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Introduction

This book attempts to fill a gap in the literature on training interpret-
ers in the workplace, in both public and private institutions. Although
the main focus of the book is on interpreting for public institutions,
commonly known as ‘community interpreting’ and/or ‘public service
interpreting’, we have chosen to include interpreting for private, com-
mercially driven institutions and enterprises, which would usually be
known as ‘business interpreting’ and ‘liaison interpreting’. We believe
this is the pedagogically innovative contribution of this book.

Pedagogically speaking, the goals, strategies, skills and competencies
of these otherwise disparate sectors have more in common than they
have differences. Since the goal of this book is first and foremost peda-
gogical, we have therefore decided to put together forms of interpreting
that share the same basic face-to-face format but not the same insti-
tutional context. Because the techniques are so similar, the strategies
we describe in this book could be applied to many other sectors too:
interpreting in diplomacy, tourism, the media, indeed any interlingual
oral translation situation in a face-to-face, or conversational, context.
The authors of this book are based in Italy, where they have been work-
ing as interpreter- and translator trainers for the last two decades, and
therefore the default language pair is [talian-English. All of the teach-
ing strategies we describe here, however, are general and not language-
specific, and all the language-specific examples can be adapted through
English to any other language combination.

The literature

The literature on community interpreting and public service interpret-
ing has been growing steadily along with the emergence of the discipline

1



2 Interpreting in the Community and Workplace

and establishment of the profession, and there is now a wealth of material
on a large number of related issues: the history of the discipline, ethics,
the role of the interpreter, cross-cultural issues, quality of performance,
institutional aspects, accreditation, psychological aspects, sociological
and political/ideological aspects, linguistic/discoursal aspects and more.
Until recently, training issues have not really been focussed on, how-
ever (as is typical of emerging disciplines), except for issues of testing
and assessment (Campbell and Hale 2003; Elder et al. 2006; Angelelli
and Jacobson 2009). Much of the literature that deals with training
issues has addressed quality evaluation (see the Critical Link volumes
especially). There are some short focussed discussions on training, such
as Helge Niska’s (2005) ‘Training interpreters: programmes, curricula,
practices’ and also Downing and Tillery’s (1992) Professional Training for
Community Interpreters. Kainz, Prunc and Schogler’s (2010) Modelling the
Field of Community Interpreting: Questions of Methodology in Research and
Training, dealing with different didactic models and the development of
research-based curricula, also looks very promising and we believe it will
be a significant contribution to the literature.

The last few years have also seen a growing interest in interpreting
training in specific sectors (especially medical and legal), illustrated by
the 2010 International Medical Interpreters Association medical train-
ing conference at Harvard University. The large national interpreter
organizations, such as NAATI (The National Accreditation Authority
for Translators and Interpreters) in Australia, offer training courses for
trainee interpreters who are planning to apply for accreditation (see
http://www.naati.com.au/). The new frontier of online training tech-
niques for third-level education is being explored by people like Hanne
Skaaden (2007). Countries like Canada, Australia, the UK, the US, South
Africa and the Scandinavian countries now have systematic and well-
organized training systems functioning at regional or even national
level for interpreting in healthcare, in the legal system and in local gov-
ernment. The accreditation of interpreters to ensure high quality inter-
preting standards is another crucial point that is now being addressed
at many levels in these and other countries. Pan-national schemes for
the training and accreditation of legal interpreters are currently being
implemented in the EU, e.g. the Grotius-Aegis project (Building Mutual
Trust: A Framework Project for Implementing EU Common Standards in Legal
Interpreting and Translation (JLS/2007/JPEN/219)).

There are, however, few textbooks that are suitable for use in the
classroom, the exception being Gentile, Ozolins and Vasilakakos’s 1996
publication, Liaison Interpreting: A Handbook, covering interpreting for
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public services, business and diplomacy, and more recently, Sandra
Hale’s valuable 2007 volume, Community Interpreting. There is even less,
however, by way of practical literature on interpreter training. Chapter
6 in Hale (2007) is an exception: she provides succinct but excellent
training suggestions in this chapter. As elsewhere in the literature,
research in sign language interpreting is in many ways far ahead of spo-
ken language interpreting, and Cynthia Roy’s (2009) volume, Innovative
Practices for Teaching Sign Language Interpreters, is one such example.
Although the essays are of course directed at sign language trainers, they
provide much useful information on assessment and also, for example,
on the use of portfolios in the class.

The present book attempts to fill the gap by providing a practical
guide for trainers of community interpreters, public service interpre-
ters and interpreters working with dialogue interpreting in other areas,
with a range of suggestions on how and what to teach interpreter
trainees. We hope this book will benefit trainers who are still fumbling
in what is still in many countries an undefined field of practice and
research.

The profession

A gradual awareness of the need to organize language services systemati-
cally (thus acknowledging of course the underlying importance of the
need for communication) has led many institutions around the world
to invest in the recruitment and training of freelance or permanent
staff who are able to provide these services; it has also led to a tenta-
tive clarification of the role that these professionals should embody. In
the medical sector, in particular, the need for adequate communication
has been recognized because of the potential dangers of misdiagnoses
and the subsequent legal liability of health professionals. Issues such as
informed consent and professional liability in cases of misdiagnosis or
omitted diagnosis, are very serious indeed, primarily for the patient but
also for the health professional and the institution. If the law prescribes
that patients must receive clear and exhaustive information to be able to
give their informed consent, the interpreter’s/translator’s role becomes
vital. Where many public institutions in the past generally relied on
‘informal’ and ad hoc freelance interpreters, on the principle that
‘knowing the language is sufficient’ — often using relatives, children,
friends and bilingual staff to interpret — a slow realization of the dan-
gers involved in using non-qualified staff has begun to emerge. What
is needed, then, is a professional pool of trained interpreters to cater
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for hospitals, businesses, clinics, schools, police stations, prisons, job
centres, immigration offices, and social service institutions.

Research in, and an increasing awareness of the importance of, sign
language interpreting, as well as huge strides in the academic disci-
plines of translation and interpreting studies, have also given impetus
to a gradual but definite process of professionalization in this area.
International conferences specializing in this area were organized in the
1990s (their heritage contained in the valuable Critical Link volumes)
and the existence of the discipline was by the end of the decade an
established fact. The pioneer countries that led the way in the emer-
gence and establishment of public service and community interpreting
were Australia, Canada, Sweden and the Low Countries, followed by
the US and UK and a host of others. In the wake of this development
then, interpreting for public institutions is also emerging as an inde-
pendent academic discipline with empirical and theoretical research on
technique, terminology, legal aspects, institutional aspects and cultural
aspects, through a variety of methodologies.

The practical and institutional application of this discipline is today
crucial in a more and more demographically complex world where
high-quality professional communication in science and technology,
welfare, medicine and the judiciary has become essential. With ever-
growing numbers of migrants and a growing bureaucratization of pub-
lic institutions, neither clients nor service providers should today rely
on the informal networks of ad hoc communication channels such as
friends and relatives functioning as interpreters, but rather on a well-
organized, professional and safe system of implementing communica-
tion across languages, based on clear-cut and systematic training and
accreditation procedures. Organization and clarification are desperately
needed in terms of interpreter roles and job descriptions and it is cruciat
that this is developed collaboratively between training institutions and
public services. Ideally, then, training institutions - be they academic,
state-based (federal or local) or NGO-run - should be able to train their
students to become the type of interpreters public and private institu-
tions need in order to provide quality care in health, legal, social, com-
mercial and other services for people who do not speak the majority

language.

The genesis of this book

The authors of this book began teaching a course together in 2001 at the
then School for Modern Languages for Interpreters and Translators at the
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University of Bologna. At the time, the course was still called ‘trattativa’
(‘negotiation’ in Italian), the presumed setting being interpreting in the
business sector. Although we had no pedagogical experience from either
business or interpreting for public services, we did have a great deal of
experience in conference interpreting in medical and legal settings, and
in translation (both theory and practice). This proved to be an exciting
challenge, as neither of us had taught this form of interpreting before;
the types of situations and the registers used in a conference setting dif-
fer greatly from those used in a typical face-to-face interpreting session
in the workplace. Basing the new coursework on past experience and
adjusting the materials and experience acquired to the new teaching
needs was a stimulating challenge, and a continuing learning experience
that we believe we can share with other trainers who are starting out
in this field, possibly coming from entirely different areas of language-
related disciplines and with those trainers who are looking for new ideas
for the classroom. We believe that many interpreter trainers, certainly
in those countries where the discipline is still largely undeveloped, find
themselves in a similar situation to ours — namely that of having to
‘re-invent’ themselves from being language teachers and interpreter/
translator trainers to this more specific application of interpreter train-
ing in a field and profession that has not yet been fully established in
many countries around the world.

After several years of teaching together at an institution for transla-
tors and interpreters, we then taught separately at other translation
and interpreting institutions and on ‘language mediation’ courses in
traditional modern language faculties. Although many of the students,
especially those in the ordinary modern language faculties (i.e. not
translators’ and interpreters’ schools or faculties), were unaware of the
existence of the profession before starting our course, and despite all
the dire predictions regarding job opportunities, many were highly
enthusiastic and showed a keen desire to try their hand at it and to
study further. Unsurprisingly, most of the students from modern lan-
guage faculties who were unfamiliar with interpreting found it to be far
more challenging than they had imagined - their preconceptions about
‘interpreting being easy if you know the language’ were regularly dis-
proved, often to their amusement and sometimes to their frustration.

This mutability is also very much the spirit of our book: we would
like it to be used as a blueprint that provides the trainer with theoreti-
cal and practical tools that can be used directly in the classroom. The
book is written with this hesitant readership specifically in mind, to
give ideas, support and practical hints to teachers who are new to this
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field. Indeed, each trainer’s specific needs will set the tone for, as well
as the limits to, classroom activities, and ultimately the ‘chemistry’ in
the class will be the real measure of success. As all teachers know, this
chemistry is related to so many unpredictable factors, not least student
dynamics, but it can be enhanced by using a student-focussed approach
where students engage actively in interpreting, discussions and prepara-
tory work.

Pedagogical aims: why include the business sector?

Although this book, as most of the literature, deals primarily with inter-
preting in public institutions, we chose to include interpreting in the
business sector for two main reasons. The first reason, suggested above,
is that the technical skills acquired by the students are very similar to
those used in the other areas we deal with. An interpreter who has been
trained to interpret in hospitals and police stations can quite easily use
those same technical interpreting skills in other areas by learning new
terminology and extra-linguistic knowledge about systems and institu-
tions. We believe, therefore, that by including the private commercial
sector we can offer future interpreters a wider scope for job opportuni-
ties, not just for public institutions and commerce but for those areas
mentioned above: tourism, media, diplomacy, education. The second
reason is that in many countries where the profession and infrastructure
are as yet undeveloped, most interpreters are forced to make ends meet
by working in a variety of sectors. The business sector, for example at
trade-fairs, is an area in which newly trained interpreters can quite easily
find freelance work to gain experience and more competence, although
it will rarely be sufficient to provide a regular salary. Nevertheless,
despite their commonalities, the private commercial sector does to
some extent fall outside our main area of concern in this book, namely
where macro-structural aspects affect the interpreting process: issues
such as institutional discourse, institutional power asymmetry and hier-
archies, immigration, etc. Having said that, cross-cultural issues are also
crucial in international business communication, as the vast literature
on intercultural business management demonstrates.

The similarities between community and business interpreting lie,
of course, in their mode - they both adopt the same range of face-
to-face interpreting techniques in a consecutive, semi-consecutive or
chuchotage mode (to be discussed in chapter 1). This is the other reason
which has led us to include business interpreting in this book: as a peda-
gogical tool for face-to-face interpreting tout court it is useful because



