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Sign on Screen

Introducing Online Interpreting into a Telecare Service
Introduction: In “Seizing the Opportunity: Telecare Strategy 2008 – 2010”it states....”technology should be an asset for older and disabled people, enabling them to lead a more fulfilling and independent lives with control and dignity, rather than simply keeping them safe.” My challenge to everyone involved in the development and provision of Telecare services is to ask how that aim can be achieved by users who are Deaf and use British Sign Language (BSL) as their first and preferred method of communication?
This brief paper examines how an online interpreting service can work in partnership with Call Centres to overcome these communication barriers and ensure that Deaf people can live more fulfilling and independent lives than they currently do at present.

Background: In Scotland, there are approximately 6,000 Deaf people who use BSL. The majority of them are elderly and they are heavily dependent upon others to help them overcome many of the problems facing them in their everyday lives.
At the heart of Deaf people’s difficulties is communication. They have problems making themselves understood and misunderstandings are a frequent occurrence. Unless staff are familiar with Deaf people, they will be apprehensive about trying to communicate and if they do not have some basic sign language skills or even Deaf awareness, then they will revert to writing and run the risk of being misunderstood.

In a perfect world, a Deaf person would use a sign language interpreter whenever they have to communicate with hearing people. However in reality, this is very difficult. There is a national shortage of sign language interpreters and trying to find one can take many calls and several days. Even if one is found, they may be booked for weeks in advance.

Costs are also an issue; a sign language interpreter will charge a minimum of 2 hours plus travel time even if the assignment is only 10 minutes.

Whilst the above problems exist in the “real world”, they are exacerbated when we consider how to deliver a full Telecare service to a client who is Deaf. Call Centre Operators simply cannot communicate with Deaf clients in real time. Email or SMS may offer a partial solution but there is always a delay and a risk that messages might get lost. Also, these methods once again rely upon written English, a language that Deaf people find hard to use.

Online Interpreting Service: In the light of all the problems illustrated above, Deaf Connections has utilised modern communication technology to deliver an interpreting service over the Internet. The advantage of such a service is that there is instant access to assign language interpreter and the customer only pays for the time the interpreter has been working.

All that is required is to provide the Deaf client with access to the Internet with a broadband connection. This could be using a computer with a webcam or a dedicated videophone. Each client will be issued with a telephone number which, when used is recognised by the mainframe computer as having been allocated to a Deaf person and all calls are routed through Deaf Connections’ online interpreting service.
In practical terms, when a Deaf person wants to make a call to a Doctor’s surgery or to a Housing Association, they will dial the appropriate number and they will be automatically connected to a sign language interpreter who will have a very brief familiarisation discussion before routing the call forward.

Similarly, if a Call Centre Operator wants to contact a Deaf client, they will simply dial up the client’s number and the call will go right through to their home whilst simultaneously being connected to a sign language interpreter.

In both cases, the sign language interpreter will facilitate communication between the Deaf person and the hearing person in real time. There is no delay and the interpreter can convey all of the nuances of the conversation that are lost when dependent upon text communication.

Conclusion: We believe that the development of an online interpreting service can make a major breakthrough in overcoming many of the existing communication problems that face Deaf people in everyday life.

It provides a real solution for any service provider that has to find a way of dealing with Deaf clients and its advantage is that compared to the present situation; it is quick, flexible and cheap. In a Telecare environment, it comes into its own and enables Call Centre Operators to deal with Deaf clients in exactly the same way as they deal with others, a situation that does not exist at the moment and cannot be achieved in any other way.
Deaf Connections is interested in working in partnership with Telecare providers  and would welcome the opportunity to give practical demonstrations on how the service works and how it can enhance existing services..

If you are interested, then please contact us at:

gordon@deafconnections.co.uk      or     morag@deafconnections.co.uk
Deaf Connections, 100 Norfolk Street, Glasgow G5 9EJ       Tel: 0141 420 1759

