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ln any interpreting situation, our goal is accurate, 
effective interpretation. To accomplish this goal, a 
number of factors must be taken into consideration. 
The focus of this article is one of those factors: that 
more than one interpreter may be necessary to insure 
accurate, effective interpretation. This article will 
examine what it means to work together effectively 
and describe the teaching methods I use when work
ing with interpreters to develop and hone team inter
preting skills. 

Team interpreting is a shared decision-making 
process in which the interpreters operate as a single 
unit as they work together on one interpretation. This 
may be necessary for a number of reasons, including: 
the density of the material2; the number of parti
cipants, their roles and the purpose for their inter
action; the context; the type of situation; the power 
dynamics; the pace; the time of day; and/ or the dura
tion of the interpretation. Duration, or length of time, 
traditionally has been the determining factor, 
though considering a host of other factors provides a 
more realistic and appropriate list of criteria. 

The exact manner in which the interpreters func
tion will depend on the situation. Typically we work 
together in pairs3, with one interpreter producing the 
actual interpretation and the second interpreter 
monitoring the interpretation, being available to pro
vide information or correction, and to deal with logis
tics in order to maintain a high level of accuracy. The 
two interpreters essentially swap duties and respon
sibilities when they spell each other. 

A certain level of mutual trust and respect is need
ed to maintain the integrity of a team. The pair must 
operate from a common understanding of what the 
task requires and what their responsibilities are. 
They need to discuss their individual working styles, 
expectations of their teammate, knowledge of and ex
pectations of the situation, preparation undertaken, 
and problem solving strategies. They also need to 
agree on techniques to monitor, provide information to 
and request information from each other, how to 
switch duties, and what type of signals or cues they 
want to use with each other. These are just some of 

the topics of discussion that become second nature as 
we talk to each other in preparation for working 
with one another. While interpreting, the team con
tinues their communication with one another, typi
cally in a discreet and often abbreviated fashion, in 
order to collaboratively produce an effective inter
pretation. After the interpreting session is over, the 
interpreters will benefit from reflecting on what was 
effective for them as a team and what they may 
want to do differently the next time. 

When considering the composition of a team, we 
take into account the usual factors for each indivi
dual interpreter (familiarity with the type of situa
tion, the context and the persons involved, linguistic 
and cultural fluency, interpreting skill levels, etc.). 
In addition, we need to consider the compatibility of 
the potential team and the ways in which they may 
(or may not) complement each other in all of the 
above areas and more. We want to ensure that what 
each interpreter has to contribute will meet the needs 
of the specific job. It is important to keep in mind that 
the ability to negotiate and achieve a successful 
working relationship is nm proportional to interpre
ting skill. 

Teaching Methods 

For the past 13 years I have had the pleasure of 
working with interpreters of all levels of experience 
and skill in workshops and classes focused on deve
loping team interpreting skills. Most of the training 
t~me is devoted to hands-on work for the parti
cipants. 

With a context, topic and speaker background, par
ticipants work in pairs (after creating a profile of the 
person(s) for whom they are interpreting). They dis
cuss how they will work together, do the actual in
terpreting and monitoring (the interpreter in the 
"second" role receives additional information in order 
to monitor and help her /his teammate and so that 
her /his teammate will be able to rely on her /him), 
and then discuss how the work went, focusing on the 
mechanics of working together. The focus of the course 
is on the teaming work, not on the interpretations. 
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I emphasize the need for participants to make con
scious decisions throughout the entire interpreting 
process (beginning the moment they are asked to ac
cept a job), the need to know their own decision-mak
ing process (self-awareness is a key component) and to 
be able to relay such information to their partner. 
These seemingly simple skills are paramount in suc
cessful team interpreting. 

When questions such as, "What do I say when 
someone asks me why we need two interpreters for 
this?" or "What if my teammate is resistant to the 
idea of monitoring?" we set a context and role play 
the scenario. 

I use large newsprint to list the topics that come up 
during discussion. For the first several training ses
sions I did on this topic, I typed up all of those notes 
and sent them to the participants. I realized that the 
same topics were brought up in each workshop, with
out fail, regardless of the group of participants or 
their number of years of experience. The topics in
clude areas such as how to build and keep a team 
intact, factors that influence a team's effectiveness, 
pre-conference topics, post-conference topics, what 
happens during the interpretation, ways to provide 
information, types of information to provide, signals 
and cues, responsibilities of the "second" interpreter 
role, responsibilities of the "first" interpreter role, 
and negotiating strategies within the team. 

As interpreters, we take pride in our work ethic 
and in providing a service, albeit one that is not 
always understood or respected. When we respect and 
clearly convey the daunting nature and complexity of 
the task of interpreting, those who hire us and with 
whom we work accept the conditions that are re
quired to provide them with quality service. It is to 
an interpreter's credit when she/he understands the 
compelling circumstances requiring more than a single 
interpreter to provide accurate and honest interpret
ing. Watching successful teams of interpreters work 
with certainty and grace, and seeing consumers ex
press when and how a team made a real, tangible 
difference in the usefulness of the interpretation, is 
the true measure that we are achieving our goal of 
accurate, effective interpretation. 
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Footnotes 
1 The principles in this paper apply equally to teams of interpreters made 

up of any configuration (hearing and/or Deaf interpreters, and 
interpreters of any languages}. However, this paper does not attempt 
to include all of the issues that arise for the various configurations. 

2 For further explication of this concept see: Palma, Janis, (1995). 
Textual density and the judiciary interpreter's performance. American 
Translators Association, Translation and the Law. Vol. vm. 

3 A team of interpreters may be of any number, and is not limited to two 
people. I refer to a team as a pair or two people in this paper only for 
the sake of linguistic ease. 
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