
 Family Law Toolkit for Survivors 
The Domestic Violence & Mental Health Collaboration Project 

 
 
Language and Disability Access 
 
You have the right to meaningful access to the legal system. This handout will provide 
you with an overview of how to access interpretation and disability accommodations at 
King County Superior Courts in Seattle and Kent. It also provides you with information 
about your rights to language and disability access and information for giving feedback 
about court access. This handout is for informational purposes only and is not intended 
as legal advice. 

"I have a neurological disorder that causes my muscles to freeze when I get 
triggered by the abuser. The court arranged for me to attend the hearing from a 
different courthouse through closed circuit television (CCTV).  
I was able to sit in such a position that I would not see my abuser during the 
hearing. This made the process much less scary and I got a lifetime protection 
order. I felt very empowered."  

- A domestic violence survivor 
 

“Saber que iba a haber una intérprete para decirme lo que pasaba y comunicar 
lo que yo tenía que decir, ayudo a sentirme que me podía expresar dentro de la 
situación. Aunque ellos no te explican el proceso si al menos pude entender un 
poco más y poder preguntar de lo que está pasando.”                               

 - Sobreviviente de violencia doméstica 

“Knowing that there would be an interpreter to tell me what was happening and 
communicate what I had to say, helped me feel that I could express myself 
within the situation. Although they do not explain the process, I could at least 
understand a little more and ask about what was happening.”                      

 - A domestic violence survivor 
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Language Access – Requesting Interpretation 
  
If you need interpretation, the court is required to provide you 
with competent interpretation at no cost to you, so you can 
participate in the legal process.1  
 
Call in Advance, If Possible 
The court is obligated to provide interpreter services on an 
emergency basis, especially for protection orders, but you 
may be able to reduce your wait time by calling in advance.  
 
You can contact the court’s Office of Interpreter Services 
(OIS) to request an interpreter at King County Superior 
Courts or have someone call on your behalf (e.g., your 
advocate or attorney). Call 206-477-1415 for interpreters in 
Seattle or 206-477-2547 for interpreters in Kent or email 
interser@kingcounty.gov. You can also contact OIS through 
a video relay service.  
   
OIS suggests you call them at least 24 hours in advance for a 
spoken language interpreter and at least a week in advance 
for a sign language interpreter. If you need interpretation in 
a language that is not very common in King County, please 
contact them as far in advance as possible.  
 
If you do not know in advance that you will be going to 
court, try calling OIS before you leave for the court. The 
more time you give them to arrange for an interpreter, the 
less time you will end up waiting.  
 
OIS asks that you provide them with the following: 

• The name and phone number of the person needing interpretation 
• The 9-digit Superior Court Case number, if applicable (e.g. 13-2-00011-2) 
• Language needed 
• Date and time interpretation is needed 
• Judge’s name or location in the courthouse where interpretation is needed 
• Attorney’s name and phone number, if applicable 

                                                           
1 According to the U.S. Department of Justice’s Language Access Guidance Letter to Chief Justices and State Court 
Administrators dated August 16, 2010. Available at www.lep.gov/final_courts_ltr_081610.pdf.  

You have a legal right 
to understand what is 
being said to you and 
to be accurately 
understood. 
 
Even if you might be 
able to get by without 
an interpreter in other 
circumstances, it can 
be important to use an 
interpreter in court. 
Legal lingo can be 
difficult for even 
native English 
speakers.  
 
Interpreters can help 
you understand what 
is being said in court 
and they help court 
staff understand you.  

mailto:interser@kingcounty.gov
http://www.lep.gov/final_courts_ltr_081610.pdf
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Examples of When You Can Request Interpretation Include When You: 

• Need assistance finding your way around the courthouse 

• Are filing for a protection order or getting help from a protection order advocate 

• Have a hearing 

• Need to communicate with court staff (e.g., clerks, cashiers, family law facilitators, 
family court services staff) 

• Are participating in a Family Law Orientation or Parenting Seminar at court 

• Are participating in a court-ordered evaluation (e.g., parenting or mental health) 

• Are participating in court-required mediation 

• Want to provide feedback about language or disability access at court 
       
Frequently Asked Questions about Language Access: 

1. How do I find the Office of Interpreter Services (OIS) at the courthouse? 

At the King County Courthouse in Seattle, OIS is in room C-701, on the 7th floor. The 
“C” in C-701 simply means the “center” of the building, closest to the elevators.  

At the Maleng Regional Justice Center in Kent, OIS is in room GO243, on the ground 
level, one floor below the floor on which you enter the building. When you exit the 
elevator, turn right.  

2. Will I have to pay for the interpreter? 

No, the court is required to provide you with a competent interpreter at no cost to 
you. 

3. How can I communicate that I need an interpreter if the people at the courthouse 
do not understand my language? 

It is better to call in advance to request interpretation, if it is possible for you to do 
so. If it is not possible and if you cannot communicate in English, you may want to 
come prepared with a note that says, “My name is _____ and I need an interpreter in 
_____.”  You are also welcome to bring a support person who speaks English who can 
help you to obtain more immediate assistance. Even if you bring a support person 
who speaks English, you will still have the right to have an interpreter assist you. 
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4. If I state on a court form that I need interpretation, do I need to do anything else? 

Even if you have submitted a form that states you need an interpreter, it is also a 
good idea to contact OIS directly to ensure that an interpreter is being arranged. 

5. What should I do if my scheduled interpreter does not show up or if I have been 
waiting longer than expected and I have not been provided with an interpreter? 
 
Contact OIS or ask the court staff to contact OIS for you. If you cannot communicate 
in English, you may want to come prepared with a note that says, ““My name is 
_____ and I need an interpreter in _____ and one has not arrived.” If it is possible, 
communicate how long you have been waiting. If your case is called or you are being 
asked to meet with someone and your interpreter has not arrived, do not feel 
pressured to go forward without an interpreter. Tell court staff that you need an 
interpreter. You have a legal right to understand what is being said to you and to be 
understood. 

6. Is it possible to access interpretation over the phone or via video if an in-person 
interpreter is not available? 

Yes. If OIS is not able to provide you with an in-person interpreter in a timely manner, 
then ask OIS to provide you with an interpreter via phone or video. This may make it 
more challenging to deal with documents and it is not an ideal way to communicate, 
but hopefully it can allow you to get your needs met that day. 

 
 
For More Information visit www.kingcounty.gov/courts/SuperiorCourt/InterpSrv.aspx.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.kingcounty.gov/courts/SuperiorCourt/InterpSrv.aspx
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Disability Access – Requesting Accommodations 
 
You may request an accommodation, if you have a disability and 
need an accommodation to participate fully and equally in court 
proceedings. The court’s Request for Reasonable Accommodation 
form is available at  
www.kingcounty.gov/courts/SuperiorCourt/info/ADA.aspx.  
 
Make Your Request in Advance, If Possible 
You typically need to submit the form at least 5 days in advance of when you will need 
the accommodation. If you are unable to make a request in advance, you can still let the 
court know about the accommodation you need and they will try to assist you.  

 
Examples of Accommodations You Can Request Include:  

• An assistive listening device (available from the Office of Interpreter Services) 

• Court materials in alternate formats (e.g., large print, Braille, electronic format) 

• Computer Assisted Real-Time Captioning (transcription service for people who are 
Deaf, hard of hearing, who have auditory processing difficulties, etc.) 

• A portable wheelchair ramp to access the witness stand (for King County Superior 
Court in Seattle; Kent location has built-in ramps) 

• A wheelchair for use at court (you may want to bring your own in case the court 
wheelchair is not available) 

• Frequent and/or longer breaks 

• Additional time for submitting paperwork 

• Presence of a service or companion animal 

• Legal assistance or representation (requests are considered by the Chief Judge of 
the department to which the case is assigned or by the assigned judicial officer.)2 

 

                                                           
2 General Rule 33 states that legal counsel may be appointed where necessary to ensure access to the court 
process by a person with a disability. However, in practice, courts rarely provides this type of accommodation due 
to the cost involved in appointing attorneys.  

http://www.kingcounty.gov/courts/SuperiorCourt/info/ADA.aspx
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Frequently Asked Questions about Disability Access: 

1. What is a disability? 
 
Washington State uses the following definition of disability:  “Disability” means the 
presence of a sensory, mental, or physical impairment that is medically recognizable 
or diagnosable; or exists as a record or history; or is perceived to exist whether or 
not it exists in fact.3  
 

2. What is a reasonable accommodation? 
 

Courts have to make reasonable efforts to ensure that persons with disabilities have 
the same access to the legal system as persons without disabilities. Courts need to 
identify and remove barriers and to modify rules, practices, and policies. They do not 
have to make fundamental alterations to their programs or make changes that 
would result in undue financial or administrative barriers.4 
 

3. Are there any risks to asking for an accommodation for a psychiatric disability? 
 

While it is possible to request an accommodation for a psychiatric disability, you may 
want to consult an attorney or an advocate before doing so. Due to misperceptions 
about mental illness and stigma directed toward people with mental illness, the 
court or the other party might use this information to make judgments about your 
credibility. An attorney or advocate can help you weigh the risks and benefits of 
disclosing mental health concerns to the court. Mental illness is a factor the court 
considers when making custody determinations. If you indicate that you need an 
accommodation for a psychiatric disability, the court may consider that when 
determining what is in the best interest of your child.  

 
4. What if the court is not able to provide me with the accommodation I need? 
 

If the court cannot provide you with the accommodation you requested, the court 
should offer you an alternative accommodation. You can ask if your court proceeding 
can be moved to a later date, if additional time might allow the court to provide you 
with the accommodation you requested.  

 
For More Information visit www.kingcounty.gov/courts/SuperiorCourt/info/ADA.aspx. 

                                                           
3 RCW 49.60.040 in part 
4 Ensuring Equal Access for People with Disabilities: A Guide for Washington Courts. Revised 2011. 
Retrieved from www.wsba.org/atj  

http://www.kingcounty.gov/courts/SuperiorCourt/info/ADA.aspx
http://www.wsba.org/atj


King County DV&MH Collaboration Project’s Family Law Toolkit for Survivors – Access p. 7 

KNOW YOUR RIGHTS 
 
Language Access – Your Rights5 
 
Meaningful Access 
The court cannot discriminate against you based on your national origin. That means the 
court must provide interpretation for people who speak limited English. If you need 
interpretation, you have a right to an interpreter for legal proceedings in court and for 
legal proceedings outside the courtroom, if the court ordered you to participate (for 
example, for a parenting evaluation).6 The court must also provide interpretation so you 
can communicate with court clerks and court staff outside of the courtroom. 7  
 
Timely Access 
Language assistance must be provided in a timely manner. For example, you should not 
be expected to return on another day to participate in a protection order hearing with 
an interpreter since the delay could put you in danger or place an unfair burden on you. 
Courts are expected to provide language assistance quickly and to balance the need for 
in-person interpreters against the convenience of phone or video interpretation. 
 
External Program Access 
If the court orders you to participate in a program outside of the court, then the court 
has an obligation to ensure that language access is provided for you at that program or 
to not penalize you for not participating. For example, if you are court-ordered to 
participate in a parenting evaluation through the Family Law CASA program, then you 
need to be provided with an interpreter or a bilingual evaluator during that evaluation 
or be allowed not to participate. 
 
Witness Communication 
If court staff need to interview a witness (for example, in a parenting evaluation) and an 
interpreter is needed to facilitate that conversation, then an interpreter needs to be 
provided.  
 
 

                                                           
5 The information provided here is from the American Bar Association’s Standards for Language Access 
in Courts (2012) available at www.americanbar.org.  
6 Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964; U.S. Supreme Court decision Lau v. Nichols, 414 U.S. 563,569 
(1974) 
7 28 C.F.R. § 42.104(b)(2). U.S. Dept. of Justice, Guidance to Federal Financial Assistance Recipients 
Regarding Title VI Prohibition Against National Origin Discrimination Affecting Limited English Proficient 
Persons, 67 Fed. Reg. 41,455, 41,457 (June 18, 2002) 

http://www.americanbar.org/
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Disability Access – Your Rights 
 
Federal8 and state9 laws require that courts be accessible to and usable by people with 
disabilities and people who are Deaf or hard-of-hearing. The laws require that the courts 
make reasonable efforts to: 

• Remove barriers (for example, providing a ramp so a person who uses a 
wheelchair can access the witness stand) 

• Provide assistive aids and services (for example, providing an assistive listening 
device so a person who is hard of hearing can hear what is happening) 

• Modify rules, practices, and policies (for example, allowing for more breaks than 
usual for a person who has Post Traumatic Stress Disorder and needs more breaks) 

• Assure that communication is effective (for example, providing a cognitive 
interpreter for a person with an intellectual disability who needs the court 
proceedings to be interpreted into simplified language) 

The court must pay for reasonable accommodations.  
 
Materials in Alternate Formats 
For information about requesting court materials in alternate formats (e.g., large print, 
Braille, electronic format), see 
www.kingcounty.gov/~/media/exec/civilrights/documents/altformspublic.ashx.  
 
Real-Time Captioning 
For information about real-time captioning or CART (computer assisted real-time 
captioning) services, see 
www.kingcounty.gov/~/media/exec/civilrights/documents/CARTpublic.ashx.  
 
Service/Therapy Animals 
For information about King County policy on service/therapy animals, see 
www.kingcounty.gov/~/media/exec/civilrights/documents/SApublic.ashx. 
 
Sign Language 
The Office of Interpreter Services (OIS) provides sign language interpretation. See 
information above about requesting language access for information on OIS.  
 
For More Information, visit www.kingcounty.gov/exec/CivilRights/DA.aspx.  

                                                           
8 The Americans with Disabilities Act 
9 The Washington Law Against Discrimination RCW 46.60 

http://www.kingcounty.gov/%7E/media/exec/civilrights/documents/altformspublic.ashx
http://www.kingcounty.gov/%7E/media/exec/civilrights/documents/CARTpublic.ashx
http://www.kingcounty.gov/%7E/media/exec/civilrights/documents/SApublic.ashx
http://www.kingcounty.gov/exec/CivilRights/DA.aspx
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Language Access - Feedback  
 
If you have questions, concerns, complaints, or requests for additional information 
regarding interpreter services or language access issues at King County Superior Court, 
contact the Program Manager of the Office of Interpreter Services at King County 
Courthouse, 516 Third Avenue, Room 203, Seattle, WA 98104 or 
Martha.Cohen@kingcounty.gov or 206-477-1415 or via TTY Relay at 711. You can 
request an interpreter to enable you to provide feedback.  
 
You can also provide feedback about interpreter services or language access to King 
County Superior Court’s Deputy Chief Administrative Officer, Linda Ridge, at King County 
Superior Court, Court Administration, 516 Third Avenue, Room C-203, Seattle, WA 
98104 or Linda.Ridge@kingcounty.gov or 206-477-1365 or via TTY Relay at 711. 
 
Disability Access - Feedback  
 
If you have questions, concerns, complaints, or requests for additional information 
regarding public access for Superior Court, contact the court's Public Disability Access 
Liaison at King County Superior Court, Court Administration, 516 Third Avenue, Room C-
203, Seattle, WA 98104 or Linda.Ridge@kingcounty.gov or 206-477-1365 or via TTY 
Relay at 711. 
 
You can also provide feedback about disability access to King County’s Disability 
Compliance Specialist at King County Office of Civil Rights, Chinook Building, 401 5th 
Avenue, Suite 215, Seattle, WA 98104 or Roxanne.Vierra@kingcounty.gov or 206-263-
2453 or via TTY Relay at 711. 

This is one piece of the Family Law Toolkit for Survivors. It was developed by the Domestic 
Violence and Mental Health Collaboration Project of the King County Coalition Against 
Domestic Violence and can be found at www.kccadv.org/reports/mental-healthdv-
reports/family-law-toolkit-for-survivors/. This project is supported by Grant No. 2010-FW-AX-
K007 awarded by the Office on Violence Against Women, U.S. Department of Justice. The 
opinions, findings, conclusions, and recommendations expressed in this publication are those of 
the authors and do not necessarily reflect the views of the Department of Justice, Office on 
Violence Against Women. 

The content of this handout is current as of the time of publication, but may 
have since changed. If you need assistance regarding language or disability 
access, we recommend talking with a domestic violence advocate. 

mailto:Martha.Cohen@kingcounty.gov
mailto:Linda.Ridge@kingcounty.gov
mailto:Linda.Ridge@kingcounty.gov
mailto:Roxanne.Vierra@kingcounty.gov
http://www.kccadv.org/reports/mental-healthdv-reports/family-law-toolkit-for-survivors/
http://www.kccadv.org/reports/mental-healthdv-reports/family-law-toolkit-for-survivors/

