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<1> Introduction 
This chapter documents the development of sign language interpreting (SLI) education and research in Ireland. In 1994, the first cohort of interpreters graduated with a Diploma in Irish Sign Language (ISL)/English Interpreting[endnoteRef:1]. The funding for this initial training was provided by the European Union. State funding commenced in 2001, marking the establishment of the Centre for Deaf Studies (CDS) at Trinity College Dublin (TCD). These landmark outcomes were the result of sustained lobbying by the Irish deaf community and allies. As we will see, there were a number of intermittent steps which led to the formation of the CDS, including increased levels of societal and political awareness of ISL and recognition of the Irish deaf community.  [1:  We note that there were people interpreting in Ireland before this point, but this marked the beginning of formal interpreter education in Ireland.] 

	Ireland has two official languages recognised in the Constitution of Ireland (1937)[endnoteRef:2]; Irish is the first official language of Ireland, while English is the second language of the state. In practice, English is pervasive and is the de facto working language of the State. ISL does not have constitutional recognition. However the Irish Sign Language Act 2017 (henceforth the ISL Act) protects individuals whose preferred language is ISL. The passing of this Act on 24 December 2017 was a momentous occasion following the culmination of over three decades of politicization by the Irish deaf community (Conama, 2019). Moreover, the ISL Act espouses the right to linguistic and cultural autonomy, and access to public services through ISL:  [2:  See: http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/cons/en/html] 


The State recognises the right of Irish Sign Language users to use Irish Sign Language as their native language and the corresponding duty on all public bodies to provide Irish Sign Language users with free interpretation when availing of or seeking to access statutory entitlements and services (Irish Sign Language Act 2017; Section 3(1)). 

	The ISL Act was formally commenced in December 2020, three years following from the Act’s adoption. There are regulations written into the Act that facilitate monitoring of progress, with a three-year post-commencement review due to take place in 2023. However, there are a number of critical developments that have followed from commencement of the Act, including an interpreter registration process, with details to follow.
	Prior to the ISL Act, ISL was mentioned explicitly in just one piece of legislation: the Education Act (1988). There, it was referenced in a section on support services. However, citizens of Northern Ireland (which forms part of the United Kingdom (UK) of Great Britain and Northern Ireland) who use ISL and/or British Sign Language (BSL) were afforded recognition under the auspices of the Good Friday Agreement[endnoteRef:3], which was ratified by both the government of the UK and the government of the Republic of Ireland. This came into effect on 02 December 1999[footnoteRef:1]. More recently (7th March, 2018), the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) was ratified in Ireland. Ireland signed the Convention in March 2007, yet was the last European Union Member State to ratify it. Therefore, its implementation is a work in progress[endnoteRef:4].  [3:  See: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-belfast-agreement]  [1: ]  [4:  See: https://www.ihrec.ie/crpd/ ISL translation provided.] 

	According to the Irish Census 2016[endnoteRef:5], the Central Statistics Office states that 4,226 persons in the Republic of Ireland use ISL in the home. Leeson and Saeed (2012) suggest that on the island of Ireland (including Northern Ireland) this figure could rise to 65,000 when second (or subsequent) language users are included. This includes family and friends of deaf people, as well as those who undertake classroom learning of ISL. This echoes estimations that have been put forward in other contexts when the absolute numbers of sign language users in a region are considered to be higher than official statistics (De Meulder, 2018). One of the challenges we face is the lack of robust data around such figures, and in particular, disaggregated figures that will allow us to clearly see how many deaf signers are based in a given territory. The lack of robust data impedes language planning (Leeson & van den Bogaerde, 2020). [5: 5Source: https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/ep/p-cp9hdc/p8hdc/p9tod/ ] 

	The economic context of a country impacts on investment in education and research. Ireland has experienced a turbulent decade in this regard. Leeson and Lynch (2009) commented on the buoyant ‘Celtic Tiger’ economy during that period, as there had been unprecedented economic growth in the 1990s and 2000s. This took a remarkable turn in 2008, as the country fell into a downward spiral of economic decline, culminating in a bailout from the International Monetary Fund (IMF) (Bielenberg, 2018) that had significant consequences. Locally, it led to funding from the Irish Ministry for Education for a taught Master program at the CDS being halted, while government funding that was to support an ambitious cross-Ireland roll-out of a four year blended learning Bachelor in Deaf Studies, which included a pathway in SLI, was cut by more than 70%. This meant that our plans for engagement with partner universities in the south of the country (Cork) and the mid-west (Limerick/Tipperary) could not be implemented. Instead, we moved forward with a traditional face-to-face Bachelor program in Dublin. 
	While the economy had stabilised, and continued growth was forecast ahead of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020–2021, Irish investment in higher education remains firmly towards the bottom end of the scale in comparison to other countries within the Organization for Economic, Cooperation and Development (OECD) countries, with 0.26% of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) invested in research and development (OECD average is 0.51% of GDP) (Government of Ireland, 2018). This context makes it challenging to propose new programs or to secure Irish governmental funding for research. Despite this context, we have secured funding from European sources that have allowed us to move forward in other ways. 
	Ireland is a culturally and linguistically diverse country. The Irish Census 2016 illustrates this point, where 11.6 % of the population comprises non-Irish nationals[endnoteRef:6]. This trend of inward migration is relatively new. When considering population change, in 1987 the number of ‘immigrants’ per thousand of the population amounted to 17.2. In 2019, figures suggest an increase to 88.6 per thousand[endnoteRef:7]. There is no data available on the number of inward deaf migrants, a point that requires investigation to ensure necessary supports are in place.  [6:  See: https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/ep/p-cp7md/p7md/p7anii/]  [7:  See: https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/er/pme/populationandmigrationestimatesapril2019/] 


<1> Who are we? 
Sarah is hearing and was born and raised in Dublin, Ireland. She does not have any deaf family members but she developed an early interest in ISL as a result of having deaf neighbors who were sign language users. When Sarah went on to secure her first job, she worked alongside a deaf man who sparked her interest in learning ISL. This was the catalyst for the beginning of her ISL learning journey and she began attending ISL evening classes in 1999. Over time, she became aware of CDS at Trinity College Dublin and decided to leave her career in banking to train as an interpreter. At that time, a degree program was not offered in Ireland, so Sarah completed two diplomas – the Diploma in Deaf Studies and the Diploma in ISL/English Interpreting. Her freelance interpreting career commenced in 2007 and she simultaneously worked on a full-time Master degree in Intercultural Studies at Dublin City University. 
Sarah is registered as an interpreter with the Register of Irish Sign Language Interpreters (RISLI) and over the past 16 years has interpreted in a variety of settings, specializing in medical and mental health interpreting. She has a particular interest in maternity care and interprets in these spaces when she gets the opportunity. She served on the committee of the Council of Irish Sign Language Interpreters (CISLI) from 2011-2013 and the Board of the Sign Language Interpreting Service (SLIS) from 2013-2016. Since 2019, she has been a member of the Deaf Education Partnership Group. 
Since joining Trinity College Dublin as an Assistant Professor in 2011, Sarah has taught at both undergraduate and postgraduate level and delivered continuous professional development training to practicing sign language interpreters - most recently contributing to the inaugural Irish Deaf Interpreter training program. She has also served as an external examiner for the undergraduate and postgraduate SLI programs at the University of Wolverhampton in the UK. 
From a research perspective, Sarah completed her PhD in 2019 on the topic of sign language learning anxiety. More broadly, her research explores aspects related to identity, social justice, the psychology of language learning and, SLI workplace wellbeing. Her most recent publication (Sheridan, 2023) documents the experiences of Irish-based sign language interpreters working during the COVID-19 pandemic, where she puts forward recommendations to promote SLI workplace wellbeing and career longevity. 
Sarah’s research has been informed by, and informs, her teaching. She endeavors to find solutions to long-standing language learning issues, for example reducing language learning anxiety and promoting positive psychology in language learning spaces. Two years ago she developed a postgraduate elective module, “Psychology of Language Learning” and enjoys creating and adapting modules with research findings and her professional experience in mind. She has a background in course design and along with Lorraine Leeson, developed a Postgraduate Diploma in Sign Language Interpreting. Sarah is passionate about continually developing her pedagogical practice. She undertook a Postgraduate Diploma in Educational Studies (TCD, 2015), a Postgraduate Certificate in Workplace Wellness (2021), and has completed several teaching-related short courses, most recently, receiving a Digital Badge in Universal Design for Teaching & Learning from the National Forum and Trinity-INC. 
As Director of Equality, Diversity and Inclusion (EDI) at Trinity’s School of Linguistic, Speech and Communication Sciences, Sarah champions inclusive education to create welcoming classrooms and social spaces for all students and staff. She continues to advocate for inclusive policies and curricula, equitable processes and accessible events; and will support initiatives to enhance a diverse teaching and learning community at the School. 
Teresa was born deaf, the youngest in a family that was hearing apart from one deaf brother. While communication with much of her family was difficult, Teresa’s brother attended the St. Joseph’s School for Deaf Boys and signed with her when he was at home. Because she was lucky enough to have her deaf brother as a role model, ISL became Teresa’s first language. 
During Teresa’s time at St. Mary’s School for Deaf Girls, the use of signing was prohibited. Students were taught only through ineffective methods of lipreading and speech. Consequently, students’ general level of educational attainment was poor. Teresa was not encouraged to complete her Leaving Certificate (the final examination for school leavers in Ireland). Instead, she left school early and spent several years working for an airline. At the same time, Teresa became involved in the Irish deaf community. She joined committees and groups such as the Dublin Deaf Association. Notably, after years of membership and service on various committees, Teresa became the first female chairperson of the Irish Deaf Society (IDS). Through her involvement with the deaf community Teresa became more consciously aware of the barriers and discrimination that deaf people face every day, and her interest in advocacy and activism was ignited. 

For decades the Irish deaf community had not used any official name to describe their method of communication. Even amongst deaf people themselves, signing was not conceptualised as a full language. Teresa came to feel that this was not true – she recognised that the language they used was rich and complex. In 1988 Teresa gave a presentation at the IDS’ first congress, where she addressed Ireland’s deaf community for the first time on the topic of ‘What is ISL?’ To Teresa and others, it was clear that ISL was deserving of greater understanding, recognition, and status. After thirty full years of advocating and campaigning, Teresa was proud to see ISL recognised by the Irish government as Ireland’s third official language in 2017. 
In 1993 Teresa and her husband moved to the United States where she had the opportunity to join a cohort of students who would become the first qualified Deaf Interpreters (DIs) in the United States (USA). This group was trained by M.J. Bienvenu (deaf) and Betty Colonomos (hearing heritage signer). Subsequently, Teresa became one of the first students to study in the newly established Department of Deaf Studies at Gallaudet University. When Teresa learned that her family would be expanding, she withdrew from Gallaudet. After the birth of her son in 1995 the family of three returned to Ireland.
Back in Ireland, Teresa worked as a DI and also took a position with the IDS, where she became the first deaf person to be appointed as supervisor to a staff of 24. In 2001, She received a Diploma for Community Management from the National College of Ireland. In 2003 she began studying for her Diploma at the Centre for Deaf Studies in Trinity College Dublin and qualified as an ISL teacher. During this time Teresa was also heavily involved with the National Deaf Women of Ireland (NDWI), organising workshops across Ireland and translating information for the deaf community on topics such as domestic violence.

Beginning in 2009, Teresa has taught ISL and interpreting at CDS and published many research papers in collaboration with deaf and hearing colleagues. In 2011 she began a Master degree in Deafhood Studies at Bristol University, which she completed with a thesis discussing the professionalisation of DIs in Ireland. 
In 2019, Teresa and Lorraine Leeson were granted funding by the Citizens’ Information Board and by SLIS to design and set up a one-year program to train DIs in Ireland. This course was run by CDS under Trinity College Dublin. Due to the Covid-19 pandemic it was conducted entirely online; nevertheless, it was still an enormous success and out of twenty-four original participants, twenty-three graduated to become qualified DIs.
In recent years Teresa has been active in the deaf community and in the world of interpreting. She was the chairperson of NDWI from 2011-2019, and a member of the NDWI focus group currently working to create and revise ISL vocabulary relating to domestic abuse and gender-based violence. This work is specifically aimed at providing improved communication with deaf refugees and immigrants who have no ISL.  Teresa’s contribution to glossary building also included significant contributions to the IDS sub-committee tasked with creating COVID-related signs for use by interpreters during daily televised Health Service Executive (HSE) briefings, ensuring the Irish deaf community’s adequate access to information throughout the pandemic.
In 2021, Teresa was awarded Woman of the Year by NDWI.  Teresa has heavily involved in the creation of RISLI; she currently sits on the RISLI Panel. Teresa continues to teach ISL and interpreting in CDS, as well as working actively as a DI. Her areas of interest with regard to interpreting include legal and medical settings. 
Lorraine grew up in a hearing family in Cabra, a Dublin locale steeped in Irish Deaf history and where many deaf people lived because of the close proximity to one of the deaf schools. As a result, she had an early introduction to the Irish deaf community. Having studied childcare on leaving school, she took a class in sign language and then worked as a houseparent in St. Joseph’s School for Deaf Boys. In 1992, the IDS, Trinity College Dublin and the University of Bristol secured funding to run the first ISL/English interpreter training program alongside an ISL teacher training pathway and Lorraine was selected as a student. This meant studying between the UK and Ireland and being exposed to deaf and hearing people using a range of different sign languages. While at Bristol University, Lorraine developed a keen interest in sign linguistics which prompted her to continue studying – she completed a Master degree and then a PhD in linguistics, focusing on describing aspects of the grammar of ISL. While she had hoped to focus her PhD on interpreting, she took the advice of Daniel Gile, a leading interpreting studies scholar, who told her that before you can explore how someone interprets between ISL and English, someone needs to describe more of the grammar of ISL. Among her many publications, she has authored a volume on ISL (with John Saeed) (2012) and continues to work with colleagues from across the world to explore further how sign languages work; in applying questions from interpreting education and practice, and in driving forward pan-European work on the teaching and learning of sign languages. 
Lorraine also went on to complete a postgraduate program in women’s studies (2007), which has informed her ongoing work around gender equality and the transgenerational nature of gendered signing. Across her studies, Lorraine continued to work as an interpreter – initially as the IDS’s first in-house interpreter, and then as a freelance interpreter, with opportunities to work at international meetings and conferences, and developing a particular interest in interpreting in legal contexts, which, over time, has also intersected with significant work around domestic, sexual and gender-based violence. 

Lorraine subsequently went on to work as course director for the University College Cork - Cork Deaf Enterprises – Bristol University ISL/English interpreting and ISL teaching (European Union funded) program from 1997-1999. Across 2000-2001, Lorraine split her time between Brussels (Belgium), where she worked for the European Union of the Deaf (EUD), learning a lot about the politics of representation and mechanisms for raising awareness of sign languages on the pan-European agenda from talented EUD leaders like Helga Stevens, Liisa Kauppinen, Johan Wesemann, Knud Søndergard, Markku Jokinen, and Lars-Åke Wikström (among others), and Bristol (UK) where she lectured part-time on the BSL/English Interpreting degree program and had the privilege of sharing an office (and many great conversations) with the legendary Paddy Ladd. 
In 2001, following on from decades of lobbying on the part of the IDS and allies, the Irish government confirmed funding for a Centre for Deaf Studies at Trinity College Dublin and Lorraine was appointed as the founding Director. In this role, she worked closely with deaf and hearing colleagues to establish undergraduate programs in interpreting, Deaf studies and ISL teaching, as well as opening opportunities for postgraduate work to PhD level. 
Another opportunity to travel arose in 2013 when Lorraine had the great honour of serving as the Julian and Virginia Cornell Distinguished Visiting Professor to Swarthmore College in Pennsylvania (USA) for the academic year 2013-2014, and while there had the opportunity to formally take ASL classes, to deliver some course content for Gallaudet University, and to further develop connection with interpreter educators and linguists in North America. 
While we all grappled with the challenges that Covid-19 brought, there were also some incredible opportunities. During 2020-2021, Lorraine worked closely with Teresa Lynch to develop and roll-out a DI education program, funded by the state’s Citizen Information Board. She also had the opportunity to co-deliver on the University of Malta’s first SLI education program, designed and coordinated by Marie Alexander and Alison Vere. This presented a remarkable opportunity to co-teach online with Presidents past and current of the World Association of Sign Language Interpreters (WASLI) – Debra Russell and Christopher Stone. 
Lorraine’s research work has informed public discussion, political debate and policy implementation in Ireland and at European level, including the ISL Act (2017) and the establishment of RISLI (2020). She is a RISLI registered interpreter and serves as a member of the RISLI Panel. 
In recent years, Lorraine’s work at the university has broadened out to look at issues of research integrity and EDI. She currently serves as the Associate Vice Provost (Vice President) for EDI at Trinity College Dublin but continues to work with intention on issues that particularly impact on access and participation via interpretation. 
Moving on from this backdrop, we now turn our attention to the development and the broader translation and interpreting profession and education in Ireland. 

<1> Contextualization: Translation & Interpreting in Ireland
There are limited education pathways for spoken language interpreters in Ireland. The Irish Translators’ and Interpreters’ Association (ITIA) reports that currently, no accredited spoken language community interpreting program is available in Ireland. Previously, a one semester community interpreting course was delivered at Dublin City University (DCU), leading to a graduate certificate in community interpreting. DCU also previously delivered conference interpreting training. Both courses are now defunct. Currently, DCU offers an optional community interpreting module on the MA in Translation Studies and offers some training in the final year of their BA in Applied Language and Translation Studies. The National University of Ireland (NUI) in Galway provide the only dedicated course in conference interpreting, which is the MA in Conference Interpreting. As it stands, Irish, English, French, Spanish, Italian and German are languages offered on the program. Those wishing to pursue postgraduate studies in interpreting may also apply to the European Master in Conference Interpreting which is hosted by sixteen universities in conjunction with the European Commission and the European Parliament[endnoteRef:8]. In 2023, the University of Limerick ran a short course, “Communication and Interpreting in the Irish Healthcare System” which attracted both spoken and signed language interpreters.  [8:  See: https://www.emcinterpreting.org] 

	There is a strong translation community in Ireland. Master degree programs in translation studies are offered in Dublin City University, University College Cork and the National University of Ireland in Galway. In addition, a specialised postgraduate program in literary translation is delivered by TCD while DCU offers an MSc in Translation Technology. 
	From the above discussion we see that the lack of fully devoted translation and interpreting (T&I) programs at undergraduate level is an issue. Trinity’s CDS remains the only dedicated community interpreter training hub in Ireland. However, despite the lack of accredited programs generally, we see from the work of the ITIA that there is a thriving T&I community. Membership of ITIA is predicated on qualification, the lowest point of entry requires a level 7 qualification on the Irish National Framework of Qualifications (Associate Membership) (normally a diploma or 3-year degree program). To become a Professional member, an in-house examination is required in addition to a minimum of three years relevant professional experience. Furthermore, ITIA offers an additional examination to register as a certified legal translator. To qualify to take this examination, the translator must be able to provide evidence of at least five years documented translation experience. While the ITIA is predominantly a spoken language interpreter and translation association, Student and Associate membership is open to signed language interpreters. Professional membership and legal translator certification are currently not available to ISL interpreters. However, there are other avenues open to sign language interpreters in Ireland, which we will go on to discuss. In the next section, we turn to consider the changing landscape of SLI regulation in Ireland.

<1> Professionalization of sign language interpreters in Ireland
Leeson and Lynch (2009) offer a comprehensive overview of the birth of the interpreting profession in Ireland, which coincides with key milestones in SLI education (summarised in the next section). In 1994, following completion of the first SLI education program, there was demand for an interpreting agency to be established. A working group comprising deaf people, interpreters, service providers and ISL teachers set out to regulate the emerging profession. Following extensive negotiation, the first SLI agency, the state-supported Irish Sign Link, was established. 
Another important development occurred in 1994 with the establishment of the Irish Association of Sign Language Interpreters (IASLI), which was affiliated to the European Forum of Sign Language Interpreters (efsli). IASLI set out to uphold the standards of deaf and hearing interpreters and ensure that the necessary safeguards were put in place to protect the Irish deaf community. However, due to funding constraints, absence of staff or office space, and lack of consensus on the way forward, IASLI was disbanded in 2007. Following the disbanding of IASLI, there was no professional body representing sign language interpreters until CISLI was formed in May 2011. CISLI partners with efsli, the ITIA and WASLI, as well as the deaf-led national organisation IDS. Since its inception, CISLI has endeavoured to advance the profession and encourages best practice in the following ways[endnoteRef:9]: [9:  See: https://cisli.ie/home/aims/] 

· Serving as the national representative body for professional ISL interpreters in Ireland
· Working in close partnership with Irish deaf-led organisations for the future benefit of deaf people in Ireland who use signed languages and the profession of interpreters whose working languages include a signed language
· Supporting the development of CISLI Regional Committees to advance the profession of interpreting in their regions
· Supporting and collaborating with programs designed to facilitate the education and training of ISL interpreters
· Provide support for professional development and for a national forum for discussion of issues pertinent to the field of interpreting
· Upholding and promoting the Code of Ethics and Guidelines for Professional Conduct 
· Recognizing the importance of evaluation of interpreters in Ireland whose working languages include a signed language
· Develop, provide and promote the Dispute Resolution Process for CISLI members and the individuals they serve.
	The current professional associations and organizations which ISL interpreters may join include CISLI, the ITIA and the Association of Sign Language Interpreters UK (ASLI), which has a regional grouping in Northern Ireland (ASLI-NI). ASLI-NI is not in our jurisdiction (NI is part of the UK), but some interpreters work cross-border between the Republic of Ireland and NI, and may be members of both CISLI and ASLI, with the potential to become members of the register of interpreters in both jurisdictions. CISLI has run continuous professional development (CPD) events since establishment, with scope for this to increase given that since January 2021, interpreters who are members of RISLI are obligated to complete a set number of hours of CPD annually. CDS is also very active in the realm of public engagement and in delivering CPD events. Additionally, CPD has been delivered and/or supported by private and state funded sign language interpreting agencies in Ireland.
	Following on from the ISL Act, the state-funded SLIS was mandated by the government to establish a national register and provide quality-assurance with regards to interpreting provision. This is also an integral feature of the National Disability Inclusion Strategy 2017–2021, supported by the Department of Justice and Equality. Public services are now only be permitted to work with ISL interpreters listed on the national register. Details related to the registration scheme process, including requirements related to; the complaints and mediation process, code of conduct, the membership and operation of the registration panel and a CPD system have now been agreed since the establishment of the RISLI, in December 2020, informed by a review of international best practice (Leeson & Venturi, 2017). 
Prior to the passing of the ISL Act in 2017, there was no statutory regulation or legislation which governed the profession of SLI in Ireland. A noteworthy point is that the clear majority of sign language interpreters in Ireland are freelance practitioners but in recent years there have been significant moves towards the employment of interpreters. Employers now include the national Houses of the Oireachtas (parliament) who recently employed two full-time SLIs, while other bodies have hired ISL interpreters on a permanent or contract basis, for example, the Catholic Institute for Deaf People (CIDP), Dublin City University, Trinity College Dublin, and the Monaghan-Cavan Education and Training Board. SLIS is also an employer of interpreters contracted to work for the Irish Remote Interpreting Service (IRIS). 
	The position of DIs has also been carefully considered in light of these changes. DIs are an important part of the interpreting eco-system and the Irish interpreting community. Their importance has been acknowledged, evidenced in the active engagement of DIs as members of CISLI, and made increasingly visible via their registration under the SLIS accreditation schemes, and their inclusion in the interpreting registration processes that will follow from the ISL Act 2017 (Leeson & Venturi, 2017). Anecdotally, we know that demand for DIs and deaf translators is increasing. While, until recently, most DIs have not accessed formal training (though the Bachelor in Deaf Studies interpreting pathway is open to them), most have availed of non-accredited CPD tailored to DIs. A prime example of this was training offered under the auspices of the Justisigns Project, led by CDS (2013 – 2016)[endnoteRef:10]. The aim of this CPD training was to support those who sought to work as DIs in legal settings. As noted earlier, following from the commencement of the ISL Act in 2020, one of the measures funded was a short program for DIs, which ran from 2020-2021. We return to the accreditation opportunities for DIs in the next section.  [10:  See: http://www.justisigns.com/JUSTISIGNS_Project/About.html ] 

<2> Issues with supply of sign language interpreters
SLIS has expressed concerns that the national capacity is less than 12,000 sign language interpreting days per year, insufficient to meet the current demands of service providers and deaf citizens. While the newly established RISLI has 91 members (as of September 2021)[endnoteRef:11], SLIS estimates that only seventy-five ISL interpreters are active. Fewer than half (44%) report working full-time, with most working some 3.5 days per week (SLIS, 2017). While there is no data that explores this in more detail, it is important to note that the profession of SLI in Ireland is still relatively young and overwhelmingly female, so these figures may reflect work-life balance considerations. Furthermore, demand may vary in different parts of the country and full-time work may not be available in all areas. As a result, interpreters may take on other work and will not always be available to travel/interpret. The combination of such factors results in the extreme marginalisation of the Irish deaf community, particularly in rural communities (McGilloway, 2021; Oireachtas, 2016). Building capacity in this sector will help create employment and social inclusion of deaf people and help meet objectives set out in the National Skills Strategy 2025.  [11:  See: https://risli.ie/interpreters/directory-of-interpreters/] 

	The critical issue is that there is a growing demand for sign language and accessible services. SLIS is exploring a Sign Language Service Strategic Framework to Increase the Availability and Quality of Sign Language Interpreting in Ireland (August 2019); work is ongoing and remains a priority for all stakeholders. 
<2> Research on sign language interpreting in Ireland
Trilingual interpreting contexts are receiving increased attention internationally in recent years (see for example, McKee & Awheto, 2010; Quinto-Pozos, et al., 2010 ; Treviño & Quinto-Pozos, 2018). In Ireland, Leeson et al. (2018) have looked at how experienced interpreters handle code-switching between Irish and English in the source language text to ISL, while Cichocka (2021) has completed a small survey on trilingual capacity in the European context.
	Interpreting in tertiary education has received attention in the Irish context (Leeson, 2012; Leeson & Foley-Cave 2007, McGrotty & Sheridan, 2019). McGrotty and Sheridan’s (2019) results indicate that deaf students prioritise the need for quality interpreting over full access, regardless of perceived skill level. However, the perceived skill level of the interpreter requires more attention as respondents did not state what criteria they specifically use to evaluate quality. An important finding is that students place a high value on the level of trust they establish with their interpreter(s). This trust is established by maintaining an effective working relationship and desire for interpreters to act in a benevolent manner. This includes the need for direct communication with the student (to inform them of important information, such as being absent or late) and adjusting interpreting style to align with the needs of the student. Another important aspect is the need for subject-specific terminology to be well managed by the interpreter (see also Leeson, 2012; Leeson & Foley-Cave 2007). 
	Other work has included analysis of the journey from interpreter education to professional practice, including student identity formation / renegotiation (Sheridan, 2021) and key transitional phases of freelance interpreters’ careers (Venturi, 2020). Venturi identified a range of gaps that need to be addressed by several stakeholders (educators, professional associations, interpreting agencies, interpreters as individuals). Interpreter work in emergency settings is also a theme that has been explored (e.g., Leeson 2019), a theme that is now securing much greater attention as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic (discussed below). 
	Engagement in a range of European funded projects across the past decade has led to analysis of interpreting in a range of professional settings and supported evidence-based development of teaching resources around workplace interpreting (Napier et al., 2020; Sheikh et al., 2021), legal interpreting (Leeson et al., 2017, 2020, 2022; Napier, et al., 2022); healthcare interpreting (Leeson et al., 2014), and interpreting in contexts of domestic, sexual and gender based violence (Cabeza-Pereiro et al. 2022; Napier, et al. 2023, in press). These projects have all facilitated examination of the Irish context as part of the wider European landscape, and allowed us to more clearly benchmark developments and identify gaps. 

<1> Sign language interpreter education in Ireland
In Ireland, education for sign language interpreters commenced in 1992. The initial program was funded by the European Commission’s Horizon program, and led by Bristol University in partnership with the IDS and Trinity College Dublin. It was a two-year, full-time course, hosted by Bristol University, resulting in a Diploma in Deaf Studies (Interpreting). In parallel, a one-year full-time program ran, which led to a Certificate in Deaf Studies (Teaching). Subsequently, in 1994, the (then) National Association for Deaf People (NAD) in collaboration with the UK’s Royal National Institute for the Deaf (RNID), established a 6-month, self-directed learning program. This was specifically aimed at those who were already working as interpreters in the field. In 1998, a second round of EU Horizon funding made it possible for Cork Deaf Enterprises, Bristol University and NUI Cork to offer a Diploma in Deaf Studies (interpreting) and a Certificate program (teaching). Due to funding constraints this program was delivered over an eighteen-month duration, however the structure mirrored the original TCD-Bristol collaboration. The deaf candidates from this cohort, taking the teaching pathway, were amongst the first to complete the Bachelor in Deaf Studies at Bristol University.
	Despite this progress, there was a need to establish an Irish base for SLI education in order to ensure stability and further grow the pool of available interpreters. This came to fruition in 2001, when the then Minister for Education and Science announced funding for a five-year period to establish a CDS at Trinity College Dublin. This remains the home for Deaf Studies in Ireland today. 
	CDS initially offered three two-year Diploma programs leading to a Diploma in ISL/English Interpreting, ISL Teaching or Deaf Studies. Funding under the government’s Strategic Innovation Fund, round II (SIF II) allowed for a move to a Bachelor in Deaf Studies, which commenced in 2009. However, as noted earlier, we had to scale back on our original ambitions due to funding cutbacks that stemmed from the recession. This four-year, full-time honours degree, is mapped to Level 8 in the Irish National Framework of Qualifications (NFQ), allowing graduates with appropriate grades access to Level 9 postgraduate programs. The first graduates from the Bachelor in Deaf Studies (interpreting pathway) graduated in 2013. 
	In addition to the CDS programs outlined above, another pathway to interpreting exists; the Signature National Vocational Qualification (NVQ) Level 6 program. Signature approves training centres, assesses the required components and verifies that standards have been met. In Ireland, a limited number of sign language interpreters have accessed this route (Leeson & Venturi, 2017); but CDS remains the primary pathway to qualification as an ISL/English interpreter in Ireland.
	There is currently no postgraduate pathway in Ireland for those wishing to pursue further sign language interpreting studies. On one occasion (2012 – 2013), Queen’s University Belfast accepted students with ISL/English and BSL/English backgrounds onto their MA in Interpreting (Leeson & Venturi, 2017). Other potential pathways include the European Masters in Sign Language Interpreting (EUMASLI), however only one ISL interpreter has enrolled on this international study program to date[endnoteRef:12]. Nevertheless, we note that several sign language interpreters have completed postgraduate studies in a range of other domains (e.g., ethics, intercultural studies, equality studies, linguistics, education, counselling, etc.). Table 1 provides an indicative overview of numbers of ISL/English interpreters in both the Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland and their level of training.  [12:  See: https://www.eumasli.eu] 

Table 1: Trained/Registered Interpreters in Ireland 1992 – 2019
	Training Institution/ Registering Body 
	Timeframe 
	Level of Training 
	Graduates 

	Trinity College Dublin and Bristol University 
	1992-4 
	2 years full-time leading to a Diploma in Deaf Studies (Interpreting) 
	9 

	NUI Cork and Bristol University 
	1998-9 
	2 years full-time leading to a Diploma in Deaf Studies (Interpreting) 
	10 

	Trinity College Dublin Centre for Deaf Studies (CDS) 
	2003-19 
	2 years full-time leading to a Diploma in Irish Sign Language/ English Interpreting 
	60

	Trinity College Dublin Centre for Deaf Studies (CDS) 
	2013-19
	4 years full-time leading to a Bachelor in Deaf Studies (Irish Sign Language/English Interpreting) 

	64

	Royal National Institute for the Deaf (RNID)/National Association for the Deaf (NAD**) 
	1994 
	6 month training period – No formal qualification 
	13* 

	Signature CSL, Galway 
	2016 
	NVQ Level 6 
	4 

	
Signature, Northern Ireland 
	
unknown 
	Various levels of qualification held, but not NRCPD registered 
	
3 

	
NRCPD 
	
unknown 
	NRCPD registered 
	
1 

	
Queens University Belfast 
	
2013-present 
	NVQ Level 9 
	
1 

	
Subtotal 
	
	
	
165

	Less overlap* 
	
	
	Total 
120-9 for overlapping students 
=?

	
Total 
	
	
	
156


*= some overlap (n=9) as some RNID/NAD candidates later completed further training at CDS
** = NAD has since changed their name twice—first to DeafHear.ie, and more recently to Chime. (Adapted and updated from Leeson and Venturi, 2017) 
<2> Current considerations in the delivery of the Bachelor in Deaf Studies
The CDS teaching team comprises deaf and hearing professionals (four deaf members and two hearing members of staff in full/part-time contracts, with additional occasional teaching delivered on a supplementary basis). ISL is taught by deaf colleagues and interpreting modules are delivered by both deaf and hearing staff. There are a range of additional modules common to all students in the first two years of the degree program, with the exception of elective modules which can be selected from offerings from across the university (e.g., Criminal Law, language modules, Film Studies, etc.). As a result of a university-wide restructuring of undergraduate programs, degree content has been modified quite significantly in recent years. However, following from efsli’s documentation around core content required in European degree-level interpreter education pathways (Leeson & Calle, 2013), we maintain emphasis on core modules, which include sign linguistics, language acquisition, ethics, and modules related to working with deaf communities. At the beginning of year 3, and having met entry requirements for their preferred route, students move to a specialist pathway (ISL teaching, deaf studies, or interpreting). In years 3 and 4, the curriculum relates predominantly to their chosen pathway. Across these 3rd and 4th years, students continue to attend ISL classes and must complete a practicum component for twelve weeks, where they shadow and work alongside professional interpreters. With our revised degree structure, this also facilitates the possibility of undertaking a placement abroad, for example, under the European Union’s Erasmus+ program[endnoteRef:13].  [13:  See: https://ec.europa.eu/programs/erasmus-plus/opportunities/traineeships-students_en] 

	Demand for participation in SLI education has fluctuated over the past twenty years, though we have noted a small increase in numbers applying and gaining entry in the past few years, which may be a knock-on effect of increased visibility of ISL in the media. The majority of students (school-leavers) enter through the national points-based system, the CAO. For mature students, and those applying through specific access avenues like the Trinity Access Program (TAP) which supports populations with lower progression rates into higher education, a separate entry route is in place, which entails one-on-one interviews. While we have regularly been asked to consider offering our program on a part-time or blended distance learning approach, given resourcing issues, we have not been in a position to do this to date. Therefore, those with family/employment commitments, or who reside outside of Dublin may not be able to embark on four years of full-time study. This point will be returned to when we discuss the implications of teaching during COVID-19.
	We are committed to exploring alternate pathways via a range of funding mechanisms, for example, via a phased, blended conversion course in SLI for those who already possess a primary degree and have ISL to B2 (intermediate) level of the Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR) for Languages (Council of Europe, 2001; Leeson & van den Bogaerde, 2019; Leeson, van den Bogaerde, Rathmann, & Haug, 2016; Leeson & Calle, 2013) (e.g., teachers in deaf schools, hearing heritage signers, etc.). However, given our earlier discussion on investment in higher education in Ireland, funding opportunities are scarce and are highly competitive. 
<2> Deaf interpreter training
O’Connell and Lynch (2020) report on the lack of training programs in universities targeted at DIs, noting this has implications for professional development and skill enhancement. Their study specifically investigates the lived experiences of DIs in Ireland through the lens of a phenomenological framework. In doing so, they offer insights into the emergence of the profession and the key role of pioneering DIs. Whilst outlining important milestones in the Irish context, O’Connell and Lynch (2020) also raise critical issues related to DI professionalization, noting the proportionally low percentage of DIs in the field in comparison to hearing counterparts. Further questions are raised about how DIs view themselves as professionals and issues impacting on their motivation to work in this field. Research findings indicate that disadvantages exist for DIs, primarily as a result of insufficient professional training opportunities and the absence of formal qualifications (O’Connell & Lynch, 2020). 
	While CDS programs are open to prospective DIs, to date, no deaf candidate who 
has completed the Bachelor in Deaf Studies has selected the interpreting pathway. However, we are hopeful that with increasing awareness, registration processes, increasing demand, and consequent employment opportunity for DIs, that we will see this change. Until recently, there were five DIs working regularly in the field, three of whom came through the Justisigns Project DI CPD training offered by CDS (2013–2016). Following from the adoption of the ISL Act (2017), and in preparation for the establishment of the RISLI, SLIS secured a small sum to support the delivery of a training pathway for DIs that would allow those who successfully complete the program to register with RISLI. CDS was awarded the tender to develop and deliver the training, which comprised four modules: An Introduction to Interpreting – Theory and Practice; Introduction to Deaf Interpreting; Sign Language in Action; An Introduction to Ethics for Deaf Interpreters. While the original intention was to deliver this program in a face to face manner, COVID-19 restrictions led to this becoming a fully online, remote endeavour. Due to demand, we recruited 24 students instead of our intended 12. This final cohort was chosen on the basis of both fluency in ISL and prior experience working as DIs. In addition, each successful candidate submitted a compelling outline of their reasons for wanting to participate in the training. We sought to ensure that we had a good gender balance, that there was a good geographic distribution of candidates selected, and that we factored in age-range. 
There is increasing awareness about the need for DIs in specific settings and the skills required in these contexts. In tandem, demand for translation work is also increasing, particularly in relation to public health matters (e.g., COVID-19 information[endnoteRef:14]) and political information (e.g., in the lead up to elections, etc.). Sign language translation (SLT) is recognised as a specific skill separate from interpreting, however while elements of translation were covered in the aforementioned DI CPD course, intensive training is not currently provided. The majority of SLT work is predominately carried out by deaf translators and the volume of work is likely to increase as we enter the post official ISL recognition era. Further, a significant number of the DI student cohort has expressed a desire to pursue translation as a career pathway rather than interpreting.  [14:  See: https://www.hse.ie/eng/services/covid-19-resources-and-translations/covid-19-irish-sign-language-resources/] 

It may be worth noting that while the field of T&I internationally has seen the emergence of interpreting from under the broader banner of ‘translation’, it may be that in the ISL context, we will see a reverse approach. That is, while the ISL Act makes explicit reference to interpreting, and the need for regulation of the SLI profession, it is silent with respect to SLT and translators. This is an issue that the IDS’s Cross-Community Group, which is monitoring implementation of the ISL Act has noted and will feed back into the planned governmental review of the Act in 2024. 
<2> Pedagogical research 
Internationally, there is significant lack of empirical evidence to underpin the training and assessment of second (or subsequent) language learners learning a language expressed in a new modality (M2L2 learners), including interpreters (Chen-Pichler, 2012; Haug, 2017; Haug, Ebling, Boyes-Braem, Tissi, & Sidler-Miserez, 2019; Leeson, Fenlon, Mesch, Grehan, & Sheridan, 2019; Leeson, Muller de Quadros, & Rossi Stumpf, 2022). In response, there have been several developments in the field of applied sign linguistics from researchers based in Ireland, often in collaboration with colleagues internationally. 
	One key area that we have engaged with relates to the teaching, learning and assessment of sign languages in second language learning contexts. Working with the Council of Europe and the European Centre for Modern Languages (ECML), we have led pan-European work on aligning sign language teaching and assessment to the CEFR for Languages (Council of Europe, 2001). Indeed, the ProSign project produced the ECML’s first adaptation of the CEFR for sign languages (Leeson et al., 2016) drawing on earlier, local work in a small number of European countries (e.g., France, the Netherlands, Ireland, Germany, Sweden) (Leeson & van den Bogaerde, 2019)[endnoteRef:15]. Drawing on this work, efsli published a series of learning outcomes including CEFR-aligned expectations for language competency in the working languages of graduating interpreters (Leeson & Calle 2013; Leeson & Bowen, 2013). In 2020, the Council of Europe published a modality-inclusive CEFR, giving equal visibility and status to descriptors of language competency in spoken and signed languages (Leeson & van den Bogaerde, 2019), another important milestone that supports awareness raising of sign languages and, by implication, sign language teaching and learning, including in the education of sign language interpreters.  [15:  See: https://www.ecml.at/Thematicareas/SignedLanguages/ProSign/tabid/4273/language/en-GB/Default.aspx] 

	Another strand of work relates to the use of corpora to inform teaching practice. Until recently, international emphasis was focused predominantly on the creation and analysis of L1 sign language corpora. In turn, these materials often featured in the classroom (Leeson, 2008; Cresdee & Johnston, 2014; Mesch & Wallin, 2008). Nevertheless, there remained an absence of L2 corpora which tracked the progression and milestones of learners of a signed language (Leeson et al. 2019). Thus, the Sign Language Acquisition Corpus (SLAC) commenced in 2013 as a cross-linguistic venture between the CDS and the Sign Language Department, Stockholm University, Sweden. The aim of SLAC was to develop a corpus of data from adult learners of Irish/Swedish Sign Language (STS) as a second or subsequent language, many of which proceed to becoming SLIs. Leeson, et al. (2020) have carried out an initial analysis of M2L2 (second modality second language) learners’ fingerspelling competency in ISL based on a sub-set of data is extracted from SLAC. Nicodemus, et al. (2017) also looked at how advanced L2M2 users, that is sign language interpreters from different countries (Australia, USA, UK and Ireland), use fingerspelling when interpreting. This study had a cross-linguistic sample of interpreters, including four ISL/English interpreters who provided an ISL version of President Obama’s first inaugural address. A body of work is also underway on a corpus comprising spoken and sign language interpretations of English language source texts that explores, amongst other things, how interpreters’ own experiences and knowledge base is evidenced in their target language outputs (e.g., Leeson, et al., 2015). These studies point the way to gaps in practical knowledge that we then fold into our interpreter education curriculum.
	An emerging area of focus is the challenges faced by M2L2 learners in the classroom. Sheridan (2019) adopted a Grounded Theory methodological framework to explore the main concern of novice learners and how they process or resolve the identified concern. Sheridan found that learning to accommodate to the performative aspects of a signed language and the physicality of the language were key issues for new learners. Participants—many of whom aspire to be interpreters—comment that there is nowhere to hide in the classroom and for some, this induces mild to significant anxiety reactions. On a positive note, Sheridan found that this discomfort dissipates for most learners as they progress through the first year of study (see also Grehan & Leeson, 2020). The study highlights that further research is required in the area of learner wellbeing and positive psychology in the sign language classroom. Tangentially, Sheridan (2021) discusses how M2L2 learners language ideologies evolve as they become invested in the language and the community. As such, they view themselves as allies following this acculturation process. Such work aligns with work on the positionality of interpreters (Cokely, 2005) and helps to deepen our understanding of how the status of languages intersects with attitudes to languages, and to the ways in which interpreters see and perform their work.
	Despite such studies, Leeson and Sheridan (2019) point out that evidence-based classroom research is slow to emerge. This prevents innovative research methodologies developing from classroom contexts. In turn, this gap has the potential to hold back interpreter education as educators often await robust findings to inform their practice.

<1>Teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic 
In March 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic took hold in Ireland along with the rest of the world and, as the university moved online with only a weekend’s notice, adaptations had to be made instantly to facilitate the move to teaching online. The ‘Blackboard’ virtual learning environment was previously available to us for the purpose of uploading lecture notes and materials, however we had to adjust to using it in a very different way (i.e., live online classes and also navigating and learning how to use Zoom). While content did not change substantially, we were cognisant of screen fatigue and the complexity of learning sign language / interpreting from a 2D screen rather than a 3D classroom space. As we were approaching the end of the 2019 – 2020 academic year, rapport had already been established with students and this helped. Commencing a new academic year in September 2021, lecturers were now more comfortable with navigating the technical demands of being online and some modules were re-designed (activities rather than content) to better fit with a synchronous online format. This included the use of a range of features available through Blackboard / Zoom, e.g., use of whiteboards, polls, breakout groups, etc. as well as preparing some pre-recorded content for theory-based modules. We were fortunate that face-to-face classes were possible for undergraduate students taking practical sign language and interpreting modules from September – December 2021, however we continued with a hybrid format (live face-to-face [F2F] and live online) for students who could not travel or were not permitted to attend due to COVID-19 restrictions. This also allowed classes to be recorded for students for self-study review. We returned to fully online classes from January 2021 as we entered into a five-month national lockdown period, which brought us to the end of our academic year, and through our examination period. The intention is to have as much F2F teaching as possible for the 2021-2022 academic year, however hybrid arrangements were in place for some larger classes while social distancing rules applied (until the end of October 2021).
As noted earlier, DI CPD training has been delivered fully online due to logistical considerations, e.g., national lockdown and associated COVID-19 regulations. The most difficult element to teaching during COVID-19 was engaging with new cohorts, i.e., our first year students and the DI cohort, especially working to build rapport. Class sizes were larger for these groups, particularly the DI group (n=24). We constantly had to monitor if students were receiving the same individual attention as they would in a typical classroom. We are also mindful that students may wish to make a point and at times they could be overlooked or missed if teachers / classmates did not have the opportunity to pin their screen. We therefore developed a countdown system where students signed 5-4-3-2-1 before expressing their point. The use of multiple screens for PowerPoints and students was taxing for lecturers to monitor, and with time, a process that left only presenting parties online, with other students turning their cameras on only to raise a question/give feedback helped to manage “emboxed discourse”[endnoteRef:16] fatigue.  [16:  See: https://twitter.com/jahochcam/status/1298028954788528128?s=20] 

Moving forward, we are open and receptive to the possibilities that online and blended teaching modes can bring, particularly for students based outside of Dublin, who may prefer remote learning and who, for various reasons may not be in a position to travel / relocate. We are cognisant of class sizes—fewer than 15 students seems optimal for practical online classes. Breaks and class duration are important points to consider and policies may need to be updated rather than mirroring standard teaching policies / practices in the face-to-face space. We endeavour to adapt our curricula and pedagogical approach in this evolving landscape. 

<1> The road ahead 
Ireland has faced many challenges across the past 15 years since the 2009 Ireland chapter was published, and these have impacted on SLI education. Funding opportunities that were hard won were lost due to recession-driven funding cuts, yet we persevered and weathered the storm. Today, the ISL Act has commenced and this brings the promise of significant change and additional stability to the field. We have a legal basis for a register of interpreters, for continuous professional development requirements, and for recognition of DIs. Implementation of the Act will also bring increased demand for interpreters due to increased obligations on public services, promised investment in a government funded “access to work” interpreting fund, and a pilot voucher system which opened up funding for interpreting in hitherto unfunded social and familial settings (pilot concluded in November 2021; the voucher system was re-launched in late 2023). 
	At CDS we continue to engage in research that supports our teaching and practice. For example, in 2020 we embarked on a project, Justisigns 2, which sought to develop evidence-based training for interpreters working in Gender Based Violence (GBV) contexts in partnership with key stakeholders including police forces and rape crisis centres (Cabeza-Pereiro, et al., 2022; Napier, et al., 2023)[endnoteRef:17]. We respond to opportunities that will allow for widening participation in interpreter education, and seek to maximise digital learning opportunities to help us bridge the urban-rural divide. As our teaching team ages, another important consideration is capacity building going forward – we are very conscious of the need for us to strategically map our goals for the coming decade and beyond, while remaining responsive to the changing social, economic, and legal eco-system in which we operate. While teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic was arduous, our greatest challenges remain financial investment to support the developments we are committed to seeing happen, capacity building, and succession planning.  [17:  See: https://justisigns2.com] 
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