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Training of Interpreters:Some Suggestions on Sight Translation Teaching
by Ph. D. Elf Ersozlu '

Abstract ; Sight translation has been considered as a part of simultaneous and consecutive
interpretation. However, due to recent developments in the fields of business, finance, interna-
tional trade, science and technology and due to changing market demands, sight translation has
gained an extra place beyond consecutive and simultaneous interpretation. This paper aims at
laying groundwork for teaching sight translation, based on concepts and strategies of skill train-

ing.

Key Words: sight translation ; interpreter training; teaching methods; simultaneous inter-

pretation ; consecutive interpretation

1. Introduction

Recent developments in many fields such as international relations, business, trade, so-
cial sciences, and technology and the need for accessing information in the shortest possible
time necessitate an active and effective communication medium. Translation, notably interpre-
tation, is one of those communication media.

The term“ interpretation” generally brings simultaneous, consecutive or liaison interpreta-
tion to mind. Sight translation has mostly been considered as a supportive interpretation method
for simultaneous and consecutive interpretation. Jean Herbert (1952) characterized sight trans-
lation as a type of simultaneous interpreting. For many scholars, sight translation is just a peda-
gogical exercise for getting started in the techniques of consecutive interpreting and simultane-
ous interpreting, an exercise by which interpreter trainees can learn to react quickly and im-
prove their oral skills ( Spilka, 1966 ;Curvers et al. ,1986 ; Weber,1990 ;Falbo, 1995 ; Viaggio ,
1995). However, sight translation, consecutive interpreting and simultaneous interpreting are
performed under different conditions. Even though there are similarities in the mental process,
the overall process is different. In sight translation, the translator reads a written text, whereas
the interpreter, in both consecutive and the simultaneous modes, listens to a speaker. Due to

the differences in the process, the methods and strategies that an interpreter trainee uses in
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sight translation will change.

This paper will present some suggestions for sight translation teaching. However, sight
translation will not be considered as a supportive method for simultaneous and consecutive inter-
pretation but a sole interpretation method that can be used by the interpreter trainees in various
fields.

2. Pre-exercises

Sight Translation (ST) is generally taught in the second semester of the second year or in
the first semester of the third year in the departments of translation and interpretation in Tur-
key. The main reason is that general skills such as reading, writing, textual analysis and vo-
cabulary are taught in the first two years. The first exercises to be used in a sight translation
course will be directly related with those basic skills.

The first two weeks of the semester can be devoted to fast reading, skimming, scanning
and reading comprehension activities. Those activities will enable students to speed up their
reading and get the gist of the text that they are working on in the shortest possible time.

Exercise 1

In the beginning, the students are given a text (250—300 words) in their native language
and are asked to read the whole text in 20—30 seconds. Then, they are asked general ques-
tions about the subject of the text. In the second phase, they are asked more specific questions
(such as names, dates, places, etc. ) before they are asked to read the text for the second
time. This time, they are given 10—15 seconds to find the specific information. Lastly, the
students are given enough time to read the text thoroughly. This time, they are asked to com-
prehend questions. The same exercise is repeated with the texts written in the second language.
The aim of this exercise is to develop reading comprehension and fast reading skills.

Exercise 2

In the following weeks, the instructor chooses texts from various fields and gives only the
titles of the texts and asks students to use their passive knowledge on the subject. For example,
the instructor asks students what they expect from a text entitled* Painful Changeover to Euro”.
The students produce key words by brainstorming on the subject. In the beginning they may
wander from the subject and produce irrelevant keywords. However, as they begin to use their
passive knowledge and make logical connections they will come to the point. Then, the instruc-
tor randomly chooses keywords from the text and asks students to make logical connections be-
tween those keywords and form a bold outline of the text. The aim of this exercise is to enable
the students to use their passive knowledge and make logical connections between the facts.
Following this exercise, the students are handed out the original text and are asked to check if
their outline and assumptions are correct. Then they read the text one more time by using fast
reading techniques and mark the unknown words. However, the instructor does not explain

those unknown words at this stage.
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Exercise 3

The same text used in the previous exercise will be used in this exercise. This time, the
students are asked to analyze the text in detail. What is the type of the text? Is it informative?
Is it vocative? How is the form of the text? Does it include titles, subtitles, articles, tables,
graphs, etc? What is the message of the text? Does the text include technical words, jargon,
abbreviations, etc. ? Are the sentences complex? Those questions will prepare the student for
the translation process. The following exercises will enable students to develop their own strate-
gies to deal with language-specific problems.

Exercise 4

One of the problems that perplex students is the presence of unknown words. This problem
also slows down the reading speed of students and disables them to deal with other problems
they face in sight translation. In fast reading process, when the student encounters an unknown
word, or a word that is difficult to pronounce, his/her reading speed will slow down. However,
in a slow and meaningful reading process, he/she either will be able to guess the meaning of
the unknown word by using contextual clues or will realize that the word is not crucial for un-
derstanding the message of the whole text. In some cases, however, the word may be directly
related to the message and it may cause problems in translation if the word is omitted or ig-
nored. Bearing this in mind, the lecturer may choose texts that may help students to deal with
unknown words. The following strategies can be applied on the sample texts:

(1) To focus on the message of the sentence/paragraph rather than the meaning of the
word. ,

Sample text:If anyone is asked to rate a person, whom he knows sufficiently well, on a
number of personality variables, he will tend to be influenced by his general opinion of the per-
son. If he has a high opinion of the person he will tend to rate him high on all desirable quali-
ties, and vice versa if he has a low opinion. (C.J. Adcock: Fundamentals of Psychology)

(2)To guess the meaning of the word by using contextual clues.

Sample text:If you were to place a human brain on a table in front of you, you would no-
tice that it is divided neatly into two halves vertically from front to back ; these are the right and
left cerebral hemispheres. And each hemisphere is further divided into four so-called lobes: the
one at the front (the frontal lobe) is responsible for controlling movement and for some aspects
of emotions; the occipital lobe (at the back) deals with sight, the lobe at the side (the tempo-
ral lobe) is an important memory store;and the parietal lobe (at the top) has a vital role in
comparing and integrating information that flows into the brain through the sensory channels of
vision, hearing, smell and touch. (Richard Leakey and Robert Lewin; People of the Lake)

Exercise 5

Another language-specific problem that may cause problems in the process of sight transla-

tion is complex sentence structures. Long, complex and compound sentence structures generally
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slow down the reading speed and increase the risk of wrong interpretation. Using* parsing” and
“ chunking” methods may eliminate this problem.

For this exercise, the students are handed out texts, which are written in complex sentence
structures. The students are asked to parse each sentence in order to work out to what grammat-
ical type each word and clause belong. Then, they are asked to determine the smallest semantic
units in each sentence. Depending on the sentence structure of the language they are translating
into, they restructure their sentences. However, it should be noted that the aim of this exercise
is to analyze the sentence structure and to re-formulate it in the target language. The aim is not
to use the same grammatical structure but to give the same message in the target language.

Exercise 6

This exercise will help students to focus on the meaning rather than the structure and the
words of a given text. The students are given texts written in their native language and they are
asked to“ paraphrase” each sentence. They are expected to use their own words to give the same
message. They try to re-express each sentence in 2—3 different ways without changing the
meaning. They are allowed to make additions and omissions, to break a long sentence into
smaller sentences, to combine short sentences and make a longer sentence and to change the
sentence structure ( e. g. active sentences to passive ones, and passive sentences to active
ones). The only rule is not to change the meaning.

3. Suggestions

The above-mentioned exercises aim at enabling students to produce correct, coherent and
fluent translations. However, all those exercises are in-class activities. It is obvious that real-
life conditions will be different and sometimes more difficult. Therefore, the students should be
prepared to solve various problems before they work in real-world conditions. For example ;

The text to be sight translated may be handwritten. Hence, in order to familiarize the
student with various handwritings, in-class activities should include handwritten texts.

The text to be sight translated may involve ungrammatical sentence structures and poor
punctuation. Therefore, texts written by non-native-speakers who are unfamiliar with the rules
of grammar and punctuation should also be included in the exercises to make students familiar-
ize with that kind of texts.

The text to be sight translated may be incoherent, or poorly organized. In such a case, the
student should be able to detect shortcomings and correct them in the shortest time.

The text to be sight translated may involve graphs, tables, pictures or diagrams. The
students should be able to read and interpret those visual-aided texts.

In order to expose the students to different styles of writing and document structures, texts
of considerable difficulty and complexity should be chosen. Though text types and topics may
vary according to market demand, a sight translation course syllabus design should include the

following text types: Commercial and economic texts, e. g. real-world texts on current world
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economic and financial issues, international trade and business, scientific and technical texts,
e. g. medicine, environment, computer science, journal articles, manuals, and patents, politi-
cal and legal texts.

In conclusion, it should be noted that training time is the time to introduce students to the
real-life process of translation. They should be made aware of the fact that there are many
factors which may act as constraints on the process. Their role is to make certain decisions in

order to maneuver among those factors.

(2)

1. What is Sight Interpreting?

Sight interpretation consists of reading a source-language text aloud in the target language.
Sight interpreting is basically similar to simultaneous interpreting in approach on the part of in-
terpreter. It is simultaneous interpreting with the source text. It is a combination of simultane-
ous interpreting with sight translation. It occurs frequently in international conferences. In
doing sight interpretation, the interpreter has a written text to be interpreted into the target
language while the original speaker is reading the same text.

Three points of attention in sight interpreting:

(1) Properly Chopping the Sentences into Sense Groups

While doing sight interpreting, the interpreter has to master the skills of properly chopping
the original speech into sense groups for delivery in the target language. In practice, the crucial
step of chopping the original speech into sense groups is usually taken by means of marking the
end of each sense group with a slash (/) or double-slash (//) to indicate the end of a sen-
tence. This step will markedly facilitate their sight-interpretation as well as their future job of
simultaneous interpreting. ,

(2) Resisting the Temptation of Seeking Perfection

The interpreter-trainee should always keep in mind the actual working situation in which
an interpreter operates at the meeting. At the meeting, their input is what the speaker is speak-
ing in the Source Language. Therefore, the interpreter-trainee, who has been supplied with an
advance copy of a text, must resist the temptation of seeking perfection as they would do in
written translation. The actual working situation of interpreting simply does not allow the inter-
preter to do so.

(3) Checking the Output of Sight Interpretation

To learn sight-interpretation, the interpreter-trainee is advised to have their own output of
sight-interpretation recorded and then play back the recorded output, for them to check against
the text, sentence by sentence. In this way, they will be able to see their strong and weak

points and to gain some practical experience each time.
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2. Two Skills of Sight Interpretation

(1) Linearity (Ji/a]3R3h)

Linearity is a very common skill in sight interpreting. It means the interpreter closely fol-
lows the source-language structure and lexical choices in interpreting. Such a skill helps the in-
terpreter to follow the speaker closely and keep pace with the speaker’ s utterance.

Both Chinese and English sentences follow the same pattern of “Subject — Verb — Object”
(SVO), which helps the interpreter to apply the tactic of linearity in sight interpreting. For ex-
ample, when interpreting “China is a developing country with a population of over 1.3 billion,
of whom over 300 million are children under the age of 16, making up about one fifth of the to-
tal number of Children in the world” , the interpreter may resort to the tactic of linearity and in-
terpret it into“ FERE M RBPEEK, AD 13 {2, Hp,Bid 3 ZRIILE, FRBRAL 16
%, s RILE SR 1/57,

However, it is also risky to follow the source-language structure and lexical choices in in-
terpreting. Linearity sometimes drives the interpreters into a trap that target sentences are
wrongly rendered and difficult to complete. More often than not, they get stuck in the process,
as the two languages are not always in syntactic and grammatical symmetry.

(2) Anticipation ( Fi#¥ )

Due to the syntactic and grammatical difference between Chinese and English, the inter-
preters often get stuck and have to delay response waiting for more information or go back to
correct the mistakes and reformulate their interpretation, which will certainly waste time and
impair the quality of the interpreting. However, if the interpreters are able to anticipate what is
going to be uttered in the source text, they may save time to find an appropriate structure or a
right word in the target language so that the interpreted text could be properly arranged and the
rendering could proceed smoothly, and so could the interpreted text be better understood.

Anticipation in interpreting means that the interpreters are able to predict the potential in-
formation in the source language and interpret it into the target language before the actual utter-
ance of the original speech so that the rendering could go smoothly and the target text could be
better comprehended. In every language, words follow each other not at random, but with cer-
tain rules and collocations. For example, in English, an object must follow a transitive verb.
There are also a lot of fixed collocations in Chinese, such as “ HE...... ;- i = ¥ - EXTERE

Given the knowledge of syntactic structures and words collocation, the interpreters are
sometimes able to anticipate the latter part of a certain sentence when they hear or read the for-
mer part of the sentence. For example, when hearing “I’ d like to extend, on behalf of the mu-
nicipal government and all the citizens. .. ” it is possible to anticipate that the following part of
the sentence must be something like “our heart-felt gratitude” or “our sincere thanks”. Such

anticipations are surely of great help in interpreting. If applied properly, such linguistic antici-
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pation will surely make the rendering smoother.

SEBB
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