Starting a Conference Interpreting

Course on a Shoestring

By John B. Jensen

s a conference interpreter for 25
years, | had long hoped to see
conference work included in the
Translation/Interpretation Program at
Florida International  University.
Established in the early 1980s, the pro-
gram offers certificates in Legal
Translation and Court Interpreting and
Translation Studies (Spanish—English),
as well as a certificate in Portuguese
Translation and Interpretation. The pro-
gram is being revamped to teach inter-
preting in a “language neutral” mode.
This past spring semester we
taught a course in Spanish conference
interpreting for the first time, acti-
vating a course that had been on the
books for some time. It is to be the
first of a series of courses that may
eventually lead to a certificate, that is,
as long as interest holds up

Challenges

So how does one start a new
course, or sequence of courses, in
simultaneous and conference inter-
pretation where none has existed
before, and without a grant or other
major funding source (thus, the
“shoestring” in the title)? There are
major challenges:

1. Curriculum
2. Instructors
3. Technical facilities
4. Training materials

The first two challenges are han-
dled administratively, or by dedicating
faculty time and effort that would oth-
erwise go to other teaching and
research duties. In our case, we have
been willing and able to undertake this
task. The second two challenges have
required both money and space.

Some excellent and practical ideas
on curriculum development, identi-
fying instructors, equipment, and
materials are provided in a recent
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Chronicle article by “Cynthia
Miguélez (Ref. 4). A much more
technical approach to the subject can
be found in various articles in the col-
lection by Cay Dollerup and Annette
Lindegaard (Ref. 1), particularly in
the section on “Interpreting and
Class.” Also of interest is the collec-
tion by Sylvie Lambert and Barbara
Moser-Mercer (Ref. 3), focusing on
empirical research.

“...Students who could
barely be heard on their
tapes at the beginning of
the semester were
speaking up confidently at
the end...”

Curriculum

It was decided to teach the course
once a week on Saturday, both to
accommodate working students and
to provide a block of time long
enough for flexible instruction
involving setting up equipment and
prolonged exposure to the practice of
simultaneous interpretation. We use
two textbooks, one authored by
Danica Saleskovitch (Ref. 6) and the
other by Yves Gambier, Daniel Gile,
and Christopher Taylor (Ref. 2).

The course works like this. At the
beginning of the semester, students
read one or two chapters a week from
Saleskovitch and a selected article
from Gambier, et al. Students discuss
the material at the beginning of class.
Following this discussion, the pro-
fessor makes a presentation on a rele-
vant topic: ethics and practice, voice
and diction, pace and lag, the busi-
ness of conference interpreting,
working with colleagues, developing

and using glossaries, and so forth.

The second part of the three-hour
class is devoted to interpreting practice.
The most important part of that period
is working on a new oral text provided
by audio or videotape, which is played
to all students simultaneously through
headphones in 5- to 10-minute seg-
ments. Between segments, we discuss
what has been heard. The mode of
practice is first shadowing and then
actual interpretation. Most source tapes
are in English, with a few in Spanish.
Virtually all of the students are natives
of Spanish, so we do most of our work
into that language. The tapes are
ordered throughout the semester,
beginning with simpler material and
progressing to more difficult tapes.

Students take home cassette tapes
(30-60 minutes in length) of the week’s
material. They are required to practice at
home or in a language laboratory. Each
week, before listening to the new mate-
rial, students record a sample of their
interpretation of a short portion of the
previous week’s practice tape and turn
this in to the instructor. The instructor
listens to and rates each student’s inter-
pretation, and returns the tape along
with an evaluation sheet. The next week,
students have a few minutes to listen to
the tape and study the evaluation sheet.

In summary, the practice portion
of each class (about an hour and a
half at the beginning of the semester,
and about two and a half hours at the
end of the semester) consists of the
following stages:

¢, Students listen to the tape they
recorded in class the previous
week while looking at their evalu-
ation sheets;

* Students record a short portion of
the past week’s practice tape for
the instructor to evaluate;
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