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When interpreting from a signed to a spoken language, interpreters
transition from a visual ecology (without sound) to an ecology that includes
both auditory and visual resources. This transition entails situating
renderings in a new environment using appropriate semiotic resources.
Applying the analytical concepts of depictions, descriptions, and indications
(Ferrara and Hodge 2018), this article documents how one interpreter
navigates this transition. The applied framework highlights how the
interpreter engages her entire semiotic repertoire, including visual resources
that are used as important cues. The findings also show that renderings are
often framed with discourse markers, regardless of whether the semiotic
resource of depiction is adopted.
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Introduction

An interpreting event involves individuals using at least two languages embedded
in distinct and separate contexts. These contexts will henceforth be referred to as
“ecologies,” in the micro-level sense of the term (Mufwene and Vigouroux 2017).
Separate ecologies become one ecology in the interpreted event, creating a spe-
cific type of language contact. Early interpreting studies have misrepresented the
interpreter’s task in these situations as merely mechanically transferring words
from one participant to another. This has changed over the last two decades,
and we are now seeing a growing body of literature that assumes an interacting
interpreter (Wadensjo 1998; Roy 2000; Hale 2004; Roy and Metzger 2014; Davitti
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and Pasquandrea 2017; Blakemore and Gallai 2014; Haualand and Nilsson 2019;
Mapson and Major 2021). Despite increasing recognition that the working inter-
preter forms an active part of communication, this agency is not adequately
reflected in theoretical models, and the focus on verbal aspects of languages
remains dominant in interpreting studies (Wilcox and Shaffer 2005; Davitti and
Pasquandrea 2017; Sagli and Felberg 2022). This article illustrates how applying
an ecological, multimodal framework of investigation can support the assumption
of an active and interacting interpreter.

Ilustrated by a case study, this article proposes a conceptual framework with
which an interpreting event is explored using three analytic categories: depic-
tions; descriptions; and indications. This qualitative approach allows extended
investigation of the authentic work of a single actor, which to date has not been
widely adopted in the field. We will see how the application of this framework
highlights some crucial and understudied characteristics of interpreting; it is an
extremely complex communicative effort that requires the interpreter’s full semi-
otic repertoire.

Language ecology

An ecological perspective on language underpins this article (Haugen 1971;
Garner 2004; Hodge 2014; Mufwene and Vigouroux 2017), which emphasizes the
importance of considering the ecological factors of any language during its study.
The principles of ecological thinking entails putting “language in its essential
human context” (Garner 2004:1). Ecology as an approach has been extensively
applied by scholars concerned with the macro-level of language surroundings
(Skutnabb-Kangas and Harman 2017; Mufwene and Vigouroux 2017; Zhou 2020)
in which ecological factors typically represent the political or historical environ-
ments of a language.

In the current study, the ecological approach focuses on the micro-level of
language practice. An ecological approach “applies to both macro and micro
aspects of language practice and need not be restricted to aspects of language
evolution” (Mufwene and Vigouroux 2017:96). Here, the micro-level includes
acknowledging the language users, specifically their physical bodies, as important
elements of any language (Busch 2021; Goodwin 2000; Mondada 2012; Streeck
2015). The linguistic findings of this study are presented as ecologically driven.
An interpreted event creates a specific type of language contact that will unavoid-
ably affect both languages, thereby establishing a unique language ecology. The
acknowledgement that the immediate surroundings of language use (an inter-
preted event) will affect language is also in line with the ecological lens of inquiry
(Davitti and Pasquandrea 2017).
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The ecologies of signed and spoken languages differ as a result of auditory
resources being available in spoken languages,’ which has consequences for the
exploitation of visual resources. To apply new insights from multimodality and
language ecology to interpreting studies, the research question explored in the
current article is the following: How can new insights from the (micro-) ecologi-
cally founded semiotic approach — which views languages as depictions, descrip-
tions, and indications — be applied to the study of interpreting?

The comparison of the semiotic strategies of renditions to the semiotic strate-
gies of the source utterance offers a new approach to interpreting data and rep-
resents an important contribution of this article. Findings from this approach
highlight one specific mechanism deployed to situate semiotic resources in their
new ecologies: framing discourse.

Framing

Investigating interpreted interaction through the lens of embodiment and lan-
guage ecology makes it apparent that framing, as a strategy, is pervasively deployed
by the interpreter with the aim of rendering semiotic resources to appropriately fit
the target ecology. The theory of framing (Goftman 1981; 1986) is suitable for ana-
lyzing this action: “There is in any given culture a limited set of basic reinterpreta-
tion schemas (each, of course realized in an infinite number of ways) such that the
whole set is potentially applicable to the ‘same’ event” (Goffman 1981: 68). These
schemas make it possible for people to fill in the blanks, which is reminiscent of the
action of the interpreter’s framing, demonstrated in the current study. Gumperz
(1982) conceptualized framing more concretely, renaming the phenomenon “con-
textualization cues™ “For the most part they are habitually used and perceived but
rarely consciously noted and almost never talked about directly” (ibid. 1982,131).
In the data analyzed for this article, it is possible to observe how the interpreter
makes utterances “relate to what precedes or follows” (ibid.). While the interpreter
strategy observed in the data for the current study neatly adheres to Gumperz’
description of the phenomenon, I will in this article use Goffman’s “framing,” as it
seems to be the most widespread term used in this field. Interpreting scholars who
have found the scientific lens of framing useful include Napier (2007), Roy and
Metzger (2014), and Mason (2006). However, in the approach applied in the cur-
rent article, framing is attributed to an ability of situating utterances in their new
ecological surroundings.

1. This is not to say that deaf people never have access to auditive resources. Deaf individuals
might have residual hearing in differing degrees and have access to auditive resources in many
situations. However, signed languages have their origin in environments that are not dependent
on the resource of sound.
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Positionality

Data collection took place at a workplace. In this case study, the researcher knew
the participants from both personal and professional networks. Being a hearing
interpreter trainer and a working interpreter, I represented someone with “inti-
mate knowledge” about the environment and profession (Fangen 2010: 72). Com-
monly referred to as a practisearcher, this position is common in the field of
interpreting research (Gile 1994). This was an asset in terms of familiarity with
what interpreting is and how interpreters make their choices, enabling me to
assess the interpreter’s behavior as regards whether their translation was appro-
priate and effective (Zahle 2012:58ff). However, entering the role of the “naive
observer” (Fangen 2010:84) is probably not obtainable. As a trained observer
and a colleague, different biases are likely to occur (Mellinger 2020). Hence, my
strategy was similar to that of an interpreter — acknowledging that my presence
unavoidably affects the situation while striving for natural behavior rather than
trying to be invisible (Leeson and Foley-Cave 2007; Fangen 2010:146). When
the conversation started, I did not participate to avoid the risk of intervening in
the ongoing interpreting (Zahle 2012: 54), which facilitated my observation of the
interaction.

Participants and task

One informal lunch conversation was video recorded and analyzed, lasting
42 minutes and 35 seconds. The participants were two deaf and one hearing par-
ticipant, and one hearing workplace interpreter. The interpreter is employed at
the workplace, and the deaf participants and interpreter knew each other well.
The hearing participant was a colleague who worked in a different department
than the other participants and did not know them. All the participants were
asked to fill out a form with personal information, including their age and at what
stage of life they acquired Norwegian Sign Language (NTS). The participants
were all female, aged between 24 and 69 at the time of the recording. The two
deaf participants gave their age of acquiring NTS to be o-7. As the focus of the
study is renderings from NTS into Norwegian, it was important to have several
renderings in this direction. To ensure that there were ample instances of signed
language discourse to render, only one hearing participant was included. All par-
ticipants signed consent forms stating their willingness to participate in the pro-
ject, be video recorded, and for data to be used in research and teaching outputs.?

3. The current project has been approved by the Norwegian Centre for Research Data (NSD)
(#600573).
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The participants were given no additional instructions other than to avoid
sensitive issues, which are typically religion, politics, or people not present. If
these issues were discussed, the data would be labeled sensitive, and thus not be
eligible for non-anonymized publication of images and video recordings. All par-
ticipants were provided with the necessary information to consent to their partic-
ipation. The project description was sent to the workplace for the participants to
read prior to the study. Information was given in NTS and Norwegian to the deaf
and hearing participants, respectively. As the observer, I sat or stood next to one
of the two cameras placed in the room.

Annotation and analysis — clause-like units

The video recordings were reviewed and annotated in ELAN (Crasborn and
Sloetjes 2008), which allows tags to be added to video recordings on different
tiers along a timeline. This functionality enables behaviors occurring simultane-
ously to be annotated. First, every utterance in NTS by the two deaf participants
were counted in order to examine the extent of each phenomenon. However, seg-
menting signed language discourse at clause level immediately poses challenges to
attention:

[...] it will be apparent to anyone who has ever tried to segment a stretch of natu-
ralistic Auslan [the signed language used in Australia] into utterances or proposi-
tional units that signers frequently ‘show’ a meaning through depiction and
enactment, rather than ‘say’ it in an utterance encoded primarily through lexis
and morpho-syntax. (...) As a consequence, some utterance units may be acts of
telling while others are actually acts of showing, not telling in a narrow linguistic
sense. (Johnston 2019:55)

In recognition of this dual ‘tell’ or ‘show’ strategy approach, Johnston (2003) coins
the term clause-like units (CLUs), which has been adopted for the current study.

After all signed discourse had been segmented into CLUs, instances of CA and
CD were annotated. These depictive strategies are by no means exhaustive. Other
ways to use iconicity as a resource include use of space (Liddell 2003; Bauer 2014;
Cormier, Fenlon, and Schembri 2015; Ferrara and Ringse 2019), depicting signs
(Liddell 2003; Johnston 2019), and iconic lexical signs (Perlman et al. 2018). The
focus of this study, however, is on CA and CD.

The CLUs identified as containing the two depicting strategies were then
tagged with identifying glosses. Glossing entails using a spoken language as an
auxiliary language when representing signed language discourse in written text.
This practice is well established in the literature on signed language linguistics
because signed languages do not have a corresponding written language, and
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therefore no established notational system exists (Crasborn 2015; Skedsmo 2021).
Unfortunately, glossing can leave signed discourse looking like poor English
(Rosenthal 2009) given the lack of correspondence between signed and spoken
languages; therefore, glosses must not be viewed as exact translations, but rather
as a way in which readers can gain an impression of the original utterance. In
this article, glossing used to represent sign language utterances is kept to a min-
imum for the sake of readability, and the fact that focus is on the rendition of
utterances. The transcription of signed language texts typically involves nonman-
ual information on one or more separate tiers of transcriptions (Johnston 2019;
Puupponen 2019; Slobin et al. 2001). Nonmanual behavior might be part of what
constitutes depicting strategies and is consequently represented by a transcription
tier. Examples are also provided with images, allowing the reader to review the
nonmanual behavior. Appendix 2 contains information on the tiers and tags used
in ELAN. Annotating CLUs generated frequency data, so these annotation cells
were left empty. The annotation guidelines of a large sign language corpus, Auslan
(Johnston 2019), were used when annotating the CLUs containing CA and CD.

When depicting strategies were identified and categorized, the interpreter’s
corresponding renderings into Norwegian were orthographically transcribed and
analyzed according to a semiotic strategy. The strategies available were assumed
to be the three semiotic resources accounted for in the introduction: ‘descriptions,
‘depictions, and ‘indications. Transcribing a spoken language with a correspond-
ing written language can be perceived as a less complex process than is the case
for signed language discourse, since the written representation does not need a
second auxiliary language. However, this article tries to show how interpreters
use their entire semiotic repertoire when interpreting into Norwegian, including
visual resources. Thus, transcriptions include a tier in which selected parts of the
interpreter’s visual behavior are described.

Overview of CA/CD strategies in source utterances

To give an impression of the size of the investigated phenomenon, an overview of
CA and CD utterances from the sign language discourse is provided. From 668
CLUs, 165 CLUs containing CA and CD were identified in the source utterances
from the sign language conversation. In total, 668 CLUs in the sign language dis-
course were identified, with 165 CLUs (24.7%) being found to have tokens of CA or
CD. Of these, 151 CLUs were considered to be CA, and 14 CLUs represented CD.
Once depicting strategies had been identified in the sign language conver-
sation, the interpreter’s strategies for interpreting those 165 CLUs containing a
depicting strategy were annotated. Attempting to categorize and count renderings
based on semiotic strategy usually obscures the complexities of the interpreter’s
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work given the previously-mentioned simultaneity of depictions, descriptions,
and indications. In several renditions, the most prominent strategy was difficult to
determine. Interpreter strategies are therefore not quantitatively presented.

Data and findings from four examples are presented in the next section. The
examples demonstrate that the interpreter has a range of resources to choose from
and were selected to show that the interpreter can use both auditive and visual
resources in her renditions. Descriptions are identified as an important source of
renditions, but the most striking finding is the concatenation of resources in play.

Data analyses

Presenting examples

This study focuses on the interpreter’s renditions (in Norwegian) since the field of
sign language interpreting has but a few detailed studies from this angle (Napier
2007; Feyne 2015; Halley 2020). The Norwegian renditions are provided with
an orthographic transcription, an English translation, and a tier with visual
resources. The written representation of signed language examples will inevitably
only represent parts of the discourse (Slobin et al. 2001; Crasborn 2015). To keep
readability at an acceptable level, especially for readers not familiar with any
signed language, presentation of signed language utterances is kept to a minimum,
with images, one tier of English glossing and one tier of nonmanual behavior. For
the full list of transcription conventions, see Appendix 1. The tiers and tags used
for annotation in ELAN can be found in Appendix 2. The examples are accompa-
nied by a sequence of screenshots from the video recording. In some examples,
the screenshots are intended to give an impression of the depictive element of
the source text CLU, while in others, they are dedicated to the interpreter’s visual
behavior. Some examples show both. To get an impression of how the interpreter
deploys visual resources simultaneously with spoken renditions, English transla-
tions in speech bubbles are included, similar to those present in Skedsmo (2020,
2021). The Norwegian rendition will inevitably be uttered shortly after the NTS
source text due to the process time of simultaneous interpreting (Haualand and
Nilsson 2019; Warnicke and Plejert 2012). Process time is not represented in tran-
scriptions.

The three tiers representing the analyses of semiotic resources — i.e., depic-
tion, description, and indication — are included in the transcription extracts. This
way of representing and analyzing data is inspired by Ferrara and Hodge (2018),
who show how studies of languaging benefit from a modality-free approach. The
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(...) you know, such

squint things

shoulder shrug

Figure 3. Interpreter’s squint, shoulder shrug and leaning in toward the hearing
participant (Example 1) (line 19, Figure 2)

Framing and adopting semiotic strategy

The next two examples represent one stretch of discourse that exemplifies how
the interpreter adopts and deploys several visual resources to render a depictive
utterance. In the first part of this interaction, CD from the sign language utterance
is rendered as CD in Norwegian, i.e., the same semiotic strategy is adopted. This
is evidenced by the form of direct quoting verbally, but the analysis is also sup-
ported by some visual cues. Participant 2 (in the dark blue t-shirt) is constructing
the dialogue of a fictional employer, listing several imagined issues the employer
might have in employing a deaf applicant, including that communication might
be more complicated, it might cost more (non-rendered), and so forth. This list-
ing of issues is marked by a rhythm in head gesturing where Participant 2 moves
her head forward for each issue (lines 2 and 13, Figure 6). Her head gesturing con-
tributes to the overall interpretation of the semiotics of the discourse, where she
depicts a discourse with CD. In addition to adopting the depictive resource CD
in the rendering, she also adopts the depictive visual resource of head gesturing
accompanying the listing of issues. However, rather than the forward movement,
she tilts her head from side to side, copying the rhythm from the original utter-
ance (lines 8, 19, and images in Figure 4). This also indicates that she is (re)con-
structing the dialogue rather than merely describing it.

The images in Figure 4 are meant to represent the interpreter’s visual action,
while the (sign language) source text utterance is glossed in the transcriptions in
Figures 3 and 4. Consider in Figure 4 how the interpreter quite subtly and simul-
taneously tilts her head from side to side when rendering the CD:
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(...) no that is so
complicated {...}

| 4§ 3

i

)
y )
{ L ‘ Interpreter v ==

Figure 4. Interpreter tilting her head (lines 8 and 19 in Figure 5) (Example 2)

The annotations in Figure 5 demonstrate that the interpreter introduces this
sequence with the subjunction at (line 6), which could imply the introduction of a
descriptive utterance. However, she rapidly switches into the linguistic resources,
making CD a more apt analysis. Verbally, the first word, nei (line 6) (“no’, line 7),
functions as a discourse marker, and would not be a natural part of a description
of this same utterance. Repeating the discourse marker from the depicted utter-
ance entails establishing the scene from the imagined situation, and supports the
analysis as an ‘act of showing’ (Johnston 2019; Beukeleers and Vermeerbergen
2019), and thus a depiction.
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Figure 7. Transcription, example 3

Although the semiotic strategy of the original utterance is to a large degree
adopted in the rendition, it is also framed with a discourse marker, similar to the
rendition in example 1 (lines 39 and 50). Note that the framing is very similar, with
the same introduction of the discourse marker ikke sant, (“you know”) in both
examples. This Norwegian discourse marker has been found to have the function
of establishing common ground between interlocutors (Svennevig 2008). Since
this framing is not part of the original utterance, the following question arises:
Does the interpreter decide that this is part of the deaf participant’s intention in
their discourse when addressing the hearing participant? Or is the interpreter’s
strategy to frame a stretch of discourse that has not conformed with Norwegian
discourse norms, because the appropriate strategy in this context would be to
describe rather than depict? This is a rather long stretch of discourse that con-
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Figure 10. ENG GLOSS: pALM-UP

Figure 9 Figure10 | Figure 11
1. P2 GLOSS 3 [LIKE-THAT (palm-up)
2% Nonmanuals :|(DEP:shoulder shrug)
3o DESCRIPTION : DES
4. DEPICTION :DEP
D INDICATION : IND
6. INT NOR i0og jeg har vaert 1litt sann|det bare er sdnn da
e Trns :and I have been little like |it just is that DM(then)
8. VisualR : (DEP:furrowed eyebrows----—---—-—--—- DEP: shoulder shruq)
9. DESCRIPTION :DES
10. DEPICTION : IDEP:
1l 5 INDICATION : IND D e IND

Figure 11. Transcription, example 4

(line 2, Figure 11). The utterance has no pronouns, as these can be left out when
referents are implicitly understood in NTS (Vonen 2020). However, in Norwe-
gian, the interpreter needs to reestablish who is uttering this sequence, which she
does through jeg har veert litt sann (...) (line 6, Figure 11) (“I've been a bit like
(...)" line 7, Figure 11). This first part of the rendition has the function of intro-
ducing CD in Norwegian (Opsahl and Svennevig 2007). Thus, while the original
utterance only consists of the enactment and construction of an utterance made
by her experiencing self in the past, which is a depictive strategy for this whole
CLU (line 4), the interpreter frames it with an introductory phrase, including a
pronoun. The introductory phrase is descriptive (line 9). The personal pronoun
jeg (line 6) (“I”, line 7), conceptually pointing at herself and the determiner sann
(line 6) (“like”, line 7), conceptually pointing toward the next part of the utter-
ance, are indicative (line 11). The utterance constructed by Participant 1, glossed
LIKE-THAT, followed by a palm-up gesture (line 1, images in Figures 10 and 11),
also conceptually point toward the situation she is describing and are analyzed as
indicative (line 11). This indicative strategy is adopted for parts of the rendering:
det (“it”), a pronoun, and sdnn (“that”), a determinative (line 6). The depictive
strategy of the original utterance (line 4) is adopted for this part in the rendering
(line 10), which is also accompanied by some visual cues: furrowed eyebrows and
a subtle shoulder shrug (line 8, Figure 11 and image, Figure 12):
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affordances of resources in the two languages. However, she also frames discourse
similarly when the semiotic strategy is not adopted. This type of framing arguably
results from the interpreting event constituting its own ecology, and where neither
language remains unaffected. This study can be seen as part of a larger project
showing why an interpreter is by no means a technical device who transfers mes-
sages back and forth, moving away from the conduit metaphor of communication
(Reddy 1993; Wilcox and Shaffer 2005). Instead, the interpreter represents a bilin-
gual individual with both language skills and interpreting skills who navigates the
complex processes of simultaneous interpreting.

The study also demonstrates how the ecological framework used is an appro-
priate framework from which to explore both spoken and signed language dis-
course. The resources of depictions, descriptions, and indications are
omnipresent in face-to-face communication, often simultaneously, but with pat-
terns that align with different language ecologies. Thus, the interpreter, working
between two language ecologies, needs to develop an awareness of how to choose
the right strategy given these potentially competing ecologies.
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