
Title:  

What professors should know about TypeWell transcription [Split into two posts] 

 

Copy: 

When college instructors receive notice from disability services that one of their students will use 

TypeWell transcription services, they have lots of questions. These questions usually range from 

practical matters to curiosities, but most fall under this overarching question: What can I do to 

make my class work for the student using this service? 

 

This blog post is for you, professors. As a former college instructor and current transcriber, I 

hope to give you the info I would have wanted in your situation. Of course, the best way to 

understand what your student might need and how to make your class work for your student is to 

communicate with that student directly. But here are a few of your questions and my responses 

to get you started. 

 

What do transcribers do? [H2] 

First and foremost, TypeWell transcribers listen intently. Using TypeWell software's 

abbreviation system built for classroom vocabulary, we type what we hear. Our abbreviations 

expand into full words on our screen and on your student's linked screen. We leave out false 

starts and redundancies, so we call this "meaning for meaning" transcribing since we're not 

recording everything verbatim. 

 

But we're not simply taking notes for students either. For example, we do indeed transcribe any 

entertaining anecdotes you tell your class. If your other students get to hear something, the 

student using TypeWell gets to read it. But don't worry, transcripts are confidential. 

 

You can read more about TypeWell in this blog post. [Link] And here's a sample of what an 

exact transcript versus a TypeWell transcript might look like, used with permission from the 

TypeWell website: 

 

[GRAPHIC via http://typewell.com/overview/meaning-for-meaning]. 

 

What's the transcriber's role in the classroom? [H2] 

Transcribing takes an enormous amount of concentration, so as long as there's any sound in the 

classroom, we'll be focused on our job. Even though we're friendly people, it's best not to chat 

with us. Don't call on us or invite us to participate. Think of us as invisible, neutral vessels 

conveying the classroom's audio onto your student’s screen. And rest assured we're focused so 

intently on our work that we don't have time to evaluate anything but our own performance and 

your student's transcript. Don't worry about having a non-student observer in the room.  

 



Transcribers train hard, and we're placed in classes which tackle material we're familiar with 

from our own studies. Still, there are plenty of ways you can help us do our job well, starting 

with this golden rule: talk to your student, not to us. We're not advocates or tutors for your 

student. Our role is to be a neutral facilitators of communication access. You and your student 

have a responsibility to make sure the class is working for both of you, though we can help make 

your conversation accessible. 

 

To learn more about our role, check out the TypeWell Transcriber Code of Ethics. 

[http://support.typewell.com/customer/portal/articles/1297231] 

 

How can I communicate with my student? [H2] 

When starting a conversation with your student, alert them in some way before you begin 

talking: use body language, use eye contact, or tap on the desk. Face your student and speak 

directly to them, not to us, just as you would when working with an interpreter. 

 

Make sure to ask your student about the best way to communicate with them going forward. 

They know. All students are different, but to respect privacy, your first conversation on this topic 

should be one-on-one or in an email so that they can share more with you than with their peers 

about their preferences if they wish. Some students will be totally fine chatting about this in 

public, but you can find that out in private. 

 

How will my student be using the transcribing service? [H2] 

That depends. The majority of students using TypeWell transcription are D/deaf or hard of 

hearing. Some students will hear some or most of what you're saying, so they may only 

sometimes reference the transcript as a backup. Others will read your lips, or “speech read.” If 

that's the case, face the class as much as possible. Speak clearly, but don't alter your voice or lips 

in any exaggerated way. Try not to put anything in front of your face when you're talking (e.g. 

your coffee mug). 

 

Other students using this service will fully rely on the transcript. As you might imagine, we have 

to lag a bit behind your rate of speech to accurately and efficiently capture what you're saying. 

This means if you're looking for student input, asking a question, or running a class poll, you'll 

want to wait a little longer than usual before moving on so that your student has a chance to read 

their transcript and respond. 

 

What if I don't see a transcriber? [H2] 

If we're not physically in the room, we're probably transcribing the class remotely via Skype or 

another audio program. Your school's disability resource office will provide you with a 

microphone of some kind. Depending on what kind of microphone you have to work with, your 

student may have different instructions, but here are some suggestions for good microphone use. 



● Make sure you're facing the microphone and not pacing too far away from it. 

● Make sure it's not scraping against your hair or clothing, as this can create loud noises on 

our end. 

● Leave it unmuted whenever a hearing student would be gaining audial information -- 

even random conversations may have their value. 

● Please do mute a lapel mic when having a private conversation with a student or, say, 

taking a trip to the restroom. (!) 

● Finally, check in with your student early in the class period to make sure it's working. 

 

Should the rest of the class know that there's a student receiving TypeWell services? [H2] 

Whether or not the class should know exactly what the transcriber is doing should be up to your 

student. Maybe your student would like to let the class know that they're D/deaf or hard of 

hearing. Maybe they would also like to share how to communicate with them. Maybe they'd like 

you to tell the class. Or maybe they'd rather not let anyone know. First and foremost, you should 

respect your student’s wishes on this question. (The law says so!) 

 

TypeWell services allow students some anonymity if they want it, so a transcriber’s presence 

may seem a little mysterious to a class. People often mistake transcribers for students. In one 

class I transcribed, a hearing student peered over at my screen and asked if they could borrow my 

notes since they looked so thorough. The answer was no, of course. (Transcripts are 

confidential.) To explain, I told the student I was making a transcript of the class for the school. 

That answer was not a falsehood, though its vagueness preserved the privacy of my student. 

 

*** 

 

What if my course includes small or large group discussion? [H2] 

Check in with your student about this at the beginning of the term. We will too. 

 

In large group discussions with silences and back and forths, it can be hard for a D/deaf student 

to know whether anyone is even speaking or not. Use visual cues like having students raise their 

hands before speaking. I know that free-wheeling discussion might seem exciting and 

productive, but I also know that a slower pace can pause students and give all of them more of a 

chance to think before participating. Those conversations can be even more interesting and 

thoughtful. 

 

Small group discussions may be more feasible for your student. It may be that a certain-sized 

group or seating formation works. They may want the transcriber or microphone present in that 

group. Or they may be able to speech read or hear enough in close range. 

 

If you don't host a lot of discussions, but students occasionally ask questions or give comments, 



you can help out the transcriber and the rest of the class by repeating what you hear a student ask 

or say before you respond. This is especially helpful in echo-y or large lecture halls. 

 

What else can I do to make sure my teaching is accessible? [H2] 

I would gush about universal design here, but for now I'll just reference the National Center on 

Universal Design for Learning [http://www.udlcenter.org/] and stick to a few crucial specifics 

about media accessibility. 

 

When I taught English, I wanted to share radio blurbs or articles I found with my class the next 

day. For me, that's one of the most creative, exciting parts of teaching. It still can be! Here are 

some things to think about as you ensure that planned or newfound fodder will be accessible to 

your students. 

 

Reading aloud [H3] 

We transcribers pride ourselves on accuracy and capture rates, but you should know that when 

you read anything verbatim, your pacing often takes off. You read faster than we could possibly 

transcribe, and we have to resort to summarizing. Normally, you speak at a rate of around 150 

words per minute. When you read from an article you bring in, or the assignment description you 

haven't passed out yet, or the poem you want the students to analyze, you speak far more rapidly. 

 

When you read aloud, in most cases, the author has carefully sequenced and chosen their words. 

We recommend handing out a printed copy of what you read aloud or projecting the text on a 

screen every time. That way, we can direct your student to the visual version and honor that 

author's lexical efforts. 

 

Videos and audio [H3] 

All videos should be captioned. For a fun party game, try using automatic YouTube captions. 

They're usually made by speech-recognition software, and they're usually awful. This is the 

reason human transcribers still exist. However, while auto-captions can be hilarious (in fact, the 

internet has a hashtag for it -- #captionfail), they are also a sobering reminder that the wealth of 

videos available on the internet are not available to all. If there are no quality captions available 

on the video you want to show, submit it to your disability resource office for captioning well in 

advance of your use. 

 

When you play podcasts or other audio materials, make sure you provide a transcript for your 

student and anyone else who may prefer one. 

 

Captions, transcripts, visual text, and other accessible practices are helpful not only for D/deaf or 

hard of hearing students, but ELL students, visual learners, and more. Try to reframe how you 

think of your student. Instead of thinking of your student as having hearing loss, think of deaf 



gain. The accommodations and communication practices you create this term to work with your 

student will benefit many students in different ways. I promise you'll be creating more ability for 

your entire class. 

 

What other resources are there? [H2] 

Your school’s disability resource department is a great place to start. 

 

Still curious about TypeWell? [H3] 

• TypeWell's "For parents/educators page" has a great introduction to this service 

[http://support.typewell.com/customer/portal/articles/1297359-information-for-parents-

and-educators] 

• An interview with the creator of TypeWell [http://typewell.com/blog/posts/the-magic-

behind-the-typewell-dictionary] 

Want to have a better sense of what D/deafness is like? [H3] 

• Hearing loss simulator [http://www.starkey.com/hearing-loss-simulator] 

• "Navigating Deafness in a Hearing World" Rachel Kolb TEDxStanford 

[https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uKKpjvPd6Xo] 

Interested in Universal Design and deaf gain? [H3] 

• DO-IT, The Center for Universal Design in Education, University of Washington, Deaf 

or Hard of Hearing [http://www.washington.edu/doit/deaf-or-hard-hearing] 

• An introduction to deaf gain [https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/deaf-

gain/201411/introduction-deaf-gain] 

Want some more basic resources on deafness in higher ed? [H3] 

• Check out the National Deaf Center on Postsecondary Outcomes 

[http://www.nationaldeafcenter.org/] 

• Video by students about communicating with them in the classroom: 

[https://youtu.be/UtXWaQaWl-Y] 
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