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To the Reader

Court interpreting can represent a satisfying vocational goal for the bilingual
and bicultural liberal arts major who has the ability to interpret. Over the next
twenty years the need for well-trained court interpreters will grow. This book
describes the normal flow of work, how to train for it, how to find it, how to
prepare for a case, how to do the work, and subsequent reading to help us
improve our work. Most of the case material cited I have personally observed,
‘while some examples have been recounted by colleagues. Names of cases and
participants have been changed.

Some of the material in Chapter 2 derives from a paper given at the
American Translators Association National Convention in 1982, entitled
“Documents Are a Court Interpreter’s Best Friend,” subsequently reprinted
by the Court Interpreters and Translators Association as an offset. The use of
the case sheet was explained in a lecture called “Case Preparation” at the
Educators’ Pedagogical Institute on Court Interpreting at Montclair State
College in New Jersey in 1987.

Chapter 4 originated with a paper in The Court Manager (1988), entitled
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“Ethical Conduct for the Court Interpreter,” and an article in Capital
Translator with Attorney Lloyd Elsten, entitled “Interpreting in Criminal
Court” (1982).

Chapter 5 includes comments on neologisms from an article published in
Capital Translator (1985), entitled “‘Hortera Meets Empaste.” Another part of
the chapter was suggested by a lecture entitled “Avoiding the Pitfalls of Literal
Translation/Interpretation.” given at a Workshop for Federal Court Interpreters
in Miami, sponsored by The Federal Judicial Center (1988).

Chapter 6 includes ideas presented at a “Workshop in Court Interpreting
and Legal Translation” (1983) for the National Capitol Area Chapter of the
American Translators Association (Washington, D.C.).

Chapters 7 and Chapter 8 have grown out of my work on tapes and as an
expert witness, supplemented by the generous advice of Alee A. Alger-Robbins
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of San Diego, and Maria Elena Cardenas of Miami, with incisive comments
by Irene King-Tomassini of Miami.

Chapter 9 had a modest beginning in the article “All Rise: Books on
Court Interpreting” for Capital Translator (1982) and has been much extended
and modified.

Perhaps this book can help us think about court interpreting in an organized
fashion, and improve our practice of it. The book may also help attorneys,
judges, and administrators better understand the role and functions of the court
interpreter, to better use her talent.
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CHAPTER 1

How to Become a Court Interpreter
and a Brief Sketch of the Work

In its narrowest sense, court or judicial interpreting is the oral interpretation of
speech from one language to another in a legal setting. Court interpreting is thus
an excellent career for language and humanities graduates who have strong
bilingual and bicultural abilities. Bilingualism does not guarantee the ability to
interpret. A bilingual person, however, may perhaps have the gift. If one needs
two languages for court work, one also needs to understand two cultures. The
court interpreter must be both bilingual and bicultural.

Court interpreting is but one form of interpretation. Other varieties include
conference interpreting (which is simultaneous at international conferences),
and escort interpreting (consecutive interpreting done for small, informal
groups). When you visit the United Nations, you hear conference interpreting.
Conference interpreters usually do simultaneous interpreting into their “A” or
active (usually native) language, from two or three “B” or “C” (more passive)
languages. The conference interpreter who does simultaneous work usually
needs only to produce correct speech into one language. She is isolated from
ambient noise by a booth, she has sophisticated sound equipment provided by
the conference or institution, and that sound equipment brings the sound to
her on a headset whose incoming volume she can control. Her purpose is to
communicate, sometimes in an elegant fashion, so she may perhaps embellish,
smooth out, and fix infelicitous turns of phrase.

While court interpreting requires the ability to do simultaneous, it is more
demanding than conference interpreting in that one must be able to go to and
from two languages in consecutive, and into at least one language in
simultaneous, usually the language that is not English. Also, one cannot fix or
modify any words, because such fixing would taint the case. Because these
are adversary proceedings, parties can become very angry if they sense any
deviation from the formalities. The court interpreter is not isolated in a booth,
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and must depend on her ears and eyes to find out what is happening. Substantial
court work allows the interpreter to become familiar with court terminology

and to feel comfortable in the courtroom.

Who Should Become a Court Interpreter

Some interpreters are attracted to court interpreting because of its dramatic
potential and excitement, while others become more lively from the experience.
Translators, who work on written documents, may not always be able to
interpret. They may not like interpreting even if they can do it. The life of the
translator appears calm, because he is mostly involved with a computer, or
else does research at the library, while interpreters move around, travel, and
work before the public in exciting cases. Interpreters need to be assertive, and
tend to be more outgoing, lively, and noisy than translators. Although the
drama in the courtroom is that of the case, and thus belongs to someone else,
we participate as actors do; we speak the lines created by others. Thus, the
profession of court interpreter is not for the shy or retiring, not for the person
who likes peace, calm, or routine. It requires your full attention and devotion.
One never reaches a point where one can say: “Now I know it all, now I can
sit back and rest.” Cases, procedures, and vocabulary require constant study.
Also, one can take nothing for granted: schedules change, cases are pled out
instead of going to trial, there is constant movement between courts, jails, the
offices of attorneys and others. No schedule is sacred, and one needs to be
able to jump fast both mentally and physically.

Interpreters believe that other colleagues are “real” interpreters if they
derive most of their income from interpreting. Many professionals derive
almost all of their income from interpreting or a combination of interpreting
and translating.

A court interpreter must love language, words, the history of words, and
the interplay between language and culture. It helps also to like action, to be
dismayed at the prospect of a nine-to-five job. Because most interpreting work
is done on a free-lance or independent contractor basis, one needs a number
of clients and work in various courts to survive. While the field offers no
guarantee of economic security, skilled people can build an interesting life
with a reasonable income. Court interpreting is never boring; there are few
professions of which that can be said. The court interpreter will never lead a
life of quiet desperation.



