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Trends in court  
interpreter training
Jinny Bromberg & Irina Jesionowski

IInterpretation is a performing art similar, in a 
way, to figure skating. Figure skaters start their 
training at an early age, and it takes them years to 
reach the professional level. Interpreters learn and 
master their working languages for many years, 
even decades, if not for a lifetime.

Figure skaters know what technical and artistic elements need 
to be included in their programs. They practice for months and 
work tirelessly to incorporate them into a cohesive presentation. 
Yet very few can consistently perform at their highest level. 
Something could be always be done better — this jump higher, 
the landing cleaner, this transition more effortless. Professional 
interpreters, likewise, are constantly improving and expanding 
their working vocabularies and their “collection” of semantic 
equivalents. They practice interpretation for years, mastering 
simultaneous and consecutive techniques, striving to deliver the 
most accurate and elegant target language (TL) counterpart of 
the original speech. But how many are capable of producing 
a perfect, flawless TL rendition at all times? Something could 
always be done better. A more precise word could be found, a 
more concise and efficient syntactical structure could be used, 
a more vivid idiom could be chosen.

There is one significant difference, though. It does not occur 
to any person who can merely skate to perform in a figure 
skating competition. Conversely, it is a routine occurrence 
when a bilingual person without special training serves as a 
language interpreter. This often takes place during extremely 
complex procedures that require the highest level of compe-
tency. Clumsy skating is obvious to everybody. Inept interpre-
tation, on the other hand, is often only obvious to those who 

are proficient in both languages. However, the consequences 
of poor interpretation are more devastating than of awkward 
figure skating. To be qualified for any competition, figure skat-
ers undergo a rigorous screening. To be qualified as a court 
interpreter, it is often sufficient for an individual to claim that 
he or she is bilingual.

The need for qualified language interpreters in the United 
States legal and health care industries has been growing expo-
nentially in the last decades. However, the opportunities for 
systematic and comprehensive interpreter training and educa-
tion, especially for interpreters of languages other than Spanish, 
are in short supply. Due to the lack of national certification 
process for medical interpreters, the availability of reliable data 
on a professional qualification level is limited.

Growing gap 
According to the data published at the official website of US 

Courts (www.uscourts.gov/newsroom/2010/CourtInterpreting 
Events.cfm), the number of federal court events requiring the use 
of interpreters increased by 11% in fiscal year 2009. US district 
courts reported that they used interpreters in 313,969 events, 
compared to the 282,733 events reported in FY 2008. Spanish 
remained the most-used language for interpreters by far, with 
302,959 events — 96.5% of all reported events. The number of 
languages requiring interpretation increased from 113 in 2008 
to 120 in 2009. Other frequently used languages were Mandarin 
(1,543 events), Vietnamese (987), Portuguese (776), Cantonese 
(733), Korean (618), Russian (594), Arabic (556), Haitian Creole 
(469) and Foochow (467).

No aggregate data is available on the number of court 
events requiring the use of interpreters at the state level across 
the United States. In 2006, courts in the state of Washington 
handled 71,321 cases that required an interpreter. In fiscal year 
2004-2005, a total of 185,118 court interpreter service days were 
provided in the California courts for the 12 designated spoken 
languages. It would be safe to extrapolate that this number is 
well over a million nationwide. To assure some level of court 
interpreters’ competency, several certification examinations 
have been established on the federal and state levels (Table 1). 
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However, the passing scores on the 
various examinations are designed to 
identify only a minimally competent 
interpreter, that is, minimally competent 
in each mode of interpreting. The Con-
sortium exam allows a 30% error margin. 
Just imagine that a defendant receives 
only 70% of the information pertaining 
to his or her case, and almost a third of 
the information is either omitted or mis-
translated. In addition, a real courtroom 
situation requires interpreters to work at 
a much higher level of difficulty than the 
one used for certification examination. 
In a courtroom, the rate of speech is con-
siderably higher; the sentence structure, 
legal concepts and terminology are more 
complex; and consecutive segments are 
much longer and often nongrammatical. 

Nancy Schweda Nicholson indicates 
in her article “The Court Interpreters Act 
of 1978: A 25-Year Retrospective” (ATA 
Chronicle, August 2005) that after a new 
version of the oral federal test was admin-
istered in April 2002, the pass rate became 
22%. The data taken from the court inter-
preter testing databases maintained by 

the New Jersey Judiciary shows that the 
passing rate in simultaneous interpreta-
tion ranges from 2% to 29% depending 
on the language combination. 

In her research on the correlation 
between the availability of training 
and the passing rate, Wanda Romberger 
demonstrates that the passing rate is 
consistently higher in the states that 
offer interpretation skill building pro-
grams (http://contentdm.ncsconline 
.org/cgi-bin/showfile.exe?CISOROOT=/
accessfair&CISOPTR=31). The trained 
interpreters in Connecticut have a sub-
stantially higher pass rate than the rest 
of the population (58% for the trained 
interpreters as compared to 19% for 
the rest). She observes, however, that 
the increased number of training hours 
does not lead to an automatic increase in 
passing rate. The percentage of successful 
examinees in Connecticut, which pro-
vides 16-hour training, is almost twice as 
high as in Idaho with 40-hour training. 
The research does not specify whether 
or not trainings offered by states have a 
language-specific component. 

In 2008, Isabel Framer, then chair-
woman of the National Association of 
Judiciary Interpreters and Translators, 
estimated that there were about 3,000 
certified interpreters in the country (www. 
usatoday.com/news/nation/2008-11-18-
court-interpreters_N.htm). Of those, only 
500 worked in languages other than 
Spanish.

Overall, we see a fairly grim picture. 
More than a million court interpretation 
events take place yearly in more than 120 
languages while the certification process 
is established for less than 25 languages. 
Only about 3,000 certified interpret-
ers are available countrywide, with the 

majority of them living in metropolitan 
areas. Furthermore, over 70% of examin-
ees, many of whom are practicing court 
interpreters, are unable to meet minimal 
certification requirements. 

The gap between the need for compe-
tent court interpreters and their availability 
is tremendous. This gap continues to grow 
with the increase of the limited-English 
proficient population in the United States.

Training options
Though there is no official data, it 

seems safe to assume that the vast major-
ity of court interpreters are primarily 
self-taught. Individuals with a passion 
for languages learn about the justice 
system, research terminology, compile 
glossaries, and improve their interpreta-
tion skills using well-known resources 
for independent study. Some of those 
resources are the Federal Court Interpreter 
Certification Examination Kit, ACEBO by 
Holly Mikkelson and Interpretapes issued 
by University of Arizona. Independent 
study and short-term courses, seminars 
and workshops provided by professional 
associations, court administrations and 
some language companies are the most 
common “colors” of the “educational pal-
ette” available to legal interpreters. Very 
few language-specific training options 
are available, and they are overwhelm-
ingly offered for the English <> Spanish 
language pair. Since so many self-taught 
interpreters with little additional training 
are so successful, possibly formal system-
atic training is overrated. Maybe Eugene 
Nida in Towards a Science of Translat-
ing is right believing that translators are 
born, not made.

Multiple studies prove this thesis to 
be wrong. As Daniel Gile states in Basic 
Concepts and Models for Interpreter and 
Translator Training, formal training helps 
interpreters to “enhance their perfor-
mance to the full realization of their 
potential” and develop their professional 
skills more rapidly than through field 
experience and self-instruction, which 
may involve much groping in the dark 
and learning by trial-and-error.” 

It is much easier for self-proclaimed 
interpreters to gain access to the court-
room than it is for them to join an elite 
group of conference interpreters. Most 
interpreter education establishments in 
the world are geared towards conference 
interpretation in business and international 
settings. What educational options exist 
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Certifying body Languages Passing 
score

Federal Court Interpreter 
Certification Examination Spanish 80%

National Center for State 
Courts Testing Consortium 

(40 states)

Arabic, Arabic-Egyptian Colloquial, Cantonese, 
Bosnian/Croatian/Serbian, French,  

Haitian Creole, Hmong, Ilocano, Korean, Laotian, 
Mandarin, Polish, Portuguese, Russian, Somali, 

Spanish, Turkish and Vietnamese

70%

California

In addition to the languages listed above, 
 the Judicial Council of California also  

offers certification exams in Eastern Armenian, 
Western Armenian, Japanese  

and Tagalog languages.

80%

Table 1: Sample certification examination on federal and state levels.
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Europe’s No. 1 
Greek Localizer

Since 1986, EuroGreek has been providing high-
quality, turnkey solutions, encompassing a whole 
range of client needs, for the following language 
combinations:

•	English into Greek
•	Greek into English
•	German into Greek
•	French into Greek
All EuroGreek’s work is produced in our Athens 

production center and covers most subjects:
•	Technical
•	Medical/Pharmaceutical
•	IT/Telecommunications
•	Economics/Legal
All EuroGreek’s work is fully guaranteed for 

quality and on-time delivery.

Your Polish  
Production Center

Since 2000, Ryszard Jarza Translations has 
been providing specialized Polish translation, 
localization and DTP services, primarily for life 
sciences, IT, automotive, refrigeration and other 
technology sectors. 

We work with multilanguage vendors and 
directly with documentation departments of 
large multinational customers. We have built a 
brilliant in-house team made up of experienced 
linguists and engineers, who guarantee a 
high standard of quality while maintaining 
flexibility, responsiveness and accountability. 

Ryszard Jarza Translations
Wrocław, Poland

info@jarza.com.pl
www.jarza.com.pl 

MediLingua BV
Leiden, The Netherlands

simon.andriesen@medilingua.com
www.medilingua.com

Medical Translations
MediLingua is one of Europe’s few 

companies specializing in medical translation. 
We provide all European languages (36 today 
and counting) and Japanese as well as the 
usual translation-related services. Our 250-plus 
translators have a combined medical and 
language background. 

We work for manufacturers of medical 
devices, instruments, in-vitro diagnostics and 
software; pharmaceutical companies; medical 
publishers; national and international medical 
organizations; and medical journals.

Call or e-mail Simon Andriesen or visit our 
website for more information.

Rheinschrift Übersetzungen, 
Ursula Steigerwald 

Cologne, Germany
contact@rheinschrift.de • www.rheinschrift.de

More Than Quality 
Professional globalization requires experi-

ence. Over the past two decades, we have 
developed into a top international company 
specializing in the precise tuning of your 
documentation and texts to the standards and 
mentalities of the German-speaking world. 
Our strength lies in our work for well-known 
software and hardware manufacturers. 
Furthermore, we also offer traditional transla-
tion services for the business, technology, legal 
and medical sectors. Our team of competent 
employees provides the very best quality 
within the respectively agreed time frame, 
even if matters are a little more urgent. 

How to Be  
World Savvy

International Marketing Communications 
Market Research
Marketing

JFA Marketing
Dubuque, Iowa USA

john@jfamarketing.com
www.jfamarkets.com

AlignFactory

Complement your existing TM and 
full-text search software with this powerful 
alignment tool.

Start aligning with speed and accuracy 
and increase the performance of your 
existing tools.

• AlignFactory
• AlignFactoryLight
• AlignRobot

Terminotix Inc.
Ottawa, Ontario Canada

termino@terminotix.com
www.terminotix.com
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for language professionals serving the US 
justice system? 

The Monterey Institute of International 
Studies (MIIS) and the College of Charles-
ton offer interpretation and translation 
programs at a post-graduate level. The 
Graduate School of Translation, Interpre-
tation and Language Education at MIIS 
offers world-renown training for language 
professionals. The languages offered for 
the MA degrees in Translation and Inter-
pretation and Conference Interpretation 
are Chinese, French, German, Japanese, 
Korean, Russian and Spanish. While legal 
interpretation courses are incorporated 
into the school curriculum, court inter-
pretation is not its primary specialization. 
MIIS is a major supplier of the high-
est quality conference interpreters and 
language professionals for government 
agencies as well as for international and 
business organizations. Completing the 
course requires a two-year relocation to 
Monterey (four semesters) and a steep 
monetary investment. 

The MA degree in bilingual legal inter-
preting at the Graduate School of the Col-
lege of Charleston offers the opportunity to 
receive the education and training required 
and expected of a professional degree-
holding legal interpreter. The curriculum 
consists of 14 courses (42 credits) that 
can be completed over a two-year period. 
However, the program is offered only for 
the English <> Spanish language pair and 
mostly on campus. Riverside Community 
College in Moreno Valley, California, offers 
an associate in science degree in commu-
nity interpretation in English <> Spanish.

The majority of educational orga-
nizations involved in court interpreter 
instruction offer certificate programs. 
Among them are California State Uni-
versity (Spanish and Vietnamese), Uni-
versity of California Los Angeles (Spanish, 
Korean and Mandarin), San Diego State 
University (Spanish), San Francisco State 
University (Spanish), Los Angeles Institute 
of Translation and Interpretation (Ara-
bic, Armenian, Korean, Mandarin and 
Spanish), New York University School 
of Continuing and Professional Studies 
(Spanish), Boston University Center of 
Professional Education (Chinese, Portu-
guese and Spanish), Florida International 
University (Spanish), Brookdale Commu-
nity College, New Jersey (Spanish), and 
Montclair State University, New Jersey 
(Spanish). All these programs are offered 
on campus only.

Two programs stand out in terms of 
completion feasibility for those students 
who are not able to relocate for months 
and years. Each summer, the University 
of Arizona’s Agnese Haury Institute for 
Interpretation in Tucson offers an excel-
lent intensive three-week course. Also, the 
Southern California School of Interpretation 
(SCSI), which has earned a great reputation 
among California professionals, offers a 
distance learning option in addition to a 
wide variety of on-site courses. However, 
again, both facilities provide instructions 
exclusively for Spanish interpreters. 

On the whole, formal educational 
courses from associate degree and certifi-
cate programs to post-graduate level are 
offered by only a handful of colleges and 
universities, primarily in coastal states and 
mostly for Spanish interpreters. The ma- 
jority of practicing and aspiring court 
interpreters has limited educational op- 
tions. These include self-training, com-
pact language-neutral courses offered 
by local and state court administrations 

or by professional associations. Another 
alternative is relocation to the areas 
where formal education is available in 
the interpreter’s language combination. 
The latter option is unattainable for the 
vast majority of working adults. In the 
meantime, the high standard of inter-
preter performance in any of the 120 lan-
guages spoken in courts should be upheld 
in any region of the United States. The 
chasm between the need for training and 
its availability has been flagrant.

Distance education  
for court interpreters
The above sentiment has been a pain-

ful reality for many language service 
providers (LSPs) throughout the country. 
While some larger court systems are able 
to maintain their own interpretation 
departments, most courts rely on LSPs to 
supply legal interpreters, especially those 
working in languages of lesser diffusion. 
Therefore, LSPs are responsible for screen-
ing and training their contract interpret-
ers, for conducting quality control and for 
dealing with professional liability issues. 

The situation that the translation 
agency Bromberg & Associates found 
itself in could be a case study on what 
many LSPs face in terms of availability 
of competent contract interpreters. It 
is one of the major providers of court 
interpreters in southeast Michigan, with 
an assignment volume of hundreds per 
month. Requests for Spanish interpreters 
amount to about 40%, while other com-
monly requested languages are Arabic, 
Albanian, Slavic languages and Hmong. 
Many other languages are in demand, 
including those not tested by any certi-
fying authority. In the meantime, just a 
handful of certified interpreters reside 
in metro Detroit. While assessing the 
qualifications of hundreds of candidates, 
it was determined that the competency 
level of the majority of applicants was 
inadequate. To combat the problem, 
Bromberg & Associates established inter-
nal training in a language-neutral for-
mat. While beneficial for beginners, this 
just scratched the surface. The company 
and its interpreters went searching for 
comprehensive, accessible and language-
specific training. Two notable distance 
education choices are SCSI and de la 
Mora Interpreter Training.

SCSI offers a wide variety of short-
term career training programs in medi-
cal, administrative hearings, and court  

Complete Localization 
Curriculum — 

Available Online
Austin Community College (ACC) provides 

access to high-quality education at affordable 
tuition rates. ACC offers university transfer 
curriculum, technical certificate programs, 
two-year associate degrees, and a highly 
diverse continuing education program. ACC 
offers an outstanding nine course, 72-hour 
program that leads to a certificate as a 
localization generalist certified by Pervasive 
Software, Lionbridge, Inc., Bridge360, 
Common Sense Advisory, Hewlett-Packard, 
IBM/Tivoli, ClientSide News and McElroy 
Translation. For more information, visit www
.austincc.edu/techcert or call 512-223-7662.

Austin Community College
Austin, Texas

rmcgoldr@austincc.edu 
www.austincc.edu/techcert/localization
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interpreting comprised of several 13-hour 
modules. The Court Interpreter program 
includes four Interpreting Criminal Pro-
ceedings modules, two Sight Translation 
modules, and one Interpreting in Munici-
pal and Superior Court module. Students 
can also take supplementary courses, 
such as Advanced English and Spanish 
Syntax for the Oral Exam Interpreting, 
Advanced Consecutive Techniques and 
more. While focusing on developing 
students’ interpretation skills, increasing 
the speed of simultaneous interpretation 
and retention in the consecutive mode, 
the curriculum provides in-depth cover-
age of criminal and civil procedures and 
terminology. The distance option allows 
students to watch video lectures, access 
the audio practice lab, receive printed 
study materials and communicate with 
instructors. An oral assessment of the 
student’s interpreting skills is conducted 
over the phone at the end of the course. 
SCSI boasts, and deservedly so, that 
85% of the candidates who become cer-
tified interpreters in California are the 
school’s graduates. Without a doubt, 
the SCSI is one of the most successful 
educational entities for legal interpret-
ers. Unfortunately, as mentioned earlier, 
the only language combination offered 
for training is English <> Spanish. 

Agustin de la Mora, a federally cer-
tified court interpreter and renowned 
interpreter trainer, offers online classes 
for groups of ten at the beginning, 
intermediate and advanced levels. Each 
course consists of six 90-minute online 
sessions conducted in real time. Partici-
pants chat one-on-one with the instruc-
tors from their homes or offices and are 
personally advised on how to better their 
skills. But, again, the program offers 
only the English <> Spanish or language-
neutral options, and real-time sessions 
are prescheduled.

While these programs offer many 
opportunities to Spanish interpreters, none 
of them provides a sufficient scope of 
language pairs. The only remedy the team 
envisioned was to design its own training 
program. The course concept has been 
developed by practicing court interpreters 
and interpreter trainers. The curriculum 
design was based on a premise that a 
competent legal interpreter should have 
a master-level command of interpretation 
techniques, in-depth knowledge of the 
subject area and a profound understand-
ing of professional ethics. Implementation 

of this educational project required a 
multidisciplinary team. IT specialists have 
provided e-learning environments, and 
the chapters on legal concepts, specialized 
topics and court procedures were written 
by legal scholars, practicing attorneys, law 
enforcement and forensic professionals. A 
multilingual group of experienced inter-
preters, translators and voice-over talents 
dedicated countless hours to developing 
glossaries, interpretation exercises and 
terminology drills. The entire staff was 
enthusiastically acting in video segments 
on interpretation ethics and protocol.  

Finally, after two years of hard work, 
the program was officially launched in 
2009. Initially, training was offered in 
Arabic, French, Hmong, Mandarin, Polish, 
Russian, Spanish and Vietnamese. Instruc-
tions in Albanian, German and Portuguese 
have been added since. Currently, pro-
grams range from the advanced eight-unit 
course to single-topic units addressing 
specific fields of expertise court inter-
preters encounter in their practice. The 
curriculum consists of three major com-
ponents. The subject-matter component 
includes legal concepts, areas of law, types 
of crime, stages of criminal procedure and 
special topics such as physical evidence, 
controlled substances, slang and jargon, 
autopsies, vehicular accidents and more. 
The second component is dedicated to 
court interpreter ethics and protocol. The 

third part covers interpretation theory and 
practice. Each student is guided by two 
instructors, one of whom is language-
neutral and the other is language-specific. 
All instructors are state or federally certi-
fied and experienced trainers. Some of the 
ultimate goals are for students to increase 
their “ready-to-use” arsenal of linguistic 
equivalents of special terminology and 
phraseology and to improve their inter-
pretation performance. 

Will distance learning become a fair 
substitute for on-site training? It remains 
to be seen. For many practicing and 
aspiring interpreters, an on-site option 
may never materialize. E-learning is the 
next best alternative, allowing them to 
benefit from comprehensive curricu-
lum and mentoring. However, students 
involved in distance education need 
to be self-motivated, organized and 
disciplined. Multiple studies show that, 
unlike translators, interpreters are mostly 
extrovert learners who thrive in an envi-
ronment that allows them to interact 
with their colleagues. Unfortunately, a 
certain degree of isolation is inherent to 
distant learning. Establishing forums and 
encouraging active communication could 
be a remedy for this impediment. What 
is absolutely clear, the language industry 
cannot ignore innovations and advan-
tages offered by rapid development of 
electronic educational technologies.  M


