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Gallaudet University is filing this document in response to the FCC’s Public Notice on  VTCSecure LLC’s petition for waiver of applicable FCC rules and a request for declaratory ruling to permit the provision of direct sign language calling by customer support services[footnoteRef:2]. [2:  DA 16-810, July 18, 2016 ] 

Gallaudet University agrees with the premise of the petition that direct sign language calling should be enabled and facilitated. If done correctly, staffed by deaf individuals who have appropriate signing skills and experience with the culture that they are serving, providing direct sign language communications to registered users of video relay services (VRS) would constitute a huge step up over what sign language users currently experience in their communications with businesses and government entities when they have to go through a VRS interpreter. With direct video communications, especially if the call takers are members of the deaf community themselves, the risk for mistranslations between ASL and English is eliminated, and thus the risk for costly and frustrating misunderstandings is also greatly reduced, if not eliminated. Gallaudet University further agrees that the ability of a sign language call center to call back a customer directly on video through his or her ten-digit number is a key part of providing full functional equivalence with respect to providing phone customer service.
Gallaudet University also wishes to note that that strict consumer protections and strict privacy must be maintained at all times, and that access to the TRS numbering database is limited to the purpose of routing calls to specific previously-known ten-digit numbers. Under no circumstances should such access allow a hypothetical unscrupulous call center operator to harvest the database for phone numbers or other private consumer information.
Gallaudet University agrees that routing calls to the videophones registered through a VRS provider is essential to making the concept of direct sign language call centers work in practice. It is important to note that cooperation by the VRS providers with respect to call routing for calls originating from direct sign language call centers is only one part of the equation. No less critical is to ensure that the videophones and VRS provider networks are fully interoperable with the systems deployed by the call centers. Gallaudet University suggests that strategic collaborations be established with institutions that are able to assist the FCC, VRS providers and call center operators in testing and verifying said interoperability.
In addition, Gallaudet University wishes to point out that the sign language skills, cultural awareness, and other training of call takers are essential to the success of direct sign language call centers. To the extent that skills requirements for VRS interpreters are being considered, analogous skills also could be considered for providers who plan to operate direct sign language call centers. Gallaudet University respectfully suggests that setting and applying the standards for skills required for call center staff should originate with the deaf community, and that strategic collaborations with and among deaf community institutions be established for this purpose. 


Respectfully submitted,
On behalf Gallaudet University:
/s/ Roberta Cordano, J.D.				
President, Gallaudet University
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