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The Impact of Cultural
Differences on
Interpreting Situations

If you travel to a new country and stay there long enough, you will
probably go through three stages of acculturation. Stage one we
may call confusion. The language you hear is a jumble of sounds.
The behavior of others might seem arbitrary. Sometimes people
bow to you; at other times they don’t. A policeman shoos you off
the grassy lawn in a park, while dogs are welcomed in restau-
rants. You think you are being polite by bringing your hostess
flowers, yet when she sees they are yellow, she can barely hide
her dismay. It all makes little sense.

Stage two we may call delayed understanding. 1f you watch
what goes on around you carefully, begin to converse in the lan-
guage, and have a few friends of whom you can ask questions,
things start to become a little clearer. Yet it may only be after an
embarrassing moment or two that you belatedly figure out what
went wrong. You arrived too early or too late. You brought a gift
when you should not have or failed to bring one when you should
have. You used the polite form of address when the familiar was
appropriate or vice versa. Most of the time no one informs you
directly of your mistake, but you grow sensitive to a raised eye-
brow, a sharp intake of breath, a muffled giggle. Slowly, slowly,
the pieces begin to fit together.
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By stage three, you have seen the same transactions repeated
so many times that you have now become capable of prediction!
You know what behavior is expected in a range of situations and
can act accordingly. These small successes mean a lot. You feel a 1
thrill of accomplishment when you go to the bakery and actually 1
leave with the precise item you had planned to buy. Your feeling |
of pride is increased when the baker’s facial expression informs
you that you used the appropriate greeting to the people in the 4
store. Now you are even able to anticipate when your ingrained |
values are likely to clash with those of the locals, so you can pre-
pare yourself mentally beforehand. 1
As sign language interpreters, we face a similar challenge. Since
the majority of us learned ASL as adults, we went through the
same three stages as the foreign traveler described above when
we entered the Deaf community. Our job now, however, is to be
bicultural mediators, so we had better operate as often as pos- L
sible on a stage three—prediction—basis, foreseeing the inevi- |
: table cross-cultural clashes that lie in wait for us. If we are still in |
! stage two—delayed understanding—we won’t be able to do any-
' thing except commiserate with our Deaf or hearing consumers
over the rudeness of the other. 1
: With the goal of prediction in mind, let me offer the following
i scenarios. The following are examples of culturally influenced mis-
communications. In order to focus on the points of cultural differ-
ence, | will not attempt to represent the exact signs used by the
Deaf consumers either by gloss or by any written version of ASL.
For the sake of flow, I am assuming that an interpreter was present 3
and translated the statements back and forth in a literal manner -
without making any cultural adjustments. They take place in set-
tings familiar to most interpreters: the doctor’s office, the class-
room, and the workplace. I will try to cover common exchanges
that we are likely to encounter daily. I am sure that you will be
able to add your own experiences to the list. So much the better! i
The more thoroughly we anticipate the cultural misunderstand-
ings that are likely to come our way, the more successfully we can
plan our strategies for dealing with them.
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The Medical Appointment

Scenario 1

Hearing Doctor: Hi. How are you?
The doctor is probably expecting a general introduc-
tory statement grounded in the present. Perhaps some-
thing like, “Not too well. The last few mornings, I've
been feeling quite dizzy.” Then it’s up to the doctor to
further question the patient about what led up to the
current state of affairs.

Deaf Patient: Well, that first pill you gave me last year was
awful, made me itch all over, then the blue one made my head-
ache worse, and this one made me feel dizzy in the morning....

Deaf patients often begin their discussion with the doc-

tor by relating their relevant medical history starting at

whatever point they consider to be the beginning, prob-

ably to give the doctor enough context with which to

view the present situation. In ASL discourse the present

moment does not hang isolated in space but exists on

a timeline connecting past, present, and future. Depend-

ing on how far back the narrative is started, the doctor

may become impatient waiting for the patient to get to

the point.

Scenario 2

Hearing Pediatrician: I’'m sorry, I have some bad news. Our test
results show that your baby is deaf.

Deaf Mother: Hurray!!!

This scenario is just one example of the numerous mis-
conceptions that hearing people hold about deafness
and Deaf people. Many hearing people see deafness as
an affliction. A significant number of Deaf people, on
the other hand, are proud to be Deaf and would not
change it even if they had the choice. So while the doc-
tor in this example may pity the Deaf woman for hav-
ing a child “with the same condition,” the Deaf mother
feels happy at the thought that her child will be a con-
tinuation of her family and culture.
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Scenario 3

Hearing Doctor: How many hours of exercise do you get a week?
The doctor is expecting the answer to come in the form
of a number and assumes the patient will do the neces- !
sary mental calculations and come up with an average g
estimate.

Deaf Patient: Well, Monday I went bowling, Tuesday I was sick,

Wednesday I was supposed to play softball, but I had to help

my friend John with his car, Thursday....
Again the answer takes the form of a chronological nar- 4
rative and includes more specific details than the doc-
tor wants to hear. The Deaf patient might very well cal-
culate the hours for this particular week after having
finished his recitation, but the doctor will probably in-
terrupt him out of frustration first.

Hearing Doctor: Wait a minute, didn’t you understand my ques-
tion?

Deaf Patient: (thinks) Why doesn’t he let me explain?

Scenario 4

Deaf Patient: My friend told me she has glaucoma too and she
used a blue bottle of drops that made her vision blurry, but
then she got a red bottle of drops that made her eyes feel bet-

£ s
As noted in chapter 3, the peer group often acts as the

primary source of information as well as the authority .
to be trusted. i

Hearing Doctor: Never mind about your friend.
The doctor tends to view each patient as an individual
and he or she may be concerned about the danger of a
patient’s using someone else’s medication, even if his
or her medical condition had the same diagnosis. Dis- ;
counting the patient’s concerns, however, conveys an 4
attitude of disrespect. i
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Scenario 5

Hearing Doctor: (looking at his watch and walking toward the

door) Okay. That’s all for today. Bye.
As mentioned in chapter 3, there is a difference in the
pace of leave-taking in the American Deaf and hearing
cultures. In hearing culture most leave-takings tend to
be brief. Additionally, in today’s health care environ-
ment, the doctor’s time is commonly broken down into
ten- to fifteen-minute sessions. He or she, therefore, is
probably already behind and wondering how to make
up the extra time that was spent working through the
interpreter.

Deaf Patient: (repeating what has already been established) So
I will take these pills three times a day—at breakfast, lunch,
and dinner—with a glass of water, three pills a day. But Ididn’t
tell you about my foot problems, and should I still take those
other pills when I can’t sleep, and when should I come to see
you again?

The Deaf patient may not expect an abrupt end to his

or her appointment, because of the longer leave-taking

process in Deaf culture. He or she may want several

repetitions of the instructions regarding medication to

make sure that no communication problem has led to

a misunderstanding. The physician, who may have bro-

ken off eye contact with the patient and is walking to

the door while checking his or her wristwatch, thinks a

clear nonverbal signal has been sent that the appoint-

ment is over, a signal to which the Deaf person seems

oblivious. What is happening, however, is that they are

operating within different value systems. The time pres-

sure felt by the doctor is not shared by the Deaf person,

to whom face-to-face communication is of paramount

importance. Compartmentalization applies, in this in-

stance, not only to time but to area of specialization as

well. The Deaf patient may feel that this is a good op-

portunity to discuss all of his or her physical complaints

with a doctor, not realizing that in many HMOs one

must usually make a separate appointment to deal with

each part of the body.
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Educational Settings

Scenarios 1 and 2 take place in a college classroom.

Scenario 1 (the first day of class)

Hearing Professor: (noticing interpreter sitting at the front of
the classroom) Oh no! This will never work. You will have to
move to the back of the room.

The front of the classroom is the teacher’s territory and

seat of control (much the way a judge controls the court-

room from the raised bench). It is not surprising, there-

fore, that often a teacher’s initial reaction to having a

deaf student and interpreter invade his or her space is

a negative one.

Deaf Student: But I have to see you, the board, and the inter-

preter clearly.
In Deaf culture it is of the utmost importance to estab-
lish proper sight lines before beginning a meeting or
event. Whatever time is necessary will be taken and
many opinions will be sought, until a solution is found
that ensures everyone a clear and comfortable view of
the proceedings. In fact, if a problem with seeing the
speakers or participants develops midway through a
Deaf-run event, everything will stop for however long it
takes until every person again has clear visual access.

Hearing Professor: No no. It’s too distracting.

The professor’s ultimate response to this new situation
may hinge on his or her personality. Although there has
not been a study made to unequivocably support this
theory, it seems that some teachers may be open and
adaptable to new experiences, while others are not.
Some may feel that the interpreter’s signing is too in-
trusive and will distract hearing students. Others may
be reacting out of insecurity and/or a fear that the in-
terpreter constitutes competition.
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Scenario 2
Hearing Professor: So who can tell us why XYZ is important?
Please raise your hands.

First Hearing Student: (blurts out) ABC....

Hearing Professor: Yes, that’s right, but there is something more.
Anyone have an idea?

Second Hearing Student: (blurts out) DEE...
Hearing Professor: Right, very good. Now let’s move on. Yes?

Deaf Student: (who has had his hand up from the beginning)
DEE...

Hearing Professor: Well, I think that was already established.
Probably the biggest problem in classroom discussions
is one of timing. There is often a quick back-and-forth
Ping-Pong match of comments between the teacher and
students, all of whom rely on paralinguistic cues to judge
when they can jump in, ask a question, or raise a new
point. The interpreter, by necessity, will always be at
least half a sentence behind the discussion, after which
the Deaf student must digest the information, which
puts him or her even further behind. Although the pro-
fessor may repeatedly request that the students raise
their hands so that turn taking can be regulated (some-
thing which if truly practiced would help the deaf stu-
dents appropriately time their comments), in heated
debate hearing students blurt out, chime in, and talk
over each other, without raising their hands or being
called on. All these factors put the deaf student at a
decided disadvantage in terms of class participation.
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Scenarios 3, 4, and 5 take place in the professor’s office.

Scenario 3

Hearing College Professor: Tell me, which high school did you
attend?

Deaf Student: I attended the State Residential School for the
Deaf in Pleasantville.
To many Deaf people, the state residential school is a
focus for fond memories and positive feelings. It is the
place where they may have first acquired sign language,
developed a sense of Deaf culture, found a community
of Deaf people who held similar values and who could
act as role models, experienced a feeling of identity and
belonging, and made lasting friends and contacts.

Hearing Professor: Ohhhhh, I see....
To most hearing people, the idea of a state residential
school conjures up a whole different set of images, more
like being in a mental institution—remote, cold, harsh,
impersonal, a depressing place where children are
forced to live away from their parents.

Scenario 4

Hearing College Professor: If you did not understand this key
concept when we first discussed it in class weeks ago, why did
you wait so long to tell me about it?

To overgeneralize: Americans are impatient. If we don't
understand something, we want clarification now! We

feel we have a right to understand and the assertiveness

to ask for an explanation immediately. We may even

blame the teacher or professor for not being clear in

the first place. As opposed to many other cultures, we

feel no shame in admitting we don’t know something.

In fact we respect people, even those in positions of
authority, who honestly admit their ignorance of a cer-

tain word or concept. The professor assumes that the

Deaf student holds the same set of values as the major-

ity of American students and therefore should, from

the professor’s perspective, have been more aggressive

in seeking clarification earlier on.
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Deaf Student: Well....

There are many possible reasons why the student did
not promptly bring his or her confusion to the teacher’s
attention, including feeling uncertain or embarrassed
about admitting that he or she did not understand some-
thing, having a different time frame for needing or de-
siring to obtain clarity, feeling less uncomfortable with
ambiguity, or pursuing other avenues to resolve confu-
sion. Perhaps Deaf people are more accustomed to not
understanding everything because of the many linguis-
tically inaccessible situations in which they find them-
selves. They also may have different ways of clearing
up confusion: waiting to see if the information becomes
clear over time, getting notes from another student,
checking with a tutor, learning on their own through
printed materials, or asking a friend for clarification.

Scenario 5

Hearing Professor: | am glad you came in to discuss your pa-
per. Hmmm...your choice of topic is fine, you have a few good
examples...but I do have some concerns about your thesis....
I’'m not sure it is strong enough to support a paper of this
length.

The professor will organize his or her comments in this

feedback session using the common American “sand-

wich approach.” In this technique, one introduces and

concludes one’s critical remarks with positive state-

ments that are supposed to make the negative com-

ments sandwiched between them easier for the recipi-

ent to swallow. In this first comment, the professor, af-

ter making a couple of positive comments, pinpoints a

major fault of the paper: if the thesis is not strong enough

to support the rest of the paper, the entire essay will

fail. The professor assumes that the student will easily

detect the “meat” of his crucial criticism underneath

the faint praise in his opening “slice.”

Deaf Student: You mean, make the thesis statement longer?
The student is unsure of where he or she stands. Deaf
culture is more direct and one may very well start off a




MINDESS, At al.: ReadingBetween the Sign#aine : Intercultural Press, 199259 s.ISBN 1-
877864 -73-0. The Impact of Cultural Differers on Interpreting Situations, 127¢ 151.

r .

136 Reading Between the Signs

discussion with a precise description of what needs to
be changed. Also, the value of starting a discussion with
a broad introductory statement is not always shared in
the structure of Deaf discourse.

Hearing Professor: Well...that certainly is one option, but I
would really like to see some restructuring. So play around
with the thesis statement and let it inform the rest of your
paper. Oh, and you need to clean up your punctuation.
The first statement is an extremely subtle way of say-
ing that it takes more to improve a thesis than just mak- |
ing it longer. “Play around with the thesis” is a vague
but ominous statement that only hints at the possibility
that the entire paper may have to be redone.

Deaf Student: Oh, the punctuation, yes, I know I have trouble
with commas and semicolons. Sure, I will work on that. So you
think the rest of the paper is okay?

The student finds it helpful to hear a concrete example
‘ at last (this one regarding punctuation) but is still un-
sure if the professor’s basic take on the paper is posi-
| tive or negative.

Hearing Professor: Uh...let’s just say it’s on the right track.
Tackle these things I've mentioned and I’'m sure your paper
will be fine.

The second positive “slice” of the feedback sandwich.

Deaf Student: (to interpreter after professor has left) Whew! |

I’'m relieved! He thinks my paper will be fine. ?
The student seems to be leaving with a very different i
feeling about the paper than the professor thinks he or ‘
she has communicated.

The Job Interview

Scenario 1

Hearing Interviewer: Why do you want this job?
Although this seems like a simple, straightforward ques-
tion, it is all part of the game we play when we partici- :
pate in a job interview. Employers are not necessarily {
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looking for honest answers, but they do expect appli-
cants to try to present themselves in the best possible
light. Ideally, applicants are expected to compliment the
employer while describing their own abilities and vir-
tues. For example, “1 believe that this company, with its
deep commitment to saving endangered animals, would
give me the opportunity to use my secretarial skills to
benefit our natural world.”

Deaf Applicant: | need the money and you have dental insur-
ance. I have to get a couple of crowns.
Deaf applicants may not be aware of the rules of the
game. Of course we all want a job for the salary and
penefits we would receive, but in a typical job inter-
view, no one would admit that up front. The interviewer’s
seemingly direct question elicits this honest, direct an-
swer, which is not at all what he or she is expecting.

Scenario 2

Hearing Interviewer: Why do you feel you are the best quali-
fied candidate for this position?

The interviewer is expecting the answer to be in “out-

line form” (i.e., introduction, supporting examples, sum-

mary). Also, the interviewer is not only interested in a

recitation of the facts but is also waiting for the inter-

viewee to present a compelling argument about why

he or she would be the best choice to fill the vacancy.

Deaf Applicant: Well, my first job was as a secretary, my sec-
ond job was as a claims adjuster, and my third job was as a
supervisor.

The Deaf person answers in time-sequential narrative

form, assuming that the sum of the details is sufficient

and does not need to be elaborated upon. Even though

the job history demonstrates advancement and increas-

ing responsibilities, the applicant fails to highlight these

important features, thus missing an opportunity to “sell”

him- or herself to the prospective employer.
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Scenario 3

Hearing Interviewer: Do you have any experience with the XYZ
software?

Deaf Applicant: No. None at all.

A direct, honest, negative response will not win many
points in a job interview. Applicants are expected to try
to turn any question into a chance to laud themselves.
The interviewer will be surprised if the applicant does
not attempt to dress up a negative answer, as in the
following response: “Not with the XYZ software specifi-
cally, but I do have five years’ experience with the ABC
software, which, I believe, is quite similar. And I am
sure I could pick it up very easily. I'm a fast learner.”

Scenario 4

Hearing Interviewer: Since I just asked you about your strengths,
I need to ask also about your weaknesses. What are some of
them as they relate to this job?

The classic trick question. The employer does not ex-

pect a full disclosure of the applicant’s shortcomings,

foibles, and bad habits. Instead, he or she wants to see

how the applicant can turn this tough question into

another positive statement.

Deaf Applicant: Well, I guess I haven’t used that accounting
software before, and my last accounting class was ten years
ago in college, and sometimes it takes me a little while to catch
g on to a new program.... Is that what you mean?

| Advice commonly given to job seekers encountering this
question is to cite a positive trait in disguise. Two ex-

amples of traditional answers to the classic trick ques-

tion are these: (1) I get so wrapped up in my work that
sometimes I forget to take a break or (2) I tend to ex-

pect everyone to work as hard as I do. If the Deaf appli-

cants are not aware that they are participating in the

“job interview game” with all the rules this implies, it is

not surprising that they answer the question literally.
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In the next chapter we will examine our role as interpreters/
bicultural mediators and the scope of our responsibility in rela-
tion to cultural differences such as those above. In chapter 8 we
will consider some techniques to help us deal with these cultural
contradictions. This would be a good place, however, to analyze a
distinction exemplified in some of the previous scenarios. Let us
call it a cultural set, or, more fully, a cultural set of assumptions.

Cultural Set

Cultural differences that manifest themselves in interpreting situ-
ations can be broadly divided into two categories, form and con-
tent. In interpreting with a focus on form, we adjust for differ-
ences such as active versus passive voice, amount of detail, and
“ general versus specific statements. These challenges certainly
warrant much discussion and preparation. At this point, however,
I would like to focus on the second category, content, which in-
i volves the much more complex factor of cultural set.

§ This content factor comes in two varieties. The first relates to
* unspoken, yet pervasive, cultural assumptions (i.e., the importance
of the group or the preciousness of time); the second involves
assumed cultural knowledge of the sets of rules which govern cer-
tain types of transactions, that is, cultural sets.

An example of a conflict regarding cultural presuppositions
was illustrated in Medical Scenario 2, when the Deaf mother ex-
pressed her joy at the thought of having a Deaf child. The doctor’s
reaction would probably have been surprise or disbelief, because
he saw the situation through a different set of assumptions re-
garding what it means to be deaf. In order for the doctor to truly
understand her “Hurray,” he would have to be willing to give up
his unenlightened view of deafness and learn to understand this
woman’s set of feelings, assumptions, and beliefs. The only way
for this to happen would be if the doctor entered the conversation
with a curious and open mind. We hope for this to happen, al-
though we know from experience that all too often it does not.

Similarly, in the third educational scenario, the teacher did not
understand the feelings of loyalty, love, and cultural connection that
the Deaf student associated with the mention of residential school.

The job interview, as a whole, is an excellent example of the
second content factor, the cultural set, in which all American job
seekers are expected to know the implicit “rules of the game.”
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The Cultural Set of Job Interviews

In contrast with most medical, educational, and other business
situations, which vary with each encounter (although they con-
tain certain repetitive elements and routines), almost all job inter-
views in mainstream American culture follow the same basic pat-
tern and have definite underlying cultural precepts. Usually these
conventions are not formally taught in high school or college. If
we grew up in the United States, we generally absorbed them
through books, TV, movies, or in discussion with others. There are
many books and workshops available, however, on how to inter-
view, for people who may not have had much formal education or
who wish to practice these techniques so they can hone their job-
seeking skills and present themselves to their best advantage.

So what are the rules of the job interview game? In poker, we
learn that our advantage is not in the strength of the cards we
actually hold in our hand, but in what we can make our opponent
think we have through bluffing. Similarly, in a job interview, the
point is not to recount our previous positions, education, or skills
but to present ourselves in a positive way so as to convince the
employer to hire us. (This may or may not necessitate bluffing.)
“Positive” seems to be the key word in interviewing well, accord-
ing to the authors of Interview for Success, who use the word in
almost every piece of advice they offer (e.g., “Turn what appears
to be a negative into a positive.” “Use positive form. This means
avoiding negatives by presenting yourself in as positive a light as
possible.” “Present your strengths, skills and accomplishments in
a positive way.” “Always phrase your answers to questions in a
positive manner”) (Krannich and Krannich 1982, 87, 119, 121,
123).

While playing Scrabble, good players do not volunteer infor-
mation about their position that would disclose their weaknesses
(e.g., “Darn! I've got all vowels”). Similarly, in job interviewing a
cardinal rule is not to disclose any negative information which
has not been specifically asked for. Or in the words of the author
of Job Interviews for Dummies, “Never should the unnecessary be
volunteered by the unwary for the unforgetting” (Kennedy 1996,
68).

The job interview is like a game of chess; it begins and ends
almost formally with moves chosen from very limited sets of pos-
sibilities. The question with which it often begins, “Did you have
any trouble finding our office?” is offered as an icebreaker and
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