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ABSTRACT 

There has been a growing interest in notions of language rights and the entitlement of 

language minorities to equal access. As part of this development, the deaf community is 

being recognized as a cultural and linguistic minority group and there is an increased 

awareness of its right to linguistic access, which depends on the professional 

interpreting services between the signed and spoken languages for the deaf population, 

on the one hand, and for the providers of basic services (and of education), on the other. 

Support for the right of hard of hearing and profoundly deaf children to mainstream 

schooling has led to the inclusion of deaf children in mainstream classrooms. Because 

of the inclusive model in mainstream schools, the need for educational interpreters has 

grown in many European countries and in the US, and in Israel as well. Some deaf high 

schoolers are integrated individually, some are integrated in groups, depending on their 

respective abilities and wishes, and all are entitled to interpreting services during 

classes. 

Many studies have outlined the confusion that exists over the educational interpreter's 

role in the educational setting from the students', the interpreters' and the teachers' 

perspectives. The main role of the interpreter is to provide interpretation, i.e.  access to 

communication, but there seems to be confusion regarding their other areas of 

responsibility. Many questions arose regarding the interpreter's roles and duties, the 

skills required of her and the decisions she makes about certain ethical issues.  



 
 

It is against this background that the present study was conducted. It was designed to 

examine the self-perceptions of Israeli Sign Language interpreters working in integrated 

classrooms in mainstream Israeli high school settings, and the relationship between 

these and the educational system as a whole. 

In order to conduct this study, eleven educational interpreters working in two separate 

integrative schools were interviewed. The basic assumption of the study was that 

interpreters working in these settings had been given similar training and had similar 

experience with deaf students, and would therefore share a similar perception of 

themselves as regards their role. 

The study examined the following questions according to the interpreters' 

understanding: 

1. What are the interpreters' roles, goals and responsibilities? 

2. What are the norms of practice and what is the code of ethics? 

3. How does the specific framework affect the interpreters' work? 

The study outlines the confusion that exists over the interpreter's role, goal and 

responsibilities. This confusion is expressed both in theory and in practice; it is 

expressed in the way the interpreters perceive their role and their function and is linked 

to the code of ethics. 

Findings show different perceptions of the self among interpreters and there seems to be 

a marked difference between the schools involved. When the educational interpreter is 

seen as part of the educational staff, is appreciated and recognized as a valuable source 

of knowledge, is supported by the staff and works in a co-operative and organized 

setting, she too sees her duties in a wider perspective. She introduces her role to the 

teacher and outlines the students' needs. She sees herself as responsible for ongoing 

communication; takes charge of preparing interpretation materials and handles extra-

curricular services. This indicates that these interpreters see themselves as mediators 

who are to be in constant touch with the teachers and expect to be in touch with the 

teachers on a regular basis. However, the study shows there is still room for 

improvement and constant re-organization of rules and procedures. 



 
 

An additional distinction was noted between the interpreters’ own perception of their 

role and their pattern of action when interpreting in the classroom. They agree that the 

teacher was responsible for the student and that it was the interpreters' responsibility to 

access communication within the linguistic-cultural setting. The interpreters do take on 

extra roles, including some that are considered the teachers' sole responsibility. These 

interpreters stressed they saw themselves as educators in this setting and that they were 

not merely a conduit. Therefore, they think they can be involved beyond the role of 

interpreting the discourse and beyond providing linguistic access. It seems the lines are 

not clear enough and interpreters take on extra responsibilities, thereby relieving the 

teachers and students of some of their duties, which is liable to cause breakdowns in 

communication, to reduce the students’ autonomy and to render them more dependent 

on their interpreters. The interpreters claim to take on extra duties which no other party 

is willing to assume, thus perpetuating this situation. Since the interpreters tend to 

identify with the weaker group and to maintain close relations with them, they are 

inclined to feel protective of the deaf students and may fail to respect appropriate 

boundaries. 

The educational interpreters tend not to agree about the code of ethics. According to the 

Association of Israeli Sign Language interpreters, ethical behavior includes 

confidentiality. In the interviews, many issues arose when the confidentiality 

requirement was seen as interfering with the interpreter's obligations to the staff. Some 

interpreters who are seen as part of the educational staff tend to think that 

confidentiality should be applied only outside the school framework. Also in this case, 

there were inconsistencies in the interpreters’ patterns of behavior, which indicates that 

the interpreters do not have a complete understanding of their role.  

The findings indicate that there is no clear code of ethics nor a clear definition of the 

interpreter’s role and professional standards. There are no training programs for 

educational interpreters nor any umbrella organizations that take on the task of defining 

such standards or conducting such courses. There also seems to be a lack of supervision 

in the employment of educational interpreters who have had some training. Thus, for 

example, girls who are recruited as part of their national service (in lieu of military 

service) also act as educational interpreters, but lack the necessary skills and training 

and their command of Israeli Sign Language is insufficient for the task.  


