Linda Gray’s Testimony on

Healthcare Violations in the Deaf & Deaf-Blind Community

Hello, my name is Linda Gray, I am from Massillion Ohio.  I am also the Education Committee Chairperson and a Social Work Intern with the Deaf & Deaf-Blind Committee on Human Rights.

There are times when Deaf/ Deaf-Blind people request a sign language interpreter and most of the time doctors, hospital, or dentist come up with excuses like they do not have money to pay for an interpreter. Other times like my situation, there was a doctor at the family practice that knew some signs, but not fluent in sign language because he would always ask me what the signs for this and that. Eventually, I requested a professional interpreter because I could not communicate with him easily and trying to tell him anything was a waste of time.  Of course, the doctor’s office said NO, we are providing a communication access for you.  But it did not meet my needs for effective communication. Then they said that I had to go and find another doctor and I was not welcome to come back to their office! 

For example, if a hearing person went to Paris and met someone that knew a little English, it is a struggle to communicate with them when you are trying to discuss important information about your health and medical situation.

Other times, doctors would want to use my hearing children as an interpreter, but they are kids and do not know Doctors/ Health terminology, as how would that help me to understand what the doctor says? 

In my past, I had to struggle to get help for my son during his junior high and finally my son’s Senior high school mentioned about children’s hospital so I took my son to children’s hospital and they were willing to provide an interpreter. Then he suggested that my son needed to go for counseling. I had to find a counselor for my son and many of the places would not provide an interpreter or were not willing to pay for an interpreter.  Until one place was willing and progress was made. Then when we went back and visited the doctor, there was no interpreter because they could not find anyone and I suggested calling another agency.  They said they can not use another agency because they already had a contract that they had to use that one agency. I told them that it is my rights to use any agency that I prefer.  After a year of struggling, they finally accepted another interpreter agency, but during that year, we did not visit the doctor because of the mess up.  After 4 / 5 years, my son finally got some help.  If those 4/ 5 years were not wasted, he would have gotten help and been better than he is now.  As a mother this was a very frustrating experience to go through and see my son go through.

Another example of a violation that one of our members experienced, was when the doctor used our member’s 12 year old daughter as an interpreter for her dad and the daughter had to explain the options her father had with his cancer (whether to have surgery, chemotherapy etc.) The daughter was upset and cried having to explain this type of life or death information to her father.  

Our organization, the Deaf & Deaf-Blind Committee on Human Rights, has documented 13 cases of Deaf & Deaf-Blind patients being denied interpreters at a hospital system on the eastside of Cleveland.  Sadly 4 of these Deaf patients died without ever having access to an interpreter to fully understand their medical situation.  Some of them might still be alive today, had they been provided with qualified sign language interpreters. 
This is a common violation that Deaf/ Deaf-Blind people experience in the United States.  Our organization continues to fight for the rights of ALL Deaf & Deaf-Blind people to have their FULL rights to healthcare and to communication.

