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A warm welcome to this workshop:”Accessibility and full participation in employment”

We will start by introducing ourselves. 

My name is Anne Skov Hårdell. I am deaf and was brought up with Danish Sign Language as my first language. I am an employee at a project at Centre for Sign Language and Sign Supported Communication in Copenhagen. We are commonly known as KC and that is also the abbreviation we will be using here today. The project I work in has also two other permanent staff members – Susanne Niebe, who is a project employee like myself, and Jutta Fischer who is the project manager. The three of us are also employed at the sign language interpreter training program which is also carried out at KC.

My name is Dorte Eriksen. I am deafblind and communicate in either visual or hands-on sign language. I have since August 2007 been temporarily employed at KC working within the project. In addition, I also sometimes perform different tasks at the interpreters training program at KC.

The starting point of our presentation today is our experiences from the project: “Development of deafblind people’s accessibility in communication” which KC has received funds to carry out from 2006 until 2009.  The project is financed by The Ministry of Social Welfare but we will not be elaborating on this today. If you are interested in learning more about the funding and if you understand Danish, please visit our webpage www.kc.dk.

A part of the overall project has been a supplementary training program for trained sign language interpreters in interpreting for deafblind people. The program ended in the beginning of August 2008 with an exam. In Denmark, sign language interpreters receive only a very brief introduction to interpreting for deafblind people during their training, and afterwards are they expected to be equipped to go out and interpret for deafblind people. During the last several years, there has been a great need and requests from both interpreters and deafblind people to broaden the interpreters’ skills in the field of interpreting for deafblind people. To try out ideas about structure and content, we established and implemented the training program as a pilot project with 8 interpreters as participants. As a result of this, we now have 7 trained interpreters for deafblind people, one person dropped out during the program. We have brought a pamphlet that we created to introduce our plans to people who might be interested – and we have had it translated into English!

It was important for us to involve a deafblind employee in the pilot project, and since we had no people with acquired deafblindness employed at KC at that time, we decided to ask Dorte Eriksen, whom we had worked with earlier, e.g. in connection with teaching sign language, if she would be interested. Luckily, Dorte was interested and accepted the position, and it has been an incredibly positive experience which we have all learned a lot from.

But it has not always been easy! And we have also been faced with some surprises along the way! Today, we would like to pass on some experiences from working together with Dorte.

When Dorte was hired, the need for personal assistance arose. To administrate her employment has been a continuous process throughout the entire employment phase both for Dorte herself and for KC as an employer. Before the employment phase began, formalities had to be examined and fall into place. It has been difficult to figure out procedures and determine the responsibilities of the employer, the employee, and the public authorities, and it is still not clear how one handles rights and obligations when “employing a handicapped person in an occupation”, as it is called in the legislation.

In Denmark, the term ‘personal assistance’, when used in regards to occupation, covers both an extra need for a deafblind guide and interpreting services. The application is submitted by the local occupational centre. Personal assistance in the form of a deafblind guide needed outside working hours falls under another legislation and is granted by the municipality where the applicant lives. In both regards we have experienced great ignorance of the particular impairment, which deafblindness is, and the individual needs that come with it.

Dorte lives in Aarhus which is far away from the workplace in Copenhagen, and the training program was arranged in a sequence of modules which meant that Dorte had to stay 3 to 5 days at a time in Copenhagen. This meant that she needed a deafblind guide to guide her back and forth between her home in Aarhus and the workplace, between the hotel and KC, and when needed also to guide her outside working hours. This was therefore a matter of personal assistance outside working hours, but the municipality had difficulties understanding why they should cover the costs of wages, per diem, and hotel for the deafblind guide when Dorte was in Copenhagen for work. 

When working, e.g. during preparation, meetings, and training, Dorte wanted to use interpreting services. The local occupational centre granted her 1:1, that is for every paid hour, she could use interpreting services for 1 hour. Hands-on interpreting requires two interpreters working together at a time, which meant that Dorte actually only had 50 % coverage during working hours. This meant that Dorte and the rest of us had to be creative in order to achieve a successful communication. We had to find others ways of communicating, and we will elaborate on some of these later in our presentation. 

KC as employer and Dorte herself spent a great deal of time and resources trying to convince the municipality and the local occupational centre that Dorte’s requests were reasonable, and it all fell more or less into place. In the end, the project had to accept covering some of the expenses for the deafblind guide. In our experience it is not easy and painless to employ a deafblind person, when the intent of accessibility and full participation is stated by law, but not implemented in practice. 

As promised earlier, we will now talk some more about the communicative challenges we faced as a team of trainers during the program. To economise with the interpreting hours that had been granted Dorte, we right away decided that the meetings concerning preparation for the training would be carried out without interpreters. It took a lot of energy from all of us trying to figure out when to communicate by hands-on signing and when not to. For the three of us it could be very difficult to asses exactly how much Dorte could see at different times, or in different lighting settings. To Dorte the challenge was to be aware of and to express her needs straightforwardly. In a team of trainers consisting of hearing, deaf, and deafblind people everyone acts influenced by their own experiences and perceptions, which most often differ from those of the other team members. This means that everyone sometimes must make an extra effort to achieve agreement and understanding. It is also a great challenge to work very structured and only to speak one at a time, especially when getting inspired and eager, but structure is a necessity if a deafblind person is to have equal opportunities for participating actively in different working processes. 

We have also experimented a lot to find the best way of communicating in training situations. Our initial standpoint was that Dorte would be more involved in the situation herself if everyone present communicated directly with each other without the use of interpreters. This meant that all training should be carried out in sign language. For instance, if another person than Dorte was carrying out the training, then Dorte would place herself in a position where she could understand the signing either visually or by hands-on signing, placing her hand on the hand of the person signing. And when the participants had questions or comments, they would either walk up to Dorte and sign directly to her, or the other trainers would repeat to Dorte what had just been said in sign language. 

It did not work exactly the way we had planned. The result became a slow and difficult communication with not much room for spontaneity or flexibility. That is not a good thing in a training situation. A dilemma arose; the other trainers had to cope with both functioning as interpreters and trainers at the same time. For those reasons we soon agreed to make use of interpreters in training situations, and we came to be very happy with that decision. Even with interpreters present, it was still a continuous process to work out the best solutions and to prioritise to communicate as directly and personally as possible. During the process, Dorte also missed haptic communication, and it would have been an ideal situation to have three working interpreters at a time, one of whom could focus on giving haptic descriptions to Dorte. But with the limited amount of granted interpreting services, this was not at all possible.

We would like to give an example of how well the communication can work, when cooperating with interpreters in the best possible way. It can be a problem that hands-on signing is far more linear than visual communication. It is difficult to give several pieces of information at the same time, e.g. the signs that are articulated with the hands and the information, which is given through facial expressions. Dorte and Anne went through two videotapes in class with tapings of deafblind people signing. Two hours were set aside to prepare the training. But what was the best way for Dorte to look through the tapes?

The solution chosen was that the hands-on interpreters working for Dorte looked through the tapes first, in order to familiarise themselves with the content of the tapes, and afterwards did what we in Denmark call ‘mirror interpreting’ of the monologues for Dorte. This is to transmit the visual sign language into hands-on signing by copying the signer’s sign language, incorporating linguistic features of deafblind communication. It really worked extremely well, even though it looked so very complicated! Beforehand, the interpreters and Dorte came to exact agreements on how they would handle different linguistic difficulties. It might be how to clarify that the signer was using a different mouth pattern with a sign than could be expected, e.g. one person used the sign for CHURCH with the mouth pattern ‘temple’. Dorte felt that it was important to receive all the details, and they agreed to apply a specific signal to alert Dorte to the fact that extra information was being presented by the interpreter.

Another problem was how to transmit the signer’s facial expressions, e.g. how the interpreter should transmit specific sign language features like squinted eyes or puffed-up cheeks. One solution was to give haptic signals on arms, back, or thighs. Another solution was to lead Dorte’s hands up to the interpreter’s cheeks.

This type of thorough and efficient preparation is a good example of how Dorte became best equipped to teach on equal terms with the other trainers. This approach gave strength and energy to be a lively and creative trainer with a general overview of the material and therefore also the situation. It pays to leave good time for preparation, and it often takes more time than one initially would expect.

One of the things that sometimes made Dorte feel insecure was if she was unsure of her role in different settings. She sometimes functioned as an interpreting consumer when the participants where practising interpreting, and she could therefore be unsure if the participants where asking her questions as a deafblind person or as a professional trainer at the program. As a trainer Dorte has formed a new and professional relationship with the participants. She had used most of them as interpreters before in different settings. 

To illustrate the dilemmas that might occur, we would like to give an example. And this is in regards to the role as an observer when the participants carried out interpreting exercises. One time, the interpreting exercise was carried out in a shopping centre. Dorte had prepared for her assignment as an observer by going to the shopping centre the day before to become familiar with the settings and possibilities present there. With this, Dorte gained knowledge and an overview of the situation, which enabled her to fully concentrate on observing through her interpreters. Dorte felt that she took up a lot of room with her two hands-on interpreters by her side, but in spite of this, their cooperation worked very well also because she had given her interpreters definite instructions on what her focus was, and her interpreters were therefore very aware of what to describe and pass on. Dorte had organised her work in a way that enabled her to subsequently give relevant feedback to the participants on equal terms with the other trainers.

Another assignment as an observer was at a weekend of practical experience where the participants for instance were interpreting different guided visits to museums. Here the situation turned out quite differently, partly because Dorte had not had the opportunity to prepare with the same thoroughness as the first situation mentioned, neither by herself, nor with her interpreters on how they should cooperate, and partly because the guide spoke continuously. Dorte’s interpreters were therefore focused on transmitting the presentation done by the guide, and had not been clearly instructed on giving a higher priority to describing the participants’ performances. Anne has also learned this throughout her years as a deaf trainer; that it is difficult to observe participants or students and at the same time having to focus on an interpreter.

If we compare the two examples, it is clear that the observation assignment in the shopping centre was a far greater success than the one in the museum. In the first situation, Dorte had control of the situation and was therefore able to direct her focus in regards to her observations. In the situation at the museum, it became the presentation done by the guide that controlled her focus; this meant that Dorte subsequently was unable to give the participants relevant feedback. And it cannot be stressed enough that it was Dorte’s cooperation with a fixed group of competent deafblind interpreters that played an important part in her empowerment process.

Dorte has understandably missed having a deafblind sparring partner partly because it has been a completely new experience for her, and also because she neither can nor will speak on behalf of all deafblind people. Per example when observing guidance techniques, it would have been nice to have more deafblind people to give feedback because deafblind people apply guidance techniques very differently, fitting individual needs.

On top of all the new professional and communicative challenges, Dorte also had to get accustomed to moving around a new place and to manage herself at the workplace. She was given an office with specific aids, which unfortunately were not completely identical with the ones she was familiar with from home, and she was quick to take into use the different facilities available. Misguided readiness to help sometimes seemed disturbing and frustrating and might have been prevented if the project group had informed the other colleagues at the workplace better. But in the beginning the other three of us also had difficulties figuring out when to step in and help and when to wait. It is therefore necessary for deafblind people to clearly inform about their needs and how their surroundings can take them into account. It has also been a continuous process for Dorte who is a very independent person. 

As you might have understood from our presentation today, it has not been an easy process for any of us to be a part of the developmental work which this pilot project was. But finally we would like to underline some of the important and positive experiences that we have gained:

· With the present conditions current in Denmark today, a deafblind person who undertakes an assignment and enters into collaboration with a workplace will automatically become a role model for other deafblind people who also are interested in employment. The first person who takes the leap must also expect to function as an ‘icebreaker’ in clarifying rights and obligations with the public authorities.

· Deafblind people can equally be a part of a professional setting, if aids and communicative conditions, including interpreting, are at their optimum. 

· A deafblind college raises the credibility of academic theories, because of her experienced based knowledge in a professional setting.

· Professionals who work in the field of deafblindness will gain priceless experience and knowledge about being a part of a close collaboration with a deafblind college. 

We have all experienced the opportunity to develop and to go through an awareness raising process, and it has truly been a learning experience for us. Both Dorte and the rest of us think that our collaboration has been very successful and fruitful, and it is sad that it ends here. 

We hope that our presentation today has inspired you in your future work in the field of deafblindness, and has given you faith that one should not allow oneself to be held back by obstacles.
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