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Necessity of Learning Note-Taking

Note-taking is a basic skill that is of utmost importance to aspirant interpreters and deserves our foremost
attention. We know that it is easy for an interpreter to speak from his/her memory when the speaker pauses after
every one or two sentences. But if the speaker, in his/her attempt to make his/her ideas complete and coherent,
keeps speaking for several minutes without any pause, which frequently happens on many occasions, the
interpreter can hardly expect to remember all the things that are mentioned. This is particularly true in cases
where the speaker abruptly refers to a long series of figures or a long list of names and places. It is obvious that,
without the help of notes, one can hardly avoid misinterpreting or leaving out important information. To
supplement short-term memory and reduce the burden of the brain, it is necessary to resort to notes. Nothing but
notes can help an interpreter overcome the limitation of human memory.

However, taking notes is by no means an easy job. The fact that taking notes diverts attention and interferes
with listening poses the first obstacle. The second problem is that untrained interpreters are often at a loss what
notes to take and how. Thus, to learn note-taking, we must, first of all, know some special features governing the

acquisition of this basic skill.

Distinct Features of Note-Taking in Interpreting

Note-taking is essentially different from stenography or shorthand ( ##i}) in that the latter employs a completely
different system of symbols which need to be deciphered themselves. In interpretation, however, an interpreter
can hardly afford the time to make the transference between the symbols taken and the actual words or meaning
they represent. Thus it is obvious that shorthand is impractical for interpreters. Note-taking, on the other hand,
provides the best solution to the problem of speed and accuracy. In note-taking, interpreters try to jot down the
key words and the logic of a speech with simple characters, words or symbols at the fastest speed possible. The
purpose of taking notes is to enhance the short-term memory of an interpreter and to remind him/her of the
relevant content at the sight of the notes.

The notes taken are meant to be used immediately and exclusively by the interpreter himself/herself. In
other words, they are not intended for others to read or for the interpreter himself/herself to use when the
interpreting is over. So it is absolutely unnecessary as well as impossible to write down every word. In fact, if an
interpreter spends too much time taking notes, he/she won’t be able to have sufficient time to ponder over the
actual interpreting. In this sense, the importance of note-taking should not be overemphasized. At any time and
under any circumstances, an interpreter should focus his/her attention on listening and comprehension, trying to
grasp the central ideas, sometimes from illogical or ill-organized speeches. He/She must then reorganize the
thoughts on the basis of correct understanding.

Interpreters differ in their ability to take notes. Some interpreters may have exceptionally good memory,
some may be particularly familiar with the subject matter in a particular field, and some others may have better
skills or habits in note-taking. Needless to say, the content and symbols jotted down vary with individual
interpreters. It is, therefore, not advisable for a beginner to copy mechanically a system of notes used by other
interpreters. Only through practice can he/she expect to develop a system of notes of his/her own.
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Suggested Language to Be Used in Note-Taking

There is no absolute rule on whether the notes should be taken in the target language or the source
language. It depends on the preference of individual interpreters. While some interpreters prefer to take
notes in the target language, others may find it much more convenient to use the source language. In
reality, however, interpreters tend to use both languages interchangeably. Whatever an interpreter’s
preference is, the only rule is “quick, clear and accurate”. For instance, on hearing the Chinese character
“#k ”, we find it much quicker to write “I” than its Chinese equivalent “ 3% , which involves many
strokes. The same is true of * H1[E A R f# A% » and “ H14E AR ILFNE », which can be much more easily
represented by their English acronyms “PLA” and “PRC” respectively. But when it comes to the English
phrase “between our two countries”, it is doubtlessly more convenient and timesaving to use Chinese. Thus

the phrase can be written as “ — 2 [J«— ”, for example.

Suggested Ways to Take Notes

An interpreter should not take notes indiscriminately. He/She should, first of all, make a logical analysis of
the original speech so as to follow the speaker’s flow of thoughts. Then he/she should try to catch the key words
which contain the message of the speech. He/She should write words or symbols sparingly and take notes in a
way that each word or symbol represents an entire idea. Very often, one or two letters of a key English word, or
one character of a sense group in Chinese is enough to help the interpreter remember the idea. As a rule, he/she
should omit certain sentences or phrases which are not essential to the main ideas, and concentrate on the
important sentences or phrases which give most information. Special attention should be given to causality,
consequence, links, and relationships of the ideas to one another in time, as well as proper names, numbers,
time, technical terms, lists of words, and striking usage. For example, “ 1 EfXSMEHE = — 09, A =415,
PR B EX, ARG R R, 8= AR IGR FE = R A, R

N4 F1A4E." In note form, the whole sentence can be put into :

TipXi
34 -
1) & h
2k p
TR CE (B)—3dW. //

As long as the original speech can be recalled through the notes, the number of words should be reduced to
the minimum.

It is also necessary to point out that an interpreter should try his/her best to remember the beginning and the
end of a speech. It is quite likely that when a long speech comes to an end, the interpreter fails to recall how the
speaker began or ended his/her speech. Transitional words or phrases such as “but”, “so”, “if” and “as long as”
are of special importance in indicating the logical relationship between different sense groups and helping
interpreters remember what has been said. Therefore, they should be jotted down carefully. In order to facilitate

note-taking, we might as well use some simple words to stand for various groups of transitional expressions. For
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example, we may write if to stand for all conditional expressions such as “so long as”, “on condition that”,
“provided/providing that” and “in case”; tho for all concessive expressions such as “although”, “though”, “even

LL TS 59 662

though™, “while”, “in spite of” and “despite”; “to” for all expressions of purpose such as “so as to”, “in order to/

LM LR EERTS 1]

that” and “so that™; due for all expressions of cause such as “because”, “as”, “since”, “for”, “for this reason”,
“now that”, “owing to” and “thanks to”; so for all expressions of result such as “thus”, “therefore”, “hence”, “as
a result of” and “consequently”; and but for all transitional expressions like “nevertheless”, “still”, “however”,

[ 3 CLINTS

yet”, “even so0”, “on the contrary” and “on the other hand”.

Suggested Formats for Note-Taking

It is advisable for an interpreter to take notes in columns so that each sense group represented by a key
word or symbol in the notes occupies half a line or even one line, and that the next sense group is noted in
another line. An interpreter can also divide the paper into two halves by drawing a vertical line in the middle.
Write on the left half first. When it is finished, move on to the right half. In whichever case, he/she must make
sure to draw two short slanting lines to mark the end of a sentence, a long paragraph or a large chunk of speech.
The following are the two most common formats for note-taking.

Format 1

/4

V4

/

7
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Format 2
/ /4
V4 /
/] /
/ /
V4 /
/ /

Suggested Symbols and Abbreviations to Be Used in Note-Taking

Symbols are often used by interpreters because of their convenience and easy association, both in sound
and shape, with the words spoken or the meaning expressed. Therefore, they are recommended to aspirant
interpreters here. But they should not be excessively used or created on the spot, because they may cause

confusion or fail to help one remember the meaning expressed.

1. The Arrow “—”

This is probably the most useful of all symbols. It can represent quite a lot of meanings.

An arrow pointing to the right (— ) may stand for * H{ 1, “#j it », “4TA >, “ HE , “ B3k », “ {if
>, « URiE >, < 28485 7, < JBIRT 7, “IB1E ” or “ FE " (“export to”, “enter”, “arrive in”, “lead to”, “present
to”, “give to”, “submit to”, “result in”, “send to” or “cause”).

When the arrow points to the left ( <), it may indicate “ 3 [ », “ IR T », < HEE 7, < YgF » or « [ /
#|” ( “come from”, “originate in”, “import from”, “receive from” or “come back to” ).

An upward arrow ( T ) can mean “ 3 7, < PR, BB < RE 7, FHE 7, < hngR v, < ik, < R
GEr ol R T Em 4R R or “ B T (“grow”, “expand”, “develop”, “rise”, “go up”, “strengthen”,
“increase”, “improve”, “launch”, “ascend” , “skyrocket” or “promote™).

A downward arrow ( | ) may carry the meaning of “ [A]F ”, “ Z&4E », “ Bk 7, « Tk >, « FH&E”, “ W
A GAL T, < BEHR " or “ Bl / 8 (“drop to”, “bomb”, “jump”, “decrease”, “descend”, “go down”, “deteriorate”,
“demote” or “reduce”).

Use “ & ™ after changing lines to indicate the logical relationship between the upper and lower units of

meanings.



