
Intersections Radio email interview with Zainab Alkebsi (8/2016): 
 
 
1. Introduce yourself and tell us a bit about yourself for our listeners/viewers. 

My name is Zainab Alkebsi and I am Policy Counsel for National Association 
of the Deaf. 

a. How long have you been practicing law and what is your specialization? 
I have been practicing law for four years. My specialty is regulatory 
affairs, which means I identify policy gaps at the federal level and 
advocate with federal agencies to address these regulatory gaps.  
 

2. Tell us about your experiences as a practicing lawyer as well as law school:  
a. What was the experience like applying to law school and taking the LSATs? 
Was it a struggle to get the accommodations you’re legally entitled to? 
I was fortunate since I did not struggle to get my requested 
accommodations I am legally entitled to, thanks to knowledgeable staffers 
and my self-advocacy, but others are not always as fortunate. That is why it 
is important not to be complacent and to always advocate for what we need 
to pave the way for others. I decided to become a lawyer because of the 
obstacles I faced growing up Deaf and a desire to break down those 
barriers for everyone.  
 
b. What kind of experiences and treatment have you received both in practice 
and in law school? 
It was a little isolating being a deaf student surrounded by hearing students 
and navigating the hearing world in the law school – communication was a 
struggle. But my professors were always welcoming and accommodating. 
They treated me just like any other student and always held me up to the 
same ability standards as my hearing law student peers. I never wanted 
anyone to doubt that I couldn’t do this just because I was deaf so I studied 
hard and got good grades to prove that deaf people can succeed in law 
school and in the legal field.  
 
c. What helped you most getting through law school and taking the bar exam? 
Studying hard. There’s a lot of material to read through and analyze so it is 
important to keep up with it to properly absorb all the information. 
Discipline. Being goal-oriented. Having a support system. That is vital. Not 
just my family but other deaf lawyers to whom you can ask burning 
questions. They have been more than supportive. To this day, I still get 
together with other deaf lawyers to share war stories. We share a common 
experience and that is a bond that has been vital for my success. 
 
d. As a Deaf lawyer (NOT client), how are accommodations made for you in 
meetings, depositions, court, etc.?  



I am not a courtroom lawyer but for meetings, I always request that ASL 
interpreters be provided. I have a recommendation list of top-notch lawyers 
that are knowledgeable about the legal jargon I am using because I hate 
being at the mercy of random interpreters; it is the worst thing to have an 
interpreter that does not understand the content and makes you sound 
incompetent. So it is really key to have top-notch interpreters and the 
people who handle the accommodation requests work with me on that. 
 
e. Obviously there is a small contingency of Deaf lawyers in the US. Do you feel 
supported? 
As I mentioned earlier, we have a core group of Deaf lawyers that stay in 
touch with each other and provide support for each other. They have made 
a difference in my life. 
 
f. Have you faced any microaggressions or explicit discrimination toward you as 
a Deaf woman of color?  
Wow, that is a great question. I am Deaf, a woman, a person of color/an 
Arab-American, and a Muslim. I am in the minority across the board, 
out-numbered. I have experienced discrimination for being part of each 
group and sometimes for being the whole package that I am. And it has not 
been easy. Such attitudes come from ignorance and the best thing I can do 
is be a shining example of each category to prove them wrong. I would not 
change who I am for the world and look at me now. 
 

Supreme Court 
1. Let’s fast forward to the big event from earlier this month: the swearing in at the 
Supreme Court! 

a. From what I understand, the Supreme Court is extremely closed-in, does not 
allow for ease of accommodations nor devices. What changed this time and why? 
Our self-advocacy. We explained that we needed CART and ASL interpreters; 
we explained why such accommodations were needed and provided supporting 
materials. We did not give up when they first said no to our request. We kept at 
it until they agreed to it (the right answer!). It was wonderful since not only did it 
allow us full access to what was being said, it also allowed for heightened 
visibility to everyone else that oh, wow, 13 deaf and hard of hearing attorneys 
are being sworn-in. It highlighted the historic meaning behind the event. 
 

b. Why is visibility so important (or is it?) What kind of cultural messages do you 
want to send out to society in general and the Deaf communities in particular (especially 
youth) 
It showed that deaf and hard of hearing people can break through barriers. We 
can be anything we want to be. Lawyers, judges, doctors, nurses, engineers, 
President, what have you. It is important to have Deaf role models for Deaf  youth 
in the community, people they can look up to in order to realize “I can do that 



too.”  
 
4. Tell us why this event was so important both as a political act and as a 
personal/professional one. 
a. Most of the group that was sworn in were women, and even a significant portion 
were women of color! How does this compare with other SCOTUS lawyers? 
I noticed that right away as well and it was incredible. Most of the SCOTUS 
courtroom was comprised of white men so it really highlighted how much we 
have overcome to be where we are today. 
 
b. How did you feel being sworn in and experiencing this recognition?  
It was an incredible feeling. It was a day I will never forget. It was amazing to be 
part of such a historic moment. I especially had goosebumps when Chief Justice 
Roberts signed to us from the bench in quite a historic moment. I did not expect it 
and immediately smiled at him. That visible moment highlighted recognition of 
our culture, our community, our language - it was beautiful and truly special. 
 
c. Currently the SCOTUS Courtroom reporter provides transcripts of oral arguments on 
their website the same day an argument is heard by the Court. What improvements 
would you like to see in terms of accessibility and visibility of the Court’s activities?  
I would like to see consistent provision of ASL interpreters and CART, not just for 
historic moments like these, but also in the day-to-day of SCOTUS proceedings. It 
is key for equal, full access to what is occurring inside the courtroom. As you 
mentioned, they already provide same-day transcripts, which is generated from 
real-time captioning. All they would have to do is allow simultaneous access to 
this real-time captioning for deaf and hard of hearing people who are there. And 
the provision of ASL interpreters would allow for full, equal access to what is 
being said in real-time in the courtroom. Equal access to the same information 
that hearing people get – it is as simple as that. 
 
1. Any other remarks/comments you want to share? 

Thank you so much for highlighting this momentous event on your radio show 
and for your interest in the meaning behind all of this. Thank you! I hope we have 
shown others that anything is possible. Thanks. 

http://www.supremecourt.gov/oral_arguments/argument_transcript.aspx

