Frequently Asked Questions

(Note: Most of the following information is from the website of the National Association of Judiciary Interpreters and Translators (NAJIT); See: www.najit.org/faq.html) 

  

1) What do court interpreters do?  

  

In English-speaking countries, they interpret for people who come before the courts who cannot communicate effectively in English. These include defendants and witnesses in criminal courts as well as litigants and witnesses in family and civil courts. Interpreters also work in out-of-court settings such as attorney-client meetings, depositions, witness preparation sessions, and interviews with court support personnel (e.g., probation).    

  

The interpreter's job is to interpret (translate orally) from one language to another everything that is said while preserving the tone and level of the original language, without adding or omitting anything.  Accurately and completely interpreting testimony in court is vital to achieving the goal of equal justice for persons with limited English proficiency.  The stakes can be high.  Mistakes in interpretation could lead to a person being wrongfully convicted of a crime - or a guilty person being found not guilty.  

  

Interpreters must be highly skilled in three types of interpreting: 
· Simultaneous - the interpreter interprets each word or phrase immediately after it is spoken. 
· Consecutive - the interpreter waits for a speaker to finish a sentence; the speaker stops speaking while the interpreter interprets the sentence; the speaker resumes speaking; etc. 
· Sight interpreting - the interpreter reads a written document (e.g., a guilty plea agreement) and verbally interprets it for the person needing the interpreter service. 

  

Trained interpreters use the same grammatical person as the speaker for whom they are interpreting. For example, if a witness says, "I saw a man running away from the gas station," you would interpret it exactly as stated.  You would not say, "He said he saw a man running away from the gas station."    

  

As indicated earlier, court interpreters in Iowa must also abide by the Code of Professional Conduct for Judicial Branch Interpreters.   

  

2.  Is court interpreting difficult?  

  

Court interpretation is difficult -- judging by the low passing rates (from 8 to 20 percent) on court interpreter certification exams.  Court interpreters must completely and accurately interpret everything that is said in court, without adding or omitting anything.  This is a much higher standard than is required of interpreters who work in typical social or business settings.  Even for highly skilled and experienced interpreters, the difficulty in any given situation depends on the nature, complexity and speed of the speech, the speaker's diction, acoustics in the room, and the interpreter's ability and familiarity with the subject matter.  

  

3.  What does it take to become a competent court interpreter?  

  

Court interpreting requires a native-like mastery of both English and a second language; a wide general knowledge (characteristic of a person with at least two years of college-level education); extensive vocabularies in two languages -- ranging from formal legal language to colloquialisms and slang; mental and verbal agility; the ability to deal with judges, lawyers, court personnel, and others; an understanding of the terminology and procedures used in court; and at least some training and experience.    

  
4.  How should I study to become a court interpreter?  

  

First, know your languages. You should have full bilingual proficiency, ample vocabulary - including slang terms in both languages, and knowledge of standard grammar. Most highly skilled interpreters have worked very hard to expand their vocabularies and knowledge of grammar in both languages. Court interpreter training normally focuses on legal terminology, court procedures, interpreting skills, and interpreter ethics. 

  

A few colleges and universities in the U.S. offer minors or certificates in court interpreting, and/or in general interpreting or translation. There are occasional short-term seminars and workshops around the country.  A good way to keep abreast of course offerings is to join NAJIT (see: www.najit.org) and your local interpreters and translators' organization (Iowa Interpreters and Translators Association; see www.iitanet.org) so you will receive their newsletters.  

  

Second, you should practice, practice, and practice!  You can practice interpreting almost every day.  Interpret news and courtroom drama programs you watch on television.  Use a tape recorder to check your accuracy and completeness.  One indispensable self-training technique is to go to court and observe the proceedings. Mentally translate to yourself. Can you do it? Write down the terms that stump you, and then look for definitions in an appropriate multi-language dictionary.    
You should also obtain a copy of - and use the excellent bibliography - "Important Resources for Court Interpreters" found on the Iowa Court’s Interpreter Website
 
5.  How do I know if I'm ready to pass a court interpreter certification exam?
 
The court interpreter certification exams identified above are very difficult.  The pass rates range from 10 to about 20 percent.  We strongly recommend that candidates prepare diligently before taking the oral exams for court interpreter certification.  One of the best ways to prepare is to use the Practice Certification Exam Kit (currently for Spanish interpreters only).  The kit costs $39.95, plus shipping.  Information on ordering the practice exam kit can be found on the website for the National Center for State Courts at http://www.ncsconline.org/D_Research/CIPEK.html.  The National Center for State Courts also provides a self-assessment tool to see if you are ready to pass the court interpreter certification exam.  http://www.ncsconline.org/wc/publications/Res_CtInte_QualificationsPub.pdf
 
6.  Whom should I contact if I have other questions about court interpreting in Iowa?
 
Office of Professional Regulation 

Court Interpreter Program 

1111 East Court Avenue 

Des Moines, IA 50319 
  

Email: court.interpreter@iowacourts.gov 

