
interpreter leaders, promoting the use of Deaf interpreters in all aspects 
of community, conference, and multilingual settings.

The two Deaf interpreters have been sign language users since birth, 
born to sign-language-using families. Both CIs are nonnative sign lan-
guage users with more than 25 years of experience using their signed 
language; both were working in their principal language combination 
(ASL-English or BSL-English) and had experience working with DIs in 
both community and conference settings. The two English-ASL interpret-
ers are also nonnative sign language users and both have used ASL for 
more than 25 years. During rest periods and when communicating among 
the wider interpreting team (DIs, CIs, and English-ASL interpreters), all 
of the interpreters used ASL.

Data Collection

The interpreting data were collected during a single session. During 
that presentation session, several interpreting teams were working along-
side each other. These included a team that was providing an IS interpreta-
tion from the English source message; a team that was providing an ASL 
interpretation; an English-French interpreter; and several other teams of 
sign language interpreters working in languages other than the confer-
ence’s official languages.

The video footage of the interpreters’ work was imported into ELAN 
(a video annotation software developed by MPI). Time-coded annotations 
were added to the footage to explore depiction strategies within and be-
tween the DI-CI teams. Different tiers were used to identify the depiction 
features used in structure of the pivot language and the target language.

DATA ANALYSIS

Three individuals analyzed the data: a Deaf doctoral student, who is a 
native signer of ASL with more than 5 years of signed language annota-
tion experience, and the two researchers. The Deaf doctoral student had 
limited exposure to IS, and despite several experiences interacting with 
non-American Deaf people, he was not familiar with using IS within 
academic conferences or other institutional settings. The goal of having 
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an IS-naïve coder was to ensure that any depiction identified by the coder 
was transparent to an IS-naïve Deaf viewer. As he said,

It is part of the project to see me, as a native ASL user, how I see de-
piction in international sign. It is outside my norm, and sometimes I 
struggle to understand if it is actually a depiction.

Thus part of the project’s design is profiting from the intuitions of our 
ASL-native data coder during the first and subsequent viewings of the 
natural sign language and IS interpreted language product.

Using the coding descriptions created by Dudis in a depiction 
flowchart,3 separate tiers were created for each of the categories. The 
linguistic types included in the analysis were metonymy, indicating verb, 
depicting verb, partitioning, constructed dialogue, contrasted action, tem-
poral compression, diagrammatic setting, diagrammatic event, multiple 
life size, psychological experience, life-sized scene no self, life-sized hand 
entity and self, space as entity, buoy, timeline, and token. The data were 
coded, contrasting the interpreting work of the Deaf interpreter and non-
deaf co-interpreter within the teams and across the teams.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

In Table 1 we show the total number of depicting signs used by the DIs 
and CIs, arranged from the most frequently used numerically to the least 
frequently used numerically. When considering the differences between 
Deaf and nondeaf interpreters, two (nonsignificant) differences indicated 
a larger sample size might provide us with a significant difference for the 
following: the total use of depiction for Deaf interpreters (M = 253.33, SD 
= 33.08) and nondeaf interpreters (M = 174.67, SD = 41.48); t(4) = 2.57, 
p = 0.062; and the use of depicting verbs for Deaf interpreters (M = 33.00, 
SD = 7.81) and nondeaf interpreters (M = 19.33, SD = 8.39); t(4) = 2.07, 
p = 0.108. This would appear to confirm anecdotal discussions of the 
visual nature of IS. Depicting verbs that “depict the event they encode” 
such that “the verb’s iconicity constrains its usage” (Dudis, 2007, p. 3), 
and this specific type of iconic encoding motivated from a visual-tactile 
experience of the world, aptly identify this visual nature of “good” sign 
language production.

3.  See http://www.sign-lang.uni-hamburg.de/lrec2008/pdf/lrec2008_dudis.pdf.
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The use of indicating verbs, the most frequent type of depicting signs 
used by all of the interpreters, showed no significant difference between 
Deaf interpreters (M = 73.33, SD = 21.55) and nondeaf interpreters 
(M = 45.33, SD = 15.50); t(4) = 1.83, p = 0.142. Further analysis of 
natural sign languages and IS would be needed to ascertain whether in-
dicating verbs are more frequently used in natural sign language use or if 
this is specific to interpreted sign language. 

These data suggest that when CIs are providing the pivot language 
for DIs there is a desire to ensure that patient and agent roles are clearly 
identifiable—hence the use of verbs that indicate who is doing what to 
whom. The DIs then produce the target language (IS), which has a greater 
number of indicating verbs than the pivot language. This could be an 
example of “foreigner talk” with its greater use of gestures, in that indicat-
ing verbs are often discussed as being a fusion between morphemes and 
pointing gestures (Liddell, 2000). As such, this greater use of gestures by 
employing indicating verbs could be a strategy to ensure that semantic 

table 1.  Use of Depiction.

Depiction type DI1 DI1(2) CI1 CI1(2) DI2 CI2 Total

Indicating verb 
Depicting verb 
Constructed dialogue 
Constructed action 
Token: N 
Life-sized scene no self: G 
Diagrammatic setting 
Buoy: L 
Temporal compression 
Diagrammatic event 
Metonymy 
Psychological experience 
Multiple life-size: C 
Partitioning 
Timeline: M 
Space as entity: K 
Hand entity and self: D 
Life size: I 
  Total

  51 
  29 
  13 
  25 
  8 
  25 
  11 
  7 
  10 
  19 
  3 
  4 
  1 
  2 
  5 
  2 
  1 
  0 
216

  94 
  42 
  36 
  25 
  11 
  11 
  21 
  16 
  14 
  4 
  5 
  7 
  1 
  2 
  1 
  1 
  0 
  0 
291

  30 
  15 
  10 
  19 
  5 
  17 
  12 
  2 
  13 
  5 
  8 
  10 
  7 
  3 
  4 
  2 
  0 
  0 
162

  61 
  29 
  19 
  40 
  1 
  11 
  9 
  12 
  5 
  7 
  13 
  6 
  1 
  2 
  5 
  0 
  0 
  0 
221

  75 
  28 
  28 
  7 
  52 
  7 
  9 
  7 
  10 
  12 
  8 
  5 
  7 
  7 
  0 
  3 
  0 
  0 
265

  45 
  14 
  18 
  6 
  21 
  7 
  5 
  11 
  1 
  5 
  3 
  1 
  3 
  0 
  0 
  1 
  0 
  0 
141

  356 
  157 
  124 
  122 
  98 
  78 
  67 
  55 
  53 
  52 
  40 
  33 
  20 
  16 
  15 
    9 
    1 
    0 
1296

Note. See Dudis’s flowchart for a description of the depiction types with letter, such as Token: N.
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relationships are more transparent to the audience. Indicating verbs ap-
pear to be a feature of most sign languages described to date and as such 
this seems a reasonable strategy to be employed as part of foreigner talk.

As described by de Beuzville, Johnston & Schembri (2009), 18% of 
the tokens in a corpus of Auslan narratives were indicating verbs and 
a further 8% of the tokens in the corpus were depicting verbs. When 
compared with other text types, narratives have a greater incidence of 
depiction than other text types (see Fenlon, Schembri, Rentelis, Vinson & 
Cormier, 2014). We did not undertake a token count but we can compare 
the relative ratio of 2.25 indicating verbs to depicting verbs. In Table 2 
we show some interaction between teams and the frequency of some de-
piction features. Please note that a lower ratio means that the number of 
indicating verbs is similar to the number of depicting verbs (i.e., a greater 
number of depicting verbs than one would expect in a narrative), and it 
is worth noting that the sources in English are presentations and lectures 
rather than narratives.

It is difficult to ascertain from these data whether the text type (presen-
tation versus narrative) influences the relative ratios. During this session 
there were several speakers, and this might have influenced the difference 
between the use of indicating verbs and depicting verbs. However, the 
ratio of depicting verbs to indicating verbs decreases in the second session 
of the work of team 1. 

During the first session introductions were made and descriptions were 
given of the local community development, including specific anecdotes of 
individual actions (i.e., moments of narration within a presentation/lec-
ture text type). These would appear to be more narrative in structure with 
more depicting verbs than indicating verbs. Team 2 was much less nar-
rative. Team 1 showed an increase in the relative use of indicating verbs 
in their second session, although this was the third interpreting period.

Team 2 still had a greater ratio of indicating verbs to depicting verbs. 
This could be influenced by several factors, but there appears to be 
some interaction or convergence of the team styles. Both teams actively 

table 2.  Indicating and Depicting Verb Frequency.

Depiction Type DI1 DI1(2) CI1 CI1(2) DI2 CI2

Indicating verb 
Depicting verb 
Ratio

51 
29 

1.76

94 
42 

2.24

30 
15 

2.00

61 
29 

2.10

75 
28 

2.68

45 
14 

3.21
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supported the rendering team and witnessed each other’s work. When 
team 1 began their second session, they employed a greater level of indi-
cating verbs, suggesting that once the initial session established a rapport 
with the audience via greater use of depicting verbs, a narrative structure 
was used. These data support that the target language of the CI inter-
preters’ pivot language and DIs’ target language of IS shifted during the 
interpretation once the discourse was established. 

There are other clear differences between teams 1 and 2, as seen in 
Table 3. 

There was one significant difference for the use of constructed action 
between team 1 (M = 27.25, SD = 8.96) and team 2 (M = 6.50, SD = 
0.71); t(4) = 3.09, p = 0.037. Even though there is a clear team difference, 
the use of these features by the CI interpreter in the pivot language does 
not appear to influence the production of these features within the IS tar-
get language. DI1 clearly used constructed action as a strategy to convey 
meaning in IS; DI2, however, did not use constructed action as frequently. 

There was also one (nonsignificant) difference that appears to indicate 
that a larger sample size might provide us with a significant difference—
the use of timelines by team 1 (M = 3.75, SD = 1.89) and team 2 (M = 
0.00, SD = 0.00); t(4) = 2.64, p = 0.057. Timelines were used by CI1 in 
the pivot language as a strategy for presenting information clearly, and 
this was not something that DI1 relied on. This might also demonstrate 
that team 1 became more used to working with each other, as DI1 showed 

table 3.  Constructed Action and Timeline Frequency.

Depiction Type DI1 DI1(2) CI1 CI1(2) DI2 CI2

Constructed action 
Timeline: M

25 
  5

25 
  1

30 
  4

40 
  5

7 
  0

6 
  0

table 4.  Team 2 Top 4 Ranked Depiction Types.

Depiction Type DI2 % CI2 %

Indicating Verb 
Token: N 
Depicting Verb 
Constructed dialogue

75 
52 
28 
28

28 
20 
11 
11 
70

45 
21 
14 
18

32 
15 
10 
13 
70
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much less use of timelines during the second session even though the level 
of use by CI1 appears to be consistent.

Team 2 had the same top four ranked, with use of tokens appearing in 
the second position (see Table 4). 

This use of tokens could either be a team strategy to manage the pro-
cess, the influence of CI2 on DI2’s IS language construction, or the influ-
ence of their shared natural sign language. Notwithstanding token use, 
indicating verbs and depicting verbs rank in the top four in team 2’s use 
(DI2 39% and CI2 42%) and in the top four in team 1’s use in both ses-
sion 1 (DI1 37% and CI1 28%) and session 2 (DI1 49% and CI1 41%) 
(see Tables 5 and 6). 

Further differences can be seen between both teams that identify the 
different levels of experience working with each other and again the dif-
ference in the shared natural languages being used as the pivot language. 
Team 1 also uses “life-sized scene no self-depiction” as a strategy in both 
the pivot language and the IS target language. Although team 2 also uses 
this strategy, it is used sparsely.

There is further evidence of convergence of interpreting style across 
the DIs: When DI1 undertakes session 2, constructed dialogue becomes 
the third most frequent depiction type used.

table 5.  Team 1 Top 4 Ranked Depiction Types Sessions 1.

Depiction Type DI1-1 % CI1-1 %

Indicating Verb 
Depicting Verb 
Constructed action 
Life-sized scene no self: G

51 
29 
25 
25

24 
13 
12 
12 
61

30 
15 
19 
17

19 
  9 
12 
10 
50

table 6.  Team 1Top 4 Ranked Depiction Types Session.

Type (#) DI1-2 % CI1-2 %

Indicating Verb 
Depicting Verb 
Constructed dialogue 
Constructed action

94 
42 
36 
25

34 
15 
13 
  9 
71

61 
29 
19 
40

28 
13 
  9 
18 
68
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It could also be because the text type changed after the initial introduc-
tions and teams 1 and 2 were interpreting similar text types. Considering 
indicating verbs, depicting verbs, and constructed dialogue as the prin
cipal forms of depiction in the pivot language and IS target language, this 
accounts for DI1 43% and CI1 34% (session 1), DI2 50% and CI2 55%, 
and DI1 62% and CI1 50% (session 2) of their depiction use.

There is less consistency in the use of specific depiction types across 
the CIs, although the CIs do rank indicating and depiction verbs within 
their four most frequently used depiction types. CI1 initially uses a greater 
number of depiction types than CI2. In fact, in these data the top four 
depiction types for CI2 and DI2 are the same and account for 70% of the 
depiction use. This further confirms that team 2 used fewer features than 
team 1 generally (Stone & Russell, 2014) and might be a further indica-
tion of team 2’s greater experience working as a CI/DI team.

IMPLICATIONS FROM FINDINGS

In the dataset, the number of annotations using depiction is more evi-
dent with the deaf interpreters than the nondeaf co-interpreters. Across 
all interpreters, the highest ranked categories were indicating verbs and 
depicting verbs; the lowest ranked were life size I, hand/entitity/self D, 
and space and entity. The findings may have implications for programs 
and organizations providing training for IS interpreters and Deaf/nondeaf 
interpreting teams as they look at the linguistic foundation and strategies 
that contribute to IS interpretation. 

As programs examine curriculum used for such training, there are op-
portunities to consider the level of knowledge and awareness that the 
interpreters have of linguistics, particularly depiction strategies. The data 
revealed a greater number of depicting verbs than expected for a narrative 
text type even though the overriding text type was presentations/lectures. 
This invites further exploration and research across a larger sample and 
in a variety of communicative events—in what ways does the discourse or 
text type influence the target language output? 

Finally, a noticeable shift was observed in the target language and the 
pivot language once the discourse appeared to be established, thus inviting 
future investigation about the nature of team interaction and the impact 
on the interpretation product and process.
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As part of the global discussions about the nature of IS and how best 
to assess whether an interpreter is qualified to provide IS interpretation, 
this dataset may provide some insight into the linguistic strategies that 
IS interpreters adopt in order to render a visual target language text. 
It may also foster exploration of processes of assessment that impact 
performance, such as the team construction and the differences when 
the Deaf IS interpreter is able to choose the nondeaf CI that they work 
with versus being assigned a nondeaf CI who may be unfamiliar to them. 
These aspects are crucial elements in any discussion of the competencies 
required by interpreters providing International Sign.

LIMITATIONS

This exploratory study contributes to our understanding of the 
decisions made by interpreters working in a natural sign language as a 
pivot language, and interpreters working from a pivot language into Inter-
national Sign. The results show the frequent use of depicting verbs in both 
target texts; however, these data are gathered from four interpreters at an 
international conference that addressed educational issues. A larger study 
that explores interpreting across a range of international settings, for ex-
ample, political or sporting events, would broaden the dataset and may 
suggest different patterns of depicting verbs and representation of self. 

In this study, the interpreters working in International Sign did not 
know the Deaf audience participants; had the interpreters and the Deaf 
participants known each other, it may have resulted in different linguistic 
motivations and decisions for structuring the iconicity with the target 
text.

CONCLUSIONS

Based on the results of this study, it would be useful for future research 
to examine a larger dataset that captures data across a range of settings 
and a variety of text types in order to determine if there would be signifi-
cant differences in the use of depicting verbs between deaf and nondeaf 
interpreters. 

The results showed that DIs employ a greater number of construc-
tions using depiction than the nondeaf CIs. Across all interpreters, the 
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highest ranked categories were indicating verbs and depicting verbs, and 
the lowest ranked were life size I, hand/entity/self D, and space and entity.

The results hold implications for interpreters working in teams to pro-
vide IS interpretation and interpreter educators who are preparing Deaf 
and nondeaf teams to work between a natural signed language and IS. 
The results may also be of interest to organizations tasked with develop-
ing the early accreditation processes for IS interpreters.
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Comprehension of Expository 

International Sign

Rachel Rosenstock

Fusillier-Souza (2006) describes a typical and central feature of urban 
sign language (SL) communities, namely the lack of geographic unity for 
Deaf communities. This holds even more true for the multilingual interna-
tional Deaf community. However, Hiddinga and Crasborn (2011) contend 
that there is a “global, cultural community of Deaf people” (p. 489). In 
recent years, the body of research on cross-linguistic communication has 
been growing. However, discussion is often focused on nomenclature, 
emergence, linguistic features, and interpretation (see Woll, 1990; Supalla 
& Webb, 1995; McKee & Napier, 2002; Moody, 2002; Rosenstock, 2008; 
Hiddinga & Crasborn, 2011; Green, 2014; Whynot, 2015; inter alia).

This essay aims to expand the debate to the comprehension of cross-
linguistic communication. Here, I distinguish between two forms of cross-
linguistic communication within the Deaf community: On one end of a 
continuum of degrees of conventionalization stands cross-signing, a term 
recently coined by Zeshan, Keiko, & Bradford (2013) and described in 
more detail in Zeshan (2015). This denotes the ad hoc “communication 
between sign language users with divergent linguistic backgrounds who 
have no language in common and minimal experience of international 
contact” (Zeshan et al., 2013). As the definition states, cross-signing re-
quires face-to-face dialogical contexts, since much of the meaning making 
happens cooperatively between the interlocutors (Zeshan, 2015). On the 
other end of the spectrum is a partially conventionalized communication 
system functioning as a lingua franca in the international Deaf commu-
nity, in particular in the context of World Federation of the Deaf (WFD) 
board meetings and conferences, Deaflympics, Deaf Way, and other large 
gatherings (see McKee & Napier, 2002; Rosenstock, 2004; and Whynot, 
2015, for detailed descriptions). Hiddinga and Crasborn (2011), as others, 
use the term international sign (IS), but in contrast to most use lower-
case letters to emphasize the fact that even if partially conventionalized, 
“[international sign] is not a name for a specific variant, but a term that 
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refers to a highly variable phenomenon, defined by its use rather than its 
structure” (p. 494). Whynot (2015) specifies IS in the context of lecture 
settings as expository IS, a term used in this chapter as well, and further 
distinguishes between interpreted IS and signed IS (i.e., produced directly 
by a presenter). 

While a discussion of meaning making (a term used with regard to 
cross-signing by Zeshan, 2015) has been part of most studies and reports 
on IS, comprehension by audience members has been the focus of only 
two empirical studies to date, namely Rosenstock (2004) and Whynot 
(2015). Zeshan’s (2015) article describes and discusses at length the ne-
gotiation of meaning between the participants cross-signing with each 
other. However, in expository IS, the strategies described for cross-signing 
cannot be applied (easily). Regarding IS, a part of my 2004 study com-
pared comprehension of interpreted expository IS, directly produced IS, 
and American Sign Language (ASL) by nonsigners and signers of different 
linguistic backgrounds using a computerized nonverbal multiple-choice 
test as well as free summaries of the clips. It was a first attempt at cap-
turing something that had been previously only anecdotally discussed 
(see Coppock, 1990a, 1990b; Bergmann, 1990; Moody, 2002; inter alia). 
Whynot (2015) focused her study of IS comprehension on sequences of 
expository IS, highly frequent lexicalized signs, and depiction sequences 
(p. 130). Signers’ comprehension in five different countries were tested 
using four quantitative and one qualitative measure. To what degree and 
under which circumstances a communication system is comprehensible 
has or should have bearing on teaching international sign to new users 
(interpreters or not) and assessing interpreting services? Suggestions for 
practical applications are discussed here. 

FEATURES OF EXPOSITORY INTERNATIONAL  

SIGN DISCOURSE

As mentioned previously, IS is used both in direct communication 
between individuals (e.g., the WFD General Assembly [see Green, 2014] 
or board meetings of the WFD or International Committee of Sports for 
the Deaf (ICSD) [see Mesch, 2010]). In addition, IS is used by presenters 
or interpreters in lecture settings (McKee & Napier, 2002; Rosenstock, 
2004; Whynot, 2015). Stone (2012, p. 991) observes an increase in usage: 
“Besides IS serving as a direct form of communication between users of 
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different sign languages, IS interpretation (both into and from IS) is now 
also increasingly provided.”

Adam (2012) summarizes features of expository IS as follows: iconi-
city, visual-spatial expression, mime, gesture, subject-verb-object word 
order, five types of negation, verb agreement, referents in the environ-
ment, and signs recognized as conventional in IS. This list is certainly not 
exhaustive, but it shows the broad range of linguistic means available to 
users of expository IS. In terms of discourse structure and usage, IS texts 
are described as longer in duration and slower in production (McKee 
& Napier, 2002; Rosenstock, 2004). Hiddinga and Crasborn (2011,  
p. 499) point out that “while international sign is a flexible medium that 
can be very efficient if the interlocutors share a lot of general cultural 
and situation-specific background knowledge, it is not likely that the 
same communication speed can be obtained as when using a shared sign 
language.”

General features of the genre apply as well and are described for ASL 
and Auslan by Roy (1989), Zimmer (1989), McKee (1992, in Napier, 
2007, p. 410), and Napier (2006). Eye gaze, body shifts, and mouthings 
have been identified as playing a significant role in structuring and mar-
king lectures in signed languages (see Napier, 2007, for a literature re-
view). Co-construction opportunities are reported to be minimal in these 
settings; however, Napier (2007) describes several strategies employed 
by interpreters to ensure comprehension of a deaf consumer, namely eye 
gaze, head nod/shake, and pauses. Because of intermittent eye contact 
between the interlocutors, these feedback signals could be considered 
and, when necessary, the interpreted output adjusted. This cooperati-
on in the creation of meaning is made much more difficult in a typical 
conference setting where IS might be used, because working jointly and 
including feedback is hardly possible for large audiences. 

COMPREHENSION OF INTERNATIONAL SIGN 

One of the participants in the survey by Mesch (2010) states: “It may 
not be necessary for IS to have a single, ideal sign for a concept. What is 
important is the success of communication itself” (p. 6). This immediately 
begs the question: what determines success? Certainly, comprehension on 
the part of the audience will figure prominently in the answer. 
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Making Meaning

Zeshan (2015) describes how in cross-signing “meaning is co-created 
and negotiated between sign language users from different countries 
who do not have any language in common” (p. 221). However, cross-
signing is linked to settings where participants interactively create a 
“shared multilingual-multimodal space” (p. 223) in addition to their own 
communicative resources. This is particularly clear in Zeshan’s descrip-
tion of communicating about dates (232ff.): the participants uniformly 
struggle to communicate the various formats of dates in their respective 
cultures to each other but succeed in the end using a variety of commu-
nicative resources: “In the absence of any shared language, the partici-
pants in the conversation are involved in a difficult ‘meaning-making’ 
task that challenges the entirety of their multilingual, multimodal, and 
meta-linguistic skills” (p. 228). Zeshan formulates this clearly: “the 
target meaning is a matter of negotiation” (p. 236) and subsequently 
demonstrates repeated interactional patterns (“INTRODUCTION–
ACCOMMODATION–PERSISTANCE” [IAP], Zeshan et al., 2013) that 
reflect this meaning-making in cross-signing. Zeshan (2015, p. 251) also 
points out that “when [the introduction of a sign] is not immediately 
followed by [an accommodation] because there is a problem with com-
prehension, a repair sequence may intervene, sometimes repeatedly, until 
a form is found that is suitable for the shared multilingual-multimodal 
space.” Zeshan describes the conversations employing cross-signing as 
being “full of difficulties, hesitations, misunderstandings, and repairs” 
(251). Through post hoc interviews, Zeshan was able to determine that 
despite many successful sequences, “there are many instances where 
attempts at communicating something are abandoned, or where signers 
think they have understood each other, but have actually miscommuni-
cated” (p. 251).

Many of the described strategies employed by the participants in 
Zeshan’s (2015) study do not apply to expository IS, although Winston 
and Roy (2015, p. 97) point out that “presenters frame presentations to 
the responses and reactions of the audience. . . . They pause for laughs or 
nods of agreement; they scan the audience for signs of understanding.” 
Meaning is not negotiated in the same way between interpreter and audi-
ence as it is in instances of cross-signing (Moody, 2002). IS users will bring 
into a setting their respective individual “multilingual-multimodal space” 
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consisting of “all the gestural, written, spoken and signed languages and 
modes that the individuals have experienced in their lifetime” (Zeshan, 
2015, p. 236). While in cross-signing situations, meaning is a result of 
joint negotiation and the IAP process described earlier (Zeshan, 2015, 
pp. 236, 241); this mechanism is much more subtle or absent in exposi-
tory IS. One of the participants in the WFD survey describes this: “In 
lectures where [there] is limited feedback available, IS is not adjusted to 
suit the recipient” (Mesch, 2010, p. 8). 

Despite this lack of overt negotiation of meaning, the IS interpreters—
like the cross-signers in Zeshan’s study—arguably have a preconceived 
notion about what linguistic structures and lexical items will be suc-
cessfully understood by the target audience: “The initial shared space 
would be filled not with actual linguistic structures and communicative 
resources, but with conjectures in terms of what each participant expects 
to have in common with the other participant” (Zeshan, 2015, p. 239). 
This notion also influences linguistic choices: “participants continuously 
entertain multiple simultaneous hypotheses . . . about what their inter-
locutor is likely to understand (which then in turn influences the choices 
in their own signed output)” (Zeshan, 2015, p. 248). This is described 
in Green (2014) as “linguistic commensuration,” namely “the process 
whereby signers actively try to produce linguistic forms that signers of 
other languages can make sense of, and to understand their utterances 
in return” (p. 447). In the same context, she describes that it “aims at 
(though does not necessarily achieve) understanding across difference” 
(ibid., emphasis added). 

McKee and Napier’s (2002) analysis of interpreted IS identifies a 
number of strategies used to adjust to the multilingual audience, making 
the interpretation both redundant and concise, as well as “predictable 
in form” (p. 41). These competing motivations between being both as 
explicit as possible and as conventionalized as possible are also described 
in detail in my analysis of interpreted IS: “At times, as in the omissions or 
the use of tokens, the economic considerations clearly override the need 
for iconicity. In other contexts, such as lexical choices or explanations 
of basic terms, the repetitions or expansions suggest a heavier reliance 
on an iconic motivation” (Rosenstock, 2008, p. 154). Considering the 
unidirectionality of the discourse, the signer is forced to select linguistic 
material assumed to be understood by the diverse audience members. 
This is also emphasized by Moody (2002) and explained in more detail 
by Scott Gibson and Ojala (1994, p. 5): 
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The competent interpreter has developed highly refined skills in mes-
sage analysis, and is able to break down the information received into 
its most fundamental components until the core meaning of the utter-
ance is identified. Then, with the knowledge of Sign Languages . . . is 
able to produce the message in such a way that Deaf people receiving it 
are able to use their own knowledge and life experience to reconstruct 
the pared down core information for comprehension.

All these strategies, however, are limited to adjustments by the presenter 
or interpreter and do not reflect the actual comprehension of the target 
message. 

Comprehension of IS 

Experts seem to differ in their view on how much can successfully be 
transmitted using IS. Green (2014, p. 458) reports that 

multiple people attending the GA [General Assembly of the WFD in 
2007 in Madrid], including delegates, either told me or mentioned 
in my presence that they could not fully understand IS (nor could I). 
What is more, some people contested the very presumptions that the 
use of IS meant that everyone present would understand and/or that 
interpreters were antithetical to the GA’s mission. 

On the other hand, the nearly 30 years of experience with IS make 
another expert who participated in the WFD survey (Mesch, 2010, p. 8) 
much more optimistic: “It was obvious that 80% to 95% of the infor-
mation is successfully transmitted now after 30 years of IS interpreter 
development. Very successful in international meetings when the audience 
is experienced with international conferences and when the interpreters 
are professional and experienced.” 

Monteillard (2001, quoted in Fusillier-Souza 2006, p. 35) discusses 
effective IS communication and distinguishes between discursive, cogni-
tive, and linguistic resources. Furthermore, she describes IS as “a self-
organizing linguistic strategy developed to enable extremely efficient 
communication among deaf people from all parts of the world” (quoted 
in Fusillier-Souza, 2006, p. 35, emphasis added). Other researchers con-
cur: “Although deaf people report different levels of satisfaction about 
the efficacy and communicative depth of international sign, time and 
again it appears to come about spontaneously and is reasonably effective” 
(Hiddinga & Crasborn, 2011, p. 493). Green (2014, pp. 451ff.), however, 
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cautions against the general assumption that comprehension of interna-
tional sign is based on the selection and understanding of “individual 
signs (with the possible exception of signs perceived as standard) and sign 
combinations on the basis of a non-arbitrary form-meaning relationship, 
usually glossed as iconicity.” In my own 2008 publication, I investigate 
more closely the culturally motivated nature of iconic signs and come to 
the conclusion that iconic signs are “iconic only to those who share the 
[relevant] cultural knowledge” (Rosenstock, 2008, p. 144). Green (2014) 
continues: “The critique of iconicity, which can be extended to metaphor, 
metonomy, and ‘visual concepts’ more broadly, makes it exceedingly clear 
that prior familiarity—if not with the signs then with particular social 
worlds—affects how and if signers understand IS” (pp. 451ff.). McKee 
and Napier (2002, p. 31) describe this conflict with regard to linguistic 
choices of IS interpreters: 

In order to judge what a translated message will mean to the target 
audience in relation to their experience and cultural assumptions, inter-
preters need a deep awareness of potentially contrasting cultural frame-
works as well as fluency in the source and target languages. Familiarity 
with the target audience and their culture includes knowledge such as 
the standard of education and the kind of information and experiences 
that they have been exposed to, prior to and in the current context. In 
an international setting with a diverse deaf audience, much of this has 
to be assumed to be roughly in common, even though in reality there 
is a wide range of variation from the core commonalities.

In my own work, I analyze this aspect in the lexical composition of 
IS and its possible effect on comprehension: “Although the influence of 
European SLs on especially African SLs is widely recognized . . . , the 
number of cognates [of IS forms] with European SLs was significantly 
lower in both African and Asian SL. This suggests that despite the historic 
relation between European and especially African SLs, consumers of IS 
from Africa and Asia have a disadvantage in comparison to signers from 
Europe or North America” (Rosenstock, 2004, p. 67). 

Both Stone (2012) and Hiddinga and Crasborn (2011, p. 494) em-
phasize the co-constructive role of the audience in comprehending IS: “IS 
interpreting can be successful as a means of communication, depending on 
the experience of the users of the interpreting services. . . . The conversati-
onal partner is required to make at least as much effort in understanding 
as the signer/speaker makes in producing understandable communication” 
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(Stone 2012, p. 992). This meaning construction is described in Green 
(2014) as drawing on two major sources. On the one hand, she describes 
“modality-based resources” and on the other “pragmatic strategies of 
sense-making” (p. 452). She explains: “Signers are aware of and capitalize 
on (what they assume to be) shared knowledge and experiences, such as 
related cultural backgrounds and being deaf in hearing-majority worlds, 
as well as on the more immediate context of the social setting or event” 
(ibid.). 

Comprehension Testing in IS

To measure the efficacy of IS used by presenters and/or interpreters and 
identify specific linguistic and social factors influencing the efficacy, the 
comprehension of the target audience needs to be assessed. In order to as-
sess both the global comprehension as well as different linguistic features 
of expository IS, a multiple-method approach is necessary. Finally, the 
audience of expository IS is typically diverse. Detailed information on 
their linguistic and cultural background and previous experience with IS 
is necessary in order to contextualize the results of comprehension tests. 

In the first attempt to assess comprehension of IS empirically (Rosen-
stock, 2004), I recruited 51 participants who were assigned to one of five 
groups1: 

1.  native signers of ASL, 12 participants; 
2.  native signers of Western SLs, 11 participants;
3.  native signers of SLs from Asia, Africa, and the Middle East, 14 

participants; 
4.  hearing second-language (L2) users of ASL, 10 participants; 
5.  hearing US nonsigners, 4 participants.

Participants in groups 2 and 3 were recruited during the summer and 
fall from the incoming international student population at Gallaudet Uni-
versity and had a varying degree of exposure to IS and/or ASL and were 
thus deemed to be a good representation of participants at international 
conferences in the Deaf community. Participants were asked to complete 
a series of nonverbal multiple-choice questions regarding the contents of 
nine different video clips. Five of the clips were excerpts of interpreted 
IS collected at Deaf Way II, two clips were excerpts of ASL lectures from 

1.  For a detailed description of the classification of SLs into groups 2 and 3, 
see Rosenstock (2004, pp. 67ff.).
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the same event, and two clips of signed IS were produced for the purpose 
of this study by an experienced deaf IS interpreter and trainer based on 
contents of lectures at Deaf Way II (Rosenstock, 2004, p. 69). The clips 
were about 1 min long. 

In a first assessment of global comprehension, participants were asked 
to watch each of the clips and describe the contents in free summaries, 
which were audio or video recorded. Deaf participants were given a choice 
of using their native SL or ASL; hearing participants were instructed to 
either use ASL or English. The free summaries were subsequently trans-
lated into English. The second approach attempted to capture com-
prehension of specific linguistic features of IS via a series of nonverbal 
multiple-choice questions (MCQs) relating to each of the video clips, 
presented in the program Powerlabratory (version 1.0.3). After watching 
each clip in turn, the participants were presented with four hand-drawn, 
simultaneously shown pictures, one of which accurately represented the 
contents and three of which were structurally or sematically similar but 
incorrect. This procedure was repeated for all nine clips. Figure 1 shows 
an example of a multiple choice question, relating to a clip on interviews 
with participants from different countries. 

figure 1.  Example of a multiple choice question for testing IS comprehension.
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Results of the free summaries seem to indicate that signed IS (as op-
posed to interpreted IS and ASL) is more comprehensible across groups. 
This is not surprising, because without time pressures and the enormous 
cognitive load of the interpreting task, an IS signer is able to better plan 
and execute the text (Rosenstock, 2004, p. 70). Comprehension can also 
be differentiated according to linguistic/cultural backgroud: While not 
quantifiable, native ASL signers and signers of European SLs seem to 
grasp many of the concepts as well as the relationship between them 
(agens, patiens, instrument, etc.). L2 learners of ASL and signers of SLs 
from Asia, Africa, and the Middle East were able to understand (or re-
produce) single signs, but global comprehension was low. They had “dif-
ficulties determining the relationship between the entities involved in a 
proposition. There were problems with both numbers and fingerspelling. 
While tokens were recognized as such, the concepts represented by them 
were not always clear. The referents for surrogate entities were often 
confused” (Rosenstock, 2004, p. 247). Surprisingly, nonsigners performed 
relatively well in the summaries, particularly when surrogates were 
employed. Most were able to exploit iconicity of lexical items, which 
confirms Pizzuto and Volterra’s (2000) results on hearing nonsigners’ 
recognition of lexical items from NSLs. Two examples of translations 
of summaries of clip 9 on government funding opportunites for small 
businesses are given:

1.  “Well, deaf people, they work. Just like everyone, they need to 
have money. And in America, you have the SBA [Small Business 
Administration], that’s part of the government. And deaf people 
can ask the SBA for a grant. So, to review: deaf people who 
can’t find work or don’t have money, there’s the SBA, as a part 
of the government, to give out grants. So now, here in America 
there’s this one deaf person who does have work, but he still 
asks the SBA for a grant. So he gets the money and continues 
working, all the while paying back the SBA. That’s a real good 
system here in America and in other rich countries they have the 
same opportunity. But now, in poor countries, people are stuck 
without the SBA. They can’t find any money” (European SLs, 
participant 8).

2.  “Poor. Money. Someone is pleading and then gets money. 
That person works. America. Can’t. Money” (other SLs, 
participant 5).
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In the summary by participant 5, syntactic structures are mostly miss-
ing and only single concepts are listed. In contrast, the summary provided 
by participant 8 is (almost) complete, explains the complex sequence of 
events, and reflects good comprehension of lexical items. 

The results of the MCQ tests confirm these qualitative results. Both 
linguistic background of the signers (groups 1–5) as well as type of in-
put (signed IS, interpreted IS, ASL) yielded statistically significant results 
in a two-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) test (Rosenstock, 2004, 
pp. 228ff.), confirming that these two factors affect comprehension of IS. 
The tests confirm what is assumed in most papers on IS: Both signed and 
interpreted IS are statistically significantly easier to comprehend than ASL. 

Analyses of the different groups and their comprehension of specific 
linguistic features is revealing in term of which strategies employed by 
presenters and/or interpreters are successful. Five MCQs tested compre-
hension of fingerspelling. Results indicate that slower production resulted 
in better comprehension. For number comprehension, results indicate 
that what Zeshan (2015) describes as representation by “digits” (num-
ber of fingers extended equals intended numeral; for numbers above ten, 
sequences are produced) are not always understood well. As an example, 
the signer in clip 7 signs ten eight to represent “18.” Across groups, 
participants were better able to understand a sequential representation of 
the digits (one nine nine nine for “1999”). Across linguistic features, 
the comprehension of agens and patiens in verbal constructions seemed to 
be most difficult. Scores for indicating verbs and surrogates are particu-
larly low in comparison to depicting verbs or tokens, which were better 
understood by all the groups. Figure 2 shows the compared comprehen-
sion scores by the groups for types of linguistic structure. 

Results clearly show that all signers have advantages over nonsigners 
in comprehending signed input. Not surprisingly, users of ASL (L1 or L2) 
and European SLs have an advantage when trying to comprehend IS—at 
least in this instance, where data was collected in the United States from 
IS interpreters with linguistic backgrounds in ASL and British Sign Lan-
guage (BSL). More surprisingly, use of surrogates, a feature described as 
typical for IS and used strategically by IS interpreters (McKee & Napier, 
2002), seems to be more difficult to comprehend, at least in the context of 
my study. The difficulty seems to lie with identifying the referents and/or 
understanding the generic use of the first-person reference. This is exam-
plified in a free summary of clip 9 by one of the nonsigning participants: 
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3.  “I can’t find my money. I look everywhere, but I can’t find it!” 
(nonsigner, participant 2) 

Whynot (2015) focuses her analysis of IS comprehension on expository 
IS used directly by presenters (“signed IS”) and expanded upon and im-
proved methodology in comparison to my approach (Rosenstock, 2004). 
Thirty-two signers from five different countries (Japan, Czech Republic, 
Brasil, USA, Australia) were recruited and tested. Each was shown five 
segments of expository IS produced by a range of signers from different 
linguistic backgrounds. This was followed by a variety of comprehension 
tests (subjective comprehensibility ratings, structured questions, lexical 
identification, depicting sign clusters, and in the case of one clip a retell 
task). As a means of comparing comprehension of NSLs and IS, Whynot 
included one video segment from the IS corpus translated into the respec-
tive NSL of each participant. Whynot also developed a scoring rubrix for 
retold contents, creating a measurable assessment of the results. 

Whynot’s (2015, pp. 197ff.) results indicate that subjects believe that 
familiarity with the topic, use of gestural elements, and a shared cul-
tural experience enhance comprehension. “It is suspected this is related 
to shared linguistic and gestural conventions, which includes recognition 
of familiar surrounding spoken language mouthings appearing in the IS 

figure 2.  Comprehension scores by groups and types of linguistic structure.
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lecture material” (p. 207). Comparisons of self-reported, subjective assess-
ments of comprehension with the results of the structure content ques-
tions show a discrepancy: “Findings are significant here because when 
attendees watch an IS lecture they may think they are comprehending 
more than they actually are, because understanding global information 
and some main points may create the illusion of fuller comprehension” 
(p. 213). Success in comprehending the lexicon of IS “is mainly due to the 
observer’s familiarity with the IS conventional lexical form. Otherwise, 
the sign may be a cognate from the observer’s own NSL, or a transparent, 
iconic form. Unfortunately, iconicity does not always aid comprehension 
of a lexical sign, and there are some forms that are opaque to people who 
are not accustomed to using this IS contact system” (p. 226). Analyzing 
depicting sequences, Whynot (p. 265) emphasizes the need for context in 
comprehension: “Depicting signs in IS can aid comprehension of more 
general discourse organization, but they work in context and coordi-
nation with other symbolic material in IS discourse utterances.” This 
confirms my own findings (Rosenstock, 2004) of participants struggling 
with identifying referents. Whynot’s (2015, p. 238) detailed analysis of 
demographics linking to specific aspects of IS comprehension (lexical IS 
score and content questions core) identifies statistically significant factors 
that positively influence IS comprehension, namely, participants who had 
(1) any amout of travel experience; (2) are native signers of or acquired 
ASL before age 3; (3) know English; (4) had completed university educa-
tion; and (5) had any amout of experience in using IS had an advantage 
over other participants (p. 242).

DISCUSSION

In her introduction to signed language interpreting, Frishberg (1986) 
emphasizes one of the most important aspects of SL interpreting, namely 
“how well the deaf viewer will understand the interpreter” (p. 41). This 
aspect of the interpreting process has been the focus of only a few em-
pirical studies (Napier, 2002; Marschark et al., 2004, 2005; Rodriguez 
Ortiz, 2007; Rodriguez Ortiz & Mora Roche, 2008). The two studies 
reviewed here, Rosenstock (2004) and Whynot (2015), aim to identify 
factors influencing the comprehension of IS. While in both cases methodo
logical limitations suggest the need for more research, a number of areas 
were identified that significantly impact the comprehension of exposi-
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tory IS. The studies identify several factors that influenced comprehen-
sion of IS: type of input (signed IS, interpreted IS, own NSL or ASL); 
linguistic/cultural background of presenter/interpreter; linguistic/cultural 
background of audience member; lingustic feature (lexicon, depiction 
strategies, fingerspelling, number system, mouthing, inter alia); type of 
information (pragmatic, global, detailed); and familiarity with topic. It 
must be assumed that there are more factors and that these interplay in 
complex ways. Expository IS is used in a wide variety of settings and 
communicative constellations. An experienced presenter using IS with an 
experienced audience familiar with IS will make different lexical, struc-
tural, and pragmatic choices (see Best et al., this volume) than an in
experienced user of IS in a setting with a diverse and unknown audience. 
In an interpretation, additional factors apply that are touched upon only 
briefly in this paper: multilingual international settings typically are char-
acterized by the use of several spoken and/or signed languages, not all 
of which might be familiar to the interpreter, and language competency 
in familiar languages might vary greatly (de Wit, 2010, p. 226). Even if 
the interpreter knows a particular language, decoding foreign accents 
might complicate matters further (p. 227). As more languages are present, 
the process of interpreting becomes more complex, often including relay 
interpreting. These factors likely also have an effect on comprehension 
but these have not been investigated to date. de Wit points out that only 
two interpreting programs in Europe train students in more than one 
spoken/signed language. That also implies that “the interpreters currently 
practicing in multilingual situations do not have specialized training to 
do so” (p. 36). To bridge this educational gap, de Wit (2010) and de Wit 
and Sluis (this volume) suggest several strategies, including preparation. 
Most effectively, training should be provided (Scholl, 2008). The WFD 
has recognized this need with regard to international sign and has recently 
founded the IS Interpreting Working Group in order to develop regula-
tion and assessment for IS interpretation at international events (Turner 
& Napier, 2014). 

Not surprisingly, Whynot’s (2015) thesis confirms that audience mem-
bers’ previous experience with IS has a significant effect on comprehen-
sion. Apart from instituting training of IS interpreters, providing some 
type of training for potential audience members at international events is 
another possibility. Apart from periodic workshops and preparatory semi-
nars ahead of large international events, resources for autodidactic train-
ing are scarce. For the lexical level, the official DVD of IS signs frequently 
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used in WFD contexts (WFD, 2008) and an online dictionary of IS signs 
(DeafPlus, 2012, in Whynot, 2015, p. 121) exist but do not seem to reach 
the (potential) audience successfully, according to Whynot’s (2015) lexi-
cal frequency study. A positive exception is the Signs2Cross project (see 
http://signs2cross.signwiki.org/index.php/Main_Page), which aims to pro-
vide access to IS via videos of a wide variety of signers.

Considering the high context dependency of the form of IS presenters 
or interpreters use (McKee & Napier, 2002; Rosenstock, 2004; Whynot, 
2015; inter alia), any research conducted outside of the immediate setting 
will lose reliability. Methodologically, Zeshan’s (2015) study on mean-
ing making in cross-signing can also inform comprehension testing of 
IS, as it documents the process of meaning making. Both investigations 
of IS comprehension to date have attempted to quantify comprehension 
post hoc, that is removed from the actual context of production. Whynot 
(2015, p. 202) notes: “At times, some nuances about the make-up of the 
audience and degree of formality of the presentation were missed, because 
study participants were not actually at the conference and were merely 
observing a video recording of the conference context.” While certainly 
challenging, an in situ investigation of ongoing co-construction of mean-
ing by presenter/interpreter and audience would recognize both context 
dependency of IS features as well as the online comprehension by audi-
ence members. Winston and Roy (2015, p. 98) describe this for lectures 
in general and point out that “while we are in the middle of discourse, 
we have only part of the text, and we build our interpretation of it based 
only on what we have, not the text as a whole.” Napier’s (2007) study 
of cooperation in interpreted discourse between a Deaf presenter and a 
hearing interpreting team suggests capturing this process via a multiple 
method approach might be possible. 

CONCLUSION

Ladd (2008, p. 51) considers international events where people interact 
through IS a “site in which we can locate some of the deepest manifesta-
tions” of deaf collectivity. Zeshan’s (2015) recent paper describes some 
concrete mechanisms by which this collectivity can be created through 
joint meaning making through cross-signing. The review of literature in 
this essay attempts to give an overview and make explicit some of the 
mechanisms at work when attempting to comprehend IS. Many past 
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papers have focused on either the linguistic status or specific features 
of IS. Detailing the two attempts to date to systematically identify and 
correlate different factors influencing comprehension (Rosenstock, 2004; 
Whynot, 2015) provides a starting point for training, interpreter certifica-
tion, and potentially a shift in our perception of IS. 

In 1990, Ansgar Bergmann poignantly stated: 

WFD provides international interpreters for those countries that can-
not afford their own interpreters. Provision is not perfect, but it is 
important to emphasize that it is an emergency solution, which does 
not give satisfactory benefit. If deaf people get 50% benefit from lec-
tures, it is better than no access to information. (Bergmann, 1990, p. 3)

The widespread and increasing usage of IS today suggests that it is no 
longer an emergency solution. Nevertheless, results in Rosenstock (2004) 
and Whynot (2015) show that overall comprehension is far less than 
lecture comprehension in NSLs (as reported by Marschark et al., 2005), 
albeit higher than Bergmann’s estimate. 

As a trainer of IS, Oyserman (this volume) suggests several strategies 
for novice interpreters of IS, namely visual thinking, use of space, and em-
ploying English mouthings where the audience requires. Whynot (2015) 
and Rosenstock (2004) identify linguistic as well as sociodemographic 
factors positively influencing comprehension of IS (see above). Certainly, 
this knowledge should be communicated to IS (interpreter) trainers and 
be part of a possible certification process for IS interpreters. However, 
comprehension of IS seems to be more than just the decoding of a code: 
“Participants observing IS presentations seem to integrate the forms dif-
ferently from how they process discourse in their NSL, mainly from the 
contextual knowledge that they are attending to a mixed language system. 
Additional research on processing differences between NSL reception and 
IS or other contact language reception is needed to verify this intuiti-
on” (Whynot, 2015, p. 218). Methodologically, creative ways of testing 
comprehension in situ, at the event and during IS usage might provide a 
window into the more global processes involved. 

Finally, (non)comprehension has a cultural and political implication. 
This is referenced by Baumann and Murray (2009, p. 6): “Because of their 
constant interaction with others, Deaf people can become a model of a 
cosmopolitan community. Through the use of gesture and international 
sign language and through their empathetic bond that is a product of the 
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shared Deaf experience, Deaf people are models of human interaction in 
a globalized world.” Green (2014, p. 461) is more cautious and points out 
the moral resposibility that comes with using IS: “Communication in IS is 
neither effortless nor pre-given; signers must engage in linguistic but also, 
and more fundamentally, moral labor, predicated on and productive of 
expected and valued forms of relationality. It is this value that motivates 
and gives meaning to deaf people’s commitment to and, even in dissent, 
use of IS” (p. 461).
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International Sign: An Exploration 

Into Interpreter Preparation

Maya de Wit and Irma Sluis

The number of sign language interpreters varies per European country, 
depending on the available educational programs for interpreters and 
existing accessibility legislation. National deaf1 associations, as well as 
national sign language interpreter associations, still report a lack of quali-
fied sign language interpreters to meet the demand, especially interpreters 
with special skills such as in health-care interpreting (de Wit et al., 2012). 

Not only national sign language interpreters are needed; there is also 
a demand for international sign interpreters within Europe.2 Because of 
the increased involvement of the European Union of the Deaf (EUD) and 
stakeholders at the European level, the request for international sign in-
terpreters has increased within EU institutions and in the political arenas 
in Brussels, Strasbourg, and Geneva (Turner & Napier, 2014). 

In this essay, we take a closer look at international sign interpreters 
working at EU institutions and European level organizations. First, we 
provide an overview of the current status of international sign interpreters 
at the European level, the need for international sign interpreters, and 
the hiring and recruitment process. The overview is based on a literature 
review, analyses of public and organizational information, and a ques-
tionnaire on the background profiles of international sign interpreters. 
Second, we take a closer look at the preparation for an assignment by 
international sign interpreters. In particular, we consider the questions if 
preparation is needed and, if so, which preparation techniques are needed 
for an international sign assignment in comparison to an assignment in 

1.  In this article we use lowercase deaf to refer to any deaf person regardless 
of community or cultural affinity.

2.  There are different ways to define Europe. It can be defined by geographical 
location, by the members of the European Union (http://europa.eu/about-eu/countries 
/index_en.htm), or by the states of the Council of Europe. (http://www.coe.int/en 
/web/portal/country-profiles). In this article, Europe is defined by its geography, 
unless stated otherwise.
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a national sign language. The data on preparation techniques were col-
lected through personal diaries of international sign interpreters. Finally, 
we describe our research findings and make recommendations on the 
various aspects of interpreter preparation.

INTERNATIONAL SIGN INTERPRETERS  

IN THE EUROPEAN CONTEXT

Development of the Profession

Sign language interpreting is still a relatively young profession. Tra-
ditionally, sign language interpreters are educated to interpret between 
their national spoken and signed languages (Calle, 2012; Napier, 2006). 
Training of national sign language interpreters usually does not include 
international sign interpreting. To understand the need for and the de-
velopment of international sign interpreters in Europe, first we take a 
closer look at the historical development of the sign language interpreter 
profession in Europe.

From a global perspective, sign language interpreting became a pro-
fession in the 1960s in the United States, followed by Sweden. Sweden 
was the first European country to establish a national association of sign 
language interpreters in 1969. Prior to these developments, deaf people 
relied on family members or neighbors to assist them in communication 
with those who did not know sign language (Cokely, 2005). The first 
sign language interpreters provided their services on a voluntary basis. 
The deaf community (i.e., deaf people who share a sign language and 
deaf culture) started to select those whom they thought to be trustworthy 
and skilled. The growth and development of the profession in the United 
States had an impact on the profession across the globe (Napier, 2006). 
Other countries emulated the developments in the United States by estab-
lishing and lobbying for professional sign language interpreting education 
and services in their country. 

In this essay, we look particularly at the development of the profession 
in Europe, while at the same time acknowledging the American counter-
part. Development of the sign language interpreting profession as a whole 
took place in European countries in various stages. The Scandinavian 
countries, the United Kingdom, and France were the first countries to 
develop sign language interpreter training programs and interpreting ser-
vices. Formal training of sign language interpreters started to appear first 
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with weekend courses and over time expanded to the current full-time, 
three- to four-year educational programs (de Wit, 2012). 

The EUD, as well as national associations of deaf persons, lobbied 
for the legal, sociological, and cultural recognition of their national sign 
languages (Timmermans, 2005), encouraged by the resolutions of the 
European parliament in 1988 and 1998 and the 2003 recommendation3 
of the Council of Europe. The right to sign language as a human right 
was reiterated by the EUD in the Brussels Declaration,4 a nonlegislative 
document adopted in November 2010 at the European Parliament, in 
the presence of Adam Kosa, deaf member of the European Parliament, 
and representatives from all national deaf associations across Europe 
(Wheatley & de Wit, 2014). 

In summary, the developmental stages of the sign language interpreter 
profession in European countries can be generally described as follows: 
first steps were taken to secure (partial) funding for the sign language 
interpreting services, simultaneously defining the entitlement to these ser-
vices by national law or provisions. Second, educational programs were 
established, followed by lobbying for the recognition of the national sign 
language. The third and current developmental stage is the establishment 
of a national registry, often an independent agency responsible for en-
suring the quality and maintaining the national registration of all sign 
language interpreters in the country (de Wit, 2012).

The profession of sign language interpreters has no official status in 
Europe (de Wit, 2012). Any person who claims to be an interpreter can 
carry out interpreting services. There is no quality control on interpreta-
tion services through European legislation. If there is quality control, 
then this is carried out at the national level. The one European directive 
in relation to interpreting services is the 2010 European Directive on the 
right to interpretation and translation in criminal proceedings (2010/64/
EU5). According to this directive, the member states of the European 
Union are bound to safeguard quality control for all spoken and signed 
language interpreters in criminal proceedings. Article 5 of the directive 
states that quality control should be carried out through the establishment 
of a national register of interpreters, but no definitions or guidance are 
provided on how this should be conducted.

3.  http://assembly.coe.int/documents/adoptedtext/ta03/erec1598.htm.
4.  http://www.eud.eu/Brussels_Declaration-i-305.html.
5.  http://ec.europa.eu/justice/criminal/criminal-rights/right-translation/index 

_en.htm.
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Currently there are approximately 7500 sign language interpreters in 
nearly 40 European countries (de Wit, 2012). According to EUD and 
the European Forum of Sign Language Interpreters (efsli), the number 
and quality of national sign language interpreters needs to be increased 
(Wheatley & de Wit, 2014). Moreover, there is a great need for interpret-
ers with additional skills, such as an additional spoken or signed language.

International Sign Interpreters

Next to the need for national sign language interpreters, there is also 
a demand for international sign interpreters within Europe (EUD, 2013). 
The request for international sign interpreters within EU institutions and 
the political arena in Brussels and Strasbourg has increased because of 
the intensified involvement and participation of the EUD and other stake
holders at the European level (Turner & Napier, 2014). 

The linguistic status of international sign is vigorously debated. Inter-
national sign is not an official language but is widely used at international 
meetings where participants do not share one common sign language 
(EUD, 2012). The first international communication arose in the begin-
ning of the 19th century at deaf sport events. In the late 1950s, during 
the World Federation of the Deaf (WFD) Congress, the participants ex-
pressed the need for a more standardized language. As a result, the WFD 
set up a commission to collect the international signs used during the past 
50 years, which resulted in the publication of Gestuno, a photographic 
lexicon (Moody, 2002).

At the WFD Congress in 1977, interpreting in Gestuno was offered for 
the first time. Two years later, a group of primarily teachers of the deaf 
attended a preconference training in Gestuno signs in order to interpret 
at the WFD Congress in 1979 in Bulgaria. Their interpretation was not 
considered successful by the participants because they used the Gestuno 
lexicon in spoken Bulgarian word order (Moody, 2002). After discussing 
the use of Gestuno versus national sign languages at the WFD Congress, 
both were offered at following Congresses. By 1991, the term Gestuno 
was dropped and the term international sign became more commonly 
used. For an in-depth description of the change from Gestuno to interna-
tional sign, please see Moody’s discussion (Moody, 2002). 

International sign has been described and discussed in various studies. 
The most frequently asked question is if international sign is a language. 
According to Moody (1994), international sign is a contact language and 
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is not conventionalized; nevertheless, researchers found that utterances in 
international sign are complex (Allsop, Woll, & Brauti, 1994; Bergmann, 
1990; McKee & Napier, 2002; Moody, 2002; Supalla & Webb, 1995; 
Webb & Supalla, 1994; Woll, 1990).

In 1991, at the World Congress in Tokyo, Fischer and Supalla pre-
sented on the topic of international sign and stated that international sign 
has a rich and complex grammar. Supalla called it a pidgin language that 
is, however, more complex than its spoken language counterparts. A few 
years later, Supalla and Webb (1995) called international sign a koine, 
because it is used as a contact language, made between closely related 
languages that have a shared grammar.

Moody (2002, p. 37) states: “International sign is not a language. It has 
no stable community of users who depend on it for daily communication. 
It is a pidgin, although research has shown that the grammatical struc-
tures are much more complex than the typical spoken language pidgin.” 
Rosenstock (2004) found that international sign has a strong component 
of role playing and limited lexicon, and that the users tend to use the 
iconic signs from their own national sign language. 

In the context of this chapter, the linguistic status of international sign 
is not foregrounded. Rather, the practical application and usage in the 
context of European institutions and European level organizations by in-
terpreters of international sign is described. We follow the EUD, which 
refers to international sign as an auxiliary language and has published a 
disclaimer on their website (EUD, 2012), which affirms the importance 
of national sign languages: “International sign is—albeit not being the 
perfect solution—a good option when working with a diverse audience.”

The EUD uses international sign at their annual general meeting and 
their conferences as one of the main forms of communication in order to 
meet the needs of participants from various countries typically present 
in the audience.

There is no formal educational program to learn international sign 
or international sign interpreting. To become an international sign in-
terpreter, the interpreter ideally needs to be fluent in more than one sign 
language (Moody, 2008). Knowing more than one sign language cre-
ates language flexibility and allows the interpreter to quickly adapt to 
the language needs of the users. McKee and Napier (2002) acknowledge 
this, furthermore stating that international sign interpreters are to be 
more than conduits. The conduit model arose when interpreting in sign 
language became more professional. A shift occurred from a model in 
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which the interpreter acted as a helper into a model in which the inter-
preter was neutral, objective, and acted as a relay between the source and 
target language: “The sign language interpreter acts as a communication 
link between people, serving only in that capacity” (Solow, 1981, p. ix).

Interpreting into international sign demands a greater use of back-
ground knowledge and consideration of relevancy and efficiency in the 
interpreting process, and therefore international sign interpreters are more 
than conduits (McKee & Napier, 2002). International sign interpreters 
tend to convey a message for a mixed audience. To be comprehensible for 
a mixed audience, the interpreters need to understand the background and 
culture of the audience: “Effective IS interpreters appear to demonstrate 
an awareness of the communicative demands this places on an audience, 
and make adaptations in their output according[ly]” (McKee & Napier, 
2002, p. 31).

Because of the lack of formal education, international sign interpreters 
are not officially registered and do not have official professional recogni-
tion. The EUD recognizes that there is no standard for international sign 
interpreters, and also understands that an international sign interpreter 
is not always able to interpret in each situation for every international 
sign interpreter user (EUD, 2012). Associations of deaf people and in-
terpreters worldwide (efsli, EUD, World Association of Sign Language 
Interpreters [WASLI], and WFD) would therefore like to instigate this 
formal recognition by setting up a register for international sign interpret-
ers.6 This would create a standard and engender quality control (Nardi, 
2008). To determine qualifications for such a register, WASLI and WFD 
set up a taskforce to develop an accreditation system for international 
sign interpreters.7

International Sign Interpreter Work Settings

International sign interpreters work in a variety of settings. This article 
focuses on EU institutions, the United Nations (UN) in Geneva, the Coun-
cil of Europe, and other European-level organizations. The three main in-
stitutions within the European Union that sign language interpreters work 

6.  WFD and WASLI Term of Reference, Task Group on International Sign, 
process for hiring, March 15, 2013.

7.  http://wasli.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/09/WFD-WASLI-IS-Interpreter 
-Statement.pdf.
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for are the European Parliament, the European Commission, and the 
Court of Justice (at an informal meeting of the EU institutions and AIIC-
EU-ND committee on November 13, 2013). Sign language interpreters are 
not employed by the institutions but work on a freelance basis. The three 
institutions list a total of 3200 freelance interpreters, of which approxi-
mately 900 are active, including sign language interpreters. The European 
Parliament, as one of the European institutions, recognizes only the 23 
spoken languages in the European Union as official working languages 
within the parliament, and none of the European sign languages.8 The 
sign language interpreters working at the parliament initially struggled 
to be recognized (Wheatley & de Wit, 2014).

The Directorate General for Interpretation of the European Commis-
sion, also known as SCIC (Service Commun Interprétation-Conférences), 
is responsible for organizing interpreting services for the European Com-
mission. Spoken language interpreters can work as a staff interpreter or on 
a freelance basis for the European institutions. To work as a freelance in-
terpreter, the interpreter must pass an interinstitutional accreditation test,9 
after which his or her name is added to the list of accredited freelance 
interpreters. In contrast, sign language interpreters are not on staff and 
do not take the accreditation test. In 2013, SCIC contracted a total of ap-
proximately 60,000 days of freelance interpreting work for all interpreters. 

Until 2012, SCIC took care of all the requests for sign language inter-
preters within the three institutions. This was due to the small number 
of requests for sign language interpreters and the experience SCIC had 
gained. To fulfill the requests, SCIC uses a provisional ad hoc list, a so-
called common list of freelance interpreters, which in February 2014 had 
approximately 41 sign language interpreters. This list, which has no for-
mal status, was created throughout the years, based on ad hoc requests. 
To be on the common list, the interpreter must have a university degree, 
have completed interpreting studies, and have provided an overview of 
worked hours as an interpreter. SCIC states that they do not know if all 
of these 41 interpreters are still active and if their language combinations 
are still up to date (Donald Tait, head of ACI recruitment at the European 
Commission, personal communication, October 23, 2013). Of the 41 
interpreters, 13 are listed as interpreting from and to different national 

8.  http://europarlamentti.info/en/European-parliament/working-languages/.
9.  http://europa.eu/interpretation/accreditation_en.htm.
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sign languages and a total of 10 interpreters are also listed as international 
sign interpreters.

The interpreting requests SCIC receives mostly concern international 
sign, not national signed languages, and are almost always fulfilled. On 
average, sign language interpreters are booked 20 to 30 days a year by 
the EU institutions. This only shows the number of times the bookings go 
through SCIC, but it does not reflect the actual frequency that sign lan-
guage interpreters work within EU institutions. More often, international 
sign interpreters are not booked through SCIC but by other European 
organizations hosting an event at the EU institutions with participants 
who are deaf sign language users. 

When a sign language interpreter is requested, SCIC sends out an email 
to the sign language interpreters on the aforementioned common list, on 
the basis of the language combinations requested and the interpreters’ 
domiciles. When selecting the interpreter for the assignment, SCIC does 
not look at the number of worked hours or the completed education of 
the interpreter, although it does check to see that the interpreter does not 
have any negative reports in their SCIC file. 

Another major European-based institution working regularly with in-
ternational sign interpreters is the United Nations (UN) in Geneva. The 
UN Convention on the Rights of Persons With Disabilities (UNCRPD), 
which was ratified by the UN in 2007, is being reviewed through hear-
ings in Geneva. At these hearings, the UN agency in Geneva provides sign 
language interpreters in those signed languages that are “derived” from 
the official UN languages. So, for example, they provide national sign lan-
guage interpretation for Wallonian Sign Language (LSFB) because French 
is an official language, but not for Flemish Sign Language (VGT), because 
Dutch is not. All public UNCRPD committee sessions are interpreted into 
international sign nonetheless (also certain Human Rights Council ses-
sions and other human rights instruments). This does not include private 
meetings, break times, or other nonpublic events (Annika Pabsch, EUD 
policy officer, personal communication, 2014). The UN agency in Geneva 
currently has no set selection procedure for international sign interpreters. 

Many of the spoken language interpreters working at EU institutions 
and the UN are members of the International Association of Conference 
Interpreters (AIIC), which negotiates the working conditions10 and fees 
of freelance interpreters working for these groups. Within AIIC, a work-

10.  http://europa.eu/interpretation/doc/conv_en_2008.pdf.
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ing group called the Sign Language Network (SLN) was established in 
2009 to work toward accepting sign language interpreters as AIIC mem-
bers. The European Forum of Sign Language Interpreters (efsli) worked 
closely together with the AIIC SLN to prepare documentation for the 
AIIC membership (Monfort & de Wit, 2012). In January 2012, the AIIC 
members agreed at their general meeting to allow sign language inter-
preters to become members of AIIC. The acceptance of these interpreters 
to AIIC has been an important step in the international recognition and 
status of sign language interpreters. As of May 2015, two sign language 
interpreters are members of AIIC. To deliver quality interpreting services 
within the EU institutions and the UN, one of the requirements is that 
interpreters prepare for their assignments.11 

Interpreter Preparation

Interpreting is a process consisting of different components. One of 
these components is preassignment preparation (Napier, 2002). The in-
terpreter needs to prepare him- or herself in order to deliver a quality 
interpretation. In this essay we take a closer look at preparation of the in-
ternational sign interpreter, how this is conducted, and if the preparation 
techniques and methods are different than from preparing for an assign-
ment in a national sign language. Preparation by the interpreter provides 
a higher quality of performance (Campbell, Rohan, & Woodcock, 2008; 
Dean & Pollard, 2001; Diriker, 2011; Frishberg, 1990; Humphrey & 
Alcorn, 1996; Janzen & Korpiniski, 2005; Kauling, 2012; Napier, 2002; 
Neumann Solow, 2000; Nolan, 2005; Pollard & Dean, 2008; Selesko
vitch, 1978; Stewart, Schein, & Cartwright, 1998; Stone, 2007; de Wit, 
2010b).

Kauling (2012) explored how sign language interpreters prepare for 
their assignments in regard to the preparation material that they receive. 
According to Kauling (2012), interpreters could have two different meth-
ods of preparing for an assignment:

1.  To focus on the understanding of the source text, and
2.  To strive to enlarge extralinguistic knowledge. 

To understand the source text the interpreter will study the terminology 
prior to the assignment. A further understanding of the text can also be 

11.  http://aiic.net/page/628/practical-guide-for-professional-conference 
-interpreters/lang/1#21,article2.
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developed during the interpreting process. It is important that interpreters 
learn about the topic and jargon used in a specific setting (Nolan, 2005). 
The interpreter can do this by requesting and studying the materials avail-
able, for example, the program, background documents, and speeches. 
Comprehending the terminology results in understanding the relationships 
between terms. As a result, the interpreter has a better understanding of 
how the knowledge in a text is organized (Cabré, 2010). Furthermore, 
Nolan (2005) states that it is advisable to attend interpreter meetings at 
the event in which the interpreter has the opportunity to ask for clarifica-
tions and address any concerns with colleagues. 

The second strategy, according to Kauling, is used mainly during the 
assignment, where the interpreter must gain a full understanding of the 
concept in order to interpret accurately. Extralinguistic knowledge is relat-
ed to the situation, speakers, audience, power relations, etc. An interpreter 
may have thought this over before the assignment, but the interpreter will 
enlarge his or her knowledge during the assignment.

The preparation for an assignment concerns the gathering of extra-
linguistic knowledge (Gile, 1995). This is the knowledge specific to the 
interpreted setting, which will assist the interpreter in a better understand-
ing of the discourse. This knowledge is, for example, information on the 
goals and intentions of the speaker, which will result in a more accurate 
interpretation. If possible, an interpreter could attend a workshop or lec-
ture of the speaker in order to observe the speaker (Nolan, 2005). The 
interpreter can then learn about how the speaker uses specific terms, how 
he or she moves, and what kind of speech-supported gestures are made. 
Knowing if the speaker is a native speaker of the language in which he 
or she is presenting is also of importance (Gile, 1995), because the native 
language could interfere with the language spoken.

Dean and Pollard (2013) suggest a wider preparation approach by 
focusing on using available controls in the setting. To master the situ-
ation, an interpreter could gain knowledge of the setting by using the 
demand-control schema. Dean and Pollard found that during an interpret-
ing assignment an interpreter is confronted with demands, which can be 
divided into four domains: environmental, paralinguistic, interpersonal, 
and intrapersonal demands. To control these demands, an interpreter 
should prepare herself in each domain. For environmental demands, the 
interpreter could prepare herself on, for example, the goal of the environ-
ment and the physical surroundings. For interpersonal demands, the in-
terpreter explores the communication goals and the cultural dynamics. To 
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prepare for the paralinguistic demands, the interpreter could consider the 
volume, pace, accents, etc. The fourth demand category is intrapersonal. 
To prepare for that demand, the interpreter could reflect on her feelings, 
thoughts, and possible psychological responses.

Preparation of the interpreting setting, specifically information about 
the environment and other extralinguistic factors, is also mentioned by 
McKee & Napier (2002) in relation to international sign interpreters: 
“International interpreters are shown to be more than conduits, as their 
interpreting decisions indicate extensive use of contextual knowledge, 
inferencing, audience awareness, and considerations of relevance and ef-
ficiency in the process of interpretation” (p. 1).

Moody (2002) states that in conjunction with, and as a result of, the 
limited lexicon of international sign, the interpreter needs to “act out” the 
speeches. This indicates the need for the international sign interpreter to 
prepare before the assignment and to obtain the aforementioned extra-
linguistic knowledge.

Working at the European level, interpreters need not only to prepare 
the content of the speech, background of the speakers, and extralinguistic 
knowledge but also to gain knowledge about how these institutions func-
tion and what the current related issues are. They need to take notice 
of the different bodies such as the European Commission, the Council 
of Europe, the European Parliament, and the Court of Justice. In addi-
tion, interpreters have to learn about the decision-making process and the 
special terms used in this environment. In the case of international sign 
interpreting, comprehension of the processes and system is important, 
because interpreting in international sign is considered “free interpreting” 
(McKee & Napier, 2002, p. 31). As is mentioned with free translation, this 
is considered a translation in which as few or as many words are used in 
an accessible register in the target language in order to convey the same 
notion as the source language (Kauling, 2012). McKee and Napier state 
in regard to international sign and free interpreting: “In the case of IS 
interpreting, the main aim is to re-create an approximation of the essen-
tial message in a hybrid language, which may, at times, necessitate some 
reduction of content” (McKee & Napier, 2002, p. 31). 

When an event is planned, the EU institutions follow their established 
recruitment process for international sign interpreters, as mentioned earli-
er. These institutions have little knowledge of working with sign language 
interpreters, and as a consequence, the interpreter needs to clarify the role 
of the sign language interpreter, as well as explain and assist in arranging 
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practical conditions on site. To guide the institutions, representatives of 
the AIIC Sign Language Network and the AIIC Negotiating Delegation 
to the EU created, in early 2014, two new guidelines. These guidelines 
provide detailed information for sound engineers12 and spoken language 
interpreters13 when working with sign language interpreters. The aim of 
the guidelines is to provide concise information on how sign language 
interpreters work and how they are used within EU institutions when sign 
language interpreters are booked for specific events.

METHODOLOGY

To collect data for this article, a less traditional approach was ad-
opted. Generally researchers do not participate in their own research; 
data are gathered and analyzed by an independent third party. However, 
considering the small number of international sign interpreters working 
at the European level and at the EU institutions, the researchers deemed 
it necessary to participate in order not to influence the outcome of the 
research. Our nonparticipation might have had a visible effect (Hale & 
Napier, 2013). In addition, considering that if validity of qualitative in-
quiry is interpretation and understanding of the social world, there is no 
need for the researcher to neutralize herself or suppress her knowledge 
and experience (Fendt & Sachs, 2008). 

This research is a first exploration of international sign interpreting 
and preparation. To discover patterns of meaning in the collected data set, 
the unstructured data drew on the principles of content analysis (Joffe, 
2012). This method was especially useful to obtain information from 
responses to the “unstructured” or “open-ended” questions (Smith, 2000, 
p. 314).

Especially within the field of social sciences, a researcher has to take 
into account in what context a respondent has stated something. This in 
contrast with a field where a researcher is able to measure something, or 
more traditional methods in which first a theoretical framework is chosen 
(Joffe & Yardley, 2004).

Within this method, the first step was to collect the data. The data were 
collected and coded, themes were sought, and categories were made. After 

12.  http://aiic.net/page/6700/guidelines-for-sound-engineers/lang/1
13.  http://aiic.net/page/6701/guidelines-for-spoken-language-interpreters 

-working-in-mixed-teams/lang/1
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establishing the categories, the researchers counted how many times key 
themes were mentioned. 

Participants and Process

Using network and snowball sampling, a total of 32 interpreters were 
directly contacted to participate in the research. The contacted interpreters 
were all international sign interpreters on an informal list of the WFD 
and EUD, as well as international sign interpreters known to work at the 
European level. All interpreters were contacted individually with a request 
to participate in the research during a three-month period. The interpret-
ers were also asked if they knew other international sign interpreters who 
matched the profile. 

From the 32 interpreters contacted, 16 interpreters filled out their 
background profile as international sign interpreters and 5 interpreters 
completed the diary. Out of the 16 interpreters, 11 hearing and 5 deaf 
interpreters participated. There were 8 male and 8 female international 
sign interpreters who filled out the background profile. The respondents 
were from the Netherlands, the United Kingdom, Germany, Belgium, 
France, Denmark, Finland, and the USA. The years that the interpreters 
had been working as a national sign language interpreter varied from 
0 (deaf interpreter) to 33 years. Twelve interpreters had worked less than 
15 years and 4 for more than 15 years. Their experience in international 
sign interpreting ranged from 1 to 25 years. Twelve international sign 
interpreters had less than 10 years of experience working as international 
sign interpreters; the other 4 had more than 11 years. Figure 1 provides 
an overview of the native languages of the interpreters.

The Data

The research consisted of two data sets collected through a question-
naire (Appendix 1) and a diary study (Appendix 2). The questionnaire 
was designed to acquire information on the profile of international sign 
interpreters. The respondents were asked to fill out a questionnaire on 
their general background profile. The questions included whether partici-
pants were male/female, deaf/hearing, in which country they lived, how 
many years of experience as a sign language interpreter they had, and how 
many years they worked as an international sign interpreter. In addition, 
questions on their language skills were posed: their native language, which 
languages they know, and into and from which languages they interpret. 
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Furthermore, a question on which institutions and organizations they 
have worked for in Europe was included.

The second data set consisted of diary entries. The researchers collected 
data by providing access to an online diary to each of the interpreters. 
With the use of diaries the perspectives of the respondents were collected, 
which are more difficult to obtain by interviews or observations. Nunan 
(1997, cited in Horvath, 2005, p. 115), states that diaries give the oppor-
tunity to the researcher to concentrate “more on the cognitive processes 
underlying human performance and ability” and the “mental process-
es underlying observable behavior.” The international sign interpreters 
kept semistructured diaries during three months of their international 
sign assignments at the European level and collected their experiences 
within these assignments regarding the setup of the assignment and their 
preparation.

The diary (Figure 2) was introduced with guidelines on how to use it 
and contained questions to lead the respondent as well as to seek for more 
structured data. The first part of the diary was comprised of structured 
questions that looked more closely at the event languages and logistics 
(how were you contacted, what were the duration and the setup), and 
interpreter-related questions: In which languages was interpretation 

figure 1.  Native languages of international sign interpreters.
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offered? How many interpreters were working in a team (spoken and 
signed)? Was there an interpreter coordinator? In addition, a question on 
the topic of the event was included to see if the interpreter was familiar 
with the topic and how this had an effect on the possible preparation. 

The second part of the diary contained open questions concerning 
whether the respondents had prepared for the assignment and the steps 
they undertook. If they had prepared, they were asked about the prepa-
ration materials and how easily these were made available. In addition, 
they were asked whether they would have prepared differently had the 
assignment been in their native national sign language. Lastly, the in-
terpreters were asked if they would do something differently next time. 
Before completing the diary, the respondents had the opportunity to note 
any additional comments.

figure 2.  Diary study.
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RESULTS

The highest educational degrees of the 16 interpreters were as follows: 
8 of the interpreters had a vocational or associate degree, 3 had a bach-
elor’s degree, 3 had a master’s degree, 1 was currently attending a master 
program, and 1 had completed a training conducted by a governmental 
agency. Figure 3 gives an overview of the European level institutions and 
organizations the international sign interpreters have worked for. 

A total of 13 diary entries by 5 interpreters were made, an average of 
2.7 per interpreter. For these 13 events, the interpreters were contacted 
for their services directly by the organizers of the event more than half 
of the time (Figure 4). The duration of the events varied from less than 
4 hours to a 9-day event. During the events, the interpreters primarily 
needed to perform platform work, but also in combination with interpret-
ing during breakout sessions and networking moments (Figure 5). The 
most used languages at the 13 events were English and international sign, 
followed by French, Spanish, and German (Figure 6). At the events, the 
international sign interpreters worked in teams of two to six interpreters. 
For 10 of the events, there was a team of two interpreters, 2 events had 
three interpreters, and 1 event had six interpreters. All of the interpreters 
working in teams had worked with each other before. 

figure 3.  Organizations for which international sign interpreters work.
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figure 4. “How were you contacted for the event?”

figure 5. Set up of the events.
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When looking more closely at the content and the logistics of the 
events, the respondents reported that of all the events, seven had a for-
mal announcement about the presence of international sign interpreters. 

Following the content analysis approach for the analysis of the un-
structured data collected from the respondents in regard to the topic 
of preparation, several key issues were identifi ed: (a) great variety in 
preparation techniques, (b) diffi culty in obtaining preparation materials, 
(c) different views on adequate preparation, (d) increased stress level and 
complexity, and (e) lack of awareness among conference organizers.

Great Variety in Preparation Techniques

In nearly half of the events, the interpreters were very familiar with the 
content of the event, and only in one case not familiar at all. The inter-
preters mentioned that they had prepared themselves for all of the events; 
however, the way they prepared differed. One respondent mentioned: 
“The only thing I prepared was research on the signs that are used for 
different countries and this was for Mandela’s commemoration, so I re-
searched the accepted sign name for him and events surrounding his life.”

The most frequently mentioned preparation method was the reading of 
the program or agenda, background information, and available presenta-
tions and abstracts. Second, the interpreters prepared with their colleagues 
the international signs to use for specifi c event-related terminology. Other 
preparation strategies mentioned were online searches on the topic, back-
ground information on the hosting organization, requesting preparation 

figure 6. Languages used at events.
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materials, and preparation with deaf clients on signs and terminology. 
Other strategies included early arrival at the event to ensure the neces-
sary technical and logistical arrangements, agreement with a colleague 
on teamwork, communication and clarifications with clients, and further 
information on the program and side events. 

Difficulty in Obtaining Preparation Materials

As mentioned previously, reviewing materials such as presentations and 
background information was considered the most important preparation 
technique. The interpreters indicated that those materials were not easy to 
come by. At half of the events, they had to ask the organizers repeatedly or 
search for the information themselves. As one of the respondents stated: 
“There was none, only the agenda. I had to explain and ask repeatedly. 
I took this on me, since the first interpreter had not asked (I had come 
in late to the assignment). After explaining and also sending the EUD 
guidelines, most of the presentations were sent.”

Different Views on Adequate Preparation

Looking back after the interpreted event, the interpreters noted that 
at nine of the events they had prepared adequately. At one event this was 
not the case and at another event it was considered acceptable but could 
have been better, and at two of the events the interpreters mentioned 
that it could have been different. The reasons named were as follows: 
(1) Changing of the interpreter’s role with different expectations from the 
client. (2) The interpreter was not fully briefed that interpreting was not 
needed at the event, just for networking during breaks. (3) Preparation 
by different members of the team differed. It appeared that not all inter-
preters shared the same view on how much or what kind of preparation 
was needed. One interpreter confirmed she felt pressure and would try 
to avoid this next time: “Be tougher on getting breaks, because at times, 
I had to work longer than I normally would in normal circumstances, 
but I felt under pressure to keep interpreting because the meeting was so 
important (and I had no co-worker).”

Increased Stress Level and Complexity

Had an event been in their national sign language, interpreters would 
have prepared differently in 6 out of the 13 events. The reason given by 
the respondents for this is that for the international sign interpreting, 
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they needed more time to prepare and agree on the terminology and the 
determination of the related international signs. The international sign 
events were also perceived as more stressful due to their high level status 
and the linguistic and cultural complexity, including the variety of lan-
guages and cultures. One respondent stated: “Yes, in that sense that the 
concepts in IS had to be discussed and agreed on prior to interpreting. In 
my national sign language there is not such a need for that, unless they 
are unusual concepts.”

Lack of Awareness Among Event Organizers

In the diary, respondents could indicate if they were contacted by the 
event organizers or by the deaf participant, or give a different answer. 
There was no given answer provided to indicate if the event was orga-
nized by a deaf-led organization. The respondents made several sugges-
tions on how to handle certain aspects differently at a future assignment. 
Most of the suggestions involved informing the organizers what the in-
terpreters need in order to conduct their work, such as adequate break 
times, the importance of good sound, proper seating, and technical re-
quirements when working with camera positions. Because of the lack of 
this information, the conditions under which the interpreters needed to 
work were more difficult, as stated in one example: “We need to inform 
the technicians even better of what is needed in the room to make it run 
smoothly. Now there was a deaf panel member and deaf audience mem-
bers and that did not work well with the camera, there was a delay, which 
meant needing to concentrate even further on what was happening. And 
we lost concentration on switching positions every time because of the 
angle of the camera.”

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

To enhance the quality of the interpretation, interpreters need to pre-
pare for their assignment. The participating international sign interpreters 
in this study all confirmed they had prepared for the assignment in various 
ways. Their most frequently mentioned method of preparation was study-
ing of informational materials, such as the program and presentations. As 
McKee and Napier (2002, p. 31) mentioned, international sign interpret-
ers need to have a broader understanding of the context, the relevance 
thereof, and the awareness of the audience members in order to produce 
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an interpretation. Their interpretation is more often an acting out, and 
making conscious choices of reduction of content to produce an interpre-
tation that is understandable to a wider audience (Moody, 2002). This 
relates to the second most often mentioned preparation technique, namely 
the determination and selection of international signs to be used for the 
specific terminology and jargon related to the setting. Prior to the event, 
the interpreters within their team, and at times with the deaf clients, dis-
cussed the choice of international signs for the specific concepts. Another 
recommended strategy was a preparatory meeting with the speakers and 
presenters at the event (Nolan, 2005). During this meeting, the interpret-
ers are able to hear in more detail the goals and intentions of the speak-
ers, learn about their background, and familiarize themselves with their 
speaking style. This preparation method was not often mentioned by the 
respondents. One interpreter did mention briefing with the deaf presenter 
and informing all the presenters of the role of the interpreter. 

For half of the events, the international sign interpreters stated that if 
this had been an assignment in their national sign language, they would 
have prepared differently. They would have experienced it as less stressful 
and less time would have been invested in terminology and correspond-
ing international signs. Overall, the interpreters working as international 
sign interpreters at the European level experience a high stress level due 
to the status of the event, the large diversity of international sign users, 
and the inexperience of the event organizers. The latter is reflected in the 
suggestions of the interpreters for improvement following the event. The 
suggested changes mainly concern logistics and professional factors, such 
as proper seating arrangements and headsets, but also appropriate break 
times and more information for the organizers on what the interpreters 
need to perform their tasks.

RECOMMENDATIONS

This study is a first exploration into the preparation interpreters under
take when working as international sign interpreters. The results give 
insights into what kind of preparation techniques interpreters use. The 
results of this study demonstrate the various ways international sign in-
terpreters prepare for an assignment, including different strategies in com-
parison to an assignment carried out in their national sign language. The 
international sign interpreters report that they invest substantially more 
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time preparing for international sign events by studying the preparation 
materials and selecting international signs.

Next to the preparation techniques mentioned by the interpreters, 
thorough preparation appears also to be needed in order to lower the 
intensity and interpreter’s stress level during assignments. The participants 
report that their heightened stress level is created by, among other things, 
the complex event logistics in combination with the lack of knowledge 
of the event organizers as to the interpreter’s professional requirements. 
This inexperience of the organizers is currently addressed primarily by 
the interpreter who guides the organizers through the process, which is 
an additional responsibility for the interpreter. To reduce the interpreter’s 
stress level and additional responsibility, education of the event organiz-
ers needs to be addressed. The 2014 AIIC guidelines for technicians and 
spoken language interpreters within the EU institutions are a first step, 
but attention needs to be given to a wide implementation and use of these 
guidelines.

To change the interpreter’s challenging working conditions, some of the 
respondents suggested that the event organizers and the EU institutions be 
made aware of the specific needs of interpreters by creating an additional 
document explaining the need for adequate break times, the importance 
of good sound, proper seating, and technical requirements when working 
with a camera and live web streaming. Another essential requirement for 
the interpreter is extensive preparation materials. This detailed informa-
tion is needed in order for the interpreter to thoroughly understand the 
topic and the jargon and consequently determine the appropriate inter-
national signs. These materials should be provided as a matter of course 
by the event organizers, rather than the interpreters having to ask for it 
repeatedly, as indicated by the respondents.

In addition to an improvement in the logistics, the international sign 
interpreters should try to arrange a meeting with the speakers prior to 
the event. The respondents hardly mentioned this possibility, but accord-
ing to Nolan (2005), this will create an opportunity for the interpreter 
to become used to the voice and speaking style of the presenter. The in-
terpreters did indicate that they at times consult both deaf presenters for 
clarification and process agreement and also deaf participants to agree on 
the international signs in the context. 

As only five of the contacted international sign interpreters filled out 
the questionnaire, there is an opportunity to learn more through a follow-
up study. This subsequent study could include as many respondents as 
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possible by conducting individual interviews in addition to the online 
diary. Further research on the possible effects of the various prepara-
tion methods for an international sign assignment could be useful. For 
example, it would be helpful to discover whether preparation of the ex-
tralinguistic knowledge results in quality improvement or an increase in 
the comprehension of the interpretation. 

Being an international sign interpreter is a demanding occupation that 
requires additional skills, other than working in national contexts, to deal 
with the complexity at hand. Considering the increasing demand for in-
ternational sign interpreters within Europe, further recognition and accep-
tance at the European level is needed, as well as ensuring equal working 
conditions to spoken language interpreters. Additional awareness raising 
and dissemination of expertise is required among the EU institutions. The 
increased knowledge at the European level should result in less additional 
responsibilities and tasks which are now carried out by the international 
sign interpreter, as a consequence shifting the focus of the interpreter to 
the quality of the interpretation instead of the complexity of the logistics.
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Appendix 1:

Survey—Your Background as an International  
Sign Interpreter

In support for the research “International Sign: An Exploration into 
Interpreter Preparation”

You are:

 Man

 Woman

You are:

 Deaf

 Hearing

 Hard of hearing

Which country do you live?

How many years have you been working as a sign language interpreter 
in your national sign and spoken language?

How many years have you been working as an international sign 
interpreter (approx.)?

What is your native language(s)?

Which languages (spoken and signed) do you know and at which level?
Please use: http://europass.cedefop.europa 

.eu/en/resources/european-language-levels-cefr

Which spoken and sign languages do you interpret from and into?
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Do you have a degree or diploma in sign language interpreting?
Check all that apply

 No

 Vocational / Associate degree

 BA

 MA

 Other: 

With which of the following institutions and organisations have you 
worked in Europe?
Check all that apply

 European Union of the Deaf (EUD)

 European Union of the Deaf Youth (EUDY)

 World Federation of the Deaf (WFD)

 World Federation of the Deaf Youth (WFDY)

 European Forum of Sign Language Interpreters (efsli)

 European Disability Forum (EDF)

 European Parliament (EP)

 European Commission (EC)

 European Court of Justice (ECJ)

 Council of Europe (CoE)

 United Nations (UN) in Geneva
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Appendix 2:

Individual Diary—International Sign Interpreter

Guidelines on how to use this diary:

Please fill out this diary for EACH assignment that you undertake as an 
international sign interpreter at an EU level event. For example:

• � at a European institution, such as the European Parliament or 
Commission

•  for a European NGO
• � a European conference hosted by one country, and attended by 

participants from other European countries.

The diary can be filled out between now and 15 January 2014. You 
are also welcome to use related assignments which you have conducted 
during the last three months.

At the Event—LOGISTICS

 How were you contacted for the event?

 By the organizers

 By the deaf person

 Other: 

What was the duration of the event (in hours)?

If it is more than one day, please note the days: for example: 1st day 
8 hours, 2nd day 4 hours

Set up of the event? (please tick those that apply)

 Platform

 Group work

 Split out / parallel sessions

 Other: 
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At the Event—LANGUAGES

Which language(s) were used at the event?

At the Event—INTERPRETERS

In which languages (spoken & signed) was interpretation offered?

How many spoken language interpreters per spoken language were 
working at the event?

How many national sign language interpreters per national sign 
language were working at the event?

How many international sign interpreters were working at the event?

Was there an interpreter coordinator (or head of team) present for all 
interpreters?

Did the event announcement state the provision of international sign 
interpreters?

Did you work with your team interpreter before?

At the Event—TOPIC

How familiar were you with the topic of the event?

 Not familiar

 Somewhat familiar

 Very familiar
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DIARY

Below are questions that we kindly ask you to use to fill out your diary.

Did you prepare for this assignment?

What did you do to prepare for this assignment? Describe the steps.

Preparation materials: Were these easily available or did you have to 
ask for them (repeatedly)?

Looking back at the assignment: Was the preparation adequate for the 
assignment?

If this assignment was in your national sign language would you have 
prepared differently?

Would you do something different next time?

COMMENTS

If you have any other comments, please note them here.

Rosenstock Main Pgs 1-220.indd   135 12/17/2015   9:18:46 AM



136

From a Koine to Gestalt: 

Critical Points and Interpreter 

Strategies in Interpretation From

International Sign Into Spoken English

Brett Best, Jemina Napier, Andy Carmichael,  
and Oliver Pouliot

National Deaf communities around the world, and particularly in 
Europe, are now enjoying an increase in international exchange (de Wit, 
2010a). This is in part due to the higher levels of education that Deaf peo-
ple have achieved in recent decades, enabled by interpretation and other 
support services (Lang, 2002), increased recognition of signed languages, 
and advancing technology (de Wit, 2010a). This type of international 
exchange among Deaf people has impacted the types of assignments that 
sign language interpreters are hired to undertake (de Wit, 2010a), for 
example, to enable political participation at a European level (Turner & 
Napier, 2014). Such assignments may require interpreters to have addi-
tional linguistic skills and cultural knowledge (de Wit, 2010a) and convey 
the core of a message to a mixed audience who have different national 
signed languages (Moody, 2002), a situation that may require the use of 
International Sign (IS). 

The status of IS as a language is hotly debated in literature (see Rosen-
stock & Napier, Hansen, this volume). Regardless of the linguistic status 
of IS, it is often used at international conferences and academic gather-
ings (Hiddinga & Crasborn, 2011; Supalla et al., 2010) and international 
meetings (Turner & Napier, 2014). Hiddinga and Crasborn (2011) state 
that IS is unlikely to ever be standardized because the form of IS varies 
depending on the addressees and their language backgrounds. While the 
form of IS may never be delineated by conventionalized standards, the 
World Federation of the Deaf (WFD) and the World Association of Sign 
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Language Interpreters (WASLI) have recently formed the IS Interpret-
ing Task Group in an effort to regulate and monitor the standards of IS 
interpreting in international contexts (Turner & Napier, 2014). Such an 
endeavor shows that there is a demand for IS and a need to ensure profes-
sional interpretation services between IS and English. Though questions 
have been raised about the overall average comprehension level of Inter-
national Sign (Whynot, 2015) and particularly in regard to interpreted IS 
(Rosenstock, 2004), Turner and Napier (2014) state that it is possible that 
“the resources required for sufficient interpreter-mediation [sic] across the 
European public sphere will primarily be delivered in the shape of high-
quality IS interpreting provision” (p. 64). With the growing demand for 
IS interpreting, more research needs to be done into best practices on this 
form of interpreter-mediated communication. 

To date, comparatively little linguistic research has been conducted 
on IS interpreting, and the research that has been carried out has pre-
dominantly focused on interpreting from spoken English into IS (McKee 
& Napier, 2002; Rosenstock, 2004, 2008) or on the linguistic strategies 
used by a deaf-hearing interpreting team when working at an interna-
tional conference in IS (Stone & Russell, 2014). Therefore, the case study 
discussed in this chapter will contribute to understanding the processes 
involved in IS interpreting by focusing on the linguistic strategies em-
ployed by two professional IS interpreters when working from IS into 
spoken English. 

LITERATURE REVIEW

Here we provide an overview of the relevant literature to frame our 
case study, and we focus on investigations into the definition and nature 
of IS, interpreting from spoken English into IS, and interpreting from a 
national signed language into a spoken language. 

International Sign

Although sign languages are different in every country, deaf people 
can “communicate across mutually unintelligible language boundaries” 
(Supalla & Webb, 1995, p. 334) using “cross-national signed communica-
tion” (Adam, 2012, p. 852), known as International Sign (IS). Essentially, 
IS is a form of “foreigner talk” (Quinto-Pozos, 2007), where different 
sign languages come into contact and signers exploit their awareness 
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of gesture, iconicity, and visual-spatial expression. Although IS displays 
many linguistic features similar to other established sign languages (such 
as grammatical features), it does not have a consistent, established vo-
cabulary. It lacks transmission from one generation to the next and has 
an unstable community of users, which are two very important factors in 
considering the linguistic status of IS (Suppalla & Webb, 1995; Rosen-
stock, 2004). Thus, “use of the term International Sign, rather than Inter-
national Sign Language, emphasizes that IS is not recognised as having 
full linguistic status” (Adam, 2012, p. 853). 

IS has been described as a pidgin by some researchers (Moody, 2002; 
McKee & Napier, 2002) and as a koine by others (Supalla & Webb, 
1995). There is a general consensus that IS lacks an established lexicon 
and is flexible (Allsop, Woll, & Brauti, 1995; Moody, 2002). Furthermore, 
the lexicon that is used may be dependent on the specific interlocutors as 
a form of language contact (Adam, 2012): IS relies heavily on borrow-
ing lexical items from various sign languages, which is influenced by the 
nationality of the signer and also the context where the signer is using IS 
(Whynot, 2015). IS often necessitates the conveyance of broader generali-
ties in lieu of specifics (Allsop, Woll, & Brauti, 1995), and given the lack 
of established lexicon, complex meanings are not easily conveyed (Adam, 
2012). For these reasons, Mesch (2010) reports that it is “easier to process 
information received in a national sign language than in IS” (p. 8).

There are conventions, however, in using IS that do appear to have 
some level of standardization: aspects of the grammatical structure and 
key established signs (such as work, important, deaf, hearing, and 
interpreter). Thus describing it as a koine—a new, mixed language 
variety that has arisen as a result of contact between two or more mutu-
ally intelligible varieties (Kerswill & Williams, 2000)—may possibly be 
appropriate. Hansen discusses which labels to use when discussing IS in 
her chapter in this volume.

As a koine, IS is increasingly used as the lingua franca at international 
meeting places, including academic and political conferences, seminars, 
and meetings (de Wit, 2010a; Supalla et al., 2010; Turner & Napier, 
2014). One such meeting place is a postgraduate program delivered 
jointly by Heriot-Watt University (UK), the University of Applied Sci-
ences Magdeburg-Stendal (Germany), and Humak University of Applied 
Sciences (Finland): the European Masters of Sign Language Interpreting 
(EUMASLI), which was an ideal site to collect data for this case study.
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As mentioned earlier, there are very few empirical studies of IS, and 
even fewer on IS interpreting. Existing studies of IS interpreting have 
concentrated on interpreting from English into IS, apart from one un-
published research paper (de Wit, 2010b). There is a wide range of litera-
ture in spoken and signed language interpreting research that recognizes 
that interpreters produce reduced or expanded renditions (e.g., Major & 
Napier, 2012; Wadensjö, 1998) as a linguistic coping strategy (Napier, 
2002). Thus we take that as a given strategy in IS interpreting. However, 
we are interested in the specific strategies used by IS interpreters, given 
that IS is not an established language, such as strategies to account for a 
lack of direct equivalences or lack of a “database” of established lexicon 
from which to draw.

Interpreting from English into IS

According to Scott Gibson and Ojala (1994), to competently interpret 
into IS, an interpreter must possess knowledge of the universal linguistic 
structures of sign language, such as “localization, verb modification, ques-
tion forms, facial expression, negation, borrowed signs and pantomime” 
(cited in McKee & Napier, 2002, p. 31). Until the publication of this vol-
ume, there were only two studies that had examined the linguistic features 
of IS used by interpreters: McKee and Napier (2002) and Rosenstock 
(2008). The contribution of Stone and Russell (this volume) in their com-
parative analysis of the use of depicting verbs by IS interpreters is a third.

McKee and Napier (2002) analyzed six interpreted passages from 
three sources: authentic footage from the World Games for the Deaf 
(now known as the Deaflympics) held in Denmark, the Congress of the 
International Federation of Deaf Sports (CISS) held in Finland, and the 
official video of the 1995 Congress of the World Federation of the Deaf. 
The data totaled 14 minutes and featured four hearing interpreters—two 
from English-speaking countries and two from other European coun-
tries. Rosenstock (2008) analyzed a total of 10 minutes of data from 
two different presentations at the Deaf Way II conference held in July 
2002, in Washington, DC. These presentations were given in American 
Sign Language (ASL), interpreted into spoken English, and two hearing 
interpreters worked from the spoken English interpretation to produce 
the message in IS. 

McKee and Napier (2002) and Rosenstock (2008) found many of the 
same characteristic forms in the IS interpreted output in their respective 
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studies. Production features observed included a slower rate of articula-
tion, an increased signing size and space, and lip patterns accompanying 
nouns, proper nouns, and some words in the English source message to 
disambiguate meaning (McKee & Napier, 2002). Grammatical features 
such as locating referents in space (McKee & Napier, 2002), using sur-
rogate space and token space (Rosenstock, 2008), adverbial inflection 
(McKee & Napier, 2002), nonmanual grammatical markers (McKee & 
Napier, 2002; Rosenstock, 2008), referential (role) shifting, and provid-
ing context through actions were also noted in the interpreters’ IS output 
(McKee & Napier, 2002). According to Napier and McKee (2002), these 
linguistic structures serve to make the interpretation succinct and some-
what predictable in form, which facilitates the audience’s ability to decode 
the message; this is necessary because audience members will not be native 
users of the target output and ordinary strategies of comprehension (such 
as making closure on meaning through prediction of language forms and 
collocation) are not as readily available. 

The IS interpreters in both studies used depicting signs (classifiers), 
which were used in place of fixed vocabulary for nouns (McKee & Napier, 
2002) or to replace prepositional phrases in English (Rosenstock, 2008). 
Rhetorical questions were also used either as a linking device (McKee & 
Napier, 2002) or in lieu of relative clauses or declaratives (Rosenstock, 
2008). One strategy observed was that IS interpreters appeared to delete 
information that they inferred to be redundant (McKee & Napier, 2002) 
or not crucial to the understanding of the content (Rosenstock, 2008). 
Other types of reductions also occurred: “Several longer phrases in the 
English text are reduced to shorter constructions in the IS translation” 
(Rosenstock, 2008, p. 4). McKee and Napier (2002) report examples of 
certain information, such as numbers and names of unfamiliar people and 
places, that were omitted if they were inessential to the message, not able 
to be easily transmitted, or could not be retained during processing time. 

Conversely, strategies of expansion were also observed. Rosenstock 
(2008) reported that many English lexical items were expanded into 
phrases in IS, as the interpreter judged it beneficial to expand or para-
phrase English words, so that the audience had a better understanding of 
the concept in the corresponding context. Different types of repetitions 
were also noted by Rosenstock (2008). One type was the production of 
more than one form of a sign for the same concept, perhaps to reach 
as wide an audience as possible. Another type of repetition was the re-
iteration of the topic of a paragraph. As Rosenstock (2008) explains, 
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“By introducing the concept, expanding on it, and then repeating it, the 
interpreter ensures that the audience understands that the expansion still 
belongs to one topic” (p. 7). 

Other strategies that the interpreters in the studies used to enhance 
understanding of the target output and manage information flow included 
having an extended lag time for more effective message analysis, high-
lighting salient information, making relationships between elements more 
graphic by anchoring the topic on the nondominant hand, highlighting 
parts of the message by extending the final hold on signs that show im-
portant information, making the abstract more concrete, making explicit 
what is implicit, and choosing generic signs more likely to be understood 
such as signs that are iconic, have a simple form, or show a basic concept 
(McKee & Napier, 2002). Signs using metaphorical constructions such as 
metonymy were used to depict abstract concepts, for example, bag-of-
money as a substitute for funding (McKee & Napier, 2002; Rosenstock, 
2008); and instead of using a lexical item, IS interpreters used constructed 
action and dialogue, depicting signs, an example, or paraphrase (McKee 
& Napier, 2002). Interpreters also used their knowledge of contextual and 
local information, such as the physical appearance of important people 
and places and previous related events, to depict information visually in 
their interpretation (McKee & Napier, 2002). 

Interestingly, Rosenstock (2004) reports that how interpreters and 
presenters use IS seems to differ, which is confirmed by Whynot (2015). 
Given Mesch’s (2010) statement that IS is more difficult to receive than a 
national sign language, it is particularly interesting to delve into the strate-
gies employed by professional interpreters when making lexical choices 
for such visually rich, situation-specific, communicative renditions. 

Interpreting from IS into English

To our knowledge, there is only one pre-existing study of IS to English 
interpreting, which is an unpublished research report (de Wit, 2010b). In 
her study, de Wit analyzed a spoken English interpretation of almost 6 
minutes of video taken from an authentic 20-minute presentation given 
in IS by a deaf man to a mixed European audience. The interpreter was 
an experienced IS interpreter, who was familiar with the content of the 
presentation. The analysis of the interpretation was focused on examining 
a range of strategies used by the interpreter at the sentence level, which 
de Wit drew from existing literature, including omissions, additions, re-
formulations, summaries, use of fillers, paraphrases, reverse paraphrases 
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[what Wadensjö (1998) would refer to as reduced renditions], alterations 
of lag time, and repairs. She noted that omissions tended to occur when 
reformulations were made, and, when additions were made to provide 
clarifying information, this sometimes created the omission of other infor-
mation. She also found some occurrences of summarizing, paraphrasing, 
and reverse paraphrasing and one incident of repairing.

One of the key strategies that de Wit (2010b) noted was the interpreter’s 
use of time lag, which was averaged at 5 seconds, so she concluded that

a long lag time is a starting point for the International Sign interpreter 
to produce the best interpretation possible. Because International Sign 
is not conventionalized, there will be signs or expressions that are 
uncommon to the interpreter, for which the interpreter needs more 
source message information in order to interpret it into an equivalent 
target message. (p. 16)

De Wit noted that because she was not able to interview the interpreter-
participant, she could not interrogate her classifications of the strategies 
used. Thus one of her recommendations was that any future research 
should incorporate a follow-up interview with interpreters in order to get 
insight into their interpreting decisions.

Interpreting From a Signed Into a Spoken Language

Because there is only one other small study on interpreting from IS into 
English, it is helpful to consider work that has been carried out on the 
analysis of interpretation from a national signed language into a spoken 
language. One such study involved the analysis of compression strate-
gies used by ASL/English interpreters (Finton & Smith, 2004; Finton, 
2005). The authors maintain that certain information conveyed in ASL 
is inherently expanded visually and therefore must be reduced to adhere 
to linguistic appropriateness in spoken English and create meaning, and 
therefore interpreters use compression strategies (Finton & Smith, 2004; 
Finton, 2005). Through the use of compression strategies while interpret-
ing ASL to English, the authors state that the following types of common 
errors may be reduced: Intrusion of source language features, wordi-
ness, redundancies, register mismatch, inappropriate use of first person 
dialogue, and loss of speaker style. Finton and Smith mention different 
types of expansion in ASL and the corresponding compression strategy 
employed by interpreters when working from ASL into English. These 
strategies include recognizing the function of expansions in ASL, such as 
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contrasting information to emphasize an opposing idea and realizing that 
the contrast need not be interpreted literally into English. Other areas 
of expansion seen in ASL are techniques such as faceting, which func-
tion to narrow a concept to a particular image—something that can be 
done adequately by adverbs, qualifiers, and vocal intonation in spoken 
English—and the fact that reiteration in ASL may simply serve as a form 
of emphasis, which can be done by other means in spoken English. Finton 
and Smith also mention the utilization of three-dimensional space and 
note that “the amount of detail in a message, the use of referential space, 
and the figure-ground relationships provide particular challenges when 
interpreting between ASL and English” (p. 131). The amount of detail 
considered linguistically appropriate in ASL may differ from consider-
ations of appropriateness in English. They assert that interpreters must 
take into account the function of the message and demonstrate willing-
ness to change the structure of the message in such instances. Finton and 
Smith also explain that although English may have a specific lexical item 
to describe a concept, ASL may lack one such lexical item and instead 
list various examples: explaining by example or “couching.” Lastly, they 
state that ASL exhibits a type of expansion that can be referred to as 
“describe, then do” (p. 135), wherein a short description of something 
is followed by an enactment either through reported dialogue or a “verb 
sandwich,” when a verb in a sentence occurs twice. They suggest that the 
corresponding compression strategy when interpreting these ASL expan-
sions into English would be, in the former circumstance, to let go of the 
need to report the entire interaction in detail and instead report the gist 
of the story; and in the latter, to recognize that the reappearance of the 
verb adds more information about how the action is being performed. 

While compression strategies may be necessary when providing a spo-
ken interpretation of a national signed language, expansion strategies may 
also be required. Hema (2002) analyzed the decisions behind his lexical 
choices when interpreting from a presentation from British Sign Language 
(BSL) into English and focused his analysis on the first few introductory 
utterances of the signed presentation and his corresponding interpreta-
tion. Hema justified the expansion strategies in English interpretation as 
necessary to match the register and the linguistic and cultural norms of 
the hearing audience. Drawing on Wadensjö’s (1998) work, Hema ex-
plains that it is important for interpreters to adopt an approach centered 
not just on message transfer, but on performing various communicative 
activities (such as expansion) to facilitate the intended message impact. 
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One of the first studies of interpretation from a signed into a spoken 
language was conducted by Roy (1987), who analyzed the discourse style 
and paralinguistic features of an interpretation of a lecture delivered in 
ASL into English. She also played the recording of the English interpreta-
tion to a group of hearing nonsigners and asked them to comment on 
what they heard. Her analysis found that, although the interpreter had 
provided an accurate interpretation in terms of matching the proposi-
tional content, she had neither adequately represented the register nor 
matched the affect of the sign language lecture and this was as a result 
of inappropriate use of intonation, rhythm, stress marking, and pitch. 
In sum, the hearing listeners noted that (based on listening only to the 
English text) they perceived the presenter as talking to children, rather 
than giving an academic lecture.

More recently, Fitzmaurice and Purdy (2015) found that disfluent paus-
ing (i.e., pausing in the wrong places or for too long when speaking 
in English) also has a negative effect on listener judgements of ASL-to-
English interpretations. Fitzmaurice and Purdy explain that one might 
expect more pauses in a spoken interpreted message because the cog-
nitive load of interpreting may necessitate some time to formulate the 
next articulation, so they were interested in how pauses are perceived 
by listeners. An ASL monologue on the cardiovascular system was in-
terpreted by a nationally certified interpreter, with more than 20 years 
of professional interpreting experience. The recording was then edited 
to eliminate or reduce any atypical pauses. Participants were randomly 
assigned to listen to the audio either with or without the pauses. Base-
line data was collected by asking Deaf participants to watch the source 
text in ASL and judge the speaker on certain qualities. Listeners of the 
audio versions were asked their thoughts on the speaker, their manner of 
speaking, and general impressions of the speaker. Fitzmaurice and Purdy 
found that the atypical pauses negatively impacted listener judgments of 
the speaker and that those who directly watched the presenter had more 
positive judgments. Interestingly, however, those listening to the original 
audio with atypical pauses were not told that they were listening to an 
interpretation, so Fitzmaurice and Purdy state that further research is 
needed to explore whether participants are able to distinguish between 
the qualities of the speaker and the interpreter when they are aware that 
what they are hearing is not the product of a single person. 

This study is interesting and applicable to this case study of an in-
terpretation of IS into English because it highlights that such atypical, 
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disfluent pauses do happen when working from a signed to a spoken 
language, even when the interpreter is qualified and experienced. 

Macías (2006), in the analysis of spoken language simultaneous in-
terpretation, has suggested that disfluent pauses may be an indication 
of a problem with the interpreter’s fluency. Napier (2007) and Napier, 
Carmichael, and Wiltshire (2008), however, analyzed how pauses can 
be used strategically to enhance an interpretation. In a case study of the 
cooperative strategies between a Deaf presenter and the interpreters pro-
viding a spoken English interpretation of his monologue from Auslan 
(Australian Sign Language) into English, Napier (2007) found that co-
operation occurs through strategic use of eye gaze, pausing, and nodding 
as “paralinguistic cues to co-construct meaning and negotiate smooth 
delivery of talk” (p. 427). Participants used such cues with intentionality 
to convey comprehension, mark episodes, clarify content, control the pace 
of the presentation, or establish the footing of the presenter. Cooperative 
principles based on Gricean maxims of cooperation in spoken conver-
sation (Grice, 1975) were suggested for interpreter-mediated monologic 
talk. Napier, Carmichael, and Wiltshire (2008), in a discussion of the same 
case study with a focus on the prepresentation briefing and postmeeting 
debriefing, suggest that the level of preparation between the presenter 
and interpreters enabled the enhanced cooperation during the delivery 
of the spoken English interpretation to meet the intent of the presenter, 
and the expectations of the audience. In his case study, Hema (2002) also 
reported on the importance of being able to prepare with his Deaf cli-
ent beforehand and mentioned the use of cues, such as eye contact with 
panelists, which informed his interpretation. This research on prepara-
tion with presenters when working from a signed to a spoken language 
is particularly relevant to our exploration of working from IS to English, 
because, as de Wit (2010a, p. 241) states, “a successful interpretation in 
the multilingual international setting also depends on a good cooperation 
between the interpreter and the client.” 

Moody (2002) explains that all signed languages use referential, topo-
graphical, and structural space and that these elements, in conjunction 
with others such as facial expressions, present three-dimensional, “simul-
taneous bundles of information” (p. 31). While Moody concedes that all 
languages have examples of simultaneous information, he argues that 
signed languages are able to incorporate a great deal of simultaneous in-
formation that must be presented differently in a linear, sequential spoken 
language. While Moody explains that bundled simultaneous information 
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is common to all signed languages, because IS is typified by an impov-
erished lexicon (Allsop, Woll, & Brauti, 1995), more iconicity and ges-
ture (Moody, 2002), and possible dependence on a cultural framework 
(McKee & Napier, 2002), a communicative utterance in IS may more 
frequently exhibit compact bundles of simultaneous information, requir-
ing additional cognitive processing to untangle the bundled information 
and express it in a linear language. 

Moody (2002) identifies use of three-dimensional space as a signifi-
cant component of these “simultaneous bundles of information” (p. 31) 
in national signed languages, and Finton and Smith (2004, p. 131) state 
that “because the use of space is such a significant component of ASL, 
it can present some unique challenges for . . . interpreting into English.” 
Therefore, the strategies an IS interpreter utilizes when handling a sig-
nificant portion of bundled simultaneous information in a visual-gestural 
communicative utterance may be borne from strategies acquired from 
interpreting from a national signed language into a spoken language.

Considering these strategies that are used when interpreting from a 
signed into a spoken language, this case study will make a contribution 
toward understanding the strategies involved when interpreting IS into 
spoken English, and the additional challenges that may be present when 
interpreters are working from a koine into an established language.

METHOD

Modeling our study on that used by Napier (2007) and Napier, 
Carmichael, and Wiltshire (2008) in their linguistic case study of a signed 
to spoken English interpretation, we used a descriptive linguistic case 
study approach (Hale & Napier, 2013) to analyze authentic qualitative 
data and draw on interpreter reflections of their decision making, in order 
to provide a “thick description” (Geertz, 1973) of strategies utilized by 
two professional sign language interpreters working simultaneously in an 
interpreter-mediated classroom environment.

Data Collection Site

The official language of instruction of the EUMASLI program is 
English. During the 2.5-year program, which is targeted at experienced 
interpreters of national sign languages, students are taught British Sign 
Language (BSL), Finnish Sign Language, German Sign Language, and IS; 
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develop skills in translating and interpreting between English and IS; and 
learn research skills (Hessmann et al., 2011). The teaching team is made 
up of Deaf and hearing lecturers from the three partner universities.

The second cohort of the program, who were enrolled between 2013 
and 2015, included both Deaf and hearing students; therefore not only 
did students learn, communicate in, translate, and interpret IS, but there 
were two languages of instruction: IS and English. Thus two IS-English 
interpreters were present to interpret at every module, and the interpreting 
direction would depend on the language used by the teacher. The inter-
preting services were provided through the same agency, so there was a 
level of consistency in provision across the modules (i.e., at least one of 
the interpreters had worked in previous modules). 

The fact that IS was being used and interpreted regularly in this con-
text made an EUMASLI classroom a prime site for collecting authentic IS 
interpreted data. Given the lack of previous research examining linguistic 
strategies for interpreting from IS into English, we decided to focus this 
case study on the analysis of an excerpt of interpretation in that direction. 
The four coauthors of this chapter were all involved in the EUMASLI 
program: as a teacher (Jemina), a student (Brett), and two of the regular 
interpreters (Andy and Oliver).

The Data

The data was comprised of a video recording of a lecture given in IS to 
a mixed international group of hearing and Deaf postgraduate students 
at Heriot-Watt University, Edinburgh, Scotland, in September 2014, and 
which was simultaneously interpreted into spoken English. The clip used 
for analysis is an excerpt chosen from a video that is approximately 67 
minutes long. The excerpt is approximately 11 minutes long and was 
chosen because it is comprised mostly of monologic segments. 

Participants and Context

The presenter using IS (Jemina) is a hearing, fluent signer and a na-
tive user of BSL who is also fluent in Auslan, proficient in American Sign 
Language (ASL), and works as an interpreter between English and BSL, 
Auslan, or IS. Both interpreters are also native signers. One interpreter 
(Andy) is a native signer of BSL, is also fluent in Auslan, and works be-
tween English and BSL, Auslan, or IS; the other interpreter (Oliver) is a 
native signer of ASL, is also conversant in BSL, and works as an inter-
preter between English and ASL or IS. Moody (2002) cites the importance 
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of knowing more than one signed language when working with IS in an 
international environment so that an interpreter has the mental flexibility 
to adapt to new and different vocabulary. Both interpreters are also na-
tive English users and experienced working professionally with IS. The 
interpreters and presenter had worked together many times previous to 
the context of this study and were familiar with one another’s signing 
styles and personalities. 

While IS does not have an established lexicon (Allsop, Woll, & Brauti, 
1995; Moody, 2002), Adam (2012) explains that the lexicon used in IS 
may be dependent on the interlocutors involved. In this case, the partici-
pants in this program had previously established a great deal of their own 
lexicon, which was used in classroom lectures, discussions, and informal 
interaction. McKee and Napier (2002) cite Moody (1994) when they state 
that “an important requirement for IS interpreting is close knowledge of 
the context in which one is working” (p. 49). The interpreters had regu-
larly interpreted for this course, so they were familiar with the specific 
lexicon often used in this context. Thus all the coauthors are familiar with 
the lexicon used by this group, which was essential to allow a thorough 
analysis of the data. 

Process

The video clip was imported into ELAN, a computer program that al-
lows the precise alignment of transcription with video data (Wittenburg 
et al., 2006) and is widely used by sign linguists (Johnston & Crasborn, 
2006; Perniss, 2015). First, on one tier, an English gloss was recorded for 
each individual sign produced in IS. This was done before listening to the 
spoken English interpretation in order not to bias the transcription. Next, 
a verbatim transcript of the interpreters’ spoken English was produced in 
a Microsoft Word document, and the transcribed spoken sentences were 
then entered into ELAN on a separate tier to correspond with the units 
of IS glosses. An additional tier was also added to enable comments on 
observations of the interpretation choices or any other interesting aspects 
of the data. The document transcript of the English interpretation was 
also used to identify potentially interesting areas (see the Analysis section) 
for deeper examination by highlighting segments with noticeable pauses 
in bold font. Pauses were manually annotated in the ELAN software. 

Professional interpreters generally have a high level of metalinguistic 
awareness, that is, the ability to focus attention on language use and 
reflect upon its nature, structure, and functions “because they must con-
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stantly analyze the linguistic structure of the source language, the semantic 
message presented within that linguistic structure, the message’s potential 
impact, and the equivalents in an alternative linguistic structure that will 
provide the same message impact to users of the target language” (Napier 
& Barker, 2004, p. 372). Thus, an important part of the process was for 
the analysis to be considered by the interpreters, in order to provide an 
additional layer of metalinguistic commentary on the data.

Analysis

Munday (2012) refers to “critical points” in a translation as “points in 
a text which require interpretation and in some cases substantive inter
vention by the translator” (p. 2), and such points may be identified by a 
hesitation or disfluency as the interpreter decides how to proceed. Ange-
lone (2010) refers to such critical points as a “problem nexus” (p. 18). It 
could be argued that IS—which is not a language and lacks an established 
lexicon—may present interpreters with the need to perform “substantive 
intervention” (Munday, 2012, p. 2) in order to reformulate a message pro-
duced in a highly visual, spatial koine with limited lexicon into a linear, 
spoken language with an extensive established vocabulary. 

Two approaches were used to analyze the data. The first approach 
focused on the identification of disfluent pauses (Fitzmaurice & Purdy, 
2015) in the spoken English interpretation. Fitzmaurice and Purdy (2015) 
explain that while some pauses have purposes and functions in speech, 
speakers will sometimes pause when they are experiencing difficulty with 
devising or articulating their utterance. Fitzmaurice and Purdy explain 
that such hesitations may occur at an unnatural time in an utterance or 
have a longer duration than normal, and they cite Bortfeld, Leon, Bloom, 
Schober, and Brennan (2001) when they state that “pausing disfluencies 
are more common with increased cognitive load” (quoted in Fitzmaurice 
& Purdy, 2015, p. 2). These statements are in regard to noninterpreted, 
conversational situations. However, Angelone (2010) applies pauses to 
interpretation and heightened cognitive load and specifically identifies 
“pauses in target text generation” (Angelone, 2010, p. 18) as a criterion 
for identifying the occurrence of problem nexuses in the source text. He 
explains that these pauses, caused by encountering a problem nexus, in-
dicate a heightened cognitive load for the interpreter. Jefferson (1989) 
found that native speakers of English tend to accept up to 1.0 seconds 
of silent pause in conversation, and Fitzmaurice and Purdy (2015) cite 
Trudgill (2000) when they state that pauses of 4 seconds may cause 
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embarrassment in American communicative exchanges. The maximum 
standard that native speakers of English are willing to accept, without dis-
comfort for a message that they know is being interpreted, has not been 
explored, so for the purposes of this study, anything exceeding Jefferson’s 
(1989) maximum standard of 1.0 seconds was considered a disfluent 
pause. Filled pauses (Lallgee & Cook, 1969) such as “uh” or “ah” were 
not considered as pauses in this data. Periods of silence lasting more than 
1.0 seconds in the target text were noted, and the corresponding segment 
of the source text was then analyzed in the hope that identifying such 
instances in the target text would reveal areas where interpreters may 
have experienced a heightened cognitive load (perhaps due to trying to 
decipher ambiguity in the koine) and hence employed particular linguistic 
strategies. The source text transcription was then compared to the target 
text transcription in ELAN and evaluated. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

In this case study, we have found instances of the working interpreter 
using strategies mentioned by Finton and Smith (2004) in their study of 
interpretation from ASL into English. We have also identified examples 
where the interpreter utilized some of the same strategies, when working 
from IS into spoken English, that McKee and Napier (2002) and Rosen-
stock (2008) identified interpreters using, when working from English into 
IS. The examples here are not inclusive of every occurrence of a certain 
observed phenomenon but rather simply serve to illustrate our findings. 

Pausing 

Fitzmaurice and Purdy (2015) explain that with the cognitive load of 
interpreting, one might expect more pauses when interpreting a message 
from a signed into a spoken language, because it may necessitate some 
time to formulate the next articulation. Finton and Smith (2004) state 
that when the number of signed lexical items varies significantly from 
the number of lexical items in a spoken interpretation, “there is always 
potential for awkward and unnatural periods of silence” (p. 137). De Wit 
(2010a) reports that working in international, multilingual settings in-
creases the demands on an interpreter’s cognitive processing capacity. 
Thus, one might expect to hear even more atypical pausing when an 
interpreter is working from IS into English. 
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Angelone (2010) identifies a pause as a verbal indicator of uncertainty 
on the part of an interpreter when he or she is faced with a problem 
nexus, which Munday (2012, p. 2) refers to as a “critical point.” Be-
cause different interpreters may individually experience different problem 
nexuses or critical points in a source text, the aim of the research was 
not to identify potential problem nexuses in IS but rather to analyze the 
strategies that these professional interpreters utilized to produce a co
herent spoken English interpretation of IS. Identifying disfluent pauses in 
the target text drew our attention to instances where processing strategies 
may have been utilized. 

While pauses were effectively used as a means for identifying moments 
of interpreter strategizing, we realized that pauses in the target text may 
actually originate from pauses in the source text, or it may also be the 
case that some pauses are actually an intentional tactic utilized by an 
interpreter when waiting for enough information to coherently produce 
an English sentence. It also seemed that other strategies for extending pro-
cessing time were utilized instead of outright pauses. There were instances 
of the interpreter slowing the rate of speech production at certain points 
or drawing out certain words. When asked to reflect on this strategy, the 
interpreters commented as follows:

I’ve heard [Oliver] use it as a regular strategy. . . . I do it too, as do 
many other interpreters I suspect. (Andy)
	 Perhaps a slowing down of speech indicates the opposite of a prob-
lem nexus: a smooth sailing point? It could also be closer to what we 
are perceiving to be an easier rate to receive by those who are listen-
ing. When we have a heavier processing load, it often feels like we are 
“chasing” the source language with our “hearing” tongues, sometimes 
blindly trusting that what is coming out of our mouths is making any 
sense. I would not rule out that it can be used to lessen the silence 
between points—it would be interesting to see if this slowing down 
typically happens at the beginning or end of interpreted utterances. 
(Oliver)

Thus there is a potential drawback in this case study when attempting 
to apply Angelone’s (2010) theory of pauses as signifying a problem nexus 
and therefore heightened cognitive load on the part of the interpreter in 
order to identify areas of possible strategizing. To numerically quantify 
a pause as something more concrete than a subjective, innate linguistic 
sense, the criterion used in this case study for identifying a disfluent pause 

Rosenstock Main Pgs 1-220.indd   151 12/17/2015   9:18:47 AM



152  :  Brett Best, Jemina Napier, Andy Carmichael, & Oliver Pouliot

is based on what is typically tolerated for native speakers of English dur-
ing a conversation. This situation, however, was an interpreted, expository 
lecture with a target audience that had a mix of native and nonnative 
English speakers. More research needs to be done to determine the maxi-
mum, standard pause comfortably accepted by individuals who realize 
that they are listening to an interpreted message, as the tolerated baseline 
may be different for simultaneous interpretations, particularly because 
these specific audience members were almost all interpreters themselves.

Moreover, Fitzmaurice and Purdy (2015) cite Shigemitsu (2005) when 
they state that perception of pause length may be dependent on culture 
and language, so even if a baseline for tolerated pause duration in simul-
taneous interpretations can be established in future research, its relevance 
may be compromised in an international context. Nonetheless, in this 
study, identifying disfluent pauses by the criterion set did reveal interest-
ing areas of interpreter strategy utilization. Here we provide examples 
from the data using principles from the horizontal transcription method 
as suggested by Gallez (2010) and Metzger and Roy (2011). Rather than 
use the horizontal method to depict the interpreter mediated turns in a 
dialogue, we illustrate the lengths of pauses when interpreting from a 
monologic IS text into English.

Illustrative Examples of Findings

IS often necessitates the conveyance of broader generalities in lieu of 
specifics (Allsop, Woll, & Brauti, 1995; Whynot, 2015). In order to create 
meaning and be linguistically appropriate, such general utterances may 
need to be expanded when working into spoken English. An example of 
one such utterance can be seen in Table 1.

In Table 1, the interpreter chooses lexicon that offers more specific-
ity than the IS source text, such as checklist for the sign glossed as list 
and taxonomy for the long list of evaluative criteria, glossed as many 
criteria-list. It is particularly interesting in both of these words that 
in the audio of the target text, the supporting interpreter can be heard 
offering these specific lexical suggestions to the working interpreter. Also 
interesting is that the cointerpreter can be detected offering the lexical 
suggestion of “taxonomy” during the 1.7-second pause before the work-
ing interpreter articulated “taxonomy,” which arguably gives some cre-
dence to Angelone’s (2010) criterion of pausing for detecting points in a 
translation that requires a heightened cognitive load and the need for an 
interpreter to make a decision in a problem nexus. 
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In this situation, we can see that perhaps both interpreters were cog-
nizant of a need to assign specifically differing descriptive lexicon to the 
contrastive types of lists mentioned in the source text. This is indicated 
both by the more specific English lexicon selected to differentiate the two 
lists and by the pause as the working interpreter bore the cognitive load 
of processing the source message while searching for linguistically ap-
propriate, expansive vocabulary in the target language. 

McKee and Napier (2002) state that when working from English to 
IS, interpreters may also make explicit what is implicit. This is another 
way to add specificity and may be observed in this example. Because the 
second list of criteria mentioned is visually depicted as being a much 
longer list than the first, it follows that using such a list would provide one 
with a “much more in-depth look” at what a translation involves, which 
is what the interpreter said in his interpretation (see Table 1). Hence this 
inference was made explicit in the English interpretation. In Table 2, the 
interpreter also expands on the source text to make it more specific to 
the academic situation.

In Table 2, the interpreter expands on what is offered in IS with lexical 
choices that add more specificity to the academic context such as hybrid 
and gestalt. In addition to the interpreter expanding on what was offered 
in IS, we also see instances of pausing as he cognitively processes the re-
ceiving of the source text, fleshes it out, and produces it in spoken English. 
Interestingly, the instances of the longest lag times happened during the 
times when expansion was being employed.

The signed portion of this utterance begins at 4:28.8 and continues 
until 5:01.8. The interpretation for this segment begins at approximately 
4:46.6, around 18 seconds into the utterance. Prior to beginning the inter-
pretation for this segment, the interpreter was still interpreting a previous 
segment into English. Cokely (1992) found that average lag time is 2.8 
seconds with an upper limit of 6–8 seconds for sign language interpreters. 
McKee and Napier (2002) found that IS interpreters “routinely stretch the 
outer limits of processing and memory capacity for simultaneous inter-
preting in order to maximize effective message analysis and reconstruction 
of a conceptually equivalent TL message,” often working with a lag time 
of 10–16 seconds and sometimes more (p. 42 ff.). When working from IS 
to spoken English, we see that this may also be the case, as in the example 
in Table 2. 

This is an interesting example because, while expanding on the source 
text by offering more specific lexicon in English, we also see some 
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compression strategies as explained by Finton and Smith (2004). These 
authors describe couching in ASL (Finton & Smith, 2004, p. 134) as hap-
pening when a signer would like to convey a concept for which a single 
ASL lexical item does not exist, so the concept is conveyed by grouping 
several signs together. Perhaps similarly, Adam (2012) states that in IS, 
several gestures and signs may be combined to indicate a single referent. 
The compression strategy for interpreting couching in ASL would be to 
identify the appropriate, equivalent, lexical item or concept in English 
rather than produce a spoken word for each individual sign produced: 
“An awkward and stilted interpretation could result if the ASL-to-English 
interpretation included the ASL description” (Finton & Smith, 2004, 
p. 135). In Table 2, the lecturer gives many examples of working together: 
discuss read think . . . want same envision. This could be an ex-
ample of couching because a general concept of working together is being 
formed. The compression strategy identified by Finton and Smith (2004) 
is to identify the appropriate English concept, which this interpreter does. 
Instead of providing an English lexical item for each example signed, 
the interpreter conveys the overall concept of collaboration and mutual 
agreement by stating “we” will pick from both lists to “come up with” the 
evaluative criteria, thereby effectively utilizing one of Finton and Smith’s 
(2004) strategies for compression. 

While this may be an example of couching and the corresponding 
compression strategy, given the lag time, it may also be indicative of cog-
nitive processing strategies. When asked to reflect on this example, the 
interpreters noted that

[This is] a great example of why longer decalage [time lag] is needed in 
IS work. By staying back, Oliver was able to compress with economy, 
allowing him time to devote to other parts of his process and to taking 
feeds from me. (Andy)
	 Thinking back, this is a rather predictable moment. Jemina would 
have told us that she would have them working in groups, as she often 
does. So, as I was finishing what I most likely sensed was the end of 
the monologic portion of her intervention, the transition to the com-
paratively more direct instruction came with less pressure. Another 
consideration is the fact that all of the individuals in the room were 
signers. There is a contextual element at work as well I think. You 
notice that I did not say, “Can you now get into groups”—and perhaps 
I thought this was implicit in the message but perhaps I saw her sign-
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ing and [decided] not to worry about group group group because 
everyone in the room knows what that means. (Oliver)

While expansion may be one technique that interpreters working 
from IS to spoken English may need to utilize, reduction is a technique 
that may be applied as well. IS shares many elements of “foreigner talk” 
such as repetition and summaries of previous utterances (Adam, 2012; 
Quinto-Pozos, 2007). Rosenstock (2008) found that interpreters work-
ing from spoken English use repetition in their interpretations into IS to 
clarify certain concepts. Given the possibility of repetition in IS, reduction 
may be necessary in some instances when producing an interpretation of 
these types of repetitions to maintain linguistic appropriateness in spoken 
English. An example of repetition is noted in Table 3.

While the literature states that repetition does occur in IS, what is hap-
pening in this particular example may be more akin to a phenomenon 
observed in national signed languages. Finton and Smith (2004) state 
that in ASL certain signs may be repeated in a text, typically as a way to 
mark emphasis. In this example, the lecturer seems to be emphasizing the 
fact that the materials in reference have also been made available through 
the application called Dropbox. The corresponding compression strategy 
for dealing with such reiterations is to use other means to accomplish 
the emphasis in spoken English instead of a literal interpretation of the 
repetition as it was signed (Finton & Smith, 2004, p. 130). This is the 
compression strategy utilized by this interpreter as he conveys the reiter-
ated information into a sentence in spoken English without providing an 
exact interpretation of the actual repetition that occurred in the source 
text. As commented on by Oliver:

Participant Time

Lecturer* everything me-give-you-all 
drop-in drop-in drop-in drop-
in drop-in drop^box finish 
finish drop-in drop-in

Interpreter-
English

Okay, so everything I’m giving 
you is in the Dropbox as well.

table 3.  Reductions.

*Back translation: Everything I’ve given to you all has been put in, put in, put in, put in the Drop-
box. It has already been put in there.
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Prosody plays a big role here. The combination of repetition for em-
phasis as well as nonmanual markers for further clarity in the source 
text will lend itself to a very specific, prosodic interpretation in English.

Andy states:

This is not only a common strategy, but a necessary one as the repeti-
tion rendered into English would be incongruent to target text norms.

McKee and Napier (2002) and Rosenstock (2008) found that inter-
preters working from English to IS may delete information deemed un-
essential or redundant or information that cannot be retained during 
processing time. Table 4 shows how the interpreter omitted some infor-
mation presented in IS, namely matching audience impact and a reference 
to a hypothetical World Federation of the Deaf (WFD) commission for 
a translation that had been explained earlier and then referenced several 
times previously in class. 

Participant Time

7:17.9 7.20.3

Lecturer* you-all experience poss-2 
think important we evaluate 
put-down put-down put-down 
we think connect theory first 
listing #s-t+lf #t-t+rt equal 
second listing pt+rt impact 
match audience pt+rt inform 
all finish text #w-f-d want 
what criteria-list

Interpreter-
English

In your experience—from 
your experience, I would like 
to hear your opinions about 
how you think about whether 
or not this kind of criteria 
matches the theory we’ve been 
looking at in terms of ST to 
TT and so on and so forth.

table 4.  Strategic Omissions.

*Back translation: From your experience, I want to know what you think is important to put 
on our evaluative list. We need to consider the application of theory, source text and target text 
equivalence, if the impact on the audience matches, and criteria for the translation such as in the 
WFD example.
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In this instance, this particular utterance began at 7:17.9, and the in-
terpretation of this segment began at approximately 7.20.3. This is within 
the average 2.8 seconds of lag time for simultaneous interpretation as 
reported by Cokely (1992), so it does not seem that this omission was 
due to pressures of lag time. Perhaps, it was what Napier (2002) would 
term as a conscious, strategic omission.

The presenter in this case could be said to be employing what Finton 
and Smith (2004, p. 133) might refer to as a compression strategy for 
“explaining by example,” an occurrence in which a concept is expressed 
through signing several different examples. One could argue that the in-
terpreter utilized the compression strategy for explaining by example by 
opting not to mention each example signed but instead refer to “what 
we’ve been looking at” because these specifics had already been previ-
ously mentioned in class and also served to form the general concept of 
appropriateness of selected criteria for the assignment. 

This may be an unconscious omission in terms of Oliver grasping the 
“impact on the audience matches” bit, then gets presented with the 
repetition of the WFD information, so he elects to go generic with his 
“and so on and so forth”? (Andy)
	 This segment could also be labeled as direct instruction to the class, 
similar to the “get into groups and discuss” example of Table 2. Should 
we as interpreters be aware of these changes in discourse narrative? 
[So it may be] not so much conscious strategic omission as much as it 
is cognitive overload. Sometimes you should hang back but you don’t 
due to processing “momentum.” (Oliver)

When explaining how International Sign works and offering recom-
mendations for using it, Moody (2002) states, “Use common experiences” 
(p. 36). He encourages interpreters to know their audience and to take ad-
vantage of what may be commonly known. Likewise, McKee and Napier 
(2002) report that when working from English to IS, interpreters use their 
knowledge of relevant people, contextual information, and local places—
knowledge which they also know to be shared by the target audience—to 
make their interpretations more clear. In Table 5, we see evidence of the 
interpreter using his knowledge of the building to make the interpretation 
more specific.

The IS source text first spatially refers to an area nearby, then men-
tions a room indicated as being further away, and lastly specifically names 
the lounge and places it as even further away. The interpreter uses his 
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knowledge of the facility to assign specific names to these areas—“the 
other computer room” and “the student common room”—in the English 
interpretation to make it more clear in the interpretation which areas are 
being referenced, but this is not necessarily a strategy that is used only 
when interpreting from IS into English.

As noted earlier, preparation between a presenter and interpreters is 
paramount to ensure that a spoken interpretation faithfully represents 
the message and intent of the signing presenter and also meets the norms 
of the situation and expectations of a hearing audience. The importance 
of IS/English interpreter preparation is discussed by de Wit and Sluis in 
this volume. In the context of our study, the interpreters were provided 
with copies of any PowerPoint slides for lectures prior to the teaching 
block. However, in the excerpt featured in this chapter for analysis, the 
lecturer was not using any PowerPoint and in fact was prompting discus-
sion from students. Thus the interpreter preparation was minimal for this 
particular segment. Although the interpreters had the advantage of work-
ing regularly in that context with the lecturer and students, they note that 
preparation influences their interpretation choices in the following ways:

If the presenter has a working knowledge of written English and can 
provide either background papers, PowerPoints or any other prepara-

Participant Time

Lecturer* first think maybe 3 4 3 4 group 
group cl: bent v sit-in-circle 
can pt+lf have pt+lf room pt+lf 
or pt+lf far lounge eat cake can 
cl: legs walking walk-there space 
here hot have cake pt+lf

Interpreter-
English

And I’d like you to get into 
groups of 3 or 4 and you’re 
okay to leave the, um, room 
to go into the lounge room or 
go to the other computer room 
or to the student common 
room because it’s, uh, a little 
uncomfortable, and there is 
still cake in there, I guess.

table 5.  Application of Personal Knowledge for Clarification.

*Back translation: First, I think that you should get into groups of 3 or 4 people. You can go out 
there. We have a room, or go to the lounge and eat cake. You can walk there. There is space there. 
It is hot here. There is cake there.
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tory materials, then it allows us to use the vocabulary that they them-
selves have chosen to express their concepts when producing a spoken 
interpretation. It’s interesting to note that this specific vocabulary often 
comes up in the feeds given by the team interpreter, who can some-
times be looking at the screen whilst the working interpreter is look-
ing at the IS source. Not only does preparation allow us to reflect our 
clients’ linguistic choices better, but we also have a greater appreciation 
of the overall view and of the goals of their communication. (Andy) 
	 There is also the factor of knowing that the person that you are 
interpreting for can hear. I don’t think this changed our interpretation, 
but we also have the advantage of listening to her speak, perhaps even 
give the same lecture in English, perhaps preparing us beforehand in 
English. This is atypical, yes, but nonetheless may have an influence 
on preparation. An important part of preparation is knowing the lan-
guage of the institution, of the department, and of that specific cohort. 
(Oliver)

The level of preparation and the familiarity of the interpreters with 
each other and the context have impacts on the teamworking strategies 
between the interpreters and how they feed information to each other 
when interpreting into English, as commented on by Andy:

Oliver and I actively overfeed each other (if possible) as we’ve both 
discovered that we’re neither of us put off by our respective feeds and 
will disregard as often as accept them based on a variety of factors 
such as (i) time constraints, i.e., that was too long ago now for me to 
crowbar it back in somehow; (ii) memory constraints, e.g., after those 
three dates, four names, and a list of countries a page long, I’ve no 
space for THAT!; (iii) for classroom dynamic changes, e.g., they’ve 
already got[ten] up and started leaving by the time you get to that 
point; (iv) we simply didn’t hear the feed amongst the classroom noise; 
or (v) we disagree with the feed. But . . . most of the time it’s welcome, 
precise, and appreciated.

CONCLUSION

IS may present complex challenges for interpreters when simultane-
ously interpreting into a spoken language. IS signers frequently pro-
duce bundles of simultaneous information for which clear and quick 
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interpretation may prove difficult. The professional interpreters in this 
case study utilized various strategies to produce an interpretation includ-
ing preparation, teamwork, pausing to buy time to receive or process 
adequate information to produce a coherent English sentence, expan-
sion, reduction, strategic omission, application of personal knowledge, 
and compression strategies corresponding to reiteration, couching, and 
explaining by example, all of which are strategies that have been identified 
in working with national signed languages. 

Many of these strategies are the same types of strategies utilized by 
interpreters working from spoken English to IS or from a national signed 
language into a spoken language, though greater lag time and an en-
hanced knowledge of the context, information, speaker, and linguistic 
skills may be necessary when working in contexts where IS is being used. 
Given that an interpreter may develop such strategies when working from 
a national signed language into a spoken language, perhaps it is not sur-
prising to see the same strategies utilized when working with IS. 

This linguistic case study is limited by the fact that it is a single, brief 
excerpt of interpreters working in one situation. Furthermore, the dura-
tion of the clip features the work of primarily one interpreter, though 
with support from a co-interpreter. These interpreters work together often 
and are very familiar with the presenter, audience, physical location, and 
content of the lecture. Different strategies may be necessary and observed 
in IS interpreters working in environments with which they are less fa-
miliar or working with individuals with whom the interpreters have less 
familiarity. There was no media used by this presenter, such as a Power
Point, so strategies that interpreters may utilize when media is present 
and accessible also could not be considered. Another issue to consider 
is whether the fact that both interpreters and the presenter are native 
bimodal-bilinguals with a shared spoken language was an important fac-
tor in this interpretation. 

Also, while Napier (2007) explores cooperation strategies in interpret-
er-mediated monologic talk, it was not possible to visually observe the 
interpreters in this data as the camera was focused only on the presenter, 
so it is not entirely clear what visual cooperation strategies they may have 
utilized when working with this presenter (e.g., use of eye gaze).

We suggest that future research could focus on how the setting and 
audience might affect an interpreter’s pausing and overall performance. 
How much does the interpreter care about how the audience judges the 
intricacies of his or her interpretation? How much difference is there 
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between interpreters working from a national sign language into English 
as compared to IS into English?

Though there are limitations to the study, it does serve as an introduc-
tory exploration into an area that has hitherto remained uninvestigated. 
If strategies for interpreting from IS do indeed stem from those that are 
utilized when interpreting national signed languages, this has implications 
for training IS interpreters. As the use of IS continues to broaden and the 
need for IS interpreting grows, an awareness of the strategies utilized in 
interpreting IS into spoken English will begin to pave the way for the 
high-quality IS interpretation services that Turner and Napier (2014) pre-
dict will become increasingly necessary in the future. 
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The Complexities of Interpreting

International Conferences: 

A Case Study 

Naomi Sheneman and Pamela F. Collins

The goal of this case study, conducted by a Deaf and a hearing research 
team, was to investigate preparation and communication strategies that 
interpreters use to deal with the unique dynamics of working at an in-
ternational conference. Additionally, this study looked at the logistics of 
working at a conference and in teams of hearing and Deaf interpreters. 
This case study specifically analyzes translation and simultaneous inter-
pretation products and interview data that give insight into the processes 
and experiences of interpreters working at a specific international confer-
ence with several sign languages and mixtures. 

The data reported here are the result of a research internship project in 
which Pamela, a hearing interpreter researcher, was asked to create tran-
scriptions from recorded relayed simultaneous interpretations of spoken 
English based on lectures and a panel discussion given in sign by three 
African Deaf presenters in the United States at a transnational conference 
in spring 2012. Naomi, a Deaf interpreter researcher, was asked to cre-
ate transcriptions translating the source text (signed) to written English. 
Conference attendees were primarily Americans who wanted to learn 
how Deaf communities within African nations fight for language recogni-
tion and removal of barriers. The presenters used a mixture of their own 
country’s sign language and American Sign Language (ASL). One of the 
presenters mentioned that he was presenting in a mixture of South African 
Sign Language (SASL), ASL, and International Sign (IS). The presenter 
did not explain his understanding of IS in detail. However, from our 
observations of all three presenters and two of five panelists, they used 
a mixture of their own sign language and ASL to varying degrees, along 
with borrowed words from other sign languages. In our view, this mixture 
of various sign languages in itself constitutes IS. Thus, the presenter was 
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using IS composed of elements from SASL and ASL, not a third language, 
IS, as he implied. The three Deaf presenters had varying fluency in ASL. 
We observed mixing between ASL and their own native sign language 
along with use of specific lexical items from other sign languages such as 
British Sign Language (BSL). Deaf presenters at this conference had one 
very specific aim: to communicate information and their own experience 
using available resources. There were no sign language interpreters fluent 
in the presenters’ native sign languages on site. Thus, the use of IS, con-
sidered as a mixture of their own native sign language and the hosting 
country’s sign language, along with loan signs from other sign languages, 
was the most ideal way to communicate. Given the circumstances, they 
adjusted IS usage in a way that was best tailored to the conference attend-
ees. As we discuss in the literature review, IS is a system agreed upon by 
people who meet in a particular context. Our case study confirms this and 
demonstrates that the use of IS is a continual, dynamic process of finding 
the best way to effectively relay information; therefore, the interpreters 
constantly struggle to find a working synergy. 

The simultaneous interpretation transcription and the translation 
products were compared in spring 2013. Through the comparison of 
products, we discovered a difference of register as well as losses of impor-
tant content in the simultaneous translation products. Through interviews, 
we investigated if the team interactions differed for each of the three 
presentations and the panel discussion or if a standard setup was estab-
lished prior to the event. Deaf interpreters were part of the interpreting 
process. For the Deaf presenters who used more ASL, Deaf interpreters 
were utilized to offer support off the platform to the hearing interpreters 
interpreting into spoken English. For one Deaf presenter who used more 
Ugandan Sign Language (USL) and BSL than ASL, more interpreters were 
needed: a Deaf interpreter translated the presenter’s presentation into 
ASL, another Deaf interpreter standing on the platform mirrored the 
interpretation for the audience, and hearing interpreters interpreted into 
spoken English. 

The deconstruction of simultaneous interpretation and translation 
products led to questions about the process. The ontological stance as-
sociated with this interpretative approach, according to Glesne (1999), 
“portrays a world in which reality is socially constructed, complex, and 
ever changing” (p. 5) and it is important to understand how people per-
ceive the meaning of a particular situation. Semistructured interviews 
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were conducted with the coordinator, a hearing interpreter, and a Deaf 
interpreter who worked the conference to learn about their experience of 
working in a conference setting that included a mixture of ASL, different 
African sign languages, and contacts with other sign languages to spoken 
English. A summary of interviews conducted with the interpreters who 
worked at this conference includes their reflections on the whole process. 
Specifically, we focus on detailing their preparation experiences and in-
terpreting strategies as well as the teaming dynamics of hearing and Deaf 
interpreters.

We believe that insights gained from analyzing the placement process 
at this particular event can be applied to experiences of similar groups in 
other contexts. By learning more about the experiences of these interpret-
ers, we might better tailor interpreter training opportunities to address 
unknown issues and preparation needs for the interpreters to ensure effec-
tive simultaneous interpretation at international conferences and thereby 
minimize obstacles that may impede team performance. Specific train-
ing is needed to best prepare interpreters for this type of simultaneous 
interpretation setting, which involves demanding cognitive performance 
(Christoffels & De Groot, 2005; Gile, 1997). For research and atten-
tion given to team interpreting (Forestal et al., 2012; Hoza, 2010), a 
holistic concept of Deaf-hearing teaming is not well understood. Ressler 
(in Forestal et al., 2012) states that research has just begun on how Deaf 
and hearing teams prepare together. This study was designed to explore 
the implications for interpreting at international events. Interpreters have 
the responsibility of facilitating communication between individuals who 
do not speak the same language or share the same culture at the moment 
they are face to face (Pöchhaker, 2004). In recent years, there has been 
an increase of information exchange opportunities between different na-
tions that use different sign languages (Hiddinga & Crasborn, 2011). 
The traditional training model of sign language interpreters cannot be 
clearly applied to interpreting international conferences largely due to 
additional complexities and demands (de Wit, 2010). It is crucial to pro-
mote awareness of unique dynamics of multilingual conferences that exist 
outside of traditional conference interpreting. By learning more about the 
experiences of these interpreters, we might better prepare interpreters to 
address issues and preparation needs and ensure effective simultaneous 
interpretation at international conferences, thereby minimizing obstacles 
that impede team performance. 
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REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

To date, there has been little attention paid to the implications for in-
terpreting at international events dealing with a mixture of sign languages, 
International Sign, and cultures (but see de Wit, 2010). An additional 
layer of complication is working with Deaf interpreters in this type of 
setting (Stone & Russell, 2013). Deaf interpreting is an emerging profes-
sion with limited literature on how Deaf interpreters’ involvement may 
influence the interpreting process. 

Competency of Sign Language Interpreters  
in Multicultural and Multilingual Settings

Traditionally, interpreters are trained in their native spoken and the 
national sign language (de Wit, 2010). Interpreters rely on their own 
knowledge of the language and culture in the communities that they work 
with (Reagan, 2010). That is based on the premise that they are to work 
between two languages and cultures. Additional skills are needed for the 
interpreter to be able to work in multicultural and multilingual settings 
such as the ability to “switch smoothly between more than two languages, 
without interlanguage interference” (de Wit, 2010, p. 231). The interpret-
ers in these settings deal with two challenges: the different types of audi-
ences and the cognitive demands of managing more than two languages 
at the same time (Christoffels & De Groot, 2005; Gile, 1997).

The traditional training methodology does not sufficiently prepare in-
terpreters to work in multilingual settings. There are training programs 
available in Austria and Spain that train interpreters in multilingual in-
terpreting (de Wit, 2010). It is believed that the interpreter’s language 
agility would improve if the interpreter acquires fluency in more than two 
spoken languages (Seleskovitch, 1978), which was supported by de Wit 
(2010): “The more languages and cultures the interpreter is familiar with, 
the more flexibility the interpreter has, and the easier it will be for the 
interpreter to function” (p. 231). De Wit (2010) observes that native 
speakers of English struggle to understand nonnative English speakers. 
She theorizes that nonnative English listeners have the ability to decipher 
nonnative English speech, especially if the speaker comes from the same 
language family. Furthermore, having knowledge and capacity in addi-
tional languages gives them the skill to decipher what is being uttered 
(de Wit, 2010). By knowing more than one sign language, an interpreter 
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can expand his or her understanding of a variety of signs used in differ-
ent situations (de Wit, 2010; Moody, 2008). It is not realistic to expect 
interpreters to know every language, but it is beneficial to recognize other 
languages and be comfortable with presenters who are not presenting in 
the two languages that the interpreter is accustomed to working with 
(Seleskovitch, 1978). Grammatical features common to most sign lan-
guages are part of a contact sign system referred to as International Sign 
(IS; Moody, 2008); hence it might be beneficial for interpreters to be 
familiar with more than one sign language. Moody (2008) claims that 
interpreters who want to be fluent in IS should be fluent in at least two 
sign languages. 

Other than needing knowledge of additional languages and cultures, 
the interpreter needs to have a variety of flexible interpreting strategies 
to respond to the unique demands in a multilingual and multicultural set-
ting. Some such strategies are to take a more active role in facilitating the 
turn-taking process (de Wit, 2010) or to communicate their own needs in 
order to provide effective interpretations. Reagan (2010) argues that con-
sumers depend on the interpreters’ sensitivity and judgement to effectively 
mediate the interpreting process. De Wit (2010) describes sensitivity as 
the interpreter’s awareness of the consumers’ linguistic and cultural needs 
without receiving direct signals from them while accurately rendering 
the information. Furthermore, this sensitivity is based on the ability to 
know whether to follow or avoid traditional interpreting practices in a 
multilingual interpreting setting (de Wit, 2010). 

ASL has been described as a lingua franca (Stone & Russell, 2013). 
Although ASL has gained dominance in international conferences, “it 
does not occupy a central position, as it does not serve to connect whole 
language communities” (Hiddinga & Crasborn, 2011, p. 497). It remains 
an open question whether the dominance of ASL could affect the inter-
preter’s sensitivity and judgment, identified as a necessary component by 
Reagan (2010) in the interpreting process, if the conference was held in 
United States. 

With our increasing mobility and mixture of languages, it becomes 
more likely that speakers’ intended messages may be lost in the layers of 
political, social, and cultural dynamics (Edwards, 2010). Cross-cultural 
competency is an essential skill for an interpreter who works in a multi-
lingual and multicultural setting (de Wit, 2010). Edwards (2010) claims 
that bilingualism is not a linguistic identity but a social and psychological 
one that could influence the interpreting process. The interpreter’s cultural 
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identity has influence on the interpretation when the interpreter feels 
compelled to negotiate the process rather than facilitate the language-
based meaning in the communication process (Kent, 2004). A cross-
cultural mediation strategy that interpreters in such settings incorporate 
is to find message equivalence by being aware of what connotations exist 
for a specific word in different cultures (de Wit, 2010). If interpreters 
are not aware and sensitive to the fact that the addition of interpret-
ers can potentially create cultural struggles for all parties involved, Kent 
(2004) cautions that the audience may experience feelings of inequality 
as a result. 

De Wit (2010) identifies three reasons why interpreting in multilingual 
international settings is even more challenging. First, as mentioned before, 
interpreters are usually trained in two languages and cultures. Working in 
international settings exposes interpreters to different levels of fluency in 
the various languages used at the event, which can range from near native 
to none in the additional languages. Next, additional complexities impact 
the interpreter’s cognitive processing capacity as more effort is required. 
Third, the interpreter is tasked with working with nonnative users of both 
languages that she is trained in. 

The role of an interpreter is fluid and determined by the goal of the 
interpreted event (Pöchhaker, 2004). This causes the interpreter to change 
his or her set of strategies. However, some of the strategies are due to cul-
tural differences and could be perceived as oppressive (Kent, 2004). Kent 
(2004) reports interpreters can be criticized for managing cross-cultural 
differences in their work. Mindess (1999) reports differently. Kent (2004) 
further suggests that when addressing cultural conflicts that emerge, the 
interpreters’ decisions should be guided by strategies on how to mediate 
the relationships in an interpreted event. Maintaining a positive open 
rapport with the consumers can make a multilingual interpreting event a 
positive one (de Wit, 2010). 

Besides having the linguistic and cross-cultural competency, interpreters 
assigned to work at international events should also possess a consider-
able amount of professional interpreting experience and knowledge of 
the subject matter. They need to be prepared for the presentation topic 
including terminology (Seleskovitch, 1978) and obtain materials from the 
presenters (de Wit, 2010). If they do not have access to formal training, 
they should be encouraged to attend international conferences as partici-
pants to achieve greater understanding of this type of work environment. 
Interpreters are advised to slowly work their way into this type of assign-
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ment by starting with observations (de Wit, 2010). This recommendation 
is supported by Aquiline (2006), who states that interpreters need to have 
sufficient experience interacting with Deaf people at international events 
before being able to interpret at similar events. Thus interpreters should 
be encouraged “to attend international conferences and Deaf events” 
(Aquiline, 2006, p. 146). 

Sign Language Interpreting at International Conferences

IS is described as “another linguistic form that is commonly used at 
international Deaf conferences” (Supalla et al., 2010, p. 212). Provision 
of IS is not ideal; rather it is a solution because participants are unable 
to bring interpreters from their own countries (Moody, 2008). Moody 
(2008) emphasizes that the use of IS does not ensure full access to the 
information that is being provided. Interpreters working in IS appear to 
render their interpretations a bit more slowly than those working in a na-
tional sign language (McKee & Napier, 2002). Interpreters cannot simply 
learn a list of IS vocabulary to provide effective communication access 
(Moody, 2008, p. 27): “Becoming fluent in the IS used in such conferences 
requires several years of on-going exposure to these gatherings, especially 
because the signs are always evolving.” In addition, in order to achieve flu-
ency, IS interpreters need to be willing and capable of creatively express-
ing concepts and continue learning during the process (Moody, 2008). 

In recent years, there has been a rise in international meetings between 
Deaf communities that intrigues sign language interpreters and might at-
tract them to accept assignments there even if they are not ready (de Wit, 
2010). Quite commonly, sign language interpreters claim that they can 
interpret in IS although they cannot (Aquiline, 2006). Thus, Aquiline sug-
gests that the World Association of Sign Language Interpreters (WASLI) 
and the World Federation of the Deaf (WFD) collaboratively create a 
training curriculum for interpreters, conduct assessment and accreditation 
of IS-qualified interpreters, create standards of practice for IS interpret-
ers, and maintain a registry of accredited IS interpreters for international 
conference planners. A task force was created in 2014 by WASLI and 
WFD to address just these issues (Turner & Napier, 2014). This would 
certainly be a positive step because, according to Moody (2008), “skilled 
and experienced IS interpreters can capture up to 90% of the informa-
tion if they are well prepared” (p. 25). The sole aim of IS interpreters is 
to provide equivalence through free interpretation. Free interpretation is 
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a process in which the interpreter creates inferences based on what he or 
she understands from the source language to determine the meaning and 
make predictions of what the information means to the target audience 
(McKee & Napier, 2002). 

Just recently, attention has been given to successful protocols needed 
to ensure quality sign language interpreting at conferences (Supalla et al., 
2010). International events bring a new layer of challenges to the pro-
fession of sign language interpreting (de Wit, 2010). The challenge also 
lies with the coordination and collaboration of all the interpreters at the 
events (Supalla et al., 2010). To date, only very few empirical studies 
have investigated the IS interpretation process and outcome, with the 
work by McKee and Napier (2002) and Rosenstock (2004, 2008) being 
the exceptions. 

A model protocol for interpreting at an international conference was 
recommended by a group of United States researchers, Deaf and hearing, 
and sign language interpreters to ensure success at the 2006 Theoretical 
Issues in Sign Language Research conference (TISLR9). This document 
follows the International Association of Conference Interpreters (AIIC) 
guidelines for consultant interpreters and conference planners (Supalla 
et al., 2010). Rather than publishing an open call for interpreters, it was 
recommended that an advisory committee be established to identify and 
appoint qualified interpreters. This protocol also formulated guidelines 
to be shared with all presenters on how to work with interpreters as well 
as plan for preparation meetings. Moody (2008) highly recommends pre-
paring before interpreting to ensure familiarity with the presenters and 
presentations. Scheduling practices were also included in the protocol. 
The protocol suggested that interpreters are scheduled efficiently to al-
low them to have breaks. This recognizes that interpreting dense mate-
rial at an international conference without proper break times can affect 
interpreting performance. Coordination suggestions regarding logistics 
and troubleshooting were included as well (Supalla et al., 2010). Deaf 
interpreters who are well versed in interpreting in IS should be placed to 
accommodate those who do not have access to their native sign language 
(Supalla et al., 2010).

Hearing and Deaf Interpreting Teams

Deaf interpreters have worked within the Deaf community for many 
years but have only gained official recognition recently (Collins & Walker, 
2006). Teamwork between Deaf and hearing interpreters was established 
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via trial-and-error processes as they learned to create an effective system 
(Forestal et al., 2012). This continues to be a topic of inquiry as evi-
denced by various studies in the recent years (Bentley-Sassaman, 2010; 
Nicodemus & Taylor, 2014; Sheneman, 2015; Stone & Russell, 2013, 
2014). There were initial questions about whether Deaf interpreters are 
expressing the same thing as hearing interpreters. The misunderstanding 
lies with whether hearing interpreters are supposed to produce interpreta-
tions for the Deaf interpreters or give feeds to the Deaf interpreters. Both 
are different functions, and training is required for both (Ressler, 1999). 
Forestal et al. (2012) claim that Deaf and hearing interpreters have dif-
ferent foci in the interpreting process; hearing interpreters focus on mak-
ing sure the hearing consumers are following the process whereas Deaf 
interpreters focus on the Deaf consumers. Ressler’s (1999) study found 
differences in the interpretation products of Deaf and hearing interpret-
ers in pausing, eye gaze, head nods, number of signs per minute, use of 
fingerspelling, and clarifications. She concludes that Deaf-hearing teams 
require training to facilitate collaboration (Ressler, 1999).

Exploration of how Deaf-hearing interpreter teams work in multi-
cultural and multilingual settings began only recently. Interpreters must 
collaboratively work with other interpreters that are responsible for re-
laying the information because the first interpretation influences what is 
rendered in the one following it (de Wit, 2010). De Wit (2010) argues 
that the first interpretation must be grammatically and semantically clear. 
Deaf interpreters have to deal with high expectations because they are 
perceived as experts on sign language (Collins & Walker, 2006). How-
ever, interpreting between two sign languages requires specialized skills, 
according to Collins & Walker (2006), that are not available in train-
ing opportunities for Deaf interpreters. This is also true for hearing sign 
language interpreters. There is no formal academic instruction program 
in IS interpreting (Moody, 2008). In addition, Deaf-hearing teams need 
training in how to prepare together and how to develop communication 
strategies for supporting each other during the interpreting process (Stone 
& Russell, 2013).

In recent years, there has been an increase of Deaf-hearing interpreting 
teams working at conferences, including the type that occurred at this 
conference, in which the Deaf interpreter watching the Deaf presenter 
feeds to the hearing interpreter to interpret in spoken English (Stone & 
Russell, 2014). Previous studies focused on the ASL or IS products pro-
duced by Deaf-hearing interpreter teams (Ressler, 1999; Stone & Russell, 
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2014). There have been no studies analyzing the spoken (or written) out-
come of conference interpretation by Deaf-hearing teams to date.

To ensure effective interpretation in a multilingual setting with a Deaf-
hearing team, it is important that both interpreters in the team are fluent 
in the same sign language, have previously worked with each other in 
regular interpreting tasks, and are comfortable with processing interpreta-
tions via feeds (Stone & Russell, 2013). Trust is instrumental in effective 
Deaf-hearing teams (Forestal et al., 2012; Stone & Russell, 2013). Fur-
thermore, the teams interviewed in Stone and Russell’s 2014 study empha-
sized the importance of ongoing collaboration between team members. 
Deaf-hearing interpreter teams are found to incorporate strategies for 
chunking, accommodations, and affirmations in their interpreting work 
that involves use of IS (Stone & Russell, 2014). A team in Stone and 
Russell’s 2013 study reported that they had developed an idiosyncratic 
system of signals to communicate with each other. Therefore, Stone and 
Russell (2013) recommend that Deaf and hearing interpreters meet be-
forehand to communicate how to feed to each other and how to work 
through the interpretations with each other’s support. They also recom-
mend that the teams meet the audience members to determine how to 
best present interpretations. 

METHODOLOGY

This case study uses textual analysis and semistructured interviews to 
address the following research questions:

1.  What differences between simultaneous interpretation and 
translation products of discourse in a multilingual setting can be 
observed?

2.  What issues emerge during interpreting at multilingual 
international events? 

3.  What issues emerge while working in Deaf-hearing interpreting 
teams at multilingual international events?

Data Collection

Three monologic source texts by three Deaf African presenters were 
recorded. The dialogic source text was a discussion between two of five 
panelists (both Deaf African females) with two audience members (one 
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white American female and one black male who immigrated to the United 
States from Africa). Both researchers were given permission to use the 
simultaneous interpretation and translation products from their research 
internship for this case study. The first text was a monologic text 19 
minutes long, which was a mixture of SASL, ASL, and IS, although SASL 
seemed to be the dominant language. The hearing interpreter doing si-
multaneous interpretation utilized the presenter and feeds from the Deaf 
interpreter and the hearing interpreter next to her for support as needed. 

The second text was a monologic text 11 minutes and 50 seconds in 
length, which appeared to be a mixture of SASL and ASL, with more ASL 
usage, possibly to best accommodate the American audience. The hearing 
interpreter was watching the Deaf presenter with the support of a hear-
ing interpreter and a Deaf interpreter. Also, in contrast to the other two 
lecture situations, the hearing interpreter had a chance to prepare with 
the Deaf presenter. 

The third lecture, 10 minutes and 55 seconds long, was monologic with 
the Deaf presenter using a mixture of USL, SASL, and ASL, although ASL 
usage was minimal. The interpretation process had several steps: a Deaf 
interpreter seated in the front row, supported by another Deaf interpreter 
seated next to him, translated the presentation into ASL for another Deaf 
interpreter standing on the platform. The Deaf interpreter on the plat-
form, who was next to the Deaf presenter, was mirroring the final product 
given to her by the two Deaf seated interpreters. The hearing interpreters 
were watching the Deaf interpreter on the platform to render interpreta-
tion into spoken English although the Deaf interpreter respondent in this 
study reported that at times hearing interpreters were looking at the Deaf 
interpreters seated next to them in the front row. 

The last text analyzed (8 minutes and 28 seconds) was dialogic, in-
volving six different signers: four females and two males. This text had a 
mixture of sign languages: SASL, USL, one unidentifiable African nation 
sign language, and ASL. It appears that ASL was used most in this situ-
ation. The hearing interpreters were watching the speakers, with Deaf 
interpreters offering support as needed. However, the Deaf interpreters 
were placed too far from hearing interpreters in this room. While the 
audience members were signing, there was a hearing interpreter who was 
mirroring in the front. There were numerous interruptions from audience 
members wanting to say something. Much of the distraction was due to 
the audio picking up laughter and visual sight lines were not always clear.
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Text Comparison

Based on the four source texts, both translations and recorded simul-
taneous interpretations were produced and, in the case of simultaneous 
interpretations, transcribed. These two written versions were then com-
pared for textual and stylistic differences in a side-by-side comparison. 
Three themes emerged: dysfluencies (pauses, truncations, false starts); 
changes in register; and additions/omissions. Details and examples are 
given. 

Interview Participants and Procedure

Four hearing and four Deaf interpreters worked at the conference in 
spring 2012. All eight were invited to participate in the interview via e-
mail. However, due to scheduling constraints and other hesitations, only 
three agreed to participate in the study. Each of the three individuals fo-
cused on their own work at this specific conference. This case study gath-
ered data from the interpreter coordinator for the conference, one hearing 
interpreter, and one Deaf interpreter. Upon completion of the informed 
and video consent paperwork, each interview lasted approximately half 
an hour and was videotaped. The video data was later transcribed and 
analyzed for common themes. 

Consistent with traditional methods of qualitative inquiry, the primary 
mode of data collection used interviews to address the second and third 
research questions (Creswell, 2007). Each interview was semistructured in 
nature, yet detailed enough to provide exhaustive data about the schedul-
ing of interpreters and the interpreting process. A basic interview protocol 
was developed, but other questions arose from the participants’ responses. 
The interviews allowed for elaboration and clarification of the questions. 

Interviews produced a significant amount of data and were analyzed us-
ing a coding process. Creswell (2007) explains that “qualitative research-
ers often ‘learn by doing’” (p. 150). As a frame of reference, Maxwell 
(2005) offers two primary steps for data analysis. The first step is to code 
data into organizational categories and subsequently organize them into 
substantive categories. Once these substantive or organizational categories 
have been defined, Yin (2003) encourages analysis for themes common 
to all. In other words, a within-case analysis is completed followed by a 
cross-case analysis (Creswell, 2007).

Through analysis of interpreter data from semistructured interviews, 
two emergent themes appear in and across the data: coordination and 
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training. A discussion of each theme follows, accompanied by examples 
found in the data and discussion of the data found across the data of the 
study.

RESULTS

Textual Analysis

The simultaneous interpretation transcripts included false starts such 
as “so” and “and” or starting a sentence with a verb, “was,” which are 
unusual features for public-speaking situations. There was evidence of 
awkward pauses in between concepts as the interpreter attempted an-
ticipating the next section of the source text. Fillers such as “ummm,” 
“ahh,” and “soooo” were used. Repetitions occurred such as “within 
those countries . . . within those provinces” (text 2), indicating the work-
ing interpreter or a combination of the team was anticipating a different 
concept. “These elec . . . to these elected” (text 1) and “training . . . um 
. . . training of” (text 2) demonstrate the interpreter’s online processing. 
The use of run-on sentences in the text was another issue that emerged 
when two or more complete sentences were used without clear sentence 
boundaries (see Tables 1–4).

Pauses and intrasentential dysfluencies were the most common such as 
“described . . . arti . . . that is descry . . . these are four articles” (text 1) 
and “adap . . . adaptations” (text 2).There were also some instances of the 
interpreter articulating an utterance and at some point becoming inau-
dible. This seemed to be caused by exceeding processing capacity.During 
the third monologic text, the interpreter was struggling with pronouncing 
African country names. This was a good example of successful teamwork, 
as the interpreter’s teammate took over voicing. In the dialogic text, there 
were numerous instances of the interpreter pausing, seemingly trying to 
grasp what was being said. 

Monologic 
text 1 
(16:46)

Simultaneous interpretation product
Mi casa is an or . . . that actually 
make sure that the SAPC is 
following through on providing 
access to deaf persons.

Translation product
The ICASA is in charge of making
sure that the SABC’s television license
is in good standing.

table 1.  False Start.
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Monologic 
text 2 
(1:06)

Simultaneous interpretation product
We had another person who was 
partially blind, and then we had 
someone who was completely blind 
who was a man, and then we had 
someone who was . . . was actually 
in a handicap.

Translation product
The five prospects included a 
woman and a man with low vision, 
a man with legal blindness, a man in 
a wheelchair.

table 2.  Intrasentential Dysfluencies.

Monologic 
text 1 
(9:36)

Simultaneous interpretation product
So we can go to government 
and say, well, you guys are not 
knowledgeable about these articles?

Translation product
We requested a meeting with the 
Department of Social Development. 
They said they knew nothing.

table 3.  Dropping Formal Register.

Monologic 
text 1 
(8:49)

Simultaneous interpretation product
So here with the CRPD regarding 
the Congressional Rights of People 
with Disabilities. These are 4, ah, 
points that are described . . . arti . . . 
that is descri . . . these are 4 articles 
from the CRPD which we go and 
present about so we actually have 
to educate Parliament and Congress 
because they are not aware of the 
UN articles that have already been 
ratified.

Translation product
The United Nations Convention 
on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities (CRPD) proposes 
framework that focuses on 
different areas for individuals with 
disabilities: accessibility, freedom 
of expression and opinion, and 
access to information, education, 
participation in cultural life, 
recreation, leisure, and sport

Monologic 
text 3
(5:25)

Simultaneous interpretation product
When we look at education once we 
have sign language in the schools 
we can spread that as the medium 
of instruction in schools that are all 
over the country.

Translation product
They currently offer sign language 
classes in college so there is an 
increased recognition of sign 
language. This has a positive effect 
on Deaf education in recognizing 
that sign language can be the 
medium of instruction. 

table 4.  Substitutions and Omissions.
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There were several occurrences of the interpreter dropping the formal 
register, possibly due to processing overload. 

There were some substitutions and omissions to the target texts that 
were not present in the source texts, most likely because the interpreters 
were struggling to understand the information being delivered in a 
mixture of sign languages. Specific details from the source text were re-
produced in the target text with a temporal delay when the interpreter 
realized that the previous utterance did not include all the points, so a 
new utterance was created to include the remaining points. There were 
no aligning translation products for those. Another type of addition was 
when information was not comprehended so new information was added 
(possibly a closure strategy). In the context of this essay, the term deletion 
is used to include any information significant enough to change the mes-
sage that was either substituted or completely omitted.

Interview Results

As mentioned previously, two themes emerged from the analysis of 
the interview data: coordination and training. Interpreters are expected 
to work together by interacting with one another to achieve a common 
goal: communication access. 

Coordination
Supalla et al. (2010) identify tasks of coordination to include recruit-

ment and scheduling of qualified interpreters as well as communicating in-
terpreting protocols with all parties (p. 202). Coordination of interpreting 
services at this particular conference includes individual parts that work 
together as an inseparable whole: preparation, logistics, collaboration, 
and rapport.

Preparation
The coordinator reported that the Deaf presenters were helpful in get-

ting all the presentations to her, which she passed on to the interpreting 
team. She also interpreted one presentation and she felt well prepared 
because she reviewed the PowerPoint and met with the Deaf presenter for 
more than an hour to discuss the presentation. She also had the advantage 
of having interpreted for the same presenter before. 

The hearing interpreter reported that she walked into the job without 
any helpful information other than it was an international conference and 
that the African Deaf experience would be discussed. She was able to meet 
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with one of the presenters for preparation, but only for 10 to 15 minutes. 
This interpreter did utilize other resources to prepare (i.e., Internet and 
informal exchanges with other African Deaf people).

The Deaf interpreter expressed that the request for interpreters came 
on very short notice and consequently preparation materials arrived late. 
She was able to refer to the PowerPoint presentation slides and notes on 
her iPad. However, there was not much time to prepare. She wished she 
had had a chance to meet with the presenters. She believes that meeting 
with presenters for any conference is the biggest challenge. She felt that 
she was not allowed to interact with the presenters; she believes it was 
because the Deaf presenters were interacting with the hearing interpreters 
and were unaware that Deaf interpreters were also involved in the task. 

Logistics
The coordinator expressed that everything was done in a very narrow 

time frame and there were impromptu actions. Logistics were discussed 
within the same week of the conference. Budget constraints prevented her 
from doing more to prepare. Some interpreters from a different agency 
were doing this job on a pro bono basis and other interpreters were dis-
patched from her own agency. She deferred to the Deaf interpreters to 
decide how they were going to be incorporated. 

The hearing interpreter felt the interpreting team did not discuss logis-
tics thoroughly as a team to gain clear understanding of what the setup 
was going to be. This conference was atypical of her previous interpreting 
experiences. She wished there had been an opportunity to do a planning 
meeting before the conference. 

The Deaf interpreter recalled that the conference was operating on 
a small budget. The coordination team had to organize interpreters for 
the event in a very short time span. Thus, the team was formed based on 
availability of interpreters. 

Collaboration
The coordinator felt she was in charge of trying to communicate ev-

erything to the team. There were a number of aspects to consider such 
as positions of the interpreters, identification of active and supporting 
interpreters, teaming, interpreting process, and break times. In addition, 
several of the hearing interpreters had a preferred Deaf interpreter as a 
teammate, which complicated the efforts to collaborate.
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The hearing interpreter expressed her disappointment that the precon-
ference did not take place formally. She was surprised that it happened 
spontaneously in this particular setting. She also wished she had had more 
support from her team in ensuring appropriate word choice, accuracy of 
information, and filling in gaps in her interpretation. 

The Deaf interpreter stated that ASL was announced as the official 
language of the conference. The realization that presenters from several 
different countries and language backgrounds would participate neces-
sitated a coordinator, so someone was assigned. The Deaf interpreter also 
articulated disappointment that a certain Deaf interpreter who has experi-
ence with interpreting international conferences was not included. 

Rapport
The coordinator was impressed with the selection of Deaf interpreters 

and believed that they were more experienced in interpreting international 
conferences than the hearing interpreters: “I mean, we could not have 
done it without the Deaf interpreters.” The hearing interpreter appreciated 
working with the assigned coordinator, as she was a respected colleague. 
The coordinator was the reason why she took the job. She felt that things 
worked out as well as they did because of the coordinator. 

The Deaf interpreter thought the team worked together nicely. Every
one was focused on ensuring sufficient interpreting coverage. She ex-
pressed frustration that because IS is not an official sign language, her 
task was to find a happy medium between the Deaf presenter and the 
capabilities of the interpreters.

Training
Training on how to deal with multilingual/multicultural settings with 

IS is needed. The interpreters interviewed for this study expressed the 
need for additional training on working in Deaf-hearing teams. As indi-
cated by Forestal et al. (2012), there is a difference between working in 
a hearing-hearing team, being able to switch roles of active and support 
interpreter, and working with a team involving feeding. The hearing in-
terpreter commented that it would have been instrumental to be trained 
on how to work in Deaf-hearing teams: 

It seems that there are some people who just do it and it just happens 
and it seems that it works well for them. The times that I have done 
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it, it has worked well for the most part . . . but there’s been no formal 
training. It’s kind of like, oh, yeah, this seems right. Let’s do this. This 
seems right. Let’s do that. And as far as I know, I don’t know of any 
interpreter training programs, any formalized training in working with 
Deaf interpreters.

In conclusion, the respondents were asked to share the lessons they 
learned from this particular experience. The hearing interpreter expressed: 

It was fabulous and fantastic. And it was great to see what our Deaf in-
terpreters do. You know, see their work. Working from an international 
sign, South African Sign Language and ASL. And the kind of process-
ing that it takes. It was amazing. It was an amazing experience. . . . 
We wouldn’t have been able to do it without the Deaf interpreters, 
professionalism, the skill—it was amazing. An amazing experience that 
bonded myself with a particular colleague, you know, that we enjoy 
working together now on a professional basis. We really do. And I 
would really love to have more experiences like that.

The Deaf interpreter stated:

I think it was a wonderful experience. I think it was a breakthrough 
topic. I think we recognized a lot of our weaknesses. I think we wish 
there were a lot of things we knew before. I wish that we could have 
come together as a team to discuss some of our weaknesses. That 
would have made us stronger. I wish we would have had preparation. 
You know, and now the fact that it’s over, you can’t practice that 
again. . . . That is disappointing. I wish that we could take advantage 
of the good and bad experiences for the future. And I look forward to 
continued work in this area.

DISCUSSION

The results of the text comparison show clearly the textual and stylis-
tic differences between a translation and an interpreted product. Trans
lation work offers the luxury of time to interact with the source text 
before finalizing the target text (Pöchhaker, 2004), whereas simultaneous 
interpretation requires online processing and carries a heavy cognitive 
load (Christoffels & De Groot, 2005). Our deconstruction of simultane-
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ous interpretation and translation products offered clues about common 
shortcomings of interpretations. In this particular case, it is difficult to 
determine which interpreter produced the target text. There were several 
interpreters working together to create the interpretations. The Deaf in-
terpreter offered a rationale of why the work products differed: there was 
no time to understand what specific signs meant and interpreters cannot 
show they are lost on the platform. 

The responsibility does not lie with individual interpreters alone. It 
takes a team to create effective, accurate interpretations. The responsibil-
ity lies with the institution hosting the conference to ensure that inter-
preters have a clear understanding of logistics and all the tools they need 
to provide effective interpretations. Interpreters should be given the op-
portunity to discuss with the whole team how the interpreting sequences 
should occur rather than being forced to delve in and figure things out 
as they go. Ample preparation of the information being presented at the 
conference is essential including interaction with the presenters. The Deaf 
interpreter respondent stated that having background information helps 
her “survive” the interpreting process. 

The review of the work products and reflections from those who 
worked the conference brought to light two important elements in en-
suring optimal interpreting services: preparation and utilization of Deaf 
interpreters. Based on our textual analysis, when Deaf interpreters were 
actively involved in monologic interpreting rather than in supporting 
roles, deletions were less obvious. The first two monologic texts were 
similar because there was more ASL used in those texts. The third mono-
logic and the dialogic text were a mix of more sign languages and thus 
more IS. It appears that as more IS or other sign languages are used, the 
simultaneous interpretation products become weaker. 

It is common for conference interpreters to be held responsible for 
the success of the interpreting process (International Association of Con-
ference Interpreters, 2013) but this case study has demonstrated that it 
should not be so. First, being put in a multilingual and multicultural 
setting without having an optimal toolkit can be cognitively taxing on 
the interpreter (de Wit, 2010). As Pöchhacker (2004) points out, further 
research on cognitive processing demands on interpreters is needed. Once 
some benchmarks are established, steps can be taken to investigate the 
cognitive demands on interpreters who work in multicultural and multi-
lingual settings. It is recommended that interpreters working with several 
sign languages analyze the concepts before articulating the target text 
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through the free interpretation strategy (McKee & Napier, 2002). Finally, 
results reveal that the underlying problem was not the interpreters but the 
logistics and the interpreting process.

Second, the responsibility lies with all key players involved in interna-
tional conference events. Effective communication and coordination of 
logistics and interpretation could remove added layers of complication for 
interpreters if they were offered the optimal work environment to focus 
on getting the message across accurately. Timely planning is essential. 
Interpreting services at this conference was requested at the last minute. 
The successful implementation of the protocol at the TISLR9 was not 
followed at this conference, which complicated matters. Sufficient prepa-
ration and thorough discussions about logistics could have prevented 
or reduced substitutions and omissions in the simultaneous interpreta-
tion product. We believe this particular event to be representative of how 
conferences are coordinated across the country. Preparation is even more 
crucial because of the use of IS. One of the respondents in this case study 
reported that she had a chance to converse with one of the Deaf present-
ers for more than an hour to prepare. This was also the time for her to 
develop a feeling of the Deaf presenter’s ASL fluency and determine what 
the presenter’s use of IS would look like and how much ASL would be 
used in the presentation. 

Practical limitations do exist such as availability of interpreters, budget 
constraints, and effective logistics. In our experience, these oftentimes 
have to trump qualifications. However, the results of this case study 
confirm the importance of having a successful protocol like the one for 
TISLR conferences in place. Rather than only focusing on ensuring the 
right interpreters are in place and giving preparation materials, there is a 
need for an advisory committee and ongoing collaboration with all the 
key players as well as staying current with the AIIC’s guidelines to help 
strengthen the interpreting experience at international events. Coordina-
tors might want to disregard the interpreters’ motivation and desire to 
work at such prestigious events and conduct honest assessments of the 
interpreters’ knowledge, training, and experience to determine the ap-
propriate assignments. 

In the first two texts and the dialogic text, there seemed to be no stan-
dard in how Deaf-hearing teams worked together (i.e., who was feeding 
when and how they were maintaining sight lines). It was a “do whatever 
is necessary in the moment” situation. To counter these ad hoc decisions, 
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coordinators could confirm that the Deaf-hearing teams have previously 
worked together at conferences and are able to communicate and work 
together effectively before assigning them to international events (Stone 
& Russell, 2013), possibly letting the Deaf interpreters select their hear-
ing interpreter team (Stone & Russell, 2014).Advance preparations are 
needed between Deaf-hearing teams (Stone & Russell, 2014). As evident 
in the deconstruction of simultaneous interpretation and translation prod-
ucts, inclusion of Deaf interpreters who know several sign languages and 
IS ensures a more successful simultaneous interpretation product. 

Training is clearly necessary for interpreters to be prepared for work-
ing in such settings. This type of training is not available in traditional 
curricula. Our training recommendations are twofold: first, train Deaf-
hearing interpreter teams how to effectively work together in conferences, 
including international events that deal with more than two cultures and 
two languages. Quality assessment and/or training for Deaf-hearing teams 
working in conference settings needs to be developed. Second, interpreters 
should receive training in how to manage interpretations with IS. Ensur-
ing interpreters are trained and competent in IS is an ongoing challenge. 
“The ideal situation is for all Deaf people to have interpreters in their 
own languages at every meeting and every conference” (Aquiline, 2006, 
p. 146). Sadly, this is not possible due to fiscal limitations. IS is a mode 
of communication that allows multilingual and multicultural attendees 
at an international conference to convene. It is the attendees and their 
sign languages that define the IS at a specific event. The Deaf interpreter 
expressed that interpreting with IS is frustrating because IS usage dif-
fers based on the consumers being served. As we have previously stated, 
IS is a continuous, dynamic process. Interpreters must work with the 
consumer(s) to find the right fit, and thus interpreters need to be trained to 
expand their range and be flexible according to the languages exhibited in 
IS. IS has been recognized to be “systematic and rule-governed” (Supalla 
& Webb, 1995, p. 347), and thus a training curriculum for interpreters to 
learn about the structure and rules of using IS could be developed. How-
ever, as Supalla and Webb (1995) discovered, morphological and syntactic 
devices are being derived from the native sign languages to express in 
IS. Consequently, properties of IS change from one international confer-
ence to another depending on participants and location. An additional 
layer of complexity lies with the fact that IS has a “continuously varying 
look” (Supalla et al., 2010, p. 212). Based on our observations in this 
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case study, each Deaf African speaker had varying fluency of ASL, and 
thus their uses of IS at this conference were different, which forced the 
interpreters to continue to find working synergy. Creating one universal 
training protocol for interpreting in IS would be challenging as Moody 
(2008) states, “Because IS is evolving so fast, it would be very difficult to 
develop a curriculum for instruction” (p. 27).

CONCLUSION

Through this study the researchers intended to offer insight into in-
terpreted work products, coordination of services, and teamwork at an 
international conference with a mixture of sign languages in Deaf and 
hearing interpreting teams from perspectives of different members of the 
whole team. This was a case study of one conference, which is a po-
tential weakness. Another weakness is conducting interviews long after 
the conference was over; hence, the information was not as fresh in the 
interpreters’ minds. However, the implications from this study are im-
portant and require further exploration of interpreting at multilingual 
and multicultural events from different angles. The approach used in the 
researchers’ internship work presented a new idea for reflective practice 
as interpreters. This approach could be used as an assessment tool to 
provide further support to interpreters as they work toward being better 
prepared for interpreting in such settings. Essentially, by recording their 
own simultaneous interpretation work, they could reflect on their process 
and product by doing a translation of the source text to compare with 
their simultaneous interpretation product. This would lead them to come 
up with areas they need to work on further and tailor their professional 
development plans to address those specific areas, better preparing them 
for future international conference work. 
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Complexity of International Sign 

for Inexperienced Interpreters: 

Insights From a Deaf IS Instructor

Joni Oyserman

In this chapter, I focus on how inexperienced interpreters view, acquire, 
and use International Sign (IS). A profile of this group is developed on the 
basis of empirical observations and insights concerning linguistic aspects, 
which draws on IS training courses, the author’s years of international 
experience, and interviews with individual interpreters. I discuss some IS 
teaching methods, highlighting specific effective techniques, and whether 
IS can be acquired through formalized training. In particular, I examine 
the notion of an “IS designation” and question which skills (“I know, 
I can, and I have knowledge of”) an interpreter would need to acquire 
to earn this label. Those skills are explored to provide inexperienced IS 
interpreters with guidelines for becoming competent in the eyes of the 
international Deaf community.

Using my own perspective and based on my personal experiences, I 
follow the definition of IS as a lingua franca, as stated by Rosenstock 
(2004), and focus on my experiences as an instructor of “inexperienced” 
interpreters, by which I mean interpreters who have been doing inter-
preting work in their own national sign language for some time but have 
no experience with IS. This group of inexperienced interpreters is large, 
because many interpreters either have not worked abroad or have never 
had the opportunity to work in an international setting. For this reason, 
they are proficient in only a single sign language. Being multilingual is a 
prerequisite for being able to interpret in IS, as noted by Moody (2002) 
and Mesch (2010). To use the situation in the Netherlands as an example, 
out of a pool of around 4801 registered interpreters, there are only a few 
who can translate to and from IS, as indicated in their profile on the 

1.  Stichting Register Tolken Gebarentaal, http://www.stichtingrtg.nl
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Register Tolken Gebarentaal (RTG, a Dutch register database for certified 
sign language interpreters only) list and based on my personal experience. 
Those interpreters have all studied multiple sign languages and have more 
than two spoken languages at their command. It is remarkable that this 
group is not expanding with the addition of new interpreters. This seems 
to be related to the way inexperienced interpreters view IS, and this is 
what I focus on in this article.

Instinctively, learning IS poses quite a challenge because interpreters 
think that their skills will never be able to match those of deaf IS us-
ers who conduct smooth conversations with each other (Hiddinga & 
Crasborn, 2011; Green, 2014). That smoothness makes interpreters won-
der what strategies, tools, and skills are used by the Deaf and whether 
they as interpreters can acquire them—and if so, how—in spite of the fact 
that they are L2 signers and that they have only partially acquired the 
inherent cultural aspect. McKee and Napier (2002, p. 51) cite this issue: 

IS interpreters clearly need a depth of automatic proficiency in manip
ulating all these grammatical structures of sign language. They must 
also possess the linguistic flexibility and imagination to think beyond 
known lexicon and improvise with productive sign and gesture re-
sources to express meaning in unconventionalized, yet characteristi-
cally “Deaf” ways.

In his article, Moody (2002) offers a number of pointers for new inter-
preters, suggesting that they “make it representational” and “act it out,” 
and that they ask to be accompanied by experienced interpreters. In short, 
the standard advice for expanding one’s knowledge of IS is to travel a lot, 
make contacts at international Deaf events, and regularly visit Deaf for-
eigners in one’s own country (Mesch, 2010; Moody, 2002). However, the 
barriers to actually implementing this advice are high. Many interpreters 
prefer to first attend workshops or training courses in IS prior to going 
to an European Forum of Sign Language Interpreters (efsli) conference, 
a World Association of Sign Language Interpreters (WASLI) conference, 
or some other conference where interpreting is done from the source 
language to IS and vice versa. 

Interpreters often explain that they want to know beforehand what 
aspects they should study when observing IS situations, so that in this 
way they can explore IS more methodically. However, Rosenstock (2004, 
p. 255) remarks, “Clearly, the experience gained from work with IS can-
not be replaced by formalized training.”
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Second, when doing interpreting work, people want to apply layers 
(grids with length, width, height, and depth coordination points in three 
dimensions) in their own interpretative space.2 Prior to one’s first experi-
ences, the expectation is often that IS entails more visual thinking, broader 
insight into information processing and stimulation of creative thinking. 
One often experiences one’s own national sign language in a way that 
is limiting in certain situations and views IS as something that stretches 
one’s interpreting skills. After their first IS experiences, people indicate 
that these preconceptions were, in fact, correct, and they still find this 
striking in spite of their prior expectations.3

Here I first discuss my empirical observations and insights concerning 
linguistic aspects exhibited by inexperienced interpreters, from the per-
spective of an instructor. I derive these insights from IS training courses 
and interviews with individual interpreters, and I focus on a few linguistic 
aspects. Then I discuss teaching methods for IS in further detail, before 
bringing the article to a close with a short conclusion.

THE IS DESIGNATION

IS designation is a term I use to refer to a sort of standard by which 
to measure whether or not an interpreter is qualified to work as an IS 
interpreter. As for the character of IS, during training courses, the in
experienced interpreters constantly ask whether the ultimate framework 
for IS is actually ASL/English. This is expected because of the ease with 
which vocabulary items can be borrowed. However, the question can be 
answered in the negative. In fact, Deaf people outside the United States 
have long believed that ASL has had an excessively “colonizing” influence 
(Mesch, 2010).

The Deaf authors of the Amsterdam Manifesto (Rathmann et al., 2000) 
thought that ASL and BSL could be used as a lingua franca in countries 
outside of North America and stated that this would be standard practice 
at conferences by 2010. This notion has since become outdated, and there 
is continuing evidence for community support for IS. In the first place, the 
lingua franca most non-American Deaf people know is not ASL, but IS. 
Secondly, in most countries no courses are offered in BSL or ASL, giving 

2.  Personal communication with various interpreters in workshops and train-
ing sessions.

3.  Results from evaluation interviews at the end of workshops attended.
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Deaf people no opportunity to acquire these languages. Thirdly, there are 
practically no ASL interpreters living and working in countries outside of 
North America. And finally, finances also play a role. A conference budget 
is usually insufficient to pay for non-domestic interpreters for all confer-
ence talks, whereas enough funding is usually available to cover expenses 
for domestic interpreters.4 And yet, the status of IS goes unmentioned in 
the manifesto. Furthermore, the document has not been updated, in spite 
of the fact that IS has a clearer position now in 2015 and is developing 
independently of ASL and BSL. 

The friction between ASL and IS came to the fore during the 2013 
Theoretical Issues in Sign Language Research (TISLR) conference in 
London. Many of the Deaf attendees were not British or American, and 
for them it was very difficult or impossible to follow the interpreters be-
cause they were interpreting to and from American Sign Language (ASL). 
The British Sign Language (BSL) interpreters on the other side of the 
podium offered no alternative, and attendees missed a great deal of infor-
mation. After discussion, many people publicly asked the Sign Language 
Linguistics Society (SLLS)5 at subsequent TISLR conferences to employ 
only interpreters who were considered IS interpreters by Deaf people 
themselves.6 That means that more IS interpreters are needed. Would an IS 
designation be something an official institution, such as the World Federa-
tion of the Deaf (WFD), give for IS work? Or something interpreters gain 
through experience from the Deaf community? For this reason, interpret-
ers must get away from the idea that ASL is the ultimate framework, so 
that they can position themselves more broadly if they want to acquire 
IS. Further exploration of the notion of an IS designation is necessary to 
expand the pool of interpreters having the right qualifications.

What would this IS designation entail? This question raises issues con-
cerning the layered nature of IS. Who can determine what standard needs 
to be met to warrant the IS designation at a conference? This is a difficult 
question because IS interpreters have a great deal of freedom in the way 
they interpret, which has certain implications for the ability to safeguard 
the transfer of information (McKee & Napier, 2002). 

4.  Personal knowledge and communication with several conference organi-
zations since 1998, e.g., the TISLR 2000 conference, for which I was assistant 
interpreter coordinator. 

5.  Sign Language Linguistics Society, www.slls.eu.
6.  Dawei Ni, question during the floor discussion on the last day of the 2013 

TISLR Conference on behalf of Deaf participants.
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ASL/English does not play the dominant role when conferences are 
organized by Deaf people, who are free to determine the language of 
communication. This is what we saw, for example, with the 2013 Lecturer 
Sign Language Conference (LESICO) conference for Deaf instructors of 
sign language in Prague. The attendees at this conference were Deaf and 
came from all over Europe. The PowerPoint slides during the presenta-
tions were in English, but that should not affect IS; one must not switch 
to ASL or use too many English mouthings because that can facilitate a 
switch to ASL. The same holds for Deaf Academics7 conferences.

We also see this problematic use of mouthings in workshops where 
attendees are not predominantly English speaking. In 2014, I gave a 
workshop on IS to French-Swiss interpreters, where participants had 
only a minimal command of English or none at all. Variation occurred in 
the French-based mouthings. Additionally, two participants came from 
German-speaking regions, and they used French mouthings half the time 
and German mouthings the other half. These examples also illustrate the 
fact that IS has its roots spread across Western Europe (Green, 2014), 
making it difficult to view it as a single, unified system in the same way 
as English.

It is important to take inventory of the various IS tools to get a clear 
idea about the structure of the language. IS can then be further stabilized. 
This will lead to more coordination and unity concerning interpreting in 
IS. Rosenstock (2004, p. 255) gives the following advice with implications 
for interpreter training:

Knowledge about structures that are helpful to the audience in un-
derstanding IS can be passed on to new IS interpreters, leading to an 
advantage in overall comprehension. The comprehensive description 
of IS will provide IS trainers with the means to develop a curriculum 
and better the education for IS interpreters. Ultimately this will lead 
to improved service for the consumers of IS.

It is customary to develop a curriculum for teaching language skills, 
but to do this the linguistic structure of the language must first be clear. 
In this connection, it must be borne in mind that IS does not have the 
same degree of linguistic structure that national sign languages have. In 
fact, linguists consider it to be a pidgin (Green, 2014; McKee & Napier, 

7.  “The Deaf Academics conferences are held in International Sign only to 
provide direct access to academic discourse instead of through sign language 
interpreters,” http://deafacademics2015.com.
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2002; Moody, 2002). However, in her report for the World Federation 
of the Deaf (WFD), Mesch (2010) described how Deaf users of sign lan-
guage themselves do not view IS as either a pidgin or a creole, but more 
as a mixed form. IS does not have a full-fledged grammatical system in 
the way that other sign languages have. It is a mix of sign languages 
used in conversations between two or more deaf people from different 
countries. Specifically, IS uses a mix of lexical items from different sign 
languages with a mixture of grammatical features from those languages, 
depending on the interpreter’s knowledge of sign languages and the au-
dience (Mesch, 2010). According to Rosenstock: “Although a definition 
of IS based on structural features might be premature, we can define it 
by its use as a lingua franca”(2004, pp. 50ff.). In many cases, though, as 
Rosenstock (2004, p. 51) suggests, a lingua franca does not necessarily 
have to be a full-fledged language. I agree with her that it is safe to call IS 
a lingua franca among the international Deaf Community, even though 
its linguistic status remains unclear. 

So, what should a curriculum with modules be based on? An interest-
ing option is to look at the Common European Framework of References 
for Languages: Learning, Teaching, Assessment (CEFR).8 The CEFR ob-
jectives are described by the Council of Europe as follows: 

The Common European Framework provides a common basis for the 
elaboration of language syllabuses, curriculum guidelines, examina-
tions, textbooks, etc., across Europe. It describes in a comprehensive 
way what language learners have to learn to do in order to use a lan-
guage for communication and what knowledge and skills they have 
to develop so as to be able to act effectively. The description also 
covers the cultural context in which language is set. The Framework 
also defines levels of proficiency which allow learners’ progress to be 
measured at each stage of learning and on a life-long basis.
	 The Common European Framework is intended to overcome the 
barriers to communication among professionals working in the field 
of modern languages arising from the different educational systems in 
Europe. (Council of Europe, 2001, p. 1)

The CEFR contains descriptors for acquiring language skills: the so-
called “can do” statements for sign languages as described in ATERK 

8.  Retrieved from http://www.coe.int/t/dg4/linguistic/Source/Framework 
_EN.pdf
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(2013). The overviews of the “can do” statements give step-by-step 
descriptions of what a language learner is supposed to have mastered 
after having undergone language training for a certain period of time. 
Provided this framework is selected, the three-pronged regime of “I know, 
I can, and I have knowledge of” can be nicely applied to IS training for 
interpreters. In my view, if a number of “can do” statements can be as-
sembled, independently of the CEFR skill levels A1 through C2 (which 
only apply to national languages), one will come closer to achieving ho-
mogeneity in IS. Interpreters can also gain insight into the skills required 
by IS and to reflect upon the question: Am I well suited for IS work? If 
so, what skills have I already developed to a considerable extent? What 
skills do I still need to develop? To be eligible for the IS designation, there 
are a number of necessary skills that inexperienced interpreters first need 
to further develop.

SKILLS: WHAT THE INTERPRETERS THINK

An interesting question is what skills need to be acquired to be able to 
interpret to and from IS. No clear description exists of what one should 
know and be able to do, and what knowledge one needs to have in such 
a way that items can be checked off a list one by one, or that a certificate 
can be earned by taking a test in a simulated situation. A citation from 
McKee, et al. (2014, p. 1) also makes this clear:

Most learners of sign language aim to make use of their language skills 
to interact with members of the local target community, thus giving 
sign language teachers a responsibility for preparing learners not only 
with language competencies but also with the pragmatic and cultural 
knowledge needed to engage with Deaf sign language users in a visual 
modality, in real contexts.

In interviews with a few inexperienced interpreters (with zero to mini-
mal experience with IS, but with a few years of experience with national 
sign languages) I posed a number of questions, two of which I elaborate 
on here. Question 1: “Suppose that you had the choice of taking a seven-
week course, a two-day workshop, or a training program in IS. What 
would you choose?” One of the inexperienced interpreters (who first came 
into contact with IS in 2011) answered that one cannot learn IS through 
formal instruction. The only optimal way to learn IS is by travelling a 
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lot and attending international events, as also advised by Moody (2002). 
Another interpreter, who first came into contact with IS in 2008, indicates 
that she is open to the idea of further training. What she would most like 
is to take a workshop lasting several days together with Deaf people from 
Western countries as well as from Asia and Africa. In her view, in that way 
she could learn firsthand what IS means for Deaf people from different 
continents. Then she could also be at her ease to ask questions and learn 
before she attends international events and gains experience for actual 
interpreting work later. Her view is that the IS interpreter designation 
should not be used indiscriminately. In spite of the fact that she has been 
familiar with IS since 2008, she absolutely does not label herself an IS 
interpreter because she thinks that one must first learn what IS entails. In 
her mind, this requires guidelines, and hence actual training.

As regards question 2, “Is being multilingual a requirement to being 
a good IS interpreter?” the answer was affirmative. The reasoning is that 
an interpreter can draw on a much richer vocabulary and grammatical 
differences. Furthermore, a multilingual interpreter is more accustomed to 
bridging language barriers because he or she is more adept at switching, 
has a higher standard of thinking creatively, and can create signs on the 
fly. Being multilingual stimulates creativity and hence also visual thinking 
and learning. Here I discuss three components (visual thinking, use of 
space, influence of oral components), although there certainly are more.

VISUAL THINKING

At the core of IS for Deaf signers is the high degree of visual (picto-
rial) thinking that is used. The cause of this lies in the fact they em-
ploy the visual channel—the eyes—to a greater extent than is customary 
(Watanabe, Matsuda, Nishioka, & Namatame, 2011; Emmorey & Mc-
Cullough, 2009).

Through the eyes, information is taken in, processed, and set aside, all 
at lightning speed. A Deaf person—L1 or L2, it does not make much of a 
difference—can use this to analyze structures in his or her own sign lan-
guage. For this reason, the Deaf person needs to have at least near-native 
command of the first sign language in all grammatical aspects. The same 
holds for prosody, both in production and in interaction. The analyti-
cal process allows an increasingly accurate use of the abovementioned 
combinations. 
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How powerful the resulting combinations are depends heavily on the 
interaction between conversation participants. It can happen that one 
signer assumes a more dominant role than the other, who mainly copies 
the signs in the input. That may sound like a complicated process, but IS 
conversation participants have often settled on what tools (lexicon, use 
of space, use of hand shape, nonmanual structures, prosody, etc.) should 
be used for a smooth conversation within 10 or 15 min. 

The fact that the conversation proceeds so smoothly seems to point to 
the presence of an internal trigger. A sign language user can turn this trig-
ger on and off, so to speak, when making contact with a Deaf person from 
another country. Not knowing the other person’s lexicon does not play an 
all-important role here. A sign can be copied back and be communicative-
ly confirmed, such as by nodding one’s head in confirmation and making 
the sign back. Signs can also be agreed upon that are not derived from the 
national sign languages of the conversation participants, which requires a 
certain amount of visual creativity. In this way a lexical database is built 
up over the course of the conversation. In this case, students of IS would 
have to understand and practice cross-signing as a first step before mov-
ing into the more formal setting of interpreting IS at conferences, which 
is largely unilateral in nature (i.e., interpreting a presentation).

Another important factor is that IS conversation partners generally 
produce a great number of highly iconic signs. As Rosenstock (2008, 
p. 154) states, “iconicity plays an important role on all levels of this 
communication system.” Schermer and Pfau (2008, p. 51) describe an 
iconic sign as “a sign with a direct relation between the form and meaning 
and has multiple gradations from highly iconic to arbitrary.” These signs 
are conceptually visual and are easy to understand and adopt. Signers 
who commit themselves to IS for a longer period can use this to employ 
abstract signs with increasing frequency. These signs need not be highly 
iconic to be interpretable. 

Going back to the standard of interpreters: In the Netherlands, for 
example, on average, interpreters achieve a final level of B2 (Nederlandse 
Gebarentaal Functional Assessment [NFA]; Van den Broek-Laven, Boers-
Visker, & van den Bogaerde, 2014), which is not near native, after a four-
year degree program in interpreting. After that, it is the new interpreter’s 
task to gain further mastery in the work field, meaning that it takes ad-
ditional time to understand or analyze the linguistic and cultural struc-
tures of their own sign language. The adjustment processes during sign 
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language conversations that results from this is a longer process. Here the 
assumption is that an interpreter’s first language is a spoken language. So, 
the thinking process involved in translating words into sign language will 
proceed sequentially, whereas a Deaf person uses a simultaneous think-
ing process in which the transition to visual images is made quickly. If an 
interpreter knows another sign language or knows foreign Deaf people, 
this will occur more quickly, but this is often not the case.

For these reasons, interpreters need to be thoroughly trained in the 
visual thought process. First, the auditory channel must be minimized to 
free up space for the visual channel. Visual “layers” can be constructed 
in this way so that images are created during a story and conversation, 
which can be easily translated into IS. Second, the interpreter should have 
directed practice in mentioning details. Interpreters often appear to only 
see the main narrative line and to neglect details, a phenomenon that 
can in part be traced to the importance of summarizing while interpret-
ing. Third, it is important to not become dependent on mouthings (often 
English), while at the same time one must avoid reverting to pantomime. 
Fourth, it is important that interpreters do not “lock up” their body but 
have the courage to employ role-shifting, body lean, and nonmanual 
markers. Fifth, work must be done to expand the use of facial expressions. 
Sixth, the way one consciously positions the direction of one’s glance de-
termines either completely or partially how the information is seen. Visual 
thinking is inextricably bound to the space in which signed sentences are 
placed and produced. Signed sentences are produced or placed in this 
space. Here I discuss how the space is organized to increase the density 
of information in IS as much as possible and thus gain time in translation.

USE OF SPACE

McKee and Napier (2002) state that IS interpreters tend to employ a 
larger space and consequently use larger sign movements as compared 
with interpreters of national sign languages. The cause of this is assumed 
to derive from the fact that IS interpreters often work with larger audi-
ences. In contrast, interpreters working in national languages interpret 
with less “volume” because they are interpreting for a smaller audience. 
The aforementioned authors suggest that the farther away that the audi-
ence is sitting, the greater the volume.
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They also argue that the increased volume goes hand in hand with the 
longer and more deliberate articulation of signs. This is done to make the 
translation as clear as possible for the entire audience. In contrast to these 
authors, Rosenstock (2004) described how an ASL sign is produced with 
more volume than its IS counterpart. She uses the read sign as an ex-
ample. This is an interesting fact. However, this research was conducted in 
a setting where the majority of the audience used ASL. It is still a question 
as to whether the size of the audience influences the volume, the speed 
of articulation of a sign, and the space and whether IS is always signed 
using greater volumes.

I believe that the volume of the signing space is certainly dependent 
on the size of the room. This can be compared with screaming: to make 
yourself understood, your voice needs to carry farther. Over the years, I 
myself have given various presentations both in various sign languages 
and in IS for different types of audiences. I use the size of the room and 
the audience to determine how large my signing space should be without 
losing speed. This is a natural technique for communicating your message 
as efficiently and effectively as possible in any sign language. Looking 
exclusively at my IS presentations, I can say with certainty that IS uses an 
entire range of volumes. In other words, I would not be doing either my 
message or myself justice by slowing down the speed of my presentation 
to always articulate at a large volume. In this respect, interpreters actu-
ally gain translation time by focusing on making the most efficient use 
possible of the signing space, and this entails making greater use of one’s 
creative capacity to make productive signs.

An important tool for making constructive use of the signing space 
is “wiping clear.” There are a number of conventional signs for doing 
this: (a) forming a B-hand with both hands making a sideward motion, 
(b) clasping one’s hands together as a rest position, (c) letting one’s arms 
drop loosely after the end of a sentence, and (d) putting one hand atop the 
other with the palms resting on the stomach, with the fingers of the left 
hand pointing right and those of the right hand pointing left. By wiping 
clear, one lets the audience see how the information in the space is being 
structured and used.

The density of the information being interpreted is significant. In my 
personal observation experiences I have seen that the greater the infor-
mation density, the higher the quality and the more closely the inter-
preter stays to the presenter in terms of the original message. The biggest 
bottleneck in this respect is the frequent duplication of signs. This implies 
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that both hand articulators produce exactly the same sign symmetrically 
with the same meaning. In other words, a given sign is simultaneously 
performed using both hands. This can be seen, for example, in the hand-
doubling of the thank-you sign as described by McKee & Napier (2002, 
p. 34). The interpreters need to use hand articulators independently from 
each other to attain higher information output. For the interpreters, this 
habit actually impedes high information density and leads to a strong 
tendency to summarize because of the many details that get omitted. The 
audience notices quickly that the information is being summarized and 
has the constant impression that information is being missed.

Another aspect is that inexperienced interpreters often have difficulty 
using the signing space efficiently. They particularly experience problems 
with the organization of the grid space. The left–right and up–down orga-
nization does not get used in an optimal way, leading to a loss of informa-
tion due to the flat way in which the space is used, as a horizontal plane. 
As a consequence, there is often a tendency to produce a lot of informa-
tion in a particular location in the space with the arms stretched out and 
hands mirroring each other, which locks the interpreter up, so to speak. In 
this way, it takes too long to bring one’s hands back to the body, slowing 
down the speed of translation. Morphologically, this production of signs 
in a flat space proceeds sequentially, slowing down the interpretation. 

Another problem is that interpreters sign information with one of their 
hands while the other hand hangs loosely. The information to the right 
and left in the way the signing space is consciously arranged needs to 
be kept distinct. As a matter of fact, it needs to be organized in layers 
and sections to avoid the overlapping of signs and so that each uttering 
is clearly and neatly brought to an end. In national sign languages, not 
much attention needs to be paid to separating signed utterances, and 
there is more overlapping in transition between utterances without any 
loss of meaning. In short, to achieve the highest possible information 
density in the signing space, interpreters need to learn that each hand 
has its own “information browser” that can operate independently. One 
way to achieve this is by training one’s brain by taking piano, guitar, 
saxophone, or drum lessons. This is because when you play an instrument 
you learn to make your hands function independently of each other in 
order to achieve an informational whole. Inexperienced interpreters who 
have used this technique were asked about their experiences, and they 
confirmed that it is helpful. Deaf IS interpreters also function as model 
signers, much as L1 signers. In this context it is interesting to note that 
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after studying various sources they use a smaller signing space compared 
to hearing IS interpreters.

THE INFLUENCE OF ORAL COMPONENTS

From a historical standpoint, IS signs have their roots in Western 
sign language families. One influential factor in this regard is the fact 
the WFD9 is based in Helsinki (formerly in Rome). All WFD conference 
presentations, reports, and meeting documents are produced in English. 
For this reason, English is the preferred language at most meetings with 
respect to the spoken components. If a Deaf person prefers not to use 
a spoken component, the reason is practically always that he/she is not 
proficient in English. In that case, the Deaf person will sign with his 
mouth closed and will make more intensive use of his shoulders, upper 
body, and facial expressions. Inexperienced interpreters (especially those 
from countries where spoken components are dominant in sign languages) 
have a lot of trouble in this respect. The effect is that they are not able 
to include as much information, leading them to produce incomplete 
translations and making them feel insecure about their own skills. As 
an instructor, I have shown a few video clips in which Deaf people sign 
with their mouths closed and others in which more spoken components 
are used. In the latter case, the interpreters translate with much more 
confidence and efficiency and with greater information density. This sug-
gests that interpreters are strongly predisposed to English with respect to 
spoken components. 

It is also important to realize that interpreting work in 2015 is what 
it was in 2000 (or earlier). In recent decades English has strongly taken 
root globally due to the rise of the Internet and other technologies. This 
also has an impact on interpreters who are hearing and who receive a 
great deal of English through the educational system. We see this ten-
dency with Deaf people as well: All around the world, Deaf people are 
becoming increasingly better educated and they are exposed to increasing 
amounts of English through the Internet, international exchanges through 
chat programs, contacts and camps offered by the European Union of 

9.  The World Federation of the Deaf is an international, nongovernmental 
central organization of national associations of Deaf people, with a current 
membership of associations in 133 countries worldwide. Retrieved from http://
wfdeaf.org/whoarewe/mission-and-objectives.
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Deaf Youth (EUDY)10 and Frontrunners,11 subtitled films, and so forth. 
It is especially this well-educated segment of the Deaf community that is 
important for IS interpreters. This segment is much more accustomed to 
going to conferences and also acquires more English to be able to par-
ticipate during them. 

But the less educated members of the Deaf community (i.e., those with-
out a university education) are also starting to use more English through 
chat programs and international forums concerning topics related to deaf-
ness. They enjoy watching videos on YouTube and consider Skype and 
Oovoo as a solution for coming into contact with Deaf people from other 
countries without having to type and read in English when they are not 
fluent enough in that language. Young people are particularly active be-
cause they find the news, information, and clips by stand-up comics from 
other countries interesting. These young people also boost each other by 
referring one another to international videos at gatherings and because 
they think it is cool to be the first one to take notice of a certain video 
and to use all sorts of English words. Being able to understand these 
videos and words upgrades their status within the group.12 They do their 
best to acquire a basic knowledge of English, especially in terms of lexi-
cal items. This actually contrasts with what is claimed by Hiddinga and 
Crasborn (2011): that IS interpreters play an important role in bridging 
the linguistic channels between various Deaf people from different coun-
tries, precisely because these Deaf people are so reliant on their national 
sign languages. IS with English mouthings is probably primarily accessible 
only for the better educated because they are the one who gain access to 
English.

This suggests that the work situation of IS interpreters will probably 
change within the next decade or two due to globalization of sign lan-
guage users. I suspect the broad character of IS will disappear because 
more conventions will be established in IS usage, leading IS, as a lingua 
franca, to become more conventionalized. It is nice to philosophize that 

10.  European Union of the Deaf Youth is an organization of and for young 
Deaf people in the European Union between the ages of 18 and 30; http://eudy 
.info.

11.  Frontrunners is an international educational program for young deaf 
people. During the past 10 years they have educated more than 110 Frontrunners; 
http://frontrunners.dk.

12.  Personal communication from M. de Geus, a counselor for Deaf young 
people in mainstream education.
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IS will continue to acquire lexical and grammatical features in tandem 
with fully fledged, officially recognized sign languages.

TEACHING METHODS

Because English is still not as widely known among Deaf people as 
among the hearing, in some IS situations—certainly when non-Western 
Deaf people are involved—an interpreter will not be able to fall back on 
either the spoken component, his own national sign language, or finger-
spelling. For these situations it is important that interpreters be exten-
sively trained to develop their creative capacity. This increases one’s ability 
to think visually so that a way can be created more quickly to translate a 
given concept from word into image and vice versa, and to “keep head-
ing forward” during the process of interpreting. Otherwise the interpreter 
falls too far behind in the translation and becomes too encumbered to 
interpret smoothly. This training can be done using a variety of methods. 
Here are seven examples of effective techniques I use during IS workshops 
for inexperienced interpreters:

1.  Watching an animated film (e.g., Simon’s Cat) without audio and 
retelling the story afterward. 

2.  Observing in pairs what the instructor signs and discussing with 
each other which iconic signs could be recognized and which 
signs were more difficult to recognize. 

3.  Consulting an online dictionary13 of IS, exploring which 
signs are similar and dissimilar to those in their national sign 
language, and practicing this vocabulary. 

4.  The following arrangement is used for group exercises: one 
interpreter sits right behind a row of four or five interpreters, 
who are either sitting or standing, and reads a simple text aloud 
at a leisurely pace. (Various collections of texts are available 
arranged in increasing difficulty in their national written 
language and in English.) The row of interpreters listens and 
translates into IS to the best of their ability, and this is recorded 
on video. The recordings are viewed, analyzed, and discussed 
together in the group. This exercise is then repeated twice. 

5.  In groups of three, the interpreters use a laptop together to 

13.  http://www.handspeak.com/world/isl/
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watch an IS video by Deaf people (enough of these can be found 
online, such as on the ProSign, EUD, LESICO, WFD, Eurovision, 
and TedEx websites). The videos are selected beforehand by the 
instructor, and progress from short, simple fragments to longer, 
more complex films. First we discuss the IS film together in 
terms of context and on the conceptual level. Then one of the 
participants in the group proceeds to translate what is signed 
into English or his own national language, while the other two 
people listen to see whether it is being translated correctly. At 
the same time, one of the others translates it back into IS. In this 
way, one can compare on the spot the interpreter’s own IS with 
that in the film. The instructor provides feedback. 

6.  The instructor discusses a number of IS films for the whole 
group and explains what the context is. By playing the film 
in slow motion the interpreters can easily parse the signed 
utterances, analyze the way the space is organized, and recognize 
the lexical items. 

7.  With respect to using one’s shoulders, body shift, and body 
lean, the instructor shows a number of examples of how these 
can be executed simultaneously with facial expressions. 

These exercises have a striking effect. The interpreters’ utterances at the 
beginning of the course are different in character from those they produce 
at the end. I watch the interpreters grow in their ability and courage to use 
iconic signs and make more conscious use of the space. The result yielded 
by the exercises on visual thinking is that the interpreters recognize more 
quickly and easily how they can work visually. The teaching methods 
listed here make the interpreters work on their skills in a very active way, 
whether alone or in a group. Looking back at the recordings helps identify 
bottlenecks and areas for improvement. 

CONCLUSION

The article has discussed several IS skills, namely (1) visual thinking, 
(2) use of space, and (3) nonmanual features. To earn the IS designation, 
inexperienced interpreters first need to continue developing or refining 
these skills. In addition, being multilingual in spoken languages and sign 
languages is a requirement for having access to a larger stock of vocabu-
lary items, intertwined with a broader knowledge of the grammatical 
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aspects. The acquisition of IS skills can take a number of different paths: 
(1) traveling a lot, making contacts at international events with Deaf 
people, and regularly visiting foreign Deaf people in one’s own country, 
(2) taking workshops or courses offered in IS, and (3) learning a second 
sign language. There is a great need for a pool of interpreters, especially 
for Deaf people with hands-on experience as L1 signers and instructors. 
When there is a broad and diverse pool, the group of inexperienced in-
terpreters will be less wary of being designated as IS interpreters without 
knowing, perceiving, or being able to ascertain whether they are suffi-
ciently skilled in IS in the eyes of the international Deaf community. Only 
then will we see a significant influx of new, good IS interpreters.
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