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Methods of
Interpreting

INTERPRETING

Interpreting v. To represent.or render the meaning of, to
offer an explanation

Interpretation n. The act, process, or result of interpreting

Interpreter n. One who translates orally from one
language into another.!

This manual focuses on community-based interpreters, people
with bilingual ability who use their language skills to help
persons with limited English proficiency to negotiate their way
primarily in social service, health, and legal settings. These
interpreters are constantly thrown into different settings to work
with different people and are rarely given any time to prepare for
their tasks. As interpretation expert Nancy Frishberg writes,
“Interpreting involves competence in at least two languages, an
understanding of the dynamics of human interaction..., an
appreciation of social and cultural differences, the ability to
concentrate and maintain one's attention, a good deal of tact,
judgment, stamina, and above all a sense of humor.”2 In other
words, bilingual fluency is just the beginning.

Interpreters rely on three primary methods of interpreting,
simultaneous, consecutive, and summary, and occasionally use a
fourth, relay. The method they chose depends upon the
situation in which they are working. Community interpreters

use the consecutive method most frequently. All three methods
are described here.

Simultaneous: In simultaneous interpreting, the interpreter
speaks at almost the same time as the speaker. This method is
used in “official” settings, especially in international
conferences. It is appropriate in any setting, but often requires
preparation so it cannot be used easily in spontaneous situations.
Simultaneous interpreting can be done by whispering into
the listener’s ear, to a small group of people, or into a
microphone. International conferences often use sound-proof

6 Talking Together

booths in which interpreters speak into microphones and their
interpretation is transmitted to listeners’ headsets. Ifa speaker
is reading a text, an interpreter might have a copy of that text
and interpret as the speaker reads.

This technique is preferred in court when non-English
speakers are the third person vis-a-vis the proceedings, e.g. at
counsel table. Many psychiatrists also like simultaneous
interpretation because they feel it best conveys the emorional
content, style of speech, and syntax of the speaker.

On the negative side, it is often difficult to construct
sentences that are grammatically correct using this technique.
what is more, this method can lead to translations that are S0
lieral that they lose cultural meaning.

Consecutive: In consecutive interpreting, the interpreter waits
for the speaker to pause and then interprets. This is the
method most often used by community-based interpreters. It is
also used in U.S. Courts when non-English speakers are giving
testimony or when the judge, counsel, or officer of the court is
in direct dialogue with the speaker.

The difficulty with this technique is that it depends on the
willingness of the speaker to pause often enough to ensure that
the interpreter can convey all the information correctly. Some
consecutive interpreters take notes while listening to the
speaker to help ensure accuracy, then destroy them at the end
of the day to in sure discretion. The interpreter must also
remember to use the first person, using the same pronouns as
the speaker used, i.e., “I said” rather than “Sfhe said”. Some say
that using this technique also makes it harder for the

interpreter to convey the emotion and ‘flavor’ of the speaker’s
language.

Summary: Summary interpretation takes the form of a synopsis
rather than a verbatim rendition of what was said. One
potential problem with summary interpretation is that the
interpreter makes the decisions about how to summarize,
possibly jeopardizing the accuracy, objectivity, and impartiality
of the situation. It also puts a further distance between the two
people trying to communicate because any semblance of

discourse is abandoned. This method is often used in large
meetings.

Talking Together
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Humanitarianism:The commitment to uphold humane and
unprejudicial treatment between individuals.

The following paragraphs are provided to further explain
certain practices outlined in the Code. ‘

Accuracy: Faithfully interpret what is said with neither
embellishment nor omission while preserving the level of
language of the speaker.

Do not simplify statements for a non-English speaker even
when you believe that the non-English speaker cannot
understand the speaker’s language level. The non-English
speaker will request an explanation or simplification if
necessary through the interpreter.

Do not “tone down,” improve, or edit any statements.
This refers to colloquial, slang, obscene, or crude language, as
well as sophisticated and erudite language.

Speak in a clear, firm, and well-modulated voice that
conveys the inflections, tones, and emotions of the speaker.

Confidentiality: Confidentiality is the cornerstone of the
interpretation relationship. Inform clients immediately upon
meeting them that all communication that takes place will
remain private.

Do not discuss publicly, report, or offer an opinion
concerning a matter in which you have been engaged as an
interpreter.

Do not derive personal profit or advantage from any
confidential information. ‘

10 Talking Together
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PROFESSIONAL 'DEVELOPMENT

Continually improve your language skills. Read books,
magazines, and newspapers in English. Attend English
language movies. If your work involves teens in social service

settings, read teen-oriented magazines to leamn new trends and
the latest slang.

English

Practice simultaneously interpreting while listening to
television or radio programs or by eavesdropping on
conversations in public places. Think about how you would
interpret those conversations. Pay particular attention to the
idioms and slang you hear.

Keep a log of the English words that are the most difficult to
wanslate into your other language/s and vice versa. Develop
your own library of glossaries and dictionaries of specialized
vocabularies.

Develop your own library of information pamphlets on issues
you confront and institutions you visit in your work as an
interpreter.

Read books, magazines, or newspapers in your other language/s
to keep abreast of new words, expressions, and idioms.
Subscribe to any locally-produced newspaper in your other
languagefs to learn the idioms and slang developing in the U.S.

Write often to friends or relatives who live in the country
where your other language/s predominate.

Practice interpreting simultaneously to television.
Eavesdrop on conversations in public places and think about
how you would interpret those conversations. Pay particular
attention to the idioms and slang you hear.

Volunteer to be an English tutor for Limited English
Proficiency speakers of your other languages.

Keep a log of the English words that are the most difficult to
translate into your other language/s and vice versa. Develop
your own library of glossaries and dictionaries of specialized
vocabularies.

Develop your own library of information pamphlets on issues
you confront and institutions you visit in your work as an
interpreter.

Languages Other
Than English

Talking Together
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program known as Medicaid serves the poor.

Medicaid was established as a modest program that would
provide a medical safety net for low income mothers and
children who were already recipients of state-run cash welfare
programs. The number of Medicaid recipients grew from 11.5
million in 1968 to 26 million in 1990." The cost of funding
Medicaid falls on the federal and state governments. States
have the power to design their own programs and set :
eligibility criteria for Medicaid, as long as they remain
consistent with broad federal guidelines. That is why
Medicaid eligibility varies from state to state. ‘

Medical services are offered by many different service

providers. Here are brief descriptions of the main service
providers.

Public Health Services: The main function of government-
funded public health services is the control of infectious
diseases such as tuberculosis. These services also set standards
for safe public water supplies and sanitation, and provide
educational programs such as proper nutrition, family
planning, or AlDs prevention.

Private Doctors: An examination by a private doctor takes
place in the doctor’s office. An appointment is required.
Patients can be charged for an appointment when they miss it
or fail to cancel ahead of time.

Community Health Clinics: Community health clinics are
usually staffed with a number of nurses and doctors who
provide services to low income people. Some clinics provide
health care for almost all illnesses except emergencies.
Orhers, such as family planning or dental clinics, are more
specialized. Some clinics require appointments. Even so,
long waiting periods are often common, and ¢lients must
usually see whichever doctor is available, rather than the
doctor of their choice. The cost of clinic servicesis usually
low. Some clinics use a sliding scale based on the patient's
ability to pay. )

Health Maintenance Organizations: This is a fairly new type of
health care in which a group of doctors and nurses offer total
health care for an annual membership fee. Members see the
doctors as often as needed, paying additional small fees for
each visit and any prescribed medicines. Most hospitalization

14 Talking Together

expenses are also covered. Appointments are usually
required.

Hospital In-Patient Care: In the U.S., people do not go to the
hospital themselves and ask to be admitted; their doctors
admit them to hospitals. Hospitals have official visiting
hours, and family members are usually not allowed to stay
overnight. The cost of hospital care is extremely high.

Emergency Rooms: Emergency rooms are special hospital areas
that provide 24-hour emergency medical care. People should
g0:to an emergency room only in true emergencies. If there is
a question about whether it's an emergency, patients should
phone their doctor first. Sometimes patients have to wait in
an emergency—the most serious cases are seen first. Some
hospitals require proof that you can pay before you can see a
doctor. Emergency care is very expensive.

Insurance: Many people have medical insurance: they pay a
fee to an insurance company, and then if they are sick the
insurance company pays for their health care. There are
many kinds of insurance policies available. All differ in the
coverage they offer—some pay for everything, others pay only
a certain percentage of costs, others pay for only certain
medical procedures. Many people get health insurance as a
“benefit” from their employer.

The main caregivers are doctors, nurses, and nurse
practitioners. Doctors go through more than six years of
medical training. Many doctors are choosing to be
specialists—highly trained to treat certain kinds of illnesses or
parts of the body. Doctors who have not specialized are
known as general practitioners. Doctors are trained to
diagnose health problems and designate their treatment; they
are not expected to give'day-to-day care to a patient.

Doctors gather information about their patients by
collecting a history and performing a physical examination.
The history consists of questions concerning the patient’s
complaint, past medical history, and social situation. The
physical consists of examining the patient and doing rests.
Doctors then put all this information together and decide
what the problem is.

Once they have decided what the problem is, or made a
diagnosis, they establish a plan of action, which may consist

Caregivers
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Introduction

Characteristics

THE AMERICAN SOCIAL SERVICE SYSTEM

The American social service system serves human needs that
are often served by the extended family in other countries.
Services are provided by agencies established to help people
meet basic needs and improve the quality of their lives.
These agencies may be supported by government, religious, or
private sources.

The social service system balances two beliefs in American
society: self-reliance and independence vs. mutual
cooperation. While Americans believe in taking
responsibility for their own lives, jobs, and general well-being,
there is also a strong belief in the value of mutual assistance.
It is expected that people will contact others in a position to
help them whenever the need arises, and that they should not
be embarrassed to do so.

In the U.S., social service delivery, like medical service
delivery, has become highly specialized. Each service agency
and provider develops expertise in-a specific area of need, for
example geriatrics, youth, child welfare, or housing. Many
local (vs. state) agencies, known as multiservice agencies,
provide many setvices; however, even within these agencies
each type of service is usually provided by a different person.

The trend towards specialization has both good and 'bad
points. To improve the quality and sophistication of services,
professionals have emphasized specific areas of service.
However, social service providers sometimes focus so closely
on their specific area of expertise that they ignore the client's
overall situation. Quite 6ften, no one social service provider
has an overview of all the services that a client needs and
whether they are provided. Sometimes a socials service
worker known as a case manager attempts to fill this gap and
ensure that a client gets all the different services needed from
a number of different agencies.

Sometimes all needs can be met in a single multiservice
agency, but this is the exception rather than the rule. To
receive multiple services, the client is often left o negotiate a
variety of different agencies located in a number of different
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places. Social service agencies are often large and impetsonal.
Many newcomers to the U.S. find this aspect of our social
service system discomforting.

Every state has its own system of social services with
different rules regarding eligibility and availability. These
services vary widely from state to state and even from
community to community. Social services are usually
available free or at low cost to people who qualify based on
income or special need.

Most people think of social services as one-on-one counseling,
but the functions performed by social service professionals are
varied. Many social workers do provide one-on-one
counseling to people who are experiencing emotional
problems or long-term mental illness. Others work with
groups of people, helping them deal with emotional problems
or determine how to meet other needs, such as preparing to
leave the hospital with a chronic illness. Some social workers
provide leadership to community groups that are trying to
rectify problems in their neighborhoods. Others serve as
advocates for disadvantaged people by lobbying for new laws
and programs that will aid those people. Each function is
related to helping a person or group to make a change,
whether it be on the individual, group, community, or state or
national level.

Social Service
Functions

The following types of social service agencies are found in
most states, although sometimes under different names. Very
often the actual provision of services will be subcontracted by
the state to a local service provider, and the state agency will
plan for and oversee the services.

Types of Medical
Services

Department of Employment: The main function of the
Department of Employment is to provide job-hunting
assistance, worker's compensation for people injured on the
job, and unemployment compensation for people who lose
their jobs. In some states, this agency also provides educarion
and/or vocational training for people who need job skills
before they can find employment.

Social Security: This federal agency provides those eligible
with social security cards, retirement checks for people aged

Talking Together 19
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interpreter, in the counseling relationship threatens the
confidentiality of the relationship. ﬁrnnnmonn.,ﬁrn, interpreter
must make it known early on to both the counselor and the
client that all discussions will be kept in confidence.

In some cultures, clients expect counselors to make decisions
for them; in the U.S., however, counselors provide
information and advice, guidance and options, but expect the
client to make decisions about changes and choices in their
lives. Interpreters are sometimes seen as authority figures by
clients of certain cultural backgrounds. They might look
towards them to make decisions. The interpreter'must
distinguish him/herself from advice givers, regardless of the
expectations a client may have. :
~ Many social workers, especially those who work with
children, make home visits. Interpreters who accompany
social workers on home visits should be careful about their
own safety because many of the homes they visit are in
neighborhoods with high crime rates. Interpreters should
make sure they have accurate directions to the home, do not
wear visible jewelry such as necklaces or watches, and walk
confidently, as if they know where they are going. They
should also make sure that someone knows where they are
going and when they are expected to return. -
Many home visits entail probing into sensitive issues, such
as domestic violence or child custody. Very occasionally, an
interpreter might find him/herself in a potentially violent
situation within the home. If, during a home visit, the
interpreter feels the situation may escalate into violence,
he/she should excuse him/herself from the scene immediately.
If interpreters are traveling to the home separately from the
social worker, to maintain safety they should wait outside the
home for the social worker rather than enter the home alone.
This also prevents the client from quizzing the interpreter
about the case before the social worker arrives.
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THE AMERICAN LEGAL SYSTEM

The most basic tenet of law in the U.S. is that the accused is
innocent until proven guilty. In effect, Americans believe it
is better to let ten guilty persons go free than to imprison one
innocent person. )

Another important tenet of law in'the U.S. is that no one
is above or below the law; in short, everyone is protected by
the law.

Everyone has a right to have hisfher case decided by a jury
of his/her peers. In actuality, many courts do not rely on
juries, but the concept is that the review is done by equals.

American Beliefs

The American legal system also reflects the belief that the
accused has a right to confront his/her accuser.

The American belief in justice and equality also translates
into the view that every defendant, no matter how poor, is
entitled to a lawyer. The court will assign a public defender
to those who can't afford to hire their own lawyers.

In the U.S,, laws are made by legislators elected by the public.
Judges make certain that laws do not violate the U.S.
Constitution and interpret these laws in court. The function
of the law is to regulate disputes and provide for a rational and
civilized way of ordering society.3 Although many people
think of the law as punitive, it is designed instead to protect
us and to enable us to enjoy our rights.

Courts have these basic purposes: to render justice; to be
impartial and fair; to provide a forum for the resolution of
disputes; to protect individuals from arbitrary use of
government power; to make a record of legal status; to deter
criminal behavior; to rehabilitate criminals and separate
dangerous persons from society; and to inform society about
what behavior is lawful and what behavior is not.4

Itis useful to remember that in the U.S. system, a verdict
of “not guilty” does not conclude that the defendant is
innocent. Not guilty means that the jury is not convinced
beyond a reasonable doubt that the defendant carried out all the
elements of the crime with which he/she has been charged.

The Function of Law

Talking Together 23
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example, “The interpreter requests..."). L

Even though the foreign language translated during a-trial
is understood by Jury members and others, the translated
testimony into English is evidence.

Do not discuss publicly, report, or offer an opinion
concerning a matter for which you have been engaged and
while such a.matter is pending.

Do not speak with defendants, witnesses, or their families
before, during, or after a trial except in the presence of their
respective attorneys.

Maintain an impartial attitude at all times and avoid
unnecessary discussions with counsel, parties, witnesses,
families, and/or interested parties, either inside or outside the
courtroom.

You may not be used as a witness against a
defendant/witness regarding information you may have -
leamed in an attomey/client interview. You must not answer
questions about such conversartions. -

Do not disclose details about client/attorney conferences to
anyone. If you feel that a party is acting unethically, then you
must discuss the matter with the Judge.

Do not accept a case in which you have any interest, direct or
indirect. Do not accept gifts, gratuities, or favors of any kind.

Do not use for private gain or advaniage the court’s time or
facilities, equipment or supplies. -Don’t use or attempt to use
your position to secure unwarranted privileges or exemptions
for yourself or others. ) IR

Do not serve in any proceeding in which you are an
associate, friend, or relative of counsel for a party, or a
witness; or when you, your spouse, ot child are a party to the
proceeding or have a financial interest or any other interest
that would be affected by the outcome of the proceeding; or
when you have been involved in the selection of the counsel.

Prior to providing professional services in a proceeding in
court, you will be required to disclose on the record any
services that you may have previously provided on a private
basis to any of the parties involved in the matter, as well as
any other facts that could be reasonably construed as affecting
your ability to serve impartially or as constituting a conflict of
interest. This disclosure should not include confidential
information. ‘
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Interpreters assigned to a trial may not provide translating
services.to attorneys, unless permission is granted by the
judge.

Do not give legal advice of any kind whether solicited or
not to anyone. In all instances, for legal guidance the non-
English speaker will be referred to counsel or to court. You
may give information to-a non-English speaker regarding only
the time, place, and nature off the court proceedings. All
other matters should be referred to court or counsel.

Never act as an individual referral service for any attomey.
When asked to refer a non-English speaker to an attorney,
refer the individual to the local Bar Association in civil or
criminal matters if the person can afford private counsel, or, if
not, to the Committee for Public Counsel Services in
criminal matters or the local Legal Aid office.

You shall be positioned in full view of and spatially situared
to assure proper communication, but do not obstruct the view
of the Judge, jury or counsel. You will always be positioned so
that the non-English speaker can hear everything the court
interpreter says and so that you can hear everything that is
said. Remain beside the non-English speaker during the
entire trial and next to the attorney, unless the attorney
speaks the language of the non-English speaker. \

Stand next to the witness at the witness stand.

Maintain a low profile, speak ar volumes appropriate to the
context, and be as unobtrusive as possible. Avoid excessive
movement of the head and body and do not wave your hands
and arms unless those testifying do so. Never chew gum in
court. o

Be familiar with the courtroom layout, particularly the
location of the microphones for the electronic recording of
the proceedings.

- Don't leave the courtroom until the proceedings are
terminated or unless you are excused by the presiding judge or
other appropriate court employees. During brief recesses, you
should be available to courr and counsel as necessary.

-Have legal and bilingual dictionaries readily available for
consultation. : :

Withdraw from any case in which your performance will be
affected due to lack of proficiency or difficulty in
understanding the speaker for any reason.

If, when interpreting consecutively, you are allowed to take

Talking Together
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Except in the case of certain gestures or grimaces that may
have a cultural significance, do not offer an-explanation or
repeat a speaker’s gesture or grimace.

Do not correct erroneous facts.

If you believe that the quality of your interpretation is
about to falter because of fatigue, inform the court so that a
recess can be considered.
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