	What is the function of North Carolina Interpreting Services?

Interpreting Services supports the North Carolina Judicial Branch goal of ensuring that people who are hard-of-hearing or cannot speak English will have equal access to the courts.  The program coordinates the court interpreter testing and training programs, as well as development and implementation of interpreter policy.  It also performs various administrative duties, such as maintaining the Statewide Directory of court interpreters who are qualified to work in the state court system. 

What is interpretation?

Interpretation means the unrehearsed transmitting of a spoken or signed message from one language to another.  Qualified oral interpreters generally use consecutive and simultaneous interpretation in court.  Sign language interpreters render the meaning of a sign into speech and vice versa.  Interpretation is different from "translation," which relates to the conversion of a written text from one language into written text in another language. 

What are the different types of interpreting?

There are three types of interpreting.  They are:

· Consecutive:  Interpreting another person’s statement after that person has stopped speaking.  For example, an interpreter will interpret an attorney’s question to a non-English-speaking (NES) witness after the attorney has completed the question.  The interpreter will then interpret the NES witness’ response after the witness has finished answering.

The length of the interpretation may near the limits of the interpreter's capacity for recalling what is said.  Interpreters would typically take notes to help them interpret. 

· Simultaneous:  Interpreting continuously at the same time a person is speaking rather than waiting for the person to finish.  For example, an interpreter will interpret an attorney’s closing argument for a NES defendant as the attorney is making the argument.  

· Sight:   Sometimes referred to as "sight translation," this is a hybrid type of interpreting during which the interpreter reads a document written in one language while converting it orally into another language.  In this type of interpreting, a written text is interpreted without advance notice.  Court interpreters often sight-translate legal documents such as plea agreements. 

What do court interpreters do?

Court interpreters interpret for people in court who cannot communicate effectively in English.  These people include defendants and witnesses in criminal court, 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 personnel.

The interpreter’s duty is to:

1. Ensure that the proceedings in English reflect precisely what was said by a non-English-speaking person, and 

2. Place the non-English-speaking person on an equal footing with those who are proficient in English. 

Interpreters interpret from one language to another everything that is said, preserving the tone and level of the original language, adding and deleting nothing.  A bilingual individual is not necessarily qualified to interpret in court.  Court interpreting requires additional knowledge and skills.

What skills do I need to become an interpreter?

Interpreting requires the ability to perform several mental processes while at the same time vocalizing the message.  The process includes:

· Listening 

· Understanding 

· Summarizing the message from the words and word order 

· Retaining ideas 

· Understanding a message's intent 

· Recreating the exact message in the other language 

· Doing these things while speaking and listening for the next phrase to process

What qualifications do I need to become a court interpreter?

First, know your languages.  Full bilingual proficiency, ample vocabulary, and knowledge of standard grammar are prerequisites.  One effective self-training technique is to observe court proceedings and mentally interpret them to yourself.  Write down the terms that stump you, and then look for solutions in dictionaries. 

It is also important to possess educated, native-like mastery of both English and a second language; a wide general knowledge, 

characteristic of someone who has a minimum of two years of a general college-level education; and the ability to perform the three major types of court interpreting (consecutive, simultaneous, and sight interpreting).

Other skills considered essential include:

· A good working knowledge of court procedures, court rules, and North Carolina statutes, as well as an understanding of how they apply at the various court levels. 

· Excellent customer service skills for internal and external customers. 

· Excellent oral and written communication skills. 

· The ability to pass a test in English on the Code of Ethical Conduct for Court Interpreters. 

· The ability to work independently with minimal supervision. 

· The ability to work effectively with judges, administrators, and court staff. 

· An understanding and ability to interpret court policies and procedures, as well as an understanding of how the Code of Ethics relates to particular assignments. 

· The desire to continue learning. 

What does court interpreting in North Carolina pay?

The state court system pays freelance interpreters according to the guidelines established in our State guidelines. (LINK) Non-certified Spanish interpreters receive $20-35 per hour and State or Federally certified Spanish interpreters receive $40 per hour.

Please note that freelance interpreters do not typically work the equivalent of a "full-time" week.  In addition, there are no full-time staff interpreter positions in the courts across the state.

For what kinds of cases do court interpreters interpret?

Interpreters participate in virtually every type of case in the state court system.  Matters range from personal injury cases, small claims, landlord/tenant disputes, traffic, domestic violence, child support, sexual assault, drug offenses, arson, and illegal gambling, and murder, to name a few.

How do I become a “certified” court interpreter?

Experienced court interpreters who decide to make a career out of interpreting may take an oral legal interpreting proficiency exam for certification.  North Carolina courts are encouraged to appoint only certified court interpreters whenever they are available.  The proficiency exam evaluates the interpreter's simultaneous, consecutive, and sight interpretation skills in English and in another language.  The exam is not available in all languages; however North Carolina will offer exams in Arabic, Chinese, Yue or Cantonese, Haitian Creole, Hmong, Laotian, Korean, Mandarin, Russian, Serbian, Somali, Spanish, and Vietnamese on a regular basis in the future.  The exam application fee is $250.

The legal interpreting oral proficiency exam for certification consists of:

1. A simultaneous exam on compact disc, which contains a recording of passage that is based on an attorney’s opening or closing statement in court.  The passage is about 900 words in length, lasts about 7 minutes, and is recorded at a speed of about 120 words per minute. 

2. A consecutive exam, during which the interpreter will interpret English language questions into the non-English language and vice versa. This lasts about 22 minutes.

3. A sight translation exam during which an interpreter must read an English document aloud while being recorded.  An interpreter must also read a non-English document aloud while being recorded.  The documents are about 225 words long.  Interpreters are allowed six minutes to complete this portion of the exam. 

How do I become federally certified?


The federal courts offer a certification program for court interpreters in Spanish, Haitian Creole, and Navajo. For more information, visit www.cps.ca.gov/fcice-spanish. 

The North Carolina AOC has determined that passing a federal court interpreter certification exam in a specific language is equivalent to, or more difficult than, passing a legal interpreting proficiency exam developed by the National Consortium for State Court Interpreter Certification.  Interpreters who pass the federal exam and complete all 

other requirements for inclusion on the Statewide Directory may apply for certification in the North Carolina State Court system.

What is the Consortium for State Court Interpreter Certification?

In 1995, Minnesota and four other states initiated the Consortium for State Court Interpreter Certification, which provides test materials and educational programs, sets standards for interpreter test development, administration, and education, and serves as a forum for information-sharing among members and other interested organizations.  The Consortium currently has 32 member states.

Interpreters who pass a Consortium oral proficiency exam for certification in any member state are eligible to apply for certification in North Carolina without having to retake the North Carolina exam.  Applicants must complete all requirements for inclusion on the Statewide Directory before applying for certification in the North Carolina State Court System.

How are the Consortium’s proficiency exams developed?

Language and interpreting experts, coordinated by the National Center for State Courts, develop the Consortium's language proficiency exams.  The procedures used to ensure rigorous and valid test construction can be found at www.ncsconline.org and are as follows:

· Published test documentation enhances the credibility and legitimacy of the testing program.  The National Center for State 

Courts has prepared and maintains standardized manuals for test construction, test administration (including a candidate information booklet), and test rater training.  This documentation serves as the foundation for meeting the Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing (Washington, DC: American Education Research Association, American Psychological Association, and National Council on Measurement in Education, 1985). Standard 5 relates to the publication of technical and user’s manuals. 

· Maintenance and publication of test validity and reliability statistics. Standards 1 and 2 of the Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing relate to validity and reliability.  All members of the Consortium return test results to the National Center for State Courts.  Because so many states use the same tests, it is possible to accumulate test results in large enough quantity for statistical analyses of item validity and test reliability for each test form for each language.  The analysis protects the courts from legal challenges and helps identify test items that are not working as intended so that they can be replaced to strengthen subsequent test forms.  Data is also maintained to support analysis of inter-rater reliability, a key component in the process of determining how test scores are properly interpreted. 

How much do the testing and training programs cost?

· Orientation program: $150 - $200

· Oral proficiency exam for certification:  $250

The fees cover some, but not all, of the costs associated with administering each program.  Costs include training manuals; exam 

grading or rating; copying, printing, and postage of announcements and registration forms; creation and revision of exams by nationally-recognized experts; and the hiring of exam proctors.

How do I get started after completing the minimum requirements?

Most interpreters work as freelance interpreters or through an interpreter provider agency (search the Yellow Pages under "Translation”).  Interpreters may promote their services by contacting their county court administrator's office and providing information about their skills and availability.  Please note that North Carolina Interpreting Services does not hire interpreters for the courts.  Instead, the program is involved in testing and certifying court interpreters.

Why do the courts use interpreter provider agencies instead of scheduling interpreters directly?

Many district courts choose to work with interpreter provider agencies because they have a high demand for interpreters of various languages each day.  Agencies can often meet the demands within their extensive list of interpreters of many languages.  In addition, agencies sometimes offer the courts benefit that individual interpreters cannot, including:

· Convenient centralized scheduling that is staffed full-time, eliminating the wait for returned calls 

· Interviewing, training, and quality control of interpreters 

· Filling last minute cancellations by an interpreter because of illness or emergency 

· Rotating interpreters to prevent conflicts of interest and burnout

What can happen if I make a mistake while interpreting?

The consequences can be severe if an interpreter fails to interpret a legal proceeding accurately and fairly.  Poor interpretation may fail to capture the eloquence of a judge, attorney, or witness.  Questions and testimony can be distorted, leading a judge or jury to be confused or uncertain.  Especially in criminal matters, poor interpretation can result in a wrongful conviction or acquittal.  The consequences can even extend beyond a single proceeding and compromise the integrity of the judicial system.

Interpreters are often required or strongly recommended to maintain professional liability or errors and omissions insurance.  Check with your local insurance agent for rates and additional information.
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