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Student Need for an Interpreter: A Guided Team Discussion   

Note: The term “Deaf” refers to a student who may be “Deaf, Hard of Hearing, 
Deafblind, or Deaf-plus” 

The purpose of this document is to assist Individualized Education Program (IEP) 
teams when discussing a Deaf student’s unique disability-related needs in the areas 
of communication when it is not clear if the student requires educational 
interpreter services to access, engage, and make progress in age or grade level 
curriculum, instruction, environments, and activities. An Educational Interpreter 
provides a related service that should be added to a Deaf student's IEP to enable 
the student's access to the general education environment and peers. 

A teacher of the Deaf with expertise in educating Deaf students should be a part of 
the IEP team discussion. In addition, related service providers with knowledge of 
assessment and instruction (such as: a Speech Language Pathologist, Educational 
Audiologist, Educational Interpreter, Physical Therapist, Occupational 
Therapist) that meet the unique communication needs of the student may also be 
asked to participate in the IEP team meeting.  

There are multiple factors and considerations when determining an Educational 
Interpreter as a related service option.  

They include:  

• Social learning (peer interaction) 

• Acoustic environment 

• Visual access 

• Effectiveness and implementation of assistive listening devices 

• Language deprivation 

• Cognition 

• Other factors that address the unique needs of the student 
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For a student with additional disability-related needs, regardless of the student’s 
level of hearing loss, the discussion on the need for an Educational Interpreter 
should consider the language competency of the student in both social and 
academic language levels. It is important for the IEP team to assess how the 
student is receiving and expressing language, and the student’s exposure to 
incidental learning. Deaf students rely heavily on visual cues to support their 
learning regardless of hearing loss. 

Examples of visual support (s) may include:  

• Use of an Educational Interpreter 

• Intervener services  

• Access provided through 

o Subtitles 

o CART 

o C-Print 

o Other assistive technologies 

A teacher of the Deaf and Educational Interpreter can provide insight into best 
practices or specific approaches regarding language, assistive technology, and 
other resources. 

The Ed. Interpreter Guide Sheets_Administrators-Gallaudet.pdf states the 
following:  

 “Students who are deaf or hard of hearing may need a sign language interpreter 
in order to access classroom communication and peer interaction. You cannot 
determine the need for an interpreter by looking at an audiogram, which shows 
only the student’s level of hearing.  

The U.S. Department of Education’s document on policy guidance directs the 
educational team to consider social, emotional, and cultural needs as well as 
linguistic and academic needs when considering whether a student needs an 
educational interpreter. The student who is deaf or hard of hearing must be able 
to access all aspects of the classroom curriculum, not just the teacher’s lecture. 
This includes peer interaction, which is important for learning and social 
development. 

Even students who can communicate easily using speech may need an 
interpreter. Often students who are hard of hearing (or using cochlear implants) 
can interact independently in quiet environments with a few speakers. However, 
it may be more difficult for them to interact in classroom settings with multiple 
speakers and during lessons containing new concepts and vocabulary. Students 
who are hard of hearing may understand some teachers without an interpreter, 
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but it may be more difficult to understand other teachers due to their speech, 
language, and/or teaching styles.  

The need for an educational interpreter should be determined by the student’s 
ability to access classroom communication, not by his or her ability to speak.” 

*Retrieved from: https://eipa.boystown.org/guide  

The role of an educational interpreter, while different from the discussion about 
the need for an educational interpreter, will vary depending on the student’s 
current level of academic and functional skills. Information Update Bulletin 21,02: 
The Role of Educational Interpreters for Students who are Deaf, Hard of Hearing, 
or Deafblind, Wisconsin DPI. 

IEP Team Discussion Prompts 

• Does the student have foundational sign language to benefit from an 
Educational Interpreter?  

o If not, who will instruct the student?  

Note: it is not the role or expectation that an Educational Interpreter provide sign 
language instruction  

• Are there any areas where the family and educational team can work 
together to further guide and support the development of the student’s 
language use or identity?  

o Example: attending Deaf related events, Wisconsin Lions Camp, 
learning American Sign Language, becoming involved in 
organizations, etc.     

• Can the student independently access their educational environment and 
peers? 

• How is the student currently accessing their educational environment and 
peer interactions?  

• What barriers in accessing communication does the student have?  

• Does any vision loss require discussion (e.g. distance of services provided, 
use of specialized techniques, etc).  

o Note: Considerations of language level or access could lead to 
alternative or non-traditional supports such as a Deaf Interpreter, or 
Intervener (Deafblind).  

• What are the environments surrounding the Deaf student? 

o Is it busy (large classroom?) 

o Is it conducive for learning as a Deaf student? 

https://eipa.boystown.org/guide
https://dpi.wi.gov/sped/information-update-bulletin-2102
https://dpi.wi.gov/sped/information-update-bulletin-2102
https://dpi.wi.gov/sped/information-update-bulletin-2102
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o Is there any equipment or modifications that need to be made?  

o Is it noisy (hard to discern for a Deaf student with any residual 
hearing or devices)? 

• Where are there current gaps in the students' communication for both 
expressive and receptive communication?  

• Does the student become easily frustrated when currently communicating 
with school personnel and peers?  

• Is the student involved in class discussions, group work, and whole class 
instruction?  

• If the student misses information, how are they accessing it?  

• Does the student ask for clarification or approach the teacher after class? 

• Is the student connecting with their peers?  

• Is the student’s expressive language (if spoken) able to be understood by 
those outside of the student’s typical environment, including those not 
familiar with the student?  

o If not spoken, does the student have tools or resources to 
communicate? 

*This document has been revised by the Outreach team at Wisconsin Educational 
Services and Programs for the Deaf, Hard of Hearing, and Deafblind (WESP-DHH) 
particular support provided by Keith Burisek - Educational Interpreter Consultant 
and Kallie Freel - Educational Interpreter and LTE consultant for Outreach. For 
more information go to the WESP-DHH webpage or our Outreach team webpage. 
Revision Date (January 2025) 
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