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An Interpreted Education: Inclusion or Exclusion?!

Elizabeth A. Winston

It is a common misconception that inclusion through interpreting is the solution to
improving the education of deaf children. Yet even in an ideal educational setting, there still exist
constraints on the types of classroom activities in which deaf students can be eifectively included.
Furthermore, simply providing interpreting does not adequately address the educational and
communicative requirements of deaf children in classrooms. The myths about interpreting need
to be exposed before policies of inclusion through interpreting can be considered rationally. In this
paper, two important myths are addressed: 1) the myth that interpreting is 2 simple substitute for
direct communication and teaching; and 2) the myth that an interpreted education is an *included”
education. A section concerning the nature of interpreting and misunderstandings about how it
works will be followed by a section on the nature of classrooms in which deaf students—supposedly
included because of an interpreter—are in fact excluded by virtue of inevitable constraints on the
interpreting process. A third myth not addressed in this paper is that of the availability of qualified
interpreters and the possibilities of preparing such interpreters to meet the needs of full inclusion.
The nature of interpreting, the nature of education, and the lack of qualified interpreters all
combine to make a policy of full inclusion for deaf students unacceptable as a policy that purports
to encourage and support education for everyone.

The Nature of Interpreting

One of the primary tools for implementing “inclusion” for deaf children is interpreting.
Interpreting, whether it be signed, oral, or cued speech, is the channel through which deaf children
are assumed to gain equal access to the world of education, It is true that interpreting can provide
adequate access to much informational content; however, an interpreted education isa second-hand
education. No matter how skilled the interpreter, the teacher, and the student, it is still the
interpreter who processes the communication between the student and the teacher.

This processing always affects the communication in some way. Although there exists a
widely held belief that an “interpreter signs exactly what the teacher says,” interpreting theory and
interpreters themselves long ago understood the fallacy of this statement. The very process of
taking in material presented in one language, then conveying this material in another language or
form makes it not the same. Interpreting in public school classrooms provides an important service
only for those deaf students who are linguistically, socially, and academically ready to benefit from
it, who are placed in academic settings with excellent interpreters, and whose classrooms have been

'Parts of this paper have appeared in Winston, 1992 and are reprinted with permission of the Conference
of Interpreter Trainers (CIT).
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