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PORTER HOSPITAL KICKS OUT SIGN LANGUAGE INTERPRETER FOR DEAF PATIENT 
 

Porter Adventist Hospital and Brookside Inn Refuse to Provide Sign Language 
Interpreters for Deaf Patients 

 
Hours after undergoing surgery, Cynthia Mullen recovered in her bed at Porter 

Hospital in Denver, with her partner Debbie Johnson by her side. Cynthia, however, is deaf 
and communicates in American Sign Language (“ASL”).  Although Ms. Johnson can use some 
sign language, she is not an interpreter and is not familiar with complicated medical 
terminology.  Because of that, and as required by the Americans with Disabilities Act 
(“ADA”) and other disability rights laws, Porter provided Ms. Mullen with a sign language 
interpreter to communicate with medical staff about her care.  That is, until mere hours after 
her surgery. 

 
Cynthia and Debbie were in the room with the interpreter there when, out of the 

blue, the head nurse comes in and asks to speak with the interpreter in the hallway.  After 
that, the interpreter reentered the room and said the nurse had told her to leave.  Once the 
interpreter had left, the nurse reentered the room and told Cynthia and Debbie that Porter 
would not provide an interpreter anymore, and demanded that they write back and forth.  
Unfortunately, Cynthia does not communicate in writing very well. 

 
Debbie asked what would happen if they didn’t agree to write, and the nurse 

threatened to ‘document’ it, which caused them to fear for Cynthia’s well-being.  Cynthia 
wasn’t even a day out of surgery at that point and they didn’t want to be kicked out too.  

 
“It is unconscionable that Porter would kick the interpreter out of the room, then 

berate and threaten Cynthia and Debbie for doing nothing more than having a disability and 
seeking care at Porter,” said Andrew Montoya, their attorney. 
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The remaining five days of Cynthia’s hospitalization at Porter were without an 

interpreter.  Because of that, Debbie had to try to interpret for Cynthia, but Debbie not an 
interpreter.  She doesn’t know medical terms and struggled to tell the doctors and nurses 
what Cynthia tried to say, and vice versa. 

 
Matters only got worse from there. 
 
As Cynthia recovered, Porter recommended that she go to a rehabilitation facility, 

Brookside Inn.  But Cynthia did not want to go, a fact both she and Debbie tried to 
communicate to Porter staff multiple times.  Porter staff had already informed them that 
Brookside would not provide an interpreter either.  Cynthia just wanted to go home, but 
only Debbie would listen. 

 
Then, one morning, a man walks into the room at Porter and says he’s there for 

Cynthia.  Both women tried to tell him we didn’t want to go to Brookside, but the man 
didn’t listen.  Instead, he picked Cynthia up, put her in the wheelchair he brought, loaded 
her into his van and drove her to Brookside Inn.  By the time Debbie got there, Cynthia was 
already in a room at Brookside Inn. 

 
The American’s with Disabilities Act (“ADA”) was passed and enacted in 1990.  Since 

then, the ADA has required private medical service providers, like Porter and Brookside Inn, 
to “take those steps that may be necessary to ensure that no individual with a disability is 
excluded, denied services, segregated or otherwise treated differently than other individuals 
because of the absence of auxiliary aids and services[.]”  The term “auxiliary aids and 
services” includes qualified sign language interpreters.  Also, any provider that receives 
federal financial assistance, such as payments from Medicaid, is prohibited under Section 
504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 (“Section 504”) from discriminating against patients 
with disabilities.  This includes the duty to provide qualified interpreters as well. 

 
Cynthia and Debbie filed a lawsuit today in Federal District Court seeking a court 

order requiring Porter and Brookside Inn to provide Cynthia -- and any other deaf patient or 
companion -- appropriate and effective communication.  The Plaintiffs also seek damages 
and recovery of their reasonable attorneys’ fees and costs as permitted by these statutes.  

 
CCDC is a nonprofit, disability rights, membership organization.  CCDC has been on the 
forefront of ensuring effective communication for deaf individuals in Colorado.  For more 
information, see CCDC’s website.  Current cases and past cases are posted there as well. The 
status of this case and updates will be posted in this directory. 

http://www.ada.gov/reg3a.html#Anchor-97857
http://www.ada.gov/reg3a.html#Anchor-97857
http://ccdconline.org/sites/default/files/2014.01.24_1_complaint.pdf
http://www.ccdconline.org/
http://www.ccdconline.org/program/legal/current
http://www.ccdconline.org/program/legal/closed
http://www.ccdconline.org/03-4-2013/escoffier
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