Placement of sign language interpreters in court

FACT SHEET

In most courts today it is a familiar sight to see a spoken language interpreter standing or sitting
next to a non-English speaker and quietly whispering all of the proceedings to the person and
interpreting their responses into English. Less often, courts see deaf citizens who come to court to
respond to charges or to present cases of their own. In those settings, a sign language interpreter
functions much the same way as a spoken language interpreter in conveying the proceedings to the deaf
person and the deaf person’s comments and responses to the court. A major difference, however, is the
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When the deaf person is on the witness stand, the interpreter will remain in the well facing the
witness with his or her back to counsel. Court interpreters are careful to avoid blocking the jury’s view
of the witness. With some courtroom physical configurations, it is difficult to place the interpreter in a
manner in which all counsel have a clear view to the jury. When this happens, it is preferable that the
court instruct counsel to move to a location from which they can see the witness rather than moving the
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