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Abstract 
This article aims to describe the challenges faced by educational interpreters within a 
professional context with regard to role fulfilment and existing role models. This will be carried 
out by exploring the notions of ‘roles’ and ‘norms’ within Translation Studies (which includes 
interpreting) and investigating how these relate to and influence educational interpreting. The 
article will offer findings emanating from an extensive study and, by adopting a normative 
approach, provide an adapted role model specifically designed for educational interpreting.  
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1. Introduction 
 
According to Baker (2005:4), research carried out in previous years on the role of the translator 
may have contributed to an uncritical and unrealistic image of this role, and needs to be 
revisited. She argues that the role of the translator must not be viewed as being outside of or 
between cultures, but should rather be viewed as an integral part of any communicative 
interaction which involves primary and secondary participants. In this regard, Gile (2003:48) 
states that the focus should be on people and not on texts as “[t]ranslators are expected to serve 
not texts, but people, with particular intentions and interests”. Due to the fact that interpreting 
forms part of the definition of “translation”, the latter being an encompassing term for language-
related activities, one can argue that Gile’s assertion is also true for interpreting. For this reason, 
resources from translation studies and interpreting studies will be used intertextually. 
 
When taking a closer look at the literature on the subject, however, it becomes clear that the 
“channel” description still enjoys great normative support and, in many instances, is still 
perceived as the “correct” role to be accepted by interpreters. This view entails that an 
interpreter is a mere conduit or channel who does not take part in communicative actions (Tate 
and Turner 2002:374). This is supported by the well-known mechanistic Code Model which 
states that the interpreter should be invisible and uninvolved in the communicative act. Despite 
many researchers arguing for the untenability of this model (amongst others, Angelelli 2000a, 
2000b, 2003; Tate and Turner 2002:374; Wadensjö 1998:7), Wadensjö (1998:7) admits that the 
practical way in which the role fulfilment of interpreters still plays out, is greatly influenced by 
this model.  
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Conversely, an evolving movement in the direction of a more “involved” role model is also 
noticeable. Since 1976, Anderson (1978, 2002) has argued that the role of the interpreter 
(regardless of type or mode) is marked by uncertainty and contradictions. Furthermore, he 
asserts that this role is complex and is dependent on various expectations from all relevant 
parties involved in the interpretation process. Linell (1997:53) and Wadensjö (1998:41) further 
explore this idea and observe that the interactive nature of the communicative event requires a 
much more involved role from the interpreter – an element neglected in the literature on this 
topic up until now. The uncertainty with regard to role fulfilment of interpreters is clearly 
articulated by Hale’s (2004) remark on an apparent gap in specific role expectations of 
interpreters, and concludes that the profession is undergoing an “identity crisis”. 
 
To add more to this apparent identity crisis, Fozooni (2006:283) maintains that a new view on 
the role of the translator developed over time which focused more on cultural aspects. 
Furthermore, it appears as if Van den Broeck and Lefevere’s (1979:10) preference for viewing 
a translator (and therefore also an interpreter) as a facilitator who simultaneously needs to cope 
with receiving a source text and sending a target text, gained substantial ground (see Kotze and 
Verhoef 2001, Verhoef, Carstens and Van de Poel 2003, Bedeker and Feinauer 2006, Bothma 
and Verhoef 2008). With this in mind, it becomes clear that the role which interpreters fulfil is 
by no means easily definable. In addition, a multitude of views on possible roles also exists. 
 
Angelelli (2000a, 2000b, 2003, 2004a:71-84, 2006) and Mullamaa (2006:49-50, 2009:50-58) 
make it clear that the role interpreters fulfil should be investigated. They also hint that such 
investigations should include interpreters’ self perceptions of their roles against the background 
that interpreting should be viewed as a socially-bound activity. According to Pöchhacker 
(2001:411), the different levels of interaction between communication participants within an 
interpreted event largely guide the role fulfilled by an interpreter, and the role truly depends on 
the definition of the social interaction context. The following quote by Pöchhacker (cited in 
Snell-Hornby (2006:134)) also proves that the role of the interpreter is still largely undefined:  
 

Simultaneous interpreters have undergone a process of anonymizing and 
mechanizing that during the course of five decades has, as it were, turned them 
from admired acrobats into necessary technocrats of international 
communication. 

 
In short, if interpreting is seen as a discernable language practice activity, and the role of the 
interpreter in mediating communication is studied, it will be clear that this role has not yet been 
clearly defined.  
 
With this in mind, this article defines educational interpreting within the socially-bound 
environment in which it is typically found. Furthermore, it is argued that, as a discernable 
language practice activity, the role of the educational interpreter should be determined by its 
social environment. A normative investigation will be carried out in terms of this social 
environment in order to determine to what extent it has an influence on the educational 
interpreter. The article will conclude by offering an adapted role model specifically designed 
for educational interpreting. First off, however, the term “educational interpreting” will be 
defined to serve as a starting point.  
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2. Defining educational interpreting 
 
The possibility that the educational interpreter’s role within the South African context entails 
more than simply acting as a channel was researched by Olivier (2008) during a pilot project 
relating to educational interpreting. Olivier determined that demonstrable differences exist 
between the conference interpreter’s and the educational interpreter’s respective approaches to 
their interpreting tasks, which paved the way for the current study. In addition, Bothma and 
Verhoef (2008), Partridge (2008) and Verhoef and Blaauw (2009) conducted separate studies 
which all focused on educational interpreting as a type of community interpreting. In addition, 
studies by Shackman (1984, in Merlini and Favaron 2003:208), Pöchhacker (2007), Swabey 
(2007) and Rudvin (2006) offer sufficient results to accept educational interpreting as a type of 
interpreting which is determined and governed by the social interaction within which it takes 
place, thereby solidifying educational interpreting as a type of community interpreting.  
 
This finding gives rise to the possibility that educational interpreting, and therefore the role of 
the educational interpreter, should be approached differently from other types of interpreting 
because it has demonstrable differences and requirements. This possibility is supported by 
Niska’s (2002:134) theory, which states that what is expected from interpreters varies according 
to context, domain and situation, although expectations are usually generic. 
  
When community interpreting in particular is researched, Niska (2002:137-138) states that the 
role fulfilled by community interpreters can only be fully understood if it is accepted that a 
spectrum of role options is available. These roles may vary between a neutral function, where 
the interpreter acts solely as a linguistic channel, and an active advocate, where the interpreter 
acts purposefully on behalf of one or more of the participants in the interpreting situation. He 
contends that the interpreter’s role should be classified according to socio-cultural, linguistic 
and cognitive skills, but that neglecting the macro context in which the interpreting activity 
takes place may negatively influence the interpreting process and product. The implication here 
is that the different variables within the educational environment (for instance, a lecturer’s or 
teacher’s teaching style) may have an influence on the interpreting process and product and 
may in turn influence all of the roleplayers’ perceptions of the communicative opportunity. In 
order to determine which variables are relevant, it is necessary to explore the existing norms in 
educational interpreting.  
 
3. A normative approach to the educational interpreter’s role fulfilment 
 
On a basic level, Toury (1999:13) defines norms as regularities within translation behaviour 
and, in doing so, gives expression to the complex process which is followed to complete a set 
of mutually agreed-upon values within a certain social group (also consult Reeves 1994:42, 
Tate and Turner 2002:374, Marzocchi 2005:89). However, the simplicity of his definition is 
misleading as Toury (1999:15, 2000:200) states that what is normative cannot be found in 
regularities alone. On the other hand, the fact that regularities in translation behaviour are a 
reality proves that a negotiated and accepted system of norms does exist. 
 
The existence of norms in translation behaviour implies that it is difficult to keep a 
fundamentalist and prescriptive hold on it, due to the fact that norms are found within unstable 
social environments. The terms “correct” and “fitting” may be assumed to be key descriptions 
within a community of practice to describe sanctioned and agreed-upon conventions. However, 
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“norms” are probably more complex than that. Toury (1999:15) argues that norms come into 
being in translation (and, by definition, also interpreting) during a decision-making process 
which allows for the consideration of alternatives and the recognition of different variables 
(also consult Linell 1997:64, Shlesinger 1999:69).  
 
In simple terms, Davis (1994:97) states that people utilise their social skills to negotiate 
similarities regarding behaviour and actions. He argues that reality may seem stable and 
regulated only because we take collective decisions about what is suitable and acceptable within 
certain circumstances. These similarities are always negotiated, these negotiations take time, 
and the result can be seen in conventions which certain members of a group will follow within 
specific circumstances. He continues by saying that these similarities do not stay constant. If 
the group continues to exist, these similarities will constantly be subject to re-negotiation, a 
process which is very much alive.  
 
In this regard, Toury (1999:25) argues that norms are accepted as the general values or ideas 
that members of a group have in common. These norms act instructionally within certain 
situations according to what is right or wrong and what is acceptable or not. Norms can 
therefore be used to investigate actions and/or behaviour within a given social situation. They 
can also act as a gauge according to which actions and/or behaviours can be evaluated. For the 
purposes of this article, this assumption is accepted and utilised to critically view the role of the 
educational interpreter and, in doing so, attempts to determine if there are existing accepted 
norms within the practice of educational interpreting. This socio-cultural construct is useful due 
to the fact that any communication which requires language practice activities takes place 
within a social situation. Applying this construct to language practice activities therefore allows 
for an in-depth look into the role of the educational interpreter. 
 
Toury (2000:198) proposes that three types of norms encompass all practical aspects of 
language practice on a normative level; these include (i) initial norms, (ii) preliminary norms 
and (iii) operational norms. Initial norms involve the basic strategic decision that the 
translator/interpreter takes regarding his/her approach towards the task at hand, i.e. whether or 
not his/her loyalty lies with the author or with the target culture and how this then influences 
the completion of the task. Preliminary norms contain the typological parameters which 
influence the task, for instance text type or type of interpreting and their origins. Finally, 
operational norms describe the decisions which are taken in reality and differentiate between 
matricial and textual/linguistic/form norms. When these three norms are used to determine 
whether a set of norms exists within educational interpreting, the focus is on the interaction 
between the different types of norms. Specifically, what is investigated is the difference 
between that which is expected of the educational interpreter and that which takes place in 
reality. 
 
A practical example of this interaction can be found in Shlesinger’s (1999:65-77) study of the 
choices regarding cognitive limitations or norms made by court interpreters within given 
situations. In her study, interpreters used simplification during their production, which may 
indicate tension between two sets of norms, namely expectancy norms versus performance 
norms. Expectancy norms can be described as the court’s implicit or explicit expectations of 
the interpreter; performance norms can be described as the interpreter’s perception of the role 
he/she fulfils, including what must be done in order to fulfil his/her role successfully.  
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The current study connects Toury’s preliminary and operational norms with Shlesinger’s 
expectancy and performance norms. In both the researchers’ cases, preliminary or expectancy 
norms refer to what is expected of the interpreter, i.e. what the interpreter is supposed to do 
within a certain situation or environment. Different situations and environments may influence 
what is perceived to be “correct” or “acceptable” within a specific situation, but they do not 
always take the reality of the situation into account. In contrast to this, operational and 
performance norms focus on what really happens in a given situation. In addition, Shlesinger 
warns against theorists making statements about what “must” and “must not” be done as there 
are fundamental differences between explicit claims and behaviour as manifested in reality. A 
good example of this can be found in court interpreting, where interpreters tend to condense 
information (Shlesinger 1999:70). In addition, Schjoldager (1994:84) refers to the norm in 
simultaneous interpreting where interpreters may add to the source text if the added information 
is relevant. She states that users of simultaneous interpreting prefer these types of additions to 
incomplete sentences, and argues that this norm is probably unique to simultaneous 
interpreting. This uniqueness, however, is not limited to one type of interpreting, and evidence 
of these types of norms is confirmed by Gile (1994:153-158), Shlesinger (1999) and Poyatos 
(1997). 
  
What is clear is that expectations do not necessarily coincide with reality. Toury (1999:28) 
confirms this by saying that different norms in especially comprehensive and heterogeneous 
groups are not uncommon. The solution, therefore, probably lies in how the interpreter 
manoeuvres his/her way around these norms, and also where a distinct role definition is 
embedded. The interpreter, in his/her search for what he is “supposed” to do, most likely fulfils 
more than one role precisely because he is “searching”.  
 
As has been stated, it can be assumed that interpreting (and, by extension, educational 
interpreting) always takes place within a social setting. Educational interpreting, by definition, 
also always takes place amongst a multitude of socio-cultural constructs. This implies that these 
socio-cultural aspects may also influence the role fulfilment of the interpreter. To determine 
exactly how these aspects may exert this influence, it is important to look briefly at the 
prevalence of culture in education with regard to the shaping of norms within language practice 
activities.  
 
3.1 Culture and norms  
 
According to Fozooni (2006), the language practitioner – as “cultural hermaphrodite” (Fozooni 
2006:283) – crosses the cultural divide via meaning transfer and insists on creating meaning 
with the original author and audience. In saying this, Fozooni (2006:294) attempts to prove that 
‘invisibility’ and ‘impartiality’ are concepts which are simply illusions. He offers the cultural 
hermaphrodite the opportunity to come up with creative and innovative solutions to challenges 
within the translation environment. In doing so, a language practitioner would then be allowing 
him-/herself to become a cultural creator of knowledge. In this regard, Bhabha (1994:64) adds 
that it is indeed necessary to go further than simply looking at the usual and initial subjective 
narratives and to focus on those moments which are produced during the articulation of cultural 
differences. He calls these moments “in-between spaces” and argues that these spaces allow for 
the search for a new identity and innovative approaches regarding the role of the interpreter.  
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Pym (1997:177) uses the term “intercultures” to illustrate how translators work and live. This 
includes opinions and practices which are found within overlapping areas between cultures, 
when people from more than one culture meet. However, he adds that interculturality should 
not be confused with the fact that people from different cultures are found within one 
community or political unit. This points to the idea that the presence of different cultures allows 
for individuals to, in a manner of speaking, cultivate their own culture. This confirms Fozooni’s 
argument that the role of the language practitioner has evolved to such an extent that a new 
form of linguistic expression is found when the focus is diverted from single cultures and their 
representations, to cultures becoming commonplace. In this regard, Mullamaa (2006:32) readily 
accepts Pym’s proposal by stating that if it is possible that the identities of people who live 
among different cultures can influence one another, it is probable that people who act as 
mediators within these cultures (in this case interpreters) will also be influenced by these 
cultures. She adds that this interculture vision describes what professional language 
practitioners already experience, namely a continued balance between what is familiar and what 
is unfamiliar. Fozooni’s (2006:283) statement completes the picture when he says that the 
interpreter should in actual fact not function between two cultures and languages, but should be 
seen as playing an integral part in creating the message in the target language. Figure 1 
represents Pym’s idea of intercultures: 
 

 
Figure 1. Intercultures (Pym 1997:177) 
 
Based on Pym’s (1997:177-178) proposal that the language practitioner will inevitably be 
influenced by the cultures in which s/he works, it is argued here that the educational interpreter 
will also be influenced by the cultural environment in which s/he works. Factors at play here 
may include the social history of the educational environment, the cultures within which the 
interpreter works as well as practical factors s/he encounters on a daily basis, to name a few. 
According to Toury (1999:28), one of the consequences of this working environment is that it 
has become a prerequisite for translators to accept the norms within a specific situation in order 
to determine the acceptability or correctness of a given action or set of behaviours within that 
situation. This in turn allows the translator to properly manoeuvre between all the variables 
which may influence behaviour. Toury adds that this reality creates an environment which is 
very challenging to an interpreter as not only must the interpreter handle linguistic aspects (e.g. 
source-text complexity, systemic differences between languages, personal cognitive 
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constraints) but also socio-cultural factors which are ever-present in each interpreting 
opportunity. In addition, Bhabha (1994:77) refers to the value of in-between spaces because it 
is here where communal interests of cultural value are negotiated.  
 
What becomes evident from this discussion regarding norms and the influence of different 
cultures is that any social activity essentially involves active, dynamic norms which are 
negotiated among members of a specific community. When the focus moves to norms and the 
role of the educational interpreter, it can be accepted that these negotiated and accepted norms 
may alter the role of the interpreter and adapt it until it is acceptable and applicable within a 
given community. The presence of norms also offers a mechanism with which these norms can 
be identified and evaluated. It is also a clear reality that different cultures within a community 
are intertwined with norms and their creation, and that these norms and their processes of 
creation will inevitably influence the role of the interpreter.  
 
At this point, an in-depth look at the role of the educational interpreter is necessary, including 
the social construct which is inherent to norms in interpreting situations. This will enable us to 
determine whether norms are really present within educational interpreting, as proposed above.  
 
3.2 A normative role description for educational interpreting and interpreters 
 
Gentile, Uldis and Vasilakakos (1996:31) describe role fulfilment as follows: 
 

Role is a social science construct used to explain behaviour and examine 
attitudes between at least two participants in any social situation. [...] The role 
of the interpreter, like other roles, derives from observed behaviour over time 
and from evaluation of behaviour vis-à-vis that expected by professional 
associations or other occupational or social groupings. 

 
Thus far we have ascertained that the interpreter fulfils his/her role within a social event, and 
that this behaviour, which is deemed acceptable within that situation, may eventually be 
expected of him/her and in turn become the norm. Based on Toury’s research (1995, 1999, 
2000) and normative theories by Goffman (1961) and Gercek (2008) normative behaviour 
within educational interpreting will now be investigated.  
 
Goffman’s (1961) research on the classification of roles is based on the assumption that 
situational social interaction encompasses any interaction, given that members of a group 
communicate with each other on a regular basis (Goffman 1959:26). At this point, it can be 
accepted that the established ideas people have about an activity and the role that they should 
fulfil when taking part in this activity is related to normative behaviour. Within the interpreting 
environment, this relates to how interpreters, users and lecturers believe interpreters should act 
during an interpreting activity. It thus includes the perceptions of the interpreter’s role and 
disregards real experiences (Gercek 2008:11). All participants within the interpreting activity 
therefore have a preconceived idea of how they and the other participants will act, and evaluate 
and interpret the manifestation of role fulfilment accordingly.  
 
The social environment associated with interpreting raises the issue of interpreters’ perceptions 
of the role they fulfil. This relates to Toury’s (1995:53) and Pym’s (2010) concept of 
‘translatorship’ which involves the translator being capable of fulfilling a social role as assigned 
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by a specific community. This concept and ability means that the interpreter will approach 
his/her role fulfilment in a specific manner, tailor-made to the needs of the community, which 
means that the interpreter will obviously have a specific perception of the role s/he fulfils. 
Added to this, Angelelli (2003:16) offers great insight as she determined that very little research 
has yet been carried out on the perceptions that interpreters in particular have of their role and 
issues concerning it. This relates to Anderson’s (2002:209) statement that perceptions may 
indeed influence role fulfilment, as well as Angelelli’s (2004a:71) statement that different 
interpreting types may have different role approaches. Therefore, in order to determine what 
the norms are within educational interpreting, it is important to study the perceptions of role 
fulfilment within educational interpreting, as these perceptions may have an influence on 
existing norms and their establishment. 
 
In this regard, Toury (2000) and Shlesinger (1999) offer theoretical parameters which can be 
utilised to evaluate existing norms and to determine whether there is a difference between the 
preliminary or expectancy norms and operational or performance norms within educational 
interpreting. Once this has been done, the role distance (Goffman 1961) of educational 
interpreting can be identified; this is “when a conflicting discrepancy occurs between, on the 
one hand, the self generated in actual social interaction, and, on the other, the self associated 
with a formal status and identity” (Wadensjö 1998:85). In other words, Gercek (2008:12) 
describes role distance as the difference between that which is expected and that which takes 
place. These findings would then practically illustrate what takes place in situations of 
educational interpreting.  
  
The theories discussed above are presented in Figure 2. This graphic representation illustrates 
the ongoing dynamic relationship between normative behavioural expectations within the 
interpreting environment. Theoretically speaking, these behavioural expectations are supposed 
to be embodied in predictable role behaviour. However, due to continually changing practical 
interpreting conditions, this dynamic relationship can be observed in different types of role 
distance.  

 
Figure 2. A normative role description of educational interpreting 
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In order to test this role model, Niska’s (2002:137-138) role pyramid was used as the theoretical 
basis for the data collection of this study. Niska’s role pyramid asserts that the community 
interpreter spends most of his/her interpreting time fulfilling the role of conduit, but that it may 
sometimes be necessary to move within a spectrum of role possibilities, depending on the 
situation. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 3. Niska’s (2002) role pyramid for community interpreting (arrows added by author) 
 
When acting as a conduit, the interpreter only offers the information in the source text. 
However, it may sometimes be necessary to offer a little more information to ensure the 
message is accessible. In this case, the interpreter then assumes the role of clarifier (i.e. moving 
upwards in the model in Figure 3). The culture-broker role is even more involved and entails 
that the interpreter actively ensures that cultural borders are crossed successfully and that 
misunderstandings are prevented. At the uppermost level, the interpreter advocates for the user. 
This is the most involved role and, as is indicated by the pyramid shape of the model, is also 
the role in which the interpreter spends very little time. As advocate, the interpreter acts on 
behalf of the user, for instance, in cases where the user has been offended. 
  
The underlying principle of Niska’s (2002) model is that interpreters fulfil more than one role 
and, more importantly, do so simultaneously. This is indicated in Figure 3 by both the smaller 
and the larger arrows which point towards the interpreter’s versatility. The value of this model 
lies in the fact that educational interpreters are no longer bound to only one role, and may choose 
which role is more fitting in a specific environment and situation. 
  
Based on the theoretical models by Toury (1995), Shlesinger (1999) and Niska (2002), data 
were collected from the following consenting institutions: Frikkie Meyer High School, 
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Transoranje School for the Deaf, the Potchefstroom Agricultural College and the Vaal Triangle 
and Potchefstroom campuses of the North-West University. The other institutions which were 
approached chose not to take part in the study. 
 
In the following section, the methodology will be discussed and the collected data will be 
analysed and discussed in conjunction with the theories already presented.  
 
4. Methodology and data collection 
 
4.1 Introduction 
 
This study is situated within the parameters of Grounded Theory as originally developed by 
Glaser and Strauss (1967) and expanded upon by Strauss and Corbin (1990, 1994, 1997, 1998). 
This research model is data-driven and focuses on systematic, inductive theory development 
based on an extensive data corpus. Typical of the distinctive iterative processes of Grounded 
Theory, a step-by-step approach was employed and each step followed on and was dependent 
on the previous (consult Borgatti n.d.). For the sake of triangulation, a typical mixed-method-
collection approach was followed, where the scope of the research problem was researched 
qualitatively in available literature and data sources, from which certain trends and patterns 
regarding typical role expectations of educational interpreters were identified. Next, these broad 
trends and patterns were tested quantitatively by means of a questionnaire which was distributed 
to a representative sample of respondents. These findings were, once again, subjected to 
qualitative confirmation by a second round of data collection comprising interviews and/or 
focus-group discussions in smaller representative samples within the educational interpreting 
environment. These steps precisely determined the trends within educational interpreting 
regarding the role expectations of the educational interpreter.  
 
4.2 Phase 1: Literature review 
  
The first phase of data collection involved an extensive literature and data investigation, 
including studies on educational interpreting. This was carried out in order to form a synthesis 
of existing points of departure and develop a coherent model. This phase thus consisted of a 
normative investigation regarding the role of the educational interpreter, which resulted in a 
theoretical model for the role fulfilment of educational interpreting. These findings have already 
been discussed in section 3. 
 
4.3 Phase 2: Quantitative investigation 
  
The second phase consisted of a quantitative investigation during which the trends identified 
during the first phase of data collection were generalised and tested. This phase involved the 
distribution of a closed-ended questionnaire to different stakeholders involved in educational 
interpreting; these stakeholders were recruited by utilising the availability sampling method. 
Due to the limited research population, institutions involved in educational interpreting in South 
Africa were included in the research population under investigation in the current study. As 
previously mentioned, all of the following institutions were approached regarding the 
distribution of questionnaires, however only the first four in this list opted to take part in the 
study: Transoranje School for the Deaf, Frikkie Meyer High School, the Potchefstroom 
Agricultural College, the Vaal Triangle and Potchefstroom campuses of North-West 
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University, the University of the Free State, Durban University of Technology and the 
University of Johannesburg. It was agreed that the data collected from these institutions were 
comparable as they all practised the same type of interpreting.  
 
The standard procedure regarding the development, validation, distribution and processing of 
the questionnaire was followed with support from consultants employed by North-West 
University’s Statistical Consultation Service. In Table 1, an exposition is given of the 
respondents of the questionnaire. 
 
Table 1. Respondents of quantitative questionnaire 
 
Respondents NWU (Potch) NWU (VT) PAC HSFM TOSD Total 
Interpreters 14 2 2 3 2 23 
Users 63 90 43 21 14 231 
Teaching staff 5 5 4 1 5 20 

 
4.4 Phase 3: Qualitative investigation 
 
Phase 3 followed on the previous two phases and was based on the insights gathered from them. 
Methods typical of qualitative research were employed as collection techniques; in addition to 
observations, structured interviews and/or focus-group discussions were held. Although 
observation was employed in each case, a choice was made between structured interviews and 
focus-group discussions based on practical considerations, and iterations were followed until 
data saturation was reached. The data collected from this phase will not be discussed in this 
paper. 
 
4.5 Phase 4: Data analysis and discussion 
  
The last empirical phase was the interpretation phase, also typical of Grounded Theory, where 
data categories unfold and can be identified (also known as “open coding”). These categories 
can then be measured or tested in terms of the theoretical model (known as “axial coding”) and 
the eventual indication of existing connections between the theoretical model and the data 
(known as “selective coding” (Cresswell 2009:191)) takes place.  
 
4.6 Research findings 
 
The quantitative role-related findings were as follows: Question 1 in Section 2 of the first 
questionnaire asked the respondents which role, based on Niska’s (2002) role pyramid, they 
expected the interpreter to fulfil. The answers are represented in Figure 4. 
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Figure 4. Respondents’ expected role choices based on Niska’s (2002) role pyramid 
 
The responses from this question indicate that the respondents prefer the clarifier role. What is 
also evident is that the interpreters and teaching staff both prefer the conduit role, which may 
indicate that the Code Model is still preferred in reality. However, if Niska’s model is 
interpreted correctly, it may simply indicate that his model is applicable here and that any 
community interpreter spends most of his/her time fulfilling the conduit role. On the other hand, 
the fact that the users prefer the clarifier role emphasises the possibility that expectations and 
reality do not coincide, and that the various roleplayers’ perceptions differ from each other. 
 
Question 2 in Section 2 of the first questionnaire asked the respondents which role, based on 
Niska’s (2002) role pyramid, the interpreter in their lectures fulfils in reality. The answers are 
represented in Figure 5. 
 

 
 
Figure 5. Respondents’ role choices (Niska 2002) based on reality  
 
What is significant here is the fact that the users, who indicated the clarifier role to describe the 
expected role of the interpreter, selected the conduit role to describe which role the interpreter 
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fulfils in reality. This confirms and solidifies the difference between normative expectations 
and reality. The same trend can be seen amongst the interpreters: initially they chose the conduit 
role to describe the interpreter’s expected role, but when asked to select which role the 
interpreter fulfils in reality, they chose the clarifier role. However, the findings of the teaching 
staff still adhere to normative expectations of reality. 
  
In addition to the data presented and discussed above, some of the respondents preferred to 
select more than one role description to answer the questions: 
 
 13% of interpreters selected a combination of the clarifier and culture-broker roles, 9% 
 selected a combination of the clarifier and advocate roles and 4% chose a combination 
 of the conduit and advocate roles. 
 2% of users preferred to combine all four role descriptions to act as one complete role 
 description. 
 5% of teaching staff chose to combine the conduit and culture-broker roles, 5% 
 preferred to combine the conduit, clarifier and culture-broker roles and 5% selected a 
 combination of the conduit and advocate roles. 
 
All of the quantitative data were combined and is represented in Figure 6: 
 

 
 
Figure 6. Combined quantitative data 
 
The quantitative data confirms that the role of the educational interpreter is indeed a dynamic 
one and that what is expected of the educational interpreter does not necessarily take place in 
reality. Based on this data, the respondents were then asked why they made the selections in 
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Questions 1 and 2. These responses allowed for an in-depth qualitative look into the reality of 
educational interpreting and allowed for an investigation of what defines educational 
interpreting. This investigation offered insight into the actions taken by educational interpreters 
which do not exist within any existing role model for interpreters. This confirms that 
educational interpreting should be viewed as a type of interpreting in its own right, which 
justifies an adapted role model for educational interpreting. 
 
These actions, which were identified as being unique to educational interpreting, are 
represented in Table 2: 
 
Table 2. Unique actions taken by educational interpreters 
 
Unique actions (by interpreter) 

Teaching situations 
 

-  The interpreter stops the lecture to retrieve more 
 information from the teacher.  
-  Definite interaction between the interpreter and the teacher 
 (eye contact, body language).  
-  The interpreter becomes involved in the lecture.  
-  If the interpreter is a specialist in the field, s/he takes part 
 in the lecture.  

Comprehension 
situations 
 

-  The interpreter offers added information/content to 
students  outside of the lecture.  
-  The interpreter ensures that the interpreting product 
 correlates with the teacher’s message (in terms of text 
book,  transparencies  and study guide).  

Unique actions (by teaching staff) 

Teaching situation -  The teacher provides the interpreter with correct terms.  

Other unique actions (by all roleplayers)  

Teaching situation -  Interaction between interpreters, teaching staff and users 
 (eye contact, body language, offering signs). 

 
Having determined these actions, it became evident that more data were needed to confirm 
these findings. A second questionnaire was developed in order to confirm whether the findings 
in Table 2 were in fact true of educational interpreting. This questionnaire was distributed 
among educational interpreters in order to validate these findings and to determine whether they 
should form the basis for a new role model specifically for educational interpreting. 
 
The findings from the second questionnaire are represented in Figure 7: 
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Figure 7. A model for the role fulfilment of educational interpreters 
 
This study makes a contribution to existing role models by offering the possibility that the 
educational interpreter’s role is changeable in nature, and moves on a continuum of 
involvement. Figure 7 represents the actions that are unique to educational interpreting and have 
been listed in terms of acceptability (according to the responses from educational interpreters). 
The model offers a clear role description for educational interpreting and is a practical model 
for the challenges faced by educational interpreters. 
 
5. Conclusion 
 
Within the social environment of educational interpreting, it cannot be expected of the 
educational interpreter to act as an uninvolved machine. The social nature of interpreting (and 
especially educational interpreting) not only requires but necessitates a more dynamic role 
model, which has been proposed in this paper.  
  
This study proves that the educational interpreter indeed fulfils a changeable role, one which 
moves towards a more social-dynamic role model for interpreting. The proposed dynamic 
model gives clear and practical guidelines as to what is expected and acceptable within 
educational interpreting. It must be noted that this model does not stand in isolation, and that it 
remains the responsibility of interpreters, teaching staff and users to accept it in a macro context 
and internalise it in a micro context before it will reach optimal use and application. 
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