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This book examines conference-level simultaneous interpreting from a signed 
language into a spoken language, drawing on Auslan (Australian Sign Language)-
to-English simultaneous interpretation data to explore the skills, knowledge, 
strategies, and cognitive abilities needed for e�ective interpretations in this lan-
guage direction.

As simultaneous interpreting from a spoken language into a signed language 
is the widely accepted norm within the �eld of signed language interpreting, to 
date little has been written on simultaneous interpreting in the other language 
direction. In an attempt to bridge this gap, Wang conducts microanalysis of an 
experimental corpus of Auslan-to-English simultaneous interpretations in a 
mock conference setting to investigate di�erent dimensions of quality assessment, 
interpreting strategies, cognitive load, and the interpreting process itself. The 
focus on conference-level simultaneous interpreting not only allows for insights 
into the impact of signed language variation on the signed-to-spoken language 
simultaneous interpreting process but also sheds light on the unique demands of 
conference settings such as the requirement of using a formal register.

Acting as a bridge between spoken language interpreting studies and signed 
language interpreting studies and highlighting implications for future research 
on simultaneous interpreting of other language combinations (spoken and 
signed), this book will be of interest to scholars in translation and interpreting 
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Simultaneous Interpreting from a 
Signed Language into a Spoken 
Language



Routledge Advances in Translation and Interpreting Studies

 52 Mapping Spaces of Translation in Twentieth-Century Latin 
American Print Culture

María Constanza GuzmÆn Martínez

 53 A Century of Chinese Literature in Translation (1919�2019)
English Publication and Reception
Edited by Leah Gerber and Lintao Qi

 54 Advances in Discourse Analysis of Translation and Interpreting
Linking Linguistic Approaches with Socio-cultural Interpretation
Edited by Binhua Wang and Jeremy Munday

 55 Institutional Translation and Interpreting
Assessing Practices and Managing for Quality
Edited by Fernando Prieto Ramos

 56 M ultimodal Approaches to Chinese-English Translation and 
Interpreting

Edited by Meifang Zhang and Dezheng Feng

 57 Translational Spaces
Towards a Chinese-Western Convergence
Sun Yifeng

 58 African Perspectives on Literary Translation
Edited by Judith Inggs and Ella Wehrmeyer

 59 Interpreters and War Crimes
Kayoko Takeda

 60 Simultaneous Interpreting from a Signed Language into a Spoken 
Language

Quality, Cognitive Overload, and Strategies
Jihong Wang

For more information about this series, please visit https://www.routledge.
com/Routledge-Advances-in-Translation-and-Interpreting-Studies/book-
series/RTS



Simultaneous Interpreting 
from a Signed Language 
into a Spoken Language
Quality, Cognitive Overload, and Strategies

Jihong Wang



First published 2021
by Routledge
52 Vanderbilt Avenue, New York, NY 10017

and by Routledge
2 Park Square, Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon, OX14 4RN

Routledge is an imprint of the Taylor & Francis Group, an informa business

' 2021 Taylor & Francis

The right of Jihong Wang to be identi�ed as author of this work has 
been asserted by her in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the 
Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or 
reproduced or utilised in any form or by any electronic, mechanical, or 
other means, now known or hereafter invented, including photocopying 
and recording, or in any information storage or retrieval system, 
without permission in writing from the publishers.

Trademark notice: Product or corporate names may be trademarks or 
registered trademarks, and are used only for identi�cation and 
explanation without intent to infringe.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Names: Wang, Jihong (Translation teacher) author. 
Title: Simultaneous interpreting from a signed language into a spoken 
language : quality, cognitive overload, and strategies / Jihong Wang. 
Description: New York : Routledge, 2021. | Series: Routledge advances in 
translation and interpreting studies | Includes bibliographical 
references and index. | Summary: "This book surveys conference-level 
simultaneous interpreting from a signed language into a spoken language, 
drawing on data from Auslan-English interpretations to explore the 
skills, and knowledge, and cognitive demands needed for e�ective 
interpreting in this language direction"-- Provided by publisher. 
Identi�ers: LCCN 2020048387 | ISBN 9780367416997 (hardback) | ISBN 
9780367815769 (ebook) 
Subjects: LCSH: Simultaneous interpreting. | Simultaneous 
interpreting--Psychological aspects. | Australian sign language. 
Classi�cation: LCC P306.95 .W36 2021 | DDC 418/.02--dc23 
LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2020048387

ISBN: 978-0-367-41699-7 (hbk)
ISBN: 978-0-367-75788-5 (pbk)
ISBN: 978-0-367-81576-9 (ebk)

Typeset in Bembo
by SPi Global, India



To

Colin Allen, 31 professional Auslan/English interpreter 
participants, Jemina Napier, Della Goswell, Andy 
Carmichael, Brenda Nicodemus, and Teresa 
Cumpston-Bird who inspired me to complete my 
research project and�write this book.





Contents

Foreword xiii
Acknowledgements xiv

  1 Setting the Stage 1
1.1 An Unforgettable Experience 1
1.2  Interpreting Deaf Professionals� Signed Monologues  

into Spoken Languages 4
1.3 Research Questions of This Study 6
1.4 The Signi�cance of This Study 8
1.5 Book Structure 9
References 9

 2 Overview 13
2.1 Directionality in Signed Language Interpreting 13
2.2  Simultaneous Interpreting from a Signed Language  

into a Spoken Language 16
2.3 Cognitive Load in Simultaneous Interpreting 21

2.3.1 Cognitive Load 21
2.3.2 Cognitive Load Models of Simultaneous Interpreting 23
2.3.3 Working Memory and Simultaneous Interpreting 24

2.4  Gile�s E�ort Model of Simultaneous Interpreting  
and �Tightrope Hypothesis� 25

2.5 Adapting Gile�s E�ort Model 29
2.6 Processing Time in Simultaneous Interpreting 30

2.6.1 Temporal Range of Processing Time 32
2.6.2 Variability in Processing Time 33
2.6.3 External and Internal Factors That In�uence  

Processing Time 34
2.6.4 Relationship Between Processing Time and Simultaneous 

Interpreting Performance 37



viii Contents

2.7 Numbers as a Problem Trigger in Simultaneous Interpreting 41
2.8 Strategies in Simultaneous Interpreting 47

2.8.1 Comprehension Tactics, Preventive Tactics,  
and Reformulation Tactics 47

2.8.2 Literal Interpretation and Free Interpretation 49
2.8.3 Strategic Omissions 49
2.8.4 Strategic Additions 50

2.9 Summary 52
References 53

 3 Methodology 60
3.1 The Auslan Source Text 61
3.2 Creating an Experimental Corpus 62

3.2.1 The Interpreters 62
3.2.2 Auslan-to-English Interpretation Data Capture 64

3.3 Analytic Assessment of Simultaneous Interpreting Performance 65
3.3.1 External Raters 65
3.3.2 Developing an Assessment Rubric 65

3.3.2.1 Selecting Assessment Criteria 65
3.3.2.2 Determining Weightings 68
3.3.2.3 De�ning the Rating Scale 68
3.3.2.4 Writing Level Descriptors 68

3.3.3 External Raters� Analytic Assessment Process 68
3.4 Microanalysis of the Interpretation Corpus Using ELAN and Excel 69
3.5 Thematic Analysis of the Retrospective Interview Data 74
References 74

 4 Quality, Self-perceived Challenges,  
and Self-reported Strategies 77
4.1 External Raters� Scores for the Interpreters 77
4.2 Native Signers Versus Non-native Signers 79
4.3 Self-perceived Challenges 80

4.3.1 Signed Language Comprehension Problems 80
4.3.1.1 International Sign, Unfamiliar Signs,  

and Sign Variation 81
4.3.1.2 The Deaf Presenter�s Signing Style 83
4.3.1.3 Unfamiliarity with the Subject Matter 86

4.3.2 Cognitive Overload 88
4.3.3 Target Speech Production Di�culties 91

4.3.3.1 Trying to Produce Comprehensible  
English Sentences 91



Contents ix

4.3.3.2 Using a Formal Register in English 92
4.3.3.3 Maintaining Coherence in the Target Speech 94

4.3.4 Arti�cial Testing Conditions 95
4.4 Self-reported Strategies 96
4.5 Discussion 99

4.5.1 Native Signers and Non-native Signers 99
4.5.2 Improving Signed Language Comprehension 102
4.5.3 Enhancing Native Language Pro�ciency 106
4.5.4 Cognitive Overload and Interpreting Strategies 108
4.5.5 Familiarity and Designated  

or Preferred Interpreters 109
4.6 Summary 110
References 111

 5 Processing Time Regarding Sentence Beginnings, Numbers, 
and�Negation 114
5.1 Measuring Processing Time on 40 Auslan Sentences 115
5.2 Variability in Onset Processing Time 122
5.3  Accuracy of Interpreting Numbers and Processing  

Time Regarding Numbers 124
5.3.1 Error Taxonomy for Number Interpretations 124
5.3.2 Accuracy Rate of Interpretations  

of Individual Numbers 125
5.3.3 Accuracy Rate of Interpretations  

of Numbers in Clusters 128
5.3.4 Processing Time for Accurate Interpretations of a Number Versus  

Processing Time for Inaccurate Interpretations of the Number 128
5.4 Onset Processing Time Versus Number Processing Time 131
5.5 Consequences of Excessively Short Onset Processing Time 136
5.6  Corollaries of Exceptionally Long Onset Processing Time  

and Tail-to-tail Span 138
5.7 Interrelation Between Processing Time and Interpreting Strategies 140
5.8 Discussion 142
5.9 Summary 148
References 149

 6 Cognitive Overload and Coping Strategies  
Regarding Numbers 152
6.1 Cognitive Overload and Sentence-level Accuracy Regarding Numbers 153

6.1.1 Number Accuracy Versus Sentence-Level Accuracy 154
6.1.2 Sentence Accuracy Versus Segment Accuracy 156



x Contents

6.2  Free and Literal Interpretations for Coping with Numbers  
in the Middle of Sentences 160
6.2.1 Long Processing Time, a Lack of Suppression,  

Self-correction, and Free Interpretation 160
6.2.2 Short Processing Time and Literal Interpretation 164

6.3 Coping Strategies for Numbers Near or at the End of Sentences 169
6.3.1 Topic-Comment Structure and Numbers 171

6.3.1.1 Use of Di�erent Strategies and Printed  
PowerPoint Slide 171

6.3.1.2 Use of Strategic Additions and Linearity 173
6.3.2 Pseudo-Cleft Structure and Numbers 176

6.3.2.1 Coping Strategies, Self-correction,  
and Cognitive Overload 176

6.3.2.2 Literal Interpretation, Strategic Additions,  
and Unjusti�able Omissions 182

6.4 Summary 188
References 190

 7 Cognitive Overload and Coping Strategies Regarding  
End Negation 192
7.1  Cognitive Overload and Sentence-Level Accuracy Regarding  

End Negation 192
7.2 Coping Strategies for End Negation 194

7.2.1 Long Onset Processing Time  
and Free Interpretation 195

7.2.2 Switch from Free Interpretation  
to Literal Interpretation 200

7.2.3 An Exception: Use of Short Processing Time  
and Pause to Cope with End Negation 203

7.2.4 Prediction 205
7.3 Discussion of Results 206
7.4 Comments on the Local Analysis 213
7.5 Summary 214
References 215

 8 Summary and Recommendations 218
8.1 Answers to the First Research Question 218
8.2 Answers to the Second Research Question 220
8.3 Answers to the Third Research Question 222
8.4 Key Knowledge and Skills for Success 224
8.5 Strengths and Limitations of This Study 225



Contents xi

8.6 Implications of the Findings 227
8.6.1 Implications for Deaf Professionals 227
8.6.2 Implications for Signed Language Interpreters  

Working at Formal Settings 229
8.6.3 Implications for Spoken and Signed Language  

Interpreters in General 230
8.7 Suggestions for Further Research 231
8.8 Final Thoughts 232
References 232

Appendices 234
Author Index 251
Subject Index 253





Foreword

I had the pleasure of being Jihong Wang�s supervisor through her PhD candidature, 
and co-authoring some articles from her thesis, so I am delighted to see that she has 
returned to her data to produce this monograph. She has worked collaboratively 
with various people to re-engage with the data and dig deeper into the analysis to 
enhance our understanding of simultaneous interpreting from a signed language 
into a spoken language and issues around quality, cognitive overload, and strategies.

This monograph makes an important contribution to literature in interpret-
ing studies, and in sign language interpreting studies speci�cally. As the focus is 
on simultaneous interpreting from a signed into a spoken language, it extends 
our understanding of simultaneous interpreting processes and conference inter-
preting in general, and in particular the process of interpreting from a signed 
into a spoken language, which is an under-researched area. This book comple-
ments Jihong Wang�s other published work that has concentrated on interpret-
ing from a spoken into a signed language (i.e., in the other language direction), 
so a monograph such as this makes a useful contribution to understanding her 
work, but also sign language interpreting more generally.

This book is written in an engaging personal style that draws the reader in 
and is very accessible. For that reason, I think that it will be appealing to students 
studying sign language interpreting as well as interpreter practitioners, educators, 
and researchers. The structure is logical and helpful, moving from an overview 
of existing research/concepts to the methodology for the study, followed by 
dividing discussion of the data into four chapters giving a di�erent focus for 
each chapter, and �nishing with conclusions.

Although his book focuses on Auslan (Australian Sign Language)-English 
interpreting, the �ndings and discussion are broadly applicable to other interpret-
ing language combinations (spoken and signed). The book is situated primarily in 
interpreting studies, and primarily sign language interpreting studies, but will also 
be of interest to scholars in a wide range of cognate research areas, including sign 
language acquisition, sign language linguistics, deaf studies, and applied linguistics.

Jemina Napier
Sign language interpreter practitioner, educator, and researcher

27 August 2020
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1 Setting the Stage

1.1  An Unforgettable Experience

On 2 April 2017, Dr Robert Adam,1 a renowned Deaf2 scholar as well as quali-
�ed Deaf interpreter and translator, gave a keynote speech in British Sign 
Language (BSL) titled �Mind the Gap: What Is Missing for Deaf Interpreters and 
Translators?� at the Second International Symposium on Signed Language 
Interpretation and Translation Research, at Gallaudet University, Washington, 
DC. While Robert acquired Australian Sign Language (Auslan) from his Deaf 
parents in Melbourne, he lives in London and uses BSL, which is markedly 
similar to both Auslan and New Zealand Sign Language (NZSL) in terms of 
vocabulary and grammar (Johnston & Schembri, 2007). The audience for his 
keynote address was comprised of hundreds of signed language interpreting 
practitioners, educators, researchers, and students from the United States and 
many other countries; numerous Deaf professionals from around the world; and 
two Mandarin/English interpreters (Professor Xiaoyan Xiao [another keynote 
speaker at the conference] and I) who were interested in research on signed 
language interpreting.

A fascinating feat of linguistic engineering of various types of simultaneous 
interpreting work took place as Robert gave his keynote speech in BSL. Before 
further elaboration, some key terms are explained here. The phrase simultaneous 
interpreting refers to a mode of interpreting where an interpreter renders 
understood messages into the target language at almost the same time as the 
speaker or signer delivers the messages in the source language (Diriker, 2015; 
Napier, 2002). When engaged in simultaneous interpreting, an interpreter typi-
cally operates with processing time of some seconds in order to receive and 
understand su�cient source language information before expressing its meaning 
in the target language (Diriker, 2015; Napier, 2002; Pöchhacker, 2015; Wang, 
2020). While the time interval between receiving a source message and conveying 
its meaning in the target language has been referred to as time lag, lag time, ear-
voice span (EVS) in spoken language interpreting or eye-voice span in signed lan-
guage interpreting, and dØcalage in interpreting studies literature (e.g., Cokely, 
1992a; Gile, 2009; TimarovÆ, 2015; Wang, 2020), Haualand and Nilsson (2019, 
p.�43) maintained that these terms indicate that simultaneous interpreting takes 
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time but do not explain the underlying reasons. Therefore, Haualand and Nilsson 
suggested the use of the term processing time because it makes people more aware 
of the precious time needed by interpreters to analyse source messages and 
convey their meaning in the target language. I use the term processing time 
throughout my book because it makes readers more conscious of the cognitive 
process of simultaneous interpreting, the interpreter�s processing speed, and 
cognitive load. As simultaneous interpreting is a rather demanding cognitive 
task, simultaneous interpreters typically work in pairs to support each other, and 
take turns to interpret for approximately 20 minutes (Gile, 2009; Liu, Schallert,�& 
Carroll, 2004).

At the aforementioned symposium, Mr Gino Gouby, an experienced Deaf 
interpreter sitting in the �rst row of the audience, simultaneously interpreted 
Robert�s BSL presentation into American Sign Language (ASL), working from 
his non-native language into his native language. Another quali�ed Deaf inter-
preter standing next to Robert on the stage shadowed Gino�s ASL. A pair of 
highly skilled hearing ASL/English interpreters sitting in the second row of the 
audience simultaneously transferred the ASL messages into spoken English, 
which was instantly transcribed into a written English text (captions) shown on 
a large screen.

With some pro�ciency in Auslan at that time, I still had to rely on the hearing 
interpreters� ASL to English simultaneous interpretation in order to fully access 
Robert�s BSL monologue. Through these interpreters, I could appreciate Robert�s 
humour and understand his research expertise regarding Deaf interpreters and 
translators. I smiled when he said that one of the two interpreters working from 
ASL into English happened to be a fellow Australian interpreting from her non-
native language into her native language, and therefore her Australian English 
accent would perfectly match his own. Robert utilised PowerPoint slides to 
share interesting stories and explain dense information such as �ve Articles in 
the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 
(UNCRPD) that speci�cally mention sign language as part of Deaf people�s 
human rights. Moreover, he emphasised a key point in his speech: compared to 
hearing signed language interpreters, Deaf interpreters and translators still face 
serious gaps in professionalisation, formal training, certi�cation, professional sta-
tus, recognition, and employment opportunities. Robert inspired the audience 
to re�ect on what needs to be done to bridge these gaps for Deaf interpreters 
and translators.

Honestly, I could not judge the accuracy of the ASL-to-English interpretations 
without comparing the BSL source text with the ASL interpretations and the 
English target text. However, at the time, I did �nd the ASL/English interpreters� 
spoken English renditions remarkably informative, idiomatic, and �uent. I�won-
dered how these interpreters managed to provide accurate and e�ective inter-
pretations when working simultaneously from a signed language into a spoken 
language at a formal setting. Later, an insider told me that those signed language 
interpreters who interpreted the keynote speeches at the symposium had been 
handpicked out of hundreds of local practitioners, because they were considered 
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as the strongest and most experienced practitioners working at academic confer-
ences and other formal settings. Robert, the Deaf keynote speaker, also demysti-
�ed the smooth interpreting process by revealing to me his best practice of 
working with these Deaf and hearing signed language interpreters who inter-
preted his BSL presentation: (i) he had sent his PowerPoint slides to all the 
interpreters prior to the conference so that they could prepare for this interpret-
ing assignment; (ii) before his presentation, he had met these interpreters for 
about 30 minutes to answer their questions and rehearse his entire presentation; 
(iii) during his signed presentation, he intentionally maintained eye contact with 
the interpreters to monitor if they could understand him and follow him; and 
(iv) he paused at certain points for the interpreters who were still interpreting to 
catch up with him.

This authentic interpreted event suggests that a successful simultaneous 
interpretation from a signed language into a spoken language on a formal 
occasion requires a minimum of three conditions: (i) conference organisers need 
to select signed language interpreters who are the most competent and suitable 
for the particular (Deaf or hearing) signer, the content, and the setting; (ii) the 
signer and the interpreters need to work together to prepare for the interpreted 
event, as well as (iii) the signer and the interpreters need to cooperate with one 
another during the interpreted signed presentation. However, due to the inherent 
di�culties of simultaneous interpreting (e.g., time constraints, concurrent pro-
cessing), having all three conditions may not guarantee that even a highly com-
petent interpreter can render signed information into spoken language e�ectively 
and smoothly throughout the presenter�s signed monologue. For example, 
despite receiving adequate preparation materials and having extensive experi-
ence in various �elds, a spoken or signed language interpreter may still encoun-
ter scenarios in which he or she does not understand a technical term or a 
phrase in the source text or struggle with �nding an appropriate target language 
word to convey an understood concept (Gile, 2009, p. 191). In such situations, 
the interpreter may rely on a team interpreter�s support to deal with the particu-
lar obstacle, then move on to the next segment of the source text.

This book focuses on investigating quality assessment, cognitive processes, and 
e�ective strategies in simultaneous interpreting from a signed language (Auslan) 
into a spoken language (English) at formal settings. Solid empirical evidence 
a�rms that both spoken and signed language simultaneous interpreting are 
highly complex and challenging cognitive activities (Christo�els, 2004; Liu et�al., 
2004; Macnamara, Moore, Kegl, & Conway, 2011; TimarovÆ et al., 2014; Wang, 
2016). Yet, it still remains a mystery as to how the best spoken and signed lan-
guage interpreters can calmly and simultaneously transfer source language mes-
sages into target language renditions that are faithful in meaning, idiomatic in 
target language use, and �uent in delivery. How do interpreters� brain (�black 
box�) function when they are engaged in simultaneous interpreting? What strat-
egies do practitioners employ to cope with challenges in simultaneous inter-
preting? What guiding principles regarding attention management are universal 
to�all simultaneous interpreters, and what strategies are language-pair speci�c? 
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How�can interpreting students, less experienced interpreters, interpreting educa-
tors, and researchers learn from trained, highly skilled simultaneous interpreters?

These broad and marvellously complex questions require researchers from a 
wide range of disciplines (e.g., interpreting studies, cognitive science, bilingualism, 
applied linguistics) to collaborate, conduct interdisciplinary studies, and make 
ongoing endeavours in search of answers. As one may suspect, these intriguing 
questions go beyond the scope of this book; however, it is hoped that this book 
will shed some new light on these broad issues by reporting on �ndings from 
detailed linguistic and cognitive analyses of an experimental corpus of professional 
signed language interpreters� simultaneous interpretations from a signed language 
(Auslan) into a spoken language (English) at a mock conference setting.

1.2  Interpreting Deaf Professionals� Signed Monologues into 
Spoken Languages

Although interpreting from a signed language into a spoken language has been 
variously referred to as voice-over, voicing, reverse interpreting, reading back, working 
into English, doing a voice-over (Nilsson, 2016, p. 20), voice-over interpreting, and sign-
to-voice interpreting (Pöchhacker, 2016, p. 18), recently Haualand and Nilsson 
(2019, p. 43) argued that the outdated term voicing focuses on the modality of 
voice and tends to �hide the work the interpreter is doing� and thus should be 
changed to the term interpreting from a signed language into a spoken language. 
I�assert the use of this new term throughout my book because it not only pre-
cisely describes what the interpreter does when interpreting a Deaf or hearing 
signer�s signed messages into a spoken language for a hearing audience, but it 
also paves the way for in-depth discussions about bimodality and cognitive pro-
cessing in this language direction. In addition, regarding directionality (an 
emerging topic in signed language interpreting studies), the term interpreting from 
a signed language into a spoken language reminds signed language interpreting prac-
titioners, researchers, educators, and students of the other language direction, 
namely interpreting from a spoken language into a signed language. Furthermore, the 
consistent use of the term probably inspires spoken language interpreters to 
recognise that signed language interpreting is to some extent similar to spoken 
language interpreting.

The broader term signed language interpreting (SLI) is used to refer to meaning 
transfer that occurs between a spoken language and a signed language or between 
two di�erent signed languages (Napier & Leeson, 2015). Practitioners who 
 provide signed language interpreting services are commonly referred to as sign � or 
signed � language interpreters. Sign � or signed � languages vary from country to 
country; they are naturally occurring, visual-spatial languages distinct from, but 
related to, the spoken or written languages of the countries where they are used 
(Johnston & Schembri, 2007; Napier & Leeson, 2015; Sandler & Lillo-Martin, 
2006). Members of the Deaf community use signed languages as their �rst, 
dominant, or preferred language of communication. As a result, when Deaf 
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people and hearing non-signers attempt to communicate with each other, they 
may choose to rely on signed language interpreters who serve as bridges and 
mediate language barriers by transferring signed messages into a spoken lan-
guage and vice versa (De Meulder & Haualand, 2019).

This research monograph examines the quality, cognitive overload, and 
strategies in professional signed language interpreters� simultaneous interpreting 
from Auslan into spoken English in a mock conference situation. Although 
numerous studies have investigated spoken language simultaneous (conference) 
interpreting (see Gile, 2009; Liu et al., 2004; Pöchhacker, 2016) and simultane-
ous interpreting from spoken languages into signed languages (see Cokely, 
1992b; McDermid, 2018; Napier, 2002; Taylor, 1993), very few studies have 
examined simultaneous interpreting from signed languages into spoken lan-
guages (see Best, Napier, Carmichael, & Pouliot, 2016; Kalata-Zaw�ocka & van 
den Bogaerde, 2016; Napier, 2007; Taylor, 2002), let alone from Auslan into 
English. While some esteemed scholars who are also experienced signed lan-
guage interpreters and educators (e.g., Napier & Leeson, 2015; Nilsson, 2016; 
Padden, 2000) have identi�ed various challenges in working from signed lan-
guages into spoken languages (such as using a linear spoken language to refor-
mulate a visual picture described in a signed language), few empirical studies 
have been undertaken to explore how interpreters cope with these challenges in 
order to produce accurate and coherent spoken language renditions.

Interpreting for Deaf professionals and signed language conference inter-
preting emerge as two new research trends in signed language interpreting 
studies. Increasingly, Deaf individuals are pursuing higher education and 
achieving university degrees (e.g., bachelor�s degree, master�s degree, PhD), in 
part because more support services are now available to them (Napier, 2011). 
As a result, more Deaf people are attaining professional, managerial, and leader-
ship roles in society at various levels (e.g., academics, engineers, lawyers, and 
healthcare providers) (Dickinson, 2017; Harrelson, 2019; Hauser, Finch, & 
Hauser, 2008; Napier & Leeson, 2015). Deaf people continue their services as 
leaders in national and international Deaf advocacy organisations, such as the 
national associations of the Deaf in many countries, and the World Federation 
of the Deaf.

An increasing number of recent studies have explored signed language inter-
preting involving Deaf professionals, discussing topics such as (i) how Deaf PhD 
students and Deaf academics work with their interpreters in such situations as 
PhD thesis defences, signed or spoken lectures, workshops, and social functions 
(Burke & Nicodemus, 2013; De Meulder, Napier, & Stone, 2018), (ii) cooperation 
strategies employed by Deaf professionals and their preferred interpreters at 
 seminar presentations to ensure both e�ective interpretations and smooth 
 communication (Napier, 2007; Napier, Carmichael, & Wiltshire, 2008), (iii) Deaf 
leaders� criteria for selecting signed language interpreters and their strategies for 
 working�with them (Haug et al., 2017), (iv) hearing consumers� (mis)perceptions 
of Deaf�museum lecturers based on listening to the spoken English interpretations 
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of�their�signed monologues (Feyne, 2015, 2016), (v)� designated�interpreters for 
Deaf professionals (Hauser et al., 2008), (vi)  interpreting for Deaf professionals at 
both professional workplaces and social networking situations (Dickinson, 2017; 
Goswell, Carmichael, & Gollan, 2008), as well as (vii) Deaf professionals� percep-
tions on e�ective signed language interpreting services in the workplace 
(Harrelson, 2019).

Interpreting for Deaf professionals often requires signed language interpreters 
to render a signed monologue into a formal speech for hearing non-signers. 
However, many signed language interpreters, particularly novices, perceive 
interpreting from a signed language into a spoken language as being more 
challenging than working from a spoken language into a signed language 
(Napier, Rohan, & Slatyer, 2005; Nicodemus & Emmorey, 2013). Indeed, the 
quality of signed-to-spoken language simultaneous interpretation can have a 
considerable impact on hearing consumers� perceptions of Deaf professionals� 
expertise, competence, intelligence, and communication skills (Feyne, 2015, 
2016). Research is needed to identify speci�c di�culties for interpreters when 
transferring signed monologues into spoken languages and �nd strategies to 
overcome them.

The signi�cance of exploring the quality of interpreters� spoken language 
renditions of Deaf professionals� signed language monologues is evidenced in 
Nilsson�s (2016, p. 44) words:

As deaf people in many countries increasingly gain access to higher educa-
tion and obtain professional positions of various kinds, professionalising the 
voicing of deaf professionals continues to be of vital importance.

Another new trend of signed language interpreting research is the exam-
ination of hearing and Deaf interpreters� work at national and international 
conferences and other formal settings (e.g., university lectures, professional 
workplaces). These studies have investigated topics such as (i) preparation and 
communication strategies utilised by interpreters when working at international 
conferences (Sheneman & Collins, 2016), (ii) collaboration strategies adopted 
by the hearing and Deaf interpreting teams to provide relay interpretation 
(Stone�& Russell, 2014), (iii) complexities of interpreting in multilingual inter-
national settings, and (iv) interpreting between International Sign and spoken 
English (Best et al., 2016; McKee & Napier, 2002; Rosenstock & Napier, 2016; 
Whynot, 2016). Nevertheless, few of these studies have speci�cally focused on 
the performance quality and cognitive process of conference-level simultaneous 
interpreting from a signed language into a spoken language.

1.3  Research Questions of This Study

The research in this book investigated how well 20 professional Auslan/English 
interpreters transferred an Australian Deaf professional�s formal Auslan 
 monologue into spoken English for hearing non-signers at a mock conference 
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setting. The book provides both a comprehensive overview of the relevant lit-
erature and my in-depth analyses of the experimental corpus of Auslan-to-
English simultaneous interpretations. Aiming to bridge the gaps in the existing 
signed language interpreting studies literature, I conducted this study to answer 
the following key research questions:

 1 What are the challenges in simultaneous interpreting from a signed lan-
guage (Auslan) into a spoken language (English) at a formal setting?

 2 What causes cognitive overload in simultaneous interpreting from a signed 
language into a spoken language?

 3 What strategies do signed language interpreters employ to cope with the 
challenges and cognitive overload in simultaneous interpreting from a 
signed language into a spoken language?

In this research, I explored Auslan-to-English simultaneous interpreting from 
linguistic, cognitive, and communicative perspectives. I compared the Deaf 
professional�s Auslan source text with the 20 professional interpreters� English 
renditions sentence by sentence, in order to identify particular Auslan segments 
that caused many of the participants to make signi�cant errors in their Auslan-
to-English simultaneous interpretations. I then investigated the practitioners� 
cognitive overload in relation to the speci�c challenges by analysing their 
processing time through ELAN, which is a linguistic annotation software 
program developed for creating text annotations of audio and video �les 
(Crasborn & Sloetjes, 2008).

Cognitive (over)load is a complex concept in translation and interpreting 
studies, and cognitive science, without a uni�ed de�nition. Cognitive overload 
(cognitive saturation) in simultaneous interpreting refers to moments when an 
interpreter�s (total or speci�c) available processing capacity falls short of the (total or 
speci�c) required processing capacity, thus leading to errors or problems in the 
interpreter�s simultaneous interpreting performance (Gile, 2009, pp. 169�171). 
According to Gile (2009, p. 159), �when the processing capacity available for a 
particular task is insu�cient, performance deteriorates.� Note that alternative 
names for processing capacity include attention, attentional resources, mental energy, and 
e�ort (Gile, 2009, p. 159). While many scholars have examined cognitive overload 
(cognitive saturation) in spoken language simultaneous interpreting (Seeber, 
2013; Seeber & Kerzel, 2012), few researchers have investigated cognitive over-
load in signed language simultaneous interpreting.

My scrutiny of the moments when signed language interpreters experienced 
cognitive overload in Auslan-to-English simultaneous interpreting provided 
insight into the relationship between cognitive processing and performance 
quality of signed language simultaneous interpreting. Further, I explored how 
some practitioners in this study successfully coped with those challenges in the 
Auslan-to-English simultaneous interpreting task, speci�cally focusing on strate-
gies and tactics that they utilised to deal with the di�culties. These analyses 
culminated in a list of key knowledge and skills that signed language interpreters 



8 Setting the Stage

need in order to perform well when rendering a signed monologue into a spo-
ken language at formal settings.

The primary goal of this book is to report on �ndings regarding the quality 
of professional signed language interpreters� Auslan-to-English simultaneous 
interpreting performance as assessed by three external evaluators. A second goal 
is to contribute to the understanding of both challenges and cognitive overload 
in simultaneous interpreting from a signed language into a spoken language. 
Finally, this monograph aims to create new knowledge about strategies, tactics, 
and skills that are needed for simultaneously interpreting Deaf professionals� 
signed monologues into spoken languages.

The overarching theme throughout this book addresses the need to establish 
what really happens when signed language interpreters render a Deaf 
professional�s signed monologue into a spoken language for hearing non-signers 
at a formal setting, and then harnesses that knowledge into signed and spoken 
language interpreting practice, training, and research to produce highly skilled 
and re�ective interpreters for Deaf and hearing people. While this empirical 
research concentrates on signed language interpreting in a unique language pair 
(Auslan/English), in only one language direction (from Auslan into English), and 
involves only one type of source text (a signed monologue), this book discusses 
the research �ndings in relation to the relevant literature on signed and spoken 
language interpreting, and it explores how the results can be applied equally 
among signed language interpreters working in other language combinations, 
and possibly to spoken language interpreters.

1.4  The Signi�cance of This Study

As noted earlier, due to the growing number of Deaf professionals around the 
world, signed language interpreters are increasingly required to simultaneously 
render the Deaf professionals� signed monologues into spoken languages for 
hearing non-signers in formal situations. However, scant research has investigated 
signed-to-spoken language simultaneous interpreting. Only a few textbooks on 
interpreting from signed languages into spoken languages have been written; 
and almost all of them focus on ASL-to-English interpreting (e.g., Kelly, 2004; 
Owen, 2012; Taylor, 2002) rather than other language pairs. In this way, this 
substantive research into the quality, cognitive overload, and strategies of simultane-
ous interpreting from a signed language (Auslan) into a spoken language (English) 
will contribute to signed language interpreting training.

This study is also useful for understanding signed language comprehension 
problems, which have been identi�ed as a major challenge in signed-to-spoken 
language simultaneous interpreting. Moreover, this research creates new knowl-
edge about the relationship among cognitive processing, strategy use, and per-
formance quality of simultaneous interpreting from a signed into a spoken 
language. This research also serves as an example of analysing a signed language 
interpretation corpus. Finally, this study adds to the larger body of research on 
spoken and signed language simultaneous (conference) interpreting.
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1.5  Book Structure

This book comprises eight chapters. This opening chapter primarily provides 
the background, research questions, and signi�cance of the study.

Chapter 2 gives an overview of previous research on various aspects of 
simultaneous interpreting such as numbers, processing time, and strategies.

Chapter 3 describes the methodology of the present study such as the stimulus 
material, participants, quality assessment of Auslan-to-English simultaneous 
interpreting performance, and the system for analysing the data.

Chapter 4 presents �ndings regarding the quality of the participants� Auslan-
to-English simultaneous interpreting performance, their perceived challenges in 
working in this language direction, as well as their perceived strategies.

Chapter 5 reports on quantitative results of the interpreters� processing time 
regarding Auslan sentences containing numbers and negation. It also uses 
representative examples from the interpretation corpus to illustrate the 
consequences of excessively short and long processing time.

Chapters 6 and 7 present �ndings regarding cognitive overload due to problem 
triggers such as numbers, end negation, syntactical di�erences between Auslan 
and English, as well as dense information in the source text. The chapters also 
incorporate typical examples from the interpretation data to illustrate the inter-
preters� coping strategies.

Chapter 8 ties it all together by summarising the key �ndings, discussing their 
implications for interpreting practice and interpreter education, acknowledging 
the limitations, providing a conclusion, and o�ering suggestions for further research.

Notes
 1 For further information about Dr Adam�s recent research, please refer to his book 

(Adam, Stone, Collins, & Metzger, 2014) and visit https://www.ucl.ac.uk/dcal/peo-
ple/core-team/robertadam.

 2 Upper-case �Deaf � is used to describe people who use signed language as their �rst or 
preferred language and identify themselves as members of a linguistic and cultural 
minority group. In other words, the capitalised �Deaf � indicates being a member of 
the Deaf community and having a Deaf identity. Lower-case �deaf � is used to refer to 
individuals who have an audiologically de�ned hearing impairment but may not 
perceive themselves as members of the Deaf community. This distinction is in line 
with the widely recognised convention used by scholars in signed language interpret-
ing studies and Deaf studies (see Adam et al., 2014; Napier, 2002; Nicodemus, 2009).
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