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4Executive Summary

Executive Summary
Overview
This report summarizes the key findings of five 
workgroups held at the 2nd North American Summit 
on Interpreting, convened by IntepretAmerica on 
June 17-18, 2011 in Washington, D.C. The purpose 
of the Summit was to provide a national forum for the 
interpreting profession. The five workgroups focused on 
topics seen as vital to the future of the profession. These 
topics were: 

• Professional associations
• Certification and credentialing
• Education and training
• Legal and advocacy concerns
• Technology 

The workgroups’ participants came from all major 
interpreting sectors. They included not only interpreters 
but language service providers, vendors, technology 
developers, association presidents, educators, trainers, 
researchers and interpreting representatives from 
Europe, Canada and Mexico, among others. The 
findings outlined in this paper distill opinions and voices 
from the profession as a whole.

Key findings
The most striking finding was the degree of consensus 
that emerged both within and across workgroups and 
sectors of interpreting. Three strong areas of agreement 
were:  

1. The need for a national umbrella organization to 
represent interpreters.
Participants within and across workgroups strongly 
supported establishing, at least in the US, a national 
consortium, coalition, umbrella or professional 
association dedicated to promoting:

• The interpreting profession;
• Interpreter certification and credentialing;
• Professional association activities; and/or
• Education and training of interpreters, including 

accreditation of programs.

2. A compelling call for a national generalist 
interpreter certification.
The desire to see a generalist interpreter certification 
established emerged in every workgroup.

3. The urgent need to embrace technology 
and support interpreters who need training on 
technology.
There was a strong sense that while many interpreters 
fear technology, machines will not replace interpreters. 
Interpreters, however, must master machines. Other key 
findings broken out by workgroup include the following:
  

“[InterpretAmerica] is a forum for engaging in 
powerful discussion of the topics of greatest 
importance in our field.”

2011 forum participant
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InterpretAmerica 2011 Summit Workgroup Findings

Professional 
Associations

Certification & 
Credentialing

Education & 
Training

Legal & 
Advocacy

Technology

Observations

Recommendations

• Though many 
associations exist, 
none represents 
all interpreting 
interests.

• All interpreting 
sectors should sit at 
the planning table.

• We need national 
ethics, standards 
and resources.

• Certification should 
address all sectors.

• Language 
proficiency testing 
should be required.

• Generalist 
certification 
would precede, 
but not replace, 
specialized 
certification.

• Quality of 
education/training 
varies widely.

• A national 
consortium is 
needed to oversee 
program quality, 
accredit programs 
and establish entry-
level qualifications, 
skills, and 
education.

• The various 
sectors need to 
coordinate.

• The profession 
should engage in 
active, concrete 
PR strategies. 

• The profession 
should proactively 
manage “bad 
news.”

1. Survey the existing 
associations.

2. Explore the 
creation of a 
national umbrella/ 
consortium body 
that represents the 
broad interests of 
interpreters.

3. Create an online 
directory of 
associations.

1. Establish a 
generalist exam 
managed by a 
national body that 
represents only 
interpreters.

2. Involve all 
interpreting sectors 
in creating the 
exam.

 
3. Include a continuing 

education component.

4. Address ethics, 
standards, modes, 
and knowledge of 
field.

1. Survey education/
training providers.

2. Create a national 
consortium to 
oversee education 
and credentialing.

 
3. Build an online 

training directory.

4. Establish the content 
of a common base 
curriculum. 

1. Support a national 
group that 
advocates for 
interpreters and 
engages regularly 
with media.

2. Let each sector 
send its own 
messages but 
coordinate 
industry-wide.

3. Reach out to 
the media, 
government, public 
and employers.

1. Set up a national 
technology 
committee and 
survey interpreters 
about technology.

2. Create web forums 
for interpreters to 
give feedback to 
providers.

3. Put tutorials on 
tech websites 
and solicit user 
feedback.

• Interpreters need 
to communicate 
more with 
technology 
providers.

• Providers need 
more input from 
interpreters.

• Many interpreters 
are fearful of 
technology.

Areas of consensus that emerged across some or several workgroups:

It is time to establish a national generalist certification.• 
There is an urgent need for a national body that represents only interpreters.• 
That national body needs to advocate vigorously for the interpreting profession.• 
The public needs to know more about interpreting skills, credentials and the profession as a whole.• 
Technology is here to stay but will not replace interpreters.• 
Interpreters need more guidance on, and input into, technology development and use.• 
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Introduction
What we hope this paper will accomplish

The five InterpretAmerica workgroups provided a 
forum for participants to explore fundamental concerns 
across sectors. The intent behind the workgroups was 
to allow leaders and practitioners in the field to solicit 
and share feedback from their peers, to discover areas 
of consensus, and to better define differences. A larger 
purpose was to create a nurturing environment and 
build positive alliances across sectors.

This white paper synthesizes the work products of these 
five workgroups in order to promote the profession by 
highlighting solutions to common challenges that face 
all sectors. The findings may also help to advance the 
profession as a whole. Finally, the information gathered 
here may be of use to interpreters in countries outside 
North America.

The spark

Interpreting has come of age. This was the message 
of passion and urgency that emerged from the five 
workgroups held at InterpretAmerica’s 2nd North 
American Summit on Interpreting, June 17-18, 2011, in 
Washington, D.C. The profession appears ready, able 
and willing to move to the next stage of unifying the 
sectors. Other key messages emerged. They included:

1. We must work together. Summit participants 
showed a surprisingly keen desire to set aside 
sector-specific concerns and tackle the needs 
of the interpreting profession as a whole. While 
transcending their concerns with any one sector 
of interpreting, they forged a strong consensus 
that a national umbrella organization is urgently 
needed and voiced the opinion that such an 
organization should represent all—and solely—
interpreters.

2. We need a generalist certification for spoken 
interpreting. Surprisingly, this forceful 
message about certification emerged in all five 
workgroups, and not only in the group devoted 
to certification. In perhaps the greatest surprise 
of the Summit, virtually no one challenged the 
need for a generalist certification, and many 
participants seemed to consider it a sine qua 
non. Questions about a generalist certification 
revolved around how to make it happen, not 
whether it should be done.

3. We must welcome and actively participate 
in the development of new technologies for 
interpreting. Few workgroup participants 
perceived technology as a threat to interpreters. 
Many, however, stated that numerous 
interpreters in the field hold such perceptions. 
Participants also felt these negative perceptions 
must be overcome because technology will 
anchor and safeguard the future of interpreting. 
They stated in strong terms that interpreters 
must have a voice in the development, 
testing and training aspects of technology 
development.

The intent of the annual InterpretAmerica Summits is to 
provide a national forum for the interpreting profession. 
As this white paper attests, something else took place. 
This year’s Summit provided an incubator environment 
where interpreting leaders across North America 
could roll up their sleeves and begin the hard work 
of addressing key issues cohesively, coherently and 
collaboratively across sectors. 

In fact, it was the energy generated during the first 
Summit that led to a doubling of the second Summit’s 
length from one day to two, allowing time for workgroup 
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sessions where participants could tackle the key issues 
in the field. 

Statement of purpose

The purpose of this paper is twofold:

• To summarize and share the results generated 
by five targeted workgroups held at the 2nd 
North American Summit on Interpreting.

• To explore the implications of these workgroup 
discussions for the future of interpreting as a 
profession, in North America and beyond.

Background 
Across North America, interpreting has historically 
developed within “silos,” or separate sectors, that have 
often had little communication with each other. These 
sectors include:

• Conference interpreting
• Legal (including court) interpreting1

• Medical interpreting
• Community interpreting
• Military interpreting

In addition, spoken interpreting has long had few ties 
with signed language interpreting, even though all 
interpreting sectors need both spoken and signed 
language interpreters. Also, within community 
interpreting2,  healthcare interpreting has nearly split 
off as a separate sector of its own despite the fact that 
medical (or healthcare) interpreting is part of community 
interpreting.3 

While many interpreters are aware of the existence of 
these “silos” within interpreting, few efforts have been 
made to bring interpreters together beyond conferences 
hosted by a few general translation and sector-specific 
national associations.

History of InterpretAmerica

The inspiration for InterpretAmerica came from 
Argentina, where two conference interpreters, José 
Luis “JL” Villanueva-Senchuk and Lucille Barnes, saw 
the need to raise the profile of interpreters. In 2007, 
the two organized an inaugural conference in Buenos 
Aires called Interpreta2007. This conference convened 
international experts from conference, legal, medical 
and academic sectors. 

“I believe the European community of interpreters 
would greatly benefit from an event like this.”

“InterpretAmerica is a chance to network for 
change.”

1Also known as judiciary interpreting.
2Globally and in the US, community interpreting has traditionally comprised several sub-sectors, one of which is medical interpreting. 
Others include educational, faith-based, social services, and nonprofit human services interpreting. However, in much of North 
America medical interpreting has reached a significantly higher level of professionalization than other sectors of community 
interpreting. This development has helped to sow confusion in the field about what “community interpreting” means. Many medical 
interpreters are not aware that they are community interpreters. Some have come to equate community interpreting with social 
services interpreting only.
3Although many people consider healthcare a broader area of interpreting than medical interpreting, which is sometimes associated 
with hospital interpreting, today the two terms are used interchangeably. In this paper, no distinction is drawn between them.
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After Barry Slaughter Olsen spoke at that conference, 
he came away with a similar vision for North America, 
sowing the seeds for InterpretAmerica. 

In 2009, Barry Slaughter Olsen and Katharine Allen co-
founded InterpretAmerica to gather experts and leaders 
from all sectors and through a variety of forums provide 
them with up-to-date, relevant information about the 
profession while facilitating resulting conversations. The 
intention was to support and promote the profession as 
a whole. 

This goal is particularly important given that each sector 
of interpreting contributes in unique and important 
ways. For example:

• Medical and signed language interpreting 
have nurtured the development of advanced 
video and telephonic interpreting technology 
in Canada and the US More recently, medical 
interpreting has developed national certification 
efforts.

• Signed language interpreting has developed 
a full-scale national certification structure in 
the US and boasts a national organization that 
accredits degree programs. 

• Legal interpreting provides federal and state-
level testing and certification in the US and 
national/provincial professional association 
certification across Canada. 

• Conference interpreting has developed 
advanced educational and degree programs 
from Canada to Mexico, as it has around the 
world. It has also negotiated some of the best 
working conditions for interpreters in the field.

Clearly, these sectors have much to share that could 
benefit all areas of interpreting.

As part of its mission to provide a national forum for the 
interpreting profession, InterpretAmerica has hosted 

two annual North American Summits in 2010 and 2011. 
(A third Summit is scheduled in Monterey, California for 
June 15-16, 2012.) The intent is to bring stakeholders 
of key interpreting sectors together so that they can 
exchange ideas, learn from each other and advance the 
field.
 
Overview of the 2nd Summit

The title of the 2nd North American Summit on 
Interpreting was Quality Interpreting in a Push-Button 
World: How Professional Identity & Technology Are 
Driving the Future of Our Field. About 180 interpreters, 
industry representatives, professional association 
leaders, educators and other supporters of the 
profession came from as far away as Canada, Europe, 
Mexico, Costa Rica and Brazil to attend.
The five workgroups held on the second day of 
the Summit focused on topics vital to the future of 
interpreting: 

• Professional associations
• Education and training
• Certification and credentialing
• Legal and advocacy concerns
• Technology

A personal observation 

The author of this paper had the pleasant task of 
observing the five workgroups in action. To walk the 
room was to witness the passion, purpose and drive of 
scores of enthusiastic participants. 

Interpreting is one of the fortunate professions that 
attract those who love their field, as anyone who 
attends industry conferences has likely noted. Even so, 
InterpretAmerica incubated debates of striking depth 
and intensity. The energy they generated is a testimony 
to the zest and zeal of the workgroup participants.
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Part One: The Workgroups
The workgroup plan

The five workgroups were planned and structured 
before the Summit in order to maximize quality 
discussions whose results could later be disseminated 
widely. See Appendix 1 for a description of the 
workgroup planning and structure and Appendix 2 for a 
list of workgroup moderator bios. 

About 150 participants attended the five workgroups, 
with approximately 30 in each group. Every session 
included:

• A “plenary” discussion to introduce and explore 
the key topics.

• A breakout session where each workgroup 
broke down into 4-5 subgroups.

• A reconvening of the larger workgroup 
to discuss the subgroup results and 
recommendations.

“Real life”

Overall, the workgroup plan worked well. However, time 
frames varied somewhat from group to group.

There was limited “traveling,” and most participants 
stayed with the initial workgroup they had selected. 
The noise level rose, yet the participants held focused 
discussions. Some groups adhered closely to the written 
plan while others “went with the flow.” A few scribes 
took detailed, crisp notes while others recorded stream-
of-consciousness observations. Notes ranged from a 
few pages of handwritten notes for one workgroup to 
several dozen typed pages for another. 

Below is a summary of key results followed by an 
informal analysis of the data generated by each 
workgroup. The session description, definitions of 
terms and workgroup questions listed in each section 
below come from the information given to workgroup 
participants at the Summit.

“Our profession wil grow in importance in
 the future.”



Key Takeaway: “We urgently need a national association that truly supports 
all interpreters.”

Workgroup A: Professional Associations

Who Came? “Fun Facts” Where They 
Agree

How They 
Diverge Key Decisions

Quote: “Alliances and community are key. We need to organize ourselves formally to improve
 our profession.”

• A representative 
of NAJIT (an 
association for court 
interpreters) reported 
that NAJIT might 
support interpreters 
in all sectors. 

• Military and 
educational 
interpreters (among 
others) wanted to 
“sit at the same 
table” and share 
experiences.

• ATA Interpreters 
Division has pressed 
ATA to change its 
name to include 
interpreters.

• Conference 
interpreters urged 
a push for greater 
professional 
recognition.

• Interpreting associations or 
groups such as AIIC, ATA, 
CAPI, CHIA, IMIA, NAJIT, 
NMTIA, TAJIT, and TAALS, 
(see Appendix 4 for list of 
acronyms)

• Language Industry 
Association of Canada

• Courts

• Academia

• There are dozens of 
associations across 
North America but 
little coordination. 
They offer many 
services, but no 
group meets all 
needs.

• All sectors should 
be invited and 
included in a national 
association.

• We need national 
interpreting ethics, 
standards and 
resources.

• We need an online 
directory of existing 
associations.

• The national 
association should 
move toward 
a generalist 
certification.

• There was no 
consensus on 
whether to retool a 
current organization 
(like ATA or NAJIT) 
or start from 
scratch.

• Some believe 
this workgroup 
should research all 
associations and 
conduct a feasibility 
study for a national 
group; others want 
to move now.

• While all agreed 
about inclusiveness 
across sectors, 
some want only 
professional, 
qualified interpreters 
in a national body. 
(“I don’t want to be 
good in midst of 
bad.”)

• Start building at the 
local level.

• Decide whether 
to establish a 
consortium or a new 
organization.

• Conduct an 
environmental 
scan of existing 
organizations.

• Determine what 
else is needed to 
proceed.

• See whether any 
existing organization 
can be an umbrella.

• Possible solutions in 
the U.S include:
a) An umbrella such 

as:
   • ATA
  • NAJIT
  • National    
     consortium
b) A new national 

interpreter 
association
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Workgroup A: Professional Associations
“Three things that I will take away from the 2nd North American Summit on Interpreting:
 a. Recognition of new organizations and lingo within the interpreting society.
 b. That my concerns are also the concerns of many others.
 c. That there are people that care.”

Moderators: Esther Diaz and Janet Bailey

Workgroup description 

Participants in this workgroup will explore the shared 
needs of the interpreting profession and its practitioners. 
The group will work in both small and large group 
formats to share perceptions and expectations on this 
topic. Participants will be guided through the discussion 
with a series of questions that will be presented to 
each small group. The groups will convene after the 
questions to share and consider new thoughts. 

Definition of terms 

As a starting point for discussion, a professional 
association will be defined as: 

“An organization seeking to further a particular 
profession, the interests of individuals engaged in that 
profession, and the public interest.” 

Why they came

The participants stated that current professional 
associations of interpreters do not meet all their needs. 
They wanted to explore what type of organization could 
represent all interpreters in all sectors at a national level.

Introduction to the Professional 
Associations Session (excerpts from 

the moderators’ notes):
 
We are here to explore shared needs – of the 
profession and the practitioners. ... As Barry 
[Olsen] said earlier, “We need to recognize 
our differences but focus on our similarities.” 
We want to assure that each of us feels safe 
in this session. So we urge you to share your 
perspectives, but all of us need to: 

Be fair.• 
Bring an open mind.• 
Be respectful. • 
Assure that everyone has a chance to • 
participate.

“It is hard as an independent contract 
interpreter to pay for and attend several 

memberships and conferences. We need 
a change in structure or relationships with 
existing groups, so we don’t have to have 
redundant membership fees and efforts.”
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The Questions and Answers 

1. What do you expect/need from a professional 
organization?

Participants felt that a professional association should 
promote the interpreting profession in many ways. For 
example, a professional association should:

Set and maintain standards. • 
Disseminate information about bills in Congress • 
and their effect on interpreters.
Lobby Congress.• 
Create a single, cohesive code of ethics • 
adapted to each sector.
Provide professional understanding of who • 
interpreters are and how to be part of this 
professional community.
Publish advocacy and position papers.• 
Collect data.• 
Offer leadership and advocacy at the national • 
level.
Enforce the code of ethics.• 

Participants also felt there were certain key areas where 
a professional association plays a potentially critical 
role. For example, in the following areas a professional 
association should:

Educate the Public
Communicate a clear understanding of the • 
profession.
Develop screening criteria for membership.• 
Become more aware of existing standards such • 
as ASTM International, ISO and Interagency 
Language Roundtable (ILR).
Represent interpreting in all fields.• 
Don’t reinvent the wheel: build on work already • 
done by organizations.

Be Inclusive
Offer an umbrella for smaller organizations.• 
Leave no sector out in the cold: bring in • 
American Sign Language (ASL), military, 
education, etc.
Respect similarities and differences between • 
sectors.
Offer support for interpreters of Languages of • 
Limited Diffusion.

Support Interpreters
Set up an online training and education • 
directory. 
Establish a national spokesperson. • 
Create more recognition/PR for interpreters.• 
Publish materials interpreters can use to • 
promote themselves.
Create practical publications.• 
Offer insurance and other benefits.• 
Provide mentoring.• 
Reach out to new members.• 
Support continuing education.• 
Offer job/assignment referrals.• 
Have a web-based clearinghouse for events.• 
Make sure the organization is run by practicing • 
interpreters.
Offer advanced professional training.• 

Provide Support for Language Service Providers (LSPs) 
and Requesters of Interpreters

Create a national directory of interpreters.• 
Provide client education.• 
Offer resources for language service providers.• 

“If we don’t fight to forge our professional identity 
no one else will.”
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Conference interpreters in particular expressed a strong 
need for professional recognition. They suggested that 
associations should advocate more to communicate to 
the outside world who interpreters are and the kind of 
work that they perform. 

2. What are we not getting from existing 
organizations?

Many of the needs listed above are addressed by 
some organizations, but not others. Interpreters and 
those who support them can’t be members of all the 
associations, while some sectors, such as military, are 
often left out of associations altogether.

Other things that appear to be missing are:
Inclusion of all interpreting sectors.• 
National leadership.• 
Directories.• 
State chapters and/or mentors to address local • 
issues.
Support in matters like liability insurance.• 
Professional mentoring for newcomers.• 
Outreach to potential new members.• 
Helpful, down-to-earth publications, • 
Internal enforcement of association and industry • 
ethics and standards. 

Oversight committees for professionalism and • 
ethics.
Continuing education. • 

3. Should there be a national or umbrella 
organization? 

The overwhelming response to this question was: 
“YES.” Two general approaches to establishing such an 
organization were raised and discussed:

a) Start from one or more existing associations and 
then set up an informal consortium to negotiate 
with existing organizations. 

b) Start from scratch and create a national 
professional interpreter association.

One possible value of an umbrella organization would 
be to have less fracturing into different groups. In 
this way, no sector or individual interpreter would feel 
left out. In addition, there would be more awareness 
and perhaps more application of existing interpreting 
standards, e.g., ASTM and ILR. (ISO standards for 
community interpreting are currently in development.) 
An umbrella organization might also do a more efficient 
job of client education and advocacy. 

There was a general recognition that many needs are 
met by existing associations but that there is a lack of 
knowledge about what is already being offered and 
achieved. In addition, some participants sensed that 
professional associations now overlap with, compete 
with, and sometimes “cannibalize” each other. A 
sentiment prevailed that interpreters are “ready for 
something to happen” at a national level to bring all 
sectors together. 

4. What would a new organization look like? It 
should:

Start building at the local level.• 
Plan for an “organization of organizations” (a • 
consortium) or a new organization.
Conduct an environmental scan of existing • 
organizations.
Determine what is needed next. • 
See whether an existing organization meets • 

“We need shared standards, professional 
ethics (and a) shared understanding of 

who we are.”
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needs (though some participants felt ready to 
move ahead and create a new organization 
“now”).
Represent all interpreters in the country.• 
Include “interpreters” in the name of the • 
organization.

There was no consensus on the question about whether 
the national body should be an umbrella, a coalition, a 
national interpreter association—or even an international 
association. But the following ideas were shared:

Interpreter groups or associations must be • 
contacted and invited to the dialogue. 
Some entity should conduct an environmental • 
survey to find out who and what is out there.
It might be helpful to establish an ad hoc group • 
of organizations and let them debate the issues 
and propose solutions.

It is critical to incorporate the knowledge and 
contributions of the current organizations that have 
worked so hard to support interpreters and the 
profession. There is no need to start from scratch. 
Perhaps it would be best to form a coalition of 
professional associations that would promote 
interpreters and lobby for their needs rather than 
over-generalizing and losing some of the specific 
support that interpreters currently receive from some 
organizations.

An international option was explored and supported, 
perhaps through AIIC (International Association of 
Conference Interpreters), TAALS (The American 
Association of Language Specialists) and/or FIT 
(International Federation of Translators), as long as there 
is no duplication of work. 

“The plan [is] to form a new group representing 
only interpreters, on a national level by 

probing resources already offered by those 
organizations in existence, Great job!”

Recommendation

The workgroup suggests that InterpretAmerica • 
establish a delegation to meet with ATA and 
National Association of Judiciary Interpreters 
and Translators (NAJIT) to conduct a feasibility 
study and then report back to this workgroup. 
The workgroup supports the goal of creating • 
an umbrella organization that will harmonize 
membership requirements and regulations with 
current national, regional and local associations. 
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Workgroup B: Certification and Credentialing

• Should there be 
one generalist 
certification for 
spoken language 
interpreting? The 
group’s answer was 
a resounding YES.

• The group notes that 
ASL first established 
standards, then 
created a generalist 
certification, then 
specializations. 

• In Europe, the cradle 
of the profession, 
there are growing 
shortages of 
qualified interpreters.

• Some interpreters 
are perplexed that 
any interpreter 
could perform 
consecutive but not 
simultaneous.

• Medical, court, signed 
language,

• Conference interpreters

• Translators

• LSPs

• Schools

• Government agencies 

• Private entities (such as 
AARP)

• Higher education

• Consultants

• Certification should 
be administered by 
a national governing 
accreditation body.

• The national 
body should be 
a professional 
organization 
dedicated to 
interpreting. 

• This organization 
should evaluate 
standards, then 
create and manage 
the certification 
exam.

• All sectors should 
be involved in the 
creation of the 
national body and 
the exam.

• CEUs are necessary 
to maintain 
credentialing.

There was no strong
consensus on:

• What a national 
governing body 
would look like.

• What kind of 
language proficiency 
testing should be 
required.

• What the minimum 
level of language 
proficiency would be.

• Whether certification 
should be one exam 
or several (e.g., 
written, consecutive, 
simultaneous and 
sight translation), 
tested together or 
separately.

• How to handle 
the less common 
languages.

• Generalist 
certification should 
precede specialized 
certification.

• Certification should 
include a written test 
addressing ethics, 
standards and 
knowledge of field.

• The exam should 
test all three modes 
(consecutive, 
simultaneous, sight 
translation).

• To avoid grand-
fathering, phase 
in education 
requirements: e.g., 
start with a high 
school diploma and 
in four years move to 
an AA, then in four 
more years require a 
BA.
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Workgroup B: Certification and Credentialing
“Generalist [certification] should come first. Establish before specialization.”

Moderators: Carola E. Green and Katharine 
Allen

Workgroup description

What comes first, the chicken or the egg? Should there 
be a generalist interpreter certification requirement 
in place before there are codes of ethics, standards 
of practice and standardized training programs? 
This discussion session will consider the need for a 
generalist interpreter certification, taking into account 
that there is already certification in place for the legal 
and healthcare sectors of interpreting. How would that 
fact ultimately impact the field as a whole? Does any 
initial consensus exist among the group regarding basic 
minimum competencies required? 

Definition of terms 

For the purposes of this discussion, we will operate 
under the following definitions, which were obtained 
from the Institution for Credentialing Excellence (ICE).4

Certification 

“The certification of specialized skill-sets affirms a 
knowledge and experience base for practitioners 
in a particular field, their employers, and the public 

at large. Certification represents a declaration of 
a particular individual’s professional competence. 
In some professions, certification is a requirement 
for employment or practice; doctors, mechanics, 
accountants, professional secretaries, surveyors and 
many others are all required to go through a certification 
process of some kind. In all instances, certification 
enhances the employability and career advancement of 
the individual practitioner or employee…. Equal to the 
benefits of certification is the importance of establishing 
an underlying certification program based on best 
practices and recognized processes and procedures 
developed by the field of certification. ICE serves as the 
member  based organization for the field of certification 
to enhance professional excellence and ensure the 
competency of certification.” 

Accreditation 

General use: Approval of an educational 1. 
program according to defined standards. 
As related to the National Commission for 2. 
Certifying Agencies (NCCA): Status awarded to 
a certification program that has demonstrated 
compliance with the Standards for the 
Accreditation of Certification Programs set forth 
by the NCCA. 

4http://www.credentialingexcellence.org/Home/tabid/36/Default.aspx and from the Glossary of terms in the National Commission 
for Certifying Agencies, Standards for the Accreditation of Certification Programs http://www.credentialingexcellence.org/portals/0/
STANDARDS%20- ‐%20Updated%20January%202010.pdf
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Certification program 

The standards, policies, procedures, assessment 
instruments, and related products and activities through 
which individuals are publicly identified as qualified in a 
profession, occupation, role, or skill. 

Why they came

Certification is a “hot” topic for interpreters today. Non-
specialists have generated a great deal of confusion 
in the field because they often believe that holding a 
certificate for training (or even a brief orientation) means 
being “certified.” 

Yet professional interpreters seem reasonably united 
around the belief that quality certification should be 
available and should represent the highest available 
credential for most interpreters in North America. 

This workgroup may represent the first time that 
specialists in areas as diverse as military, medical, 
conference, community, signed language and court 
interpreting sat down together to tackle the topic of 
certification. Those attending appeared passionately 
committed to upholding high standards in the 
field, preferably through rigorous certification and 
credentialing. The participants also stated their desire 
to be realistic and not exclude significant numbers of 
practicing interpreters or, conversely, exclude entry-
level interpreters who may need time, training and 
support to meet new standards. 

In addition, this workgroup strongly supported the 
creation of a national governing body to establish and 
manage the certification process and exam.

The questions and answers

1. Please provide a short explanation/
description of the advantages (pros) and 

disadvantages (cons) of having a generalist 
interpreter certification (entry-level interpreter 
before specialization in any field). 

Perspectives can be divided into two categories: pros 
and cons for the field as a whole; and pros and cons for 
interpreters.

Advantages of generalist certification for the field as 
a whole 

Establishes interpreting as a profession (like the • 
legal, medical and education professions).
Allows interpreters not to get locked into a • 
single category or pigeon-holed.
Sets minimum standards for the profession.• 
Establishes credibility, legitimacy and • 
acceptance for the profession.
Helps raise awareness that speaking two • 
languages does not make one an interpreter.
Establishes industry standards around skill sets • 
and standardization.

Advantages of generalist certification for 
interpreters

Sets a clear career path for interpreters.• 
May increase pay for interpreters.• 
Becomes industry driven, not the whim of one • 
company that could pressure interpreters.
Eliminates “rogue” tests from independent • 
organizations that lack credibility, validation and 
recognition, so that interpreters don’t have to 
defend their real credential against someone 
else’s “paper” credential.
Leads to clarity: i.e., one test run by a • 
professional organization.
May help to reduce incompetent interpreting.• 
Will promote continuing education opportunities • 
(through a CEU requirement).
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Disadvantages of generalist certification for the field 
Is so broad that it could not address • 
specialization directly.
Might become mandatory, discounting • 
interpreters’ experience and their years of 
education.
May lead to a situation where demand • 
outweighs supply and reduces the pool of 
acceptable interpreters for end users.
May result in an exam that is not well designed • 
to measure skills.
Could lead to interpreters who misrepresent • 
themselves as certified.
Might foster a two-tiered pay system, such as • 
already exists in many courts.
May increase the cost to end users.• 

Disadvantages of generalist certification for 
interpreters 

Opens the question of how to manage a • 
transitional plan and possible “grandfathering.”
Might lead governments to hire the lowest level • 
of qualification, disregarding specialization 
(e.g., for court interpreters), leading to less 
employment of qualified interpreters.
Could put pressure on interpreters (generally • 
not wealthy) to obtain and pay for two or more 
certifications.

2. What would be included in a basic listing 
of competencies for a general interpreter 
certification/entry level interpreter before they 
specialize in any specific field? List a minimum 
of 6 competencies and a brief explanation of 
why this competency is needed.

This topic brought a surprising degree of specificity to 
the discussion. The results included the creation of what 
amounted to a roadmap for planning. While different 
subgroups came up with various competencies, 
collectively they concurred on most issues and 

espoused views that complemented rather than 
contradicted each other.

It was felt that in order to be certified, interpreters 
should demonstrate the following:

Skills
Language proficiency (a high standard—BA • 
level proficiency—was required by some 
subgroups, or at least “educated native 
fluency”).
The ability to process a message and • 
accurately convey it idiomatically into the target 
language.
Skill in consecutive, simultaneous and sight • 
translation modes.
Uses of different registers.• 
Public speaking skills (voice quality, voice • 
modulation, how to present oneself).
Memory skills.• 
Translation skills (while there may not be • 
consensus on this point, two subgroups found 
translation skills essential for certification).

There was some question about whether simultaneous 
should be required given that this mode represents a 
skill set often neglected by certain sectors in training, 
such as community (including medical) interpreters. 
While some participants found it impossible to believe 
that one could interpret consecutively at any reasonable 
skill level without also being able to perform in 
simultaneous, others disagreed.

Knowledge
Ethics, standards and protocols (there was a • 
high level of consensus on this requirement).
Specialized terminology.• 
Use of technology if performing in simultaneous • 
mode.
Knowledge of/ability to research in the field.• 
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Shadowing (i.e., the ability to repeat verbatim • 
what is said or signed in the same language: 
two subgroups found shadowing a vital skill).
Understanding of culture and cultures relevant • 
to the encounter.

Aptitudes
A willingness to keep up with language skills.• 
Appropriate social and professional conduct • 
(e.g., observing dress codes).
Adaptability/flexibility.• 
Critical judgment and decision-making skills.• 
Socio-cultural sensitivity.• 

3) What pieces would the interpreting 
profession need to have in place in order for a 
generalist interpreter certification to exist? List 
a minimum of 4 critical components.

The answers to this question centered on a need for:
Language proficiency testing (a level of • 
achievement or particular type of testing was 
not specified).
Basic interpreter training (also not defined).• 
A tiered process of some kind to achieve • 
credentialing (one subgroup).
A bachelor’s degree (one subgroup). • 
CEUs to maintain certification (three subgroups).• 

Finally, there seemed to be consensus that there is a 
need for a comprehensive list of training and education 
programs, as well as continuing education and 
recertification programs. It would also be helpful for 
such a listing to include opportunities for internships in 
a professional environment, shadowing or volunteering.

What topic divided this workgroup most? 

There was some fairly passionate disagreement about 
educational requirements for certification, in particular:

Do interpreters need only a high school • 
diploma? 
Should certification, instead, require a college • 
education? 

This classic debate is fuelled in part by the shortage of 
practicing, qualified interpreters. Even in the European 
Union (EU), the cradle of professional interpreting, 
serious shortages have emerged. Many practicing 
interpreters in North America today lack college 
degrees and are often derided by the more educated 
interpreters for a lack of professional qualifications. 
Some participants expressed a concern that the 
profession is being diluted by unqualified interpreters. 

A tiered approach to phasing in the requirement for a 
BA degree over a number of years was proposed and 
discussed. A longer-term goal would be to have such a 
degree ultimately become an entry-level requirement for 
a generalist interpreter certification. 
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• To ensure quality, 
interpreters in the EU 
are assessed. Only 
interpreters who pass 
are admitted. 

• EU also offers 
education/continuing 
education and paid 
opportunities to learn 
new languages. 
Financial aid is offered 
through scholarships 
and fellowships.

 
• At one interpreting 

school in Brazil, 
applicants need to 
qualify by passing an 
interview and some 
limited booth testing.

• Government (Canadian, US)

• For-profit and nonprofit LSPs
 
• Interpreters
 
• Trainers and educators
 
• Project and training 

managers/directors
 
• Several universities and 

colleges 
 
• Court staff
 
• EU Commission
 
• An online training 

organization

• A national consortium 
is needed because 
the quality of 
programs varies so 
widely.

• Three components 
needed are: 
a) skill building, 

development and 
maintenance; 

b) ethics (but different 
standards for 
different sectors); 

c) subject matter 
specialization.

• The role of simultan-
eous differs by sector 
but needs to be 
taught in all sectors 
(due to an industry 
pressure to move to 
simultaneous).

There was little 
consensus on:

•   Minimum entry-level 
qualifications.

• Minimum skills 
needed to enter 
training.

• How long programs 
should be.

• How to oversee them.

• How much 
emphasis to put on 
simultaneous.

• Some believe long 
consecutive mode is 
necessary and must 
be taught. Others find 
technology is making 
long consecutive 
unnecessary.

• Conduct a survey of 
providers of education 
and training.

• Explore the European 
approach to 
interpreter education. 

• Build an online 
training directory for 
current education and 
training programs.

• Develop contents 
for a common base 
curriculum.

• Divide into 
subspecialties 
after a national 
superstructure is 
established. 
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Workgroup C: Education and Training
Who Should Teach? “To teach the skills, you have to have the skills.”

Moderators: Jacolyn Harmer and Armando 
Ezquerra Hasbun

Workgroup description:

No discussion of the professional identity of the 
interpreter could be complete without a review of the 
current interpreter education and training landscape. 
The different paths taken into professional practice by 
today’s and tomorrow’s interpreters, the manner in which 
interpreters project their shared professional identity 
and the way they are perceived by their clients are 
all inextricably linked to the professional preparation 
they have been exposed to or had access to. As the 
demand for interpreter education and training programs 
continues to grow, the number and range of interpreter 
education/training and certification programs are 
increasing to meet it. 

The Education and Training Workgroup’s task at the 
Summit will be the following: 

To look at where professional identity and education/1. 
training intersect; 
To identify some key challenges and opportunities, 2. 
and, if appropriate; 
To offer relevant recommendations for the future of 3. 
professional interpreter education and training to 
the Summit plenary. 

Definition of terms
 
Given that interpreting is a highly specialized discipline 
and that education and training differ in qualitative and 

quantitative terms, we offer the following definitions 
simply to frame this workgroup’s discussion: 

Interpreter education: 
Is normally offered by an accredited educational • 
establishment with a mission to equip students 
with the requisite expertise to join the body of 
practicing professionals. 
Is generally offered within a larger academic • 
framework and has clear goals and objectives. 
Usually lasts between one to four years. • 
Draws on a progressively-designed curriculum • 
comprised of courses which teach component 
skills, interpreting studies, and best practice. 
Integrates both formative and summative • 
assessment into the curriculum, starting with 
admission.
Offers courses taught by experienced • 
practitioners. 

Interpreter training: 
May be offered or sponsored by any entity, • 
whether educational or commercial;
Is usually of shorter duration to accommodate • 
working adults; 
Generally focuses on very specific goals and • 
objectives; 

Commitment to quality:
“Some [programs] go over the top, some want 
to just meet minimal requirements [and] cater 

to short-term needs.”
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Often pertains to a specific domain e.g. • 
preparation for a court examination; 
Does not have the same rigor nor expectations • 
of an academic program; 
May be used as a means of acquiring CEUs; • 
and 
May typically supplement the knowledge and • 
skills of a practicing interpreter entering the 
profession with minimal or no prior training, as 
is the case with many practicing interpreters in 
the US.

Questions for discussion

The Education and Training workgroup discussed the 
following talking points (each subgroup discussed a 
different combination of questions, but all addressed the 
first three questions): 

1. Commitment to quality: Currently many practitioners 
are motivated to seek training or education in 
order to provide the best quality professional 
performance. However, others prefer to simply meet 
minimal requirements. Many education and training 
programs are well-designed to help interpreters 
reach their potential. Yet many miss the mark or 
simply cater to short-term needs… How does this 
affect our professional identity?

2. Competencies in common: Surveying what is 
expected of an interpreter today and anticipating 
what will be required of interpreters tomorrow, are 
there minimum competencies/skill-sets that ALL 
interpreters working across all norms require both 
NOW and IN THE FUTURE? Can we conceive of a 
common base curriculum for all norms?

3. Train-the-trainers: What profile and preparation best 
equip interpreter educators/trainers? In addition to 
professional experience, what support and 

 resources do they need? What should be included 
in an interpreter pedagogy curriculum?

4. Transitioning from practicing for the profession 
to professional practice and vice versa: Could 
industry, courts and hospitals and the international 
organizations provide interpreters-in-training and 
practicing interpreters with meaningful internships 
incorporating mentored practice; could professional 
associations support this? Are there other ways to 
bridge this gap?

5. An education and training “superstructure”: Could 
a consortium of education and training institutions 
play a role by providing advice and guidance on 
best practice, curriculum design, testing, etc. to 
interpreter education and training programs? 

Why they came

The training and education of interpreters (like 
certification) is a hot-button topic in the field. An intense 
concern for this workgroup was how to raise the bar 
across North America and support quality training and 
education.

Key topics that “grabbed headlines” in this workgroup 
included the urgent need to:

Set up a national consortium in the US.• 
Establish core competencies for interpreter • 
education.
Develop surveys, relevant research and an • 
online directory of existing programs.

“Quality stems from working conditions: quality 
depends on the worksite and what happens there.”
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During this session, two interesting points emerged:
In Europe, universities now offer one basic year • 
of a Master’s as a foundation in interpretation 
and translation. After that Master’s, a choice is 
made by students on a specialized track, e.g., 
conference interpretation. 
Several times, when interpreter education in • 
Europe was discussed, participants said (or 
whispered) “But we mustn’t call it the ‘European 
model.” These comments stemmed from the 
concern that the term “European model” might 
alienate an American audience even though, in 
general, participants approved the interpreter 
education model in Europe.

The questions and answers
 
1. Commitment to quality: Currently many 
practitioners are motivated to seek training or 
education in order to provide the best quality 
professional performance. However, others 
prefer to simply meet minimal requirements. 
Many education and training programs are 
well-designed to help interpreters reach their 
potential. Yet many miss the mark or simply 
cater to short-term needs… How does this 
affect our professional identity? 

What quality means

Overall, this group had a strong commitment to quality. 
What the word “quality” meant, however, engendered a 
great deal of discussion, including some agreement and 
significant pockets of divergence. Subjects tackled as 
part of this discussion included:

Prescreening

There was a consensus that prescreening of students/

participants is needed, e.g., general aptitude and/
or proficiency and ability testing before entering a 
training or education program. A screening test could 
be written and/or oral, and it might even include 
interpreting technology. However, proper screening 
requires a supervising entity and vigilant oversight. As 
a result, such screening is often a challenge to set up 
and manage effectively and many training programs 
dispense with it altogether.

Length of programs

Currently, the field offers education and training 
programs that range from a two-year MA degree to 
workshops or orientations of half a day or less. Quality 
means different things for different types and lengths 
of programs. It was felt that short-term courses should 
have a take-home work/tutorial component and provide 
readings on ethics, homework assignments, etc. 
Some participants felt that the better short programs 
try to be self-contained and still focus on professional 
development by providing terminology lists, a 
bibliography and recommendation of books/materials 
for self-study. Good teachers also show interpreters how 
to both skim the surface and go in-depth. 

Educating consumers

A feeling prevailed that the training and education of 
consumers about what interpreting is can be almost as 
important as the training and education of interpreters 
themselves. If the public is not informed about the 
critical need for quality education and training of 
interpreters, it will be difficult for the interpreters to 
succeed or for more advanced, high-quality education 

“Quality is not owned by any one group. All 
groups need to participate, from clients to 

organizations to interpreters.”
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to be available to them. 
Other concerns

Discussions about high-quality education included the 
following observations:

Oversight of programs (and trainers) is urgently • 
needed. Too many trainers are out there “to 
make a buck”—a high-risk situation. 
For some interpreters, access to training • 
is difficult for personal/familial/professional 
situational reasons, while for other interpreters 
no programs are available locally and there 
are few funds that would allow them to travel to 
attend distant programs.
Interpreting is a still young profession; pioneers • 
need to train both consumers and clients.
More trainer programs are needed (but • 
there was little discussion around what such 
programs should include).
Interpreter trainers and educators should come • 
together to discuss and to share resources 
about their own education and to meet across 
fields/sectors.
Too many educators and trainers are working • 
separately without knowing what others are 
doing (and thus reinventing the wheel).
Interpreting curricula are often hard to • 
understand, so it is difficult to tell what is 
relevant and what is not.
Internship opportunities are meager, especially • 
for language-specific programs and less 
common languages. 
Niche trainers (e.g., medical interpreter trainers) • 
are looked down upon by certain segments of 
the profession. 

2. Competencies in common: Surveying 
what is expected of an interpreter today and 
anticipating what will be required of interpreters 
tomorrow, are there minimum competencies/

skill-sets that ALL interpreters working across 
all norms require both now and in the future? 
Can we conceive of a common base curriculum 
for all norms?

Examples of components that participants generally felt 
should be included in a base curriculum are:

Language competency (pre-assessment): • 
fluency, writing skills, etc.
Sight translation.• 
Ability to perform in both consecutive and • 
simultaneous modes (at least whisper 
simultaneous).
Memory and retention.• 
Note-taking.• 
Split-attention skills.• 
Ethics and standards of practice–emphasize • 
commonalities across sectors and specialization 
as needed.

What minimum competencies/skill sets will be required?
Benchmark skills are needed to answer this question, 
since program length varies so widely, but three 
key curricular components to address in almost any 
program of any length are: 

a) Skill building, development and maintenance.
b)   Ethics, depending on the field, because of 

different standards in different sectors.
c)    Subject matter specialization (because “No one 

is a generalist interpreter” as one participant put 
it—though many would disagree).

Different tracks for sectors

The various sectors need to unite to develop a • 
blueprint.
The role of simultaneous mode differs by sector • 
but it still needs to be taught in all sectors 
(there is an industry pressure to interpret 
in simultaneous even if consecutive is the 
accepted mode due to time/cost).
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Common standards should be established that • 
transcend sectors.

What will be required of interpreters going 
forward?

Simultaneous interpreting is growing in • 
some community settings (mental health, for 
example). Depending on the sector, transitions 
will be necessary to accommodate and adapt to 
new practices. 
The ability to work with new technologies is • 
emerging as a critical skill that interpreters must 
master.
An ability to multitask is also increasingly • 
necessary for interpreters.

3. Train-the-trainers: What profile and 
preparation best equips interpreter educators/
trainers? In addition to professional experience, 
what support and resources do they need? 
What should be included in an interpreter 
pedagogy curriculum?

Those who provide training are often inadequately 
trained themselves, perpetuating a cycle of poor-quality 
training.

For academic settings it was agreed that while a PhD 
is desirable, professional interpreting experience is 
still key (in other words, a PhD alone is not enough). 
Although a PhD is not needed to conduct basic 
interpreter training, whether an MA degree should be 
a minimum requirement for an interpreter trainer was 
debated. On this point there was no consensus. 

Finally, different sectors may have different trainer 
requirements, but all trainers and educators may 
need at least some education in pedagogy in order to 
effectively convey the knowledge and skills needed. 

4. Transitioning from practicing for the 
profession to professional practice and vice 
versa: Could industry, courts and hospitals and 
interpreting associations provide interpreters-
in-training and practicing interpreters with 
meaningful internships incorporating mentored 
practice; could professional associations 
support this? Are there other ways to bridge 
this gap?

Internships

There are many unpaid internships across the country—
typically of very high value. In hospitals, such programs 

Examples of an area of disagreement
“Long consecutive [more than 5 minutes] is 
needed as a basic skill set and requirement 
for current interpreters [due to technologies 
available]”

“[There should be] less reliance on long 
consecutive in practice. New modalities will 
probably be introduced in many settings.”

Work opportunities

Graduates of education programs appear able to 
find work right way for the most part, with different 
options availible to multi-skilled graduates.

Graduates of training programs may or may not 
find work availible-and it can be especially difficult 
for interpreters who speak languages of limited 
diffusion.
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may not be easy to implement because of privacy 
concerns and laws, but internship programs are still 
worth supporting. 

Mentorships

Mentorship is a wonderful option both for students 
(during the summer) and for those who cannot take 
several years off for a full degree. ATA has a mentorship 
program that is implemented in the local chapters 
for written translation that could serve as a model for 
interpreting mentorship. Because most such programs 
are not paid, they may be hard to incentivize. 

Learning on the job

Anyone who exits a 40-hour entry-level training in the 
field will, of necessity, need to learn a lot on the job. A 
serious mentorship or other support program would 
burnish the image of interpreting as a profession to be 
taken seriously. 

5. An education & training “superstructure”: 
Could a consortium of education and training 
institutions play a role by providing advice 
and guidance on best practice, curriculum 
design, testing, etc. to interpreter education and 
training programs? 

There appeared to be a consensus that a consortium 
of education and training institutions is needed, which 
could be:

An impartial body.• 
A government body.• 

An entity designed to provide close scrutiny and • 
structure for programs.

What would such a consortium look like? Here were a 
few of the suggestions:

Look to Europe for ideas.• 
Find a way to address differing codes of ethics • 
across sectors.
Develop an entity similar to ATA, with a general • 
interpreting exam as an option to be developed 
in future.

The “European model”

In Europe, the “Bologna system” was adopted, giving 
an opportunity to combine all forms of interpretation 
in the curriculum. Universities in the EU now offer one 
basic year of a Master’s as a foundation in Interpretation 
and Translation. After that, a choice is made by students 
on a certain track of specialization, e .g., translation or 
conference interpretation. This approach has increased 
the pool of applicants and allows synergies to be 
explored, thereby creating some economies of scale 
and helping to leverage resources.

The “Bologna system” is a process to make academic 
degree standards and quality assurance standards 
more uniform throughout Europe. This process provided 
an opportunity to combine interpretation curricula. The 
curriculum was developed by the European Commission 
(EC) in partnership with universities working together 
in a consortium, with funding support from EC. This 
approach has helped to spread best practices, and the 
core curriculum is now implemented across a number 
of nations. Thus, common training sessions are a 
reality. A consortium of training institutions has proved 
tremendously useful in the estimation of European 
workgroup members. 

“It’s unfair to let the customers bear the risk and 
cost of training on the job.”
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The question arose: if such an approach were 
undertaken in North America, who would choose the 
superstructures? This question seemed to arouse some 
protective and defensive feelings (“Everyone thinks 
their curriculum is the greatest”), but there was general 
agreement that a curriculum should not be contingent 
on a particular funding source or on the vested interest 
of private groups. 

Recommendations

A proposed governing body
One superstructure could divide into several • 
subspecialties, according to specific needs, 
national structures, deontological codes, etc. 
Explore the European approach. • 
Consider International Medical Interpreters • 
Association (IMIA), which started an online 
training directory with minimum standards 
by categories where interpreters can assess 
the volume and type of training they prefer. 
Consider creating such a directory for all types 
of interpreter education and training.

Training
Educators need to be not just bilingual professionals but 
practicing interpreters specialized by the sector they 
are teaching. 

Degree/Certification
Standardization is needed—a degree • 
or certification—but there was no real 
consensus on how to determine or establish 
standardization. However, there was some 
agreement that simultaneous, consecutive and 
sight translation modes need to be tested. In 
addition:
There needs to be a generalist certification with • 
subsequent specializations across sectors.
A certification exam should address general • 
knowledge, knowledge of specific fields, and 

ethics in several sectors as well as modes and 
skills.
Trainers also need a certification program.• 
Renewing certification should include additional • 
educational (CEU) requirements.

Strategies to support recommendations

It was felt strongly that educators and trainers need to 
work cooperatively across sectors to find best methods 
rather than reinvent the wheel. In addition they will need 
to:

Develop an online survey to publish (perhaps • 
on the InterpretAmerica website) a directory of 
all institutions that offer interpreter education as 
well as institutions and private groups offering 
training programs.
Set up a national mentoring program, whereby • 
senior interpreters work with those entering the 
field.
Create more opportunities for interpreters to • 
shadow (follow) professional experienced 
interpreters on the job to observe how they 
work.
Partner more often with schools and users of • 
interpreting services.



Key Takeaway: Get the word out about “Who we are, what we do, why we matter.”

Who Came? “Fun Facts” Where They 
Agree

How They 
Diverge Key Decisions

Quote: “We should not try to reinvent the wheel. Take advantage of the advances that have already 
been achieved by groups such as judicial interpreters and pull the whole profession UP.”

Workgroup D: Legal and Advocay

• Wherever Limited 
English Proficiency 
populations are 
largest is where the 
need to get the word 
out about interpreting 
is most urgent.

• Participants felt it 
was important to 
proactively manage 
“bad news” about 
interpreters, not only 
spread the word about 
good aspects of the 
profession.

• The profession 
has reached the 
stage where basic 
PR strategies and 
lobbying are essential.

• Association members such 
as USCCI, NAJIT, ATIA, 
NCATA, MACIT, KLO, CFI, 
(see Appendix 3 for list of 
acronyms)

• LSPs

• Legal interpreters and 
supporters of legal 
interpreting

• Nonprofit agencies

• Schools

• The public needs 
to know more about 
interpreting skills.

• The public needs 
to know about 
certification.

• The profession must 
develop stronger PR: 
specific, concrete 
plans.

• Be prepared and act 
decisively when bad 
news comes out.

• Existing silos have 
distinct priorities and 
messages. They 
need to send strong, 
cohesive message 
to the public about 
general interpreting.

• There was no real 
agreement about 
where to start.

• The five subgroups 
could not agree 
on the relative 
importance of 
reaching out to 
(a) the media, 
(b) the public, 
(c) employers and 
(d) government.

• This workgroup 
had broad, diverse 
concerns. However, 
they shared a deep 
interest in developing 
national, proactive 
PR strategies to help 
define professional 
identity.

• Let each sector have 
its own message but 
coordinate industry-
wide.

• Communicate the 
value of professional 
interpreters to 
business and to the 
community.

• Convey the 
importance of ethics, 
standards, training 
and certification.

• Focus on classic PR 
strategies.

• Interface regularly 
and often with 
media.



31Workgroup D: Legal and Advocacy

Workgroup D: Legal and Advocacy
Moderators: Robin Lanier and Brandon 
Scovill

Workgroup description 
The purpose of this workgroup is to discuss ways 
for raising the profile of professional interpreters with 
various external publics through external advocacy, on 
both the national and grassroots level. External publics 
are comprised of those people who are not members of 
the interpreting profession. 

Definition of terms 

External publics include: 
The general public: People who are not • 
interpreters. The general public includes people 
who are proficient in English and individuals 
who are not. 
The media: Mainstream print and broadcast • 
media such as newspapers, magazines, and 
broadcast and cable TV and radio news, as 
well as other forms of media, including social 
networks and the blogosphere. 
The government: All levels of government • 
including agencies and legislative bodies 
that have the ability to regulate professional 
interpreters or impose laws and regulations that 
affect professional interpreters both positively 
and negatively. 
Employers and users of interpreters: Large • 
corporate employers, the government, nonprofit 
organizations, and individual users of interpreter 
services. 

Questions for discussion

To raise the profile of the profession, interpreters need 
to develop a strategy for communicating effectively with 

the general public, the media, the government, and 
employers. In this session, participants will explore the 
following questions: 

Is it possible to reach a consensus on ranking 1. 
the relative importance of each of these 
publics? 
What steps should the profession take to 2. 
improve communications with these publics? 
What specific issues are important to address 3. 
with external publics to improve the profile of 
the interpreting profession? 

Why they came

Participants appeared to be primarily concerned with 
one or more of the following:

Legal interpreting• 
Lobbying• 
Professional recognition• 
Outreach• 
Sundry other concerns• 

The key factor uniting participants was a strong 
desire to “get the word out” about the importance of 
professional interpreters and to develop more effective 
communication strategies.

Key findings

Two strong plans that emerged from this workgroup 
were the following:

1.   Explore the creation of an umbrella PR 
committee whose members would include 
representatives from the major professional 
associations from all sectors and the ATA. This 
committee would be charged with developing 
and promoting a consistent, proactive message 
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about interpreting in general. Each sector-
specific organization would then work to keep 
their media messaging consistent with the 
national, generalist promotion of the profession 
as they promoted sector-specific issues. 

 As one scribe noted during the plenary: A great 
deal of excitement erupted during the general 
plenary when this result was shared, because 
it was clear immediately that this approach 
was feasible. If a large professional association 
such as ATA or NAJIT proved willing to host 
the national committee, which would work 
on generating unified messages about the 
profession, then each individual association 
could use it as their base message, laying 
sector-specific concerns on top of those base 
messages.

2. As a place to start, work to create a strong PR 
message that separates the act of interpreting 
from those we interpret for. Thus, rather than 
having interpreters identified with immigrants 
who have broken laws in court, instead focus on 
interpreters as communication facilitators who 
make it possible for the Justice System to do 
its job, or who make it possible for healthcare 
to be delivered, or who enable global business 
and government communications. Focus on 
the act of facilitating communication. As one 
conference interpreter states clearly, “I want 
to be recognized for the job I do, not for the 
person I interpret for!”

The questions and answers

1. Is it possible to reach a consensus on 
ranking the relative importance of each of these 

publics? (general public, media, government 
and employers/users of interpreters)

The simple answer was “No”—the workgroup did not 
achieve consensus. Five subgroups were assigned the 
task of ranking four publics by priority (general public, 
the media, the government, and employers/users of 
interpreters) but they did not all find consensus even 
within subgroups. 

Here is a commentary from one subgroup:

Government legislation that recognizes certifications is 
important. Requirements and laws will be followed by 
employers and may have enforceability. Employers are 
purchasers of our services.5 

But the media are the key in disseminating to all—media 
should be first, influencing the rest. Media is the number 
one public. We all have a professional responsibility to 
reach out to media, who are most important because 
media influences everyone else. [The] Public [is] 
influenced by all of the above and too vast to reach 
efficiently.

Another subgroup felt that employers/users are the 
most important public to reach and convince, and 
that government comes next because they already 
have standards and protocols in place and in addition 
government mandates have helped to professionalize 
some sectors of interpreting, including legal and 
medical interpreting.

There was a general consensus about the importance 
of reaching out to all four publics, however, especially 
to communicate the importance of interpreter 
credentials. It was also agreed that different sectors and 
groups could have their own PR message but should 

5As at least one subgroup pointed out, the government is an employer—and often a very large employer (and user) of interpreters.
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coordinate industry-wide.

2. What steps should the profession take to 
improve communications with these publics?

Participants proposed specific steps that focused on 
basic public relations (PR) strategies. They suggested 
that individuals, groups and associations could:

Send alerts on key issues to the media.• 
Reach out in writing via blogs, letters to editors, • 
etc.
Inform LEP consumers, civil rights groups, • 
schools and other stakeholders.
Retain media representatives, PR staff and • 
researchers. 
Reach out, when newsworthy items arise, • 
“before %$&(%*$ hits the fan.”
Report anything newsworthy immediately to PR • 
reps, who would reach out to the public.
Create PR best practices documents. • 
When there is a story about a bad experience • 
with interpreting, have a media release or 
contact available. 
Work to develop strategies across the country, • 
especially in areas with large numbers of LEP 
residents. 
Interface with the media regularly, and often.• 

For reaching out to the government participants 
recommended that groups supporting interpreters 
could:

Lobby.• 
Communicate information about standards and • 
credentials to government employers. 
Enforce government mandates. • 

Other suggestions included:
Hold career day presentations.• 
As part of a professional development activity, • 
speak to one public. 
Have researchers respond to a topical story • 
quickly. 
When responding to a concern, be clear what • 
the solutions are (e.g., education, certified 
interpreters).

3. What specific issues are important to 
address with the external public to improve the 
profile of the interpreting profession?

Core issues

There seemed to be common agreement that key issues 
to put in front of the public include:

Certification (broad consensus), including multi-• 
levels of certification.
The need to raise standards.• 
The need for more and better education of • 
interpreters, users and LSPs.
The ramifications and consequences of not • 
following civil rights laws.
Disassociating the profession from the debate • 
over immigration and the vitriol of that debate.
Educating the consumers (LEP residents).• 

 

Why Don’t Interpreters
Work Together to Get the Word Out?

“[There is] still a great deal of mistrust/
fear between different types of interpreters 

(medical, legal, conference).”

A Sad Observation:
“How fractured the profession is.”
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In general, participants felt that certification, training, 
education, ethics, and other aspects of the development 
of the profession need to be communicated to the 
various publics, above all the difference between 
bilingual individuals and a professional interpreter. 

Certifying body

Another message that needs to be conveyed is that a 
professional interpreter is certified by a certifying body. 
Professional associations can help to clarify the need 
for interpreter qualifications. If there is more organizing 
among the associations, there is more power. All 
associations need to have someone or a committee with 
media representatives to respond in a timely fashion to 
stories that affect (sometimes negatively) the profession. 
Organizations should work together on PR. 

A national umbrella organization

In addition, professional associations should unify 
their efforts and bring all specialties together under 
one umbrella. National associations like NAJIT should 
reach out proactively to local ones. As with the 
professional associations workgroup, it was perceived 
here that having so many scattered associations 
without adequate coordination and communication is a 
problem. 



Key Takeaway: Technology provides and interpreters urgently need to talk 
to each other

Who Came? “Fun Facts” Where They 
Agree

How They 
Diverge Key Decisions

Quote: “Interpreters will not be replaced by technology. They will be replaced by other interpreters 
who use technology”

Workgroup E: Technology

Key Takeaway: “Technology providers and interpreters urgently need to talk 
to each other.”

Who Came? “Fun Facts” Where They 
Agree

How They 
Diverge Key Decisions

Quote: “Interpreters will not be replaced by technology. They will be replaced by other interpreters 
who use technology.”

Workgroup E: Technology

• The Pentagon has an 
office for the latest 
technology in signed 
language.

• European Parliament 
tests, displays 
and trains on new 
technology before 
using it.

• LSPs and tech 
providers often 
conduct training 
on the phone (via 
webcasts) in a 
30-minute pre-event 
phone call.

• Chief interpreters for 
large organizations 
like IMF attend trade 
shows for the AV 
industry.

• Technology developers

• Technology vendors

• LSPs 

• Industry reps (eg., a large 
HMO, a localization specialist 
for AMWAY, conference 
rental equipment companies)

• Conference and court 
Interpreters

• European Parliament

• US Department of Defense/
US Navy

• “Communication 
between interpreters 
and technology 
providers is key.”

• Many interpreters 
are stressed by/
fearful of/resistant to 
technology.

• Technology is here 
to stay—and vital 
for the future of 
interpreting.

• “[Interpreters] have 
to get past the 
resistance and the 
fear factor to improve 
communication on a 
global scale, which 
is what we’re all here 
for.”

• Not all agree 
that interpreters 
should directly 
contact technology 
providers.

• It was not clear 
who should be 
responsible for 
training how to use 
new technology.

• No consensus was 
found on best ways 
to make sure that 
interpreters know 
how to master new 
technology.

• No single solution 
emerged on how to 
get past interpreter 
“technophobia.”

• Set up a tech 
committee for IA to 
facilitate ongoing 
feedback & 
interaction on new 
technology. 

• Create web forums 
for interpreters to 
get constructive 
feedback to the 
industry.

• Put tutorial sections 
on technology 
websites about how 
to use equipment 
and also web pages 
to ask for user 
feedback. 

• Set up a survey 
for interpreters to 
gauge reactions to 
technology.
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Workgroup E: Technology
“Communication between interpreters and technology providers is key.”

“Evolve or die!”

Moderators: Rebecca Bryant and Giovanna 
Lester

Workgroup description 

The interpreting profession is being transformed by 
technological advances. Whether welcome or not, 
business realities require interpreters to adapt to the 
tools increasingly in use by the marketplace in order to 
remain competitive, current, and marketable. 

Two questions emerge from this reality: (1) who is 
training the interpreters? (2) How can the trainers/
manufacturers obtain input from the professionals who 
use their equipment on what training is needed?

Why they came

Participants of this workgroup appeared to have to 
various reasons for attending. A number of interpreters 
wanted to vent and learn more. Industry representatives 
seemed keen to listen, demonstrate their equipment, 
and learn more. LSPs worked to connect with and hear 
from everyone, and learn more. Others wanted to see 
what was new, take back that information—and learn 
more. 

What participants seemed to hold in common was the 
desire to walk away knowing what was new and how to 
incorporate that knowledge into their future plans and 
practice.

It is helpful to review key excerpts from the moderators’ 
introduction, not only because it illuminates clearly 
why so many participants attended this workgroup but 
because participant responses also echoed, in many 
cases with vigor, exactly the points below. As a result, 
the introduction to this workgroup serves nearly as a 
summary of its findings:

The interpreting profession is being changed by the 
advancement of technology. Whether interpreters like 
it or not, the expediencies of business require them to 
adapt to the tools available to the marketplace. New 
tools and new technologies have to be learned in order 
for interpreters to remain competitive, current, and 
marketable.

THE TECHNO-OPTIMIST CLUB

Use of technology will create jobs.• 
Technology is changing—we need to change • 
as well.
Technology is a much hotter topic than I • 
thought.
Technology will lead us forward.• 
There is hope for our profession. We will not • 
be replaced by machines.
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Sometimes the proper tools or technologies are 
lagging behind clients’ needs, and attempting to 
jury-rig technologies to meet existing needs creates 
unnecessary stress for interpreters who already have a 
challenging job. 
 
Interpreters fear of technology – historically, there 
was good reason for this! Twenty years ago, a non-
technical person attempting to use sophisticated 
audio equipment could easily damage extraordinarily 
expensive systems, and had very little chance of getting 
them to work correctly without the help of technical 
personnel. 

In today’s plug-and-play world many technologies are 
more accessible, both because they’re easier to use 
and they are priced attractively. Technology is growing 
faster than training can be made available (it is a 
catch-up game: by the time training is available new 
technology is out there). Two questions emerge from 
this reality: (1) who is training the interpreters? (2) how 
can the trainers/manufacturers obtain input from the 
professionals who use their equipment on what training 
is needed?

Key findings

The strongest initial impact of this workgroup was the 
massive conclusion that a gap—indeed, a canyon—
exists between interpreters and technology providers. 
Intriguingly, the realization of this canyon led to some 
emotional outbursts. Participants were so passionate 
that at one point disorder erupted. As a scribe for this 
workgroup noted:

“Whatever orderly reporting process was planned was 
disrupted at this point, random folk started jumping up 
into the conversation and offering advocacy for a Tech 
Committee and other paths of action.”

Biggest surprise

Some industry representatives expressed their frank 
astonishment to hear from interpreters directly about 
some of their frustrations dealing with technology. 
What most surprised these representatives were 
(a) the various ways that interpreters learn about 
technology (as they were not at all how the technology 
providers understood interpreters were learning about 
the technology) and (b) that interpreters are often 
not trained to use technology well, or at least far less 
adequately trained than technology providers had 
assumed. Technology developers in general seemed to 
have believed that interpreters did receive such training, 
for example, from LSPs.

As a result, for the developers of technology perhaps 
the biggest takeaway from this session was that 
the chain they have set up for education end users 
(creating training manuals that are given to vendors 
and LSPs, who then are assumed to train interpreters) 
was not actually reaching the interpreters themselves. 
Interpreters made clear that they not only lacked 
training on how to use recent technology, but in many 
cases were actively afraid of such technology and felt 
threatened by it. The industry representatives saw the 

THE TECHNO-SKEPTICS

No one is helping the interpreters except this • 
Summit!
Technology is leapfrogging training.• 
A spec sheet is not going to cut it!• 
Now they feel the interpreters are machines.• 
The variety of technology available can be • 
overwhelming.
Tech standards are established but not • 
regulated. 
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golden value of such feedback, and the interpreters 
seemed happy to provide it. 
Such input may help the industry develop future plans. It 
may also assist equipment companies as they develop 
new technology and try to reshape and retool their ideas 
about training programs and the interface between 
technology developers, technology vendors, LSPs, 
interpreters and end users (Limited English Proficiency 
and/or deaf and hard of hearing clients).

During this session, equipment development companies 
became aware of the need both to incorporate 
feedback from interpreters and also to find ways to 
train interpreters more efficiently and directly, rather 
than relying on equipment vendors or purchasers of the 
technology (LSPs) to do so.

The questions and answers

1. Technology training: How do you stay 
current on technological advancement for your 
profession? (What new tools have you had to 
learn recently in your work? How/where do you 
receive training for new technologies as they 
become available? What kinds of training have 
been most effective? Least effective?)

The examples provided by participants about how 
interpreters could stay current on technology included:

Join organizations, conferences, and • 
associations.
Network to stay current on advances. • 
Post information on websites like IMIA and ATA • 
to educate interpreters. 
With smartphone applications and other new • 
tools.
Talk to technology providers, at any opportunity • 
(e.g., interpreting and AV conferences).
Attend conferences like FIT, ATA, American • 
Association of Language Companies(ALC).

As one participant said: 
Again, it goes back to communication between 
the user and technology providers so they can 
communicate with the manufacturers. And 
create a product that benefits the user, the 
interpreter.

In addition, LSPs and tech providers often do training 
on the phone (via webcasts) in a 30-minute pre-event 
phone call. Many interpreters today are also learning 
about new technology using smartphone applications—
albeit through trial and error.

Both in the US and abroad, and even at the European 
Parliament, many interpreters appear to resist change 
in technology. It was mentioned that some research 
suggests stress enhances a fearful response, and 
remote interpreting itself is often stressful—as is 
interpreting in general.

A Recommendation:

“Providers should give out a ‘quick setup guide’ 
(laminated) for new technology. ”

From the European Parliament:

“We contacted our providers telling them our 
interpreter consoles may have a display, we 
included it in our requirements and they [the 

technology providers] did it. Sometimes they say 
well, next year. But big international organizations 

may push things for us.“
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For technology-mediated interpreting, factors that may 
enhance the fear-and-stress responses of interpreters 
may include: 

Background noise due to air conditioning.• 
Live transmission with sound quality problems.• 
The recording of conversations (pervasive in • 
remote interpreting in the US). 6

Lack of training.• 
The frequent need to receive training on new • 
technologies remotely, not face-to-face. 

Conversely, interpreters appeared to feel they had 
valuable feedback to offer to companies that develop 
technology. For example: they said that companies 
need to develop backup strategies for power 
outages that interrupt use of services, such as having 
interpreters standing by on the West and East coasts for 
seamless coverage.

2. How can we provide better feedback to 
technology providers about the kinds of 
training which are needed? And about existing 
trainings which need improvement?

Inform the technology providers about • 
differences in interpreter learning styles so that 
they can develop different types of training and 
training modalities.
Tell providers the kinds of specific training that • 
are needed.
Use Registry of Interpreters for the Deaf (RID) • 
and their history with Video Remote Interpreting 
(VRI).
Ensure that feedback to tech providers covers • 
all types and venues of interpreting.
Train interpreters at conferences, universities/• 
higher education with language labs, 
professional meetings. 

Talk with early adopters of technology to get • 
feedback about using the technology and to 
fine-tune the marketing for a product.
The US can learn from the EU decision-makers • 
(for example, the EU has portable interpreting 
equipment, uses relay services and has a need 
for 23 languages).

Here are two loggerhead views:
The LSP: We don’t want individual interpreters • 
going directly to the vendors. There could be a 
provider in an organization with all those people 
to train them. 
The interpreter: We only have the tech guy • 
(AV providers) and even they usually avoid 
us—they don’t want constant complaints from 
interpreters. We need this contact!

3. Technology Development: What forums for 
discussion about interpreting technology exist? 
(For new technology ideas? For problems with 
existing technologies? How useful are they?) 

Very few forums are available to discuss this type 
of technology. The question therefore generated a 
great deal of discussion with few answers, except the 
following suggested forums: 

ATA’s Science and Technology Division• 
IMIA• 
ProZ • 
Language Line Services, which offers “good • 
demos, videos, many links, chat, feedback from 
interpreters and customers, publications online 
and pdfs.”

6It is unclear whether this reference means that recording conversations decreases sound quality or whether it refers to the fact that 
many interpreters interpret, transcribe and/or translate recorded speech.
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4. How do interpreters influence the 
development of new technology? (How can 
we “get to the table” with decision-makers to 
present ideas? Once we’re there, how do we 
provide proof of market?)

Here are a few examples of the answers that emerged:
Interpreters need to have forums on the • 
technology that interpreters associations could 
provide. 
Vendors could give demonstrations at • 
conferences.
One participant commented: “We need to talk • 
to the younger generations of interpreters to get 
feedback on some technology issues.” 

In Europe, the government has provided a forum 
for feedback to technology providers based on the 
experiences of interpreters using the technology. 
For example, there is an agreement for European 
Parliament’s interpreters that video interpreting screens 
must have certain specific measurements. 

One point of discussion that emerged was how 
European organizations can play an important role 
in helping the US advance in the efficient use of 
interpreting technology. As one participant put it, “We 
need to join efforts.”

Key recommendations from small LSPs

Small LSPs are looking for reasons to invest • 
in training, and many are currently renting 
equipment. They would like to develop their 
own equipment division but that idea is cost 
prohibitive for many of them.
Once they do invest in equipment, it becomes • 
obsolete.
New versions of technology need to be simpler, • 
e.g., maintain old features and add new ones.

It is important to clarify who is responsible for • 
training on use of technology. It appears that 
interpreters are supposed to train themselves, 
but in reality the training situation is unregulated, 
and not all interpreters are trained in technology 
to the same degree, if at all.
Training becomes a separate product: it • 
would be preferable to bundle training with the 
technology

Key recommendations to the industry

Put sections on your websites to solicit • 
feedback, or make such webpages more 
apparent and visible if they exist.
Design an educational section/area on websites • 
for interpreters and others on how to use the 
technology (i.e., tutorials). 
From the interpreters: “We are hands-on people. • 
The manuals are not what we’re after: we want 
direct experience and guidance.” Therefore, set 
up a showcase for new technologies that allows 
immediate contact between the interpreter and 

Question: What do you think of the variety of 
equipment that currently exists?

Answer: “Depends on the area/sector you work 
in. If [you’re] in conference you’re interested in 
the booth, but if you’re in administration, you 
don’t care.”  

“Some old school interpreters are just getting 
into email usage, so we need to take that need 
into account. Sometimes people need to be 
convinced. ”
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the technology (like that which took place at this 
InterpretAmerica Summit).
Remember that the technology “has to be cost-• 
effective to the end-user, for the client, no matter 
how many bells and whistles. It has to work.” 
Set up a survey for interpreters to tell • 
technology providers ways to improve. 
Partner more with conferences, universities and • 
community colleges. 

Core issues

Just as multitasking becomes more difficult as we 
grow older, so, too, multitasking with technology 
becomes difficult for many interpreters. And interpreting 
is a graying profession (as we know from the 2010 
Interpreting Marketplace Study commissioned by 
InterpretAmerica and authored by Nataly Kelly of 
Common Sense Advisory).7  Interpreters may therefore 
need to be reassured that they will not be replaced by 
machines. They should know that technology providers 
both need and seek their input as new technology 
evolves.

Finally, it was noted that:
Interpreters are not being trained by people • 
qualified in the use of the technology.
Manufacturers’ sites are not written to be • 
educational. 
If interpreters are to be convinced of the • 
importance of technology, they will need to 
interface directly with technology providers. 

Key recommendation to InterpretAmerica

In case they are not busy enough, the hosts of 
InterpretAmerica are urged to have manufacturers make 
a 5-minute video about each of their technologies to 
post on the InterpretAmerica website.

7Nataly Kelly, Robert G. Stewart, and Vijayalaxmi Hegde (2010). The Interpreting Marketplace: A Study of Interpreting in North 
America. Common Sense Advisory. Available for free download at www.interpretamerica.net/publications.

 Technology and Interpreters:

Advice to interpreters
“Don’t be afraid of communicating with • 
tech people.”
“[We] have to get past the resistance • 
and the fear factor to improve 
communication on a global scale.”
“Give the industry constructive • 
recommendations, not just complaints.”
“Give specific feedback to • 
InterpretAmerica to pass on to the 
industry, e.g., ‘we love such-and-such a 
feature’ (of consoles, mikes).”

Advice to the interpreting profession
“[The] sign language world is more • 
advanced with technology: the spoken 
language community should partner 
with the sign language community, 
which has pioneered the technology 
and has federal funding and support.” 

Advice to the industry
“Set up a tech committee for • 
[InterpretAmerica] participants to stay 
in touch and for IA to facilitate ongoing 
feedback & interaction.” 
“Interpreters work with distributors who • 
work with [language service providers, 
who] contract interpreters…. So many 
levels of interaction. That cycle…. 
needs to be more integrated.”
“Many people offer video interpreting • 
[and] expensive equipment. Use the 
iPad instead. Why [do you] need 
expensive software and telephones? ”
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Part Two: Implications for the Future
General Implications and Recommendations

Workgroup sessions do not constitute scientific 
evidence, but they can be powerful barometers of 
prevailing “weather conditions” within a profession. 
In the case of the InterpretAmerica workgroups, the 
barometer clearly indicated winds of change.

The meaning that one can draw from workgroups of 
this kind is therefore larger than a mere cataloguing of 
opinions. The merit of the findings is also immeasurably 
increased because the workgroup participants included 
so many regional, national, and international leaders in 
the field. Conversations across the country now echo 
changes discussed at the Summit: these workgroups 
had an impact on the field within a matter of weeks. 
The cohesion and drive for unity that was everywhere in 
evidence during the workgroups has played out in the 
US at least since then at interpreter conferences and 
networking events.

As a result, the implications we draw from these 
workgroup notes can be considered qualitative 
evidence of a movement swelling within the field to push 
for change in the form of national representation at a 
level that transcends individual sectors of interpreting. 

Three key lessons that resonated in all five workgroups 
were:

The field needs a national organization • 
that represents the broad interests of all 
interpreters—including in particular the need 
for national certification/credentialing, training 
and education, advocacy and professionalism. 
The call for the creation of such an entity has 
become a burning, pressing “front-burner” issue 
that is not likely to disappear.
The question is not whether we need a national, • 

generalist certification but how to develop one 
(at least in the US—and perhaps in Canada as 
well).
Interpreting technology is here to stay, will • 
continue to transform the landscape of 
professional interpreting and must be accepted 
and embraced by interpreters.

Implications and recommendations from 
each workgroup

In addition to the broad lessons drawn from the 
workgroups as a whole, each individual workgroup 
yielded strong indicators of a need or desire for change. 
What follows is a summary of those implications and 
recommendations, workgroup by workgroup.

Workgroup A: Certification and Credentialing

Implications
Certification should address all sectors. 1. 
Specialization certification (e.g., for court 
and medical interpreters) is important and 
necessary but no longer adequate.
Language proficiency testing should be 2. 
included and required as part of a generalist 
certification process or exam.
Generalist certification would precede but not 3. 
replace specialization certifications.

Recommendations
Establish a generalist exam that would be 1. 
created and managed by a national body that 
represents all, and only, interpreters.
Invite all sectors of interpreting to participate in 2. 
the creation of the exam.
Ensure that this exam addresses ethics, 3. 
standards of practice, all three modes 
(consecutive, simultaneous and sight 
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translation), and general knowledge of the field. 
Develop a continuing education component for 4. 
continued credentialing.

Professional Associations

Implications
Interpreters do not feel that any single 1. 
association satisfies their true, broad interests. 
This dissatisfaction is spreading and likely to 
grow more, not less, intense.
All interpreting sectors need to be invited to the 2. 
table of any new national body that represents 
interpreters.
That body should develop and publish national 3. 
ethics, standards and resources and otherwise 
address the most urgent needs of interpreters 
and the profession.

Recommendations
Survey existing associations and their members 1. 
to determine needs.
Collectively explore, through webinars, 2. 
conference workshops, web conferences 
and other creative strategies, the creation of 
a national umbrella or consortium body that 
represents the broad interests of interpreters.
Develop and publish an online directory of 3. 
interpreting associations and maintain it.

Legal and Advocacy

Implications
Various sectors of interpreting will need 1. 

to coordinate in order to communicate 
successfully to various publics three key 
messages: who interpreters are; what they do; 
and why their work matters. 
The profession as a whole will need to engage 2. 
in more active, proactive and broad-reaching 
PR strategies. 
Professional associations and others should 3. 
work hard to proactively manage “bad news” 
about interpreting.

Recommendations
A national group such as an interpreter 1. 
consortium could advocate for interpreters.
It is critical to establish a PR “machine” that 2. 
operates nationally, coordinates with regional 
and local groups, and engages regularly with 
media.
While each interpreting sector can and should 3. 
disseminate its own messages, the profession 
should also coordinate industry-wide to create a 
coherent national message.
Associations need to reach out to media, 4. 
government agencies, the public at large and 
employers/users of interpreters: all audiences 
are important.

Training and Education 

Implications
Program quality varies widely and has become 1. 
a source of tremendous national concern.
A national consortium is needed to oversee 2. 
program quality, accredit programs and 
establish entry-level qualifications, skills, and 
education.
Due to the widespread proliferation of programs 3. 
of varying lengths and in various sectors, it is 
time to establish an easily accessible online 
directory of programs.

One Voice
“We can all work together. We will help each 
other. We will organize. ”
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Recommendations
Survey all education/training providers to 1. 
establish what is “out there” and what should be 
done about the state of the field.
Set up a national consortium to oversee 2. 
education and credentialing.
Build an online training directory of existing 3. 
education and training programs.
Consider a mechanism for the accreditation of 4. 
such programs.
Develop components and perhaps standards 5. 
for a common base curriculum.

Technology

Implications
Interpreters are not communicating well with 1. 
technology providers, which has had a negative 
impact on interpreters’ ability to understand, 
keep pace with and effectively use the often 
excellent technology available.
Providers, in turn, need to develop ways to 2. 
gather input from interpreters online, in-person 
and in other ways, using every creative resource 
available to connect directly with interpreters 
and solicit their feedback.
Many interpreters are fearful of technology. 3. 
Effective training must be developed to tackle 
that fear and meet interpreters where they are 
now—and such training should be made easily 
available to interpreters.

Recommendations
Interpreters and technology providers urgently 1. 
need a national technology committee: try to 
establish one, perhaps under the umbrella of 
InterpretAmerica.
Conduct a survey of interpreters about their 2. 
current use of technology and their training 
needs.

Set up web-based forums for interpreters on 3. 
technology websites where they can give direct 
feedback to providers.
Providers of technology could put tutorials on 4. 
their websites to guide interpreters and also to 
actively solicit user feedback. 

Implications and recommendations across 
workgroups

Key areas of consensus that emerged across the five 
workgroups include the following:

There was strong agreement across workgroups • 
that establishing a national generalist 
certification is a high priority for the profession.
First, however, a national body needs to be • 
established that represents only interpreters.
This national body will need to advocate for the • 
interpreting profession at all levels and in all its 
sectors.
The public needs to know more about • 
interpreting skills, credentials and the 
profession.
Technology is here to stay but will not replace • 
interpreters.
Interpreters need more guidance on and input • 
into the use and development of interpreting 
technology.

Conclusions

The workgroup model is well established and can 
yield impressive results. For example, the US-based 
National Council on Interpreting in Health Care, an 
organization with power and influence that far exceeds 
the numbers of its members and one whose work has 
had an international impact, began in 1994 as a series 
of workgroups. 
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In addition, the workgroup model is straightforward, 
simple to organize and often pleasurable to attend. 
However, in many cases workgroups stop short of 
yielding work products and become little more than a 
venting of participant concerns. Those who attend may 
leave feeling better for having let off steam, but they 
may also feel frustrated that little was accomplished 
besides talk.

Yet the workgroup model can also be a deceptively 
simple but powerful tool to leverage a certain depth of 
expertise and knowledge in a very short period of time. 
A place like this Summit, designed to attract leaders in 
the field from across sectors, was a promising venue for 
such workgroups.

One forum cannot define a profession. On the other 
hand, this gathering represented a historically unique 
event: 

The coming together of high-level professionals • 
in many sectors of interpreting.
A grouping not only of interpreters but of a • 
broad array of stakeholders. 
A willingness to tackle the needs of the entire • 
profession.
A surprising degree of coherence, convergence • 
and consensus on key issues.

The voice emerging from this 2nd North American 
Summit on interpreting is a powerful one that resonates 
on many levels. This is the voice that calls for unity, 
certification, modernization—and perhaps, above all, 
for a single national organization that represents the 
interpreting profession as a whole.

The Workgroup Experience:  
A Participant Voice

“As an interpreter I really felt that I belonged. I 
never felt like this. So thank you.”  
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Appendices
Appendix 1: Workgroup Plan and Structure

Workgroups were scheduled for two hours on the second day of the Summit. Due to the large numbers anticipated 
(about 150 workgroup participants) the process was orchestrated as follows:

Prior to the Summit
Based on feedback from the first Summit and requests from the field, five topics were selected and a plan for • 
each workgroup was developed.
Facilitators were recruited. They included:• 

Two moderators for each workgroup, both specialists in the topic areas. • 
Scribes to take notes for the workgroups and subgroups.• 
Volunteers to assist with logistics such as moving tables, chairs and equipment.• 

Moderators were asked to develop a list of appropriate questions to generate discussion and invited to transmit • 
requests for any needed materials and supplies.
Based on collaboration with the moderators, workgroup descriptions were sent out to moderators, facilitators, • 
scribes and participants prior to the Summit.
Moderators and facilitators also received a note-taking template, facilitation instructions and a diagram of the • 
room layout.
Moderators were given instructions for recording the introductions they developed, with the primary purpose of • 
helping the author of this white paper after the fact.
The white paper author was engaged to observe the workgroups and synthesize the results.• 

At the Summit (prior to the workgroup sessions)
Descriptions of the workgroups were included in the program.• 
Information about all sessions was posted at the registration desk.• 
Workgroup sessions were announced at the start of both days of the Summit.• 
During a morning break, table stands were set up to identify the five topic areas.• 
To facilitate a roughly even division among workgroups, any extra chairs were removed from each workgroup • 
area.

During the sessions
Each pair of moderators welcomed their group and introduced the topic briefly.• 
Some moderators informally self-recorded their introductions. Moderators launched an initial discussion and • 
introduced the topic questions.
Each workgroup then broke into five smaller subgroups to facilitate the collection of feedback on the topic • 
questions.• 
The subgroups reconvened into their respective workgroups to synthesize and address the subgroup • 
discussions.• 
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What follows are the notes distributed before the Summit to all moderators and scribes.

Notes for Moderators

If you are a workgroup facilitator:

During the Session
Begin the session with the full group convened. Describe your topic and the steps that will be followed.• 
Identify a scribe for each smaller group of 5-8 participants and a time-keeper (someone who will help make sure • 
the smaller group stays on task and moves through the questions.
Each mini-group will be given a sign-in sheet (provided) to capture the name, title, interpreting sector(s), and • 
email address of each participant. No individual comments will be attached to any one individual, but we do 
need to track who contributes to each topic.
Make sure the scribe and timekeepers are clear on their responsibilities (see steps below). • 

After the Session
After the session, be sure to gather all notes and sign-in sheets. Moderators will eat at the same table during • 
lunch (you will be informed of the table at the Summit) and possibly continue to meet during the session on 
research (although we will make every effort to not miss this session).
Jacolyn and Katharine will be moderating the final discussion on the Workgroup results. Our task during the • 
lunch is to summarize what each workgroup discussed and pull out the most salient conclusions, areas of 
consensus, areas of disagreement, etc. I hope to provide you with a template before Saturday.

Notes for Scribes

During the workgroup session
Be sure to circulate the sign in sheet for your mini-group. • 
Follow the instructions of your group moderators as closely as possible.• 
Using the template provided, take notes during the discussion.• 
Don’t try to take verbatim notes or worry about who said what during the note-taking.• 
However, please note which sector key points come from, if relevant.• 
Try and capture the emotional tone and coloring of a discussion, not only the verbal content.• 
Wherever possible, include a few direct quotes (especially of unusual or significant remarks).• 
Feel free to add your own impressions, as long as you clearly identify them as coming from you.• 
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Appendix 2: Worgroup Moderator Bios

Katharine Allen
Moderator – Certification / Credentialing Professional Identity Workgroup
Co-President of InterpretAmerica, LLC, Katharine comes from the community and healthcare interpreting field. She 
has worked as a freelance English/Spanish interpreter, translator, trainer and consultant since 1991, specializing in 
healthcare, education, disability, general legal, the environment and international policy issues. Her clients include 
a broad range of government and non-profit agencies, courts and lawyers, and environmental groups in the US and 
South America. Katharine is a language access consultant to hospitals and clinics in California and is co-author of the 
California Healthcare Interpreting Association Organizational Assessment Tool for Linguistic Access. She regularly trains 
interpreters and interpreter trainers in short course venues across the country. Katharine holds an MA in Translation 
and Interpretation (MATI) from the Monterey Institute of International Studies and served on the Board of the California 
Healthcare Interpreting Association (CHIA) between 2002-2009, including a two-year term as President.

Janet L. Bailey
Moderator – Professional Association Professional Identity Workgroup
Janet L. Bailey (CSC, SC:PA, NIC Master), is the Registry of Interpreters for the Deaf, Inc. (RID’s) first Government Affairs 
Representative. Calling upon her years of experience in all aspects of the profession, she represents the goals and 
objectives of the association and advocates for working interpreters with professional organizations, consumer groups, 
industry partners and government agencies. Ms. Bailey was co-founder and President of Sign Language Associates 
(SLA), the first and largest sign language interpreting business in the nation. SLA led the field for 26 years to become 
a multi-million dollar company that was proud to serve and support the deaf community, while offering a supportive 
environment for professional interpreters. Ms. Bailey served two terms as President of RID (1991-1995) where she helped 
to found and serve on the NAD/RID National Council on Interpreting, which has responded to the national interpreter 
shortage, helped to develop the National Interpreter Certification (NIC) and the revised the joint Code of Professional 
Conduct. She continues to interpret for theatre in the Washington, DC area and is an Adjunct Professor at Gallaudet 
University’s Master of Interpretation program. 

Rebecca Bryant
Moderator – Technology Professional Identity Workgroup
Rebecca Bryant is an Electrical Design Engineer and a community interpreter. She studied Electrical Engineering and 
Portuguese at Brigham Young University. During her thirteen years with Williams Sound, she has found a way to actively 
pursue both her passions—developing equipment for simultaneous interpretation, including the IC-2 interpreter’s 
console. Rebecca is dedicated to her company’s mission of “Helping People Hear” and is passionate about facilitating 
communication through advances in technology. She finds great satisfaction knowing that the technological solutions her 
team develops greatly improve quality of life and clarity of communication.

Mary Esther Diaz, M.Ed.
Moderator – Professional Association Professional Identity Workshop
Esther Diaz is a self-employed medical translator and interpreter trainer, currently serving on the Board of Directors of the 
Austin Area Translators and Interpreters Association, the Texas Association of Healthcare Interpreters and Translators, 
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and the Advisory Committee on Qualifications for Healthcare Interpreters and Translators in Texas. She is certified by the 
American Translators Association for English<>Spanish translation and teaches Translation and Interpretation courses at 
Austin Community College as well as interpreter workshops for refugee resettlement agencies throughout Texas.

Carola E. Green
Moderator – Certification / Credentialing Professional Identity Workgroup
Carola E. Green is a Federally Certified Court Interpreter, a California certified medical interpreter and a former California 
certified English/Spanish court interpreter. She currently coordinates the Court Interpreting Testing Services & Operations 
for the Consortium for Language Access in the Courts (CLAC) at the National Center for State Courts and provides 
staff support for the Federal Court Interpreter Certification Examination (FCICE) Program. She has over 15 years of 
professional interpreting experience and over 18 years teaching/training experience. She serves on multiple boards and 
committees related to the interpreting profession and has co-authored and co-edited several publications including the 
recent NCIHC Standards for Healthcare Interpreter Training Programs.

Jacolyn Harmer
Moderator – Education and Training Professional Identity Workgroup 
Jacolyn Harmer teaches conference interpreting at the Monterey Institute of International Studies in the French and 
German Programs, and co-facilitates the Interpretation Practicum, while continuing to work as a freelance conference 
interpreter. She has contributed to the training of interpreter trainers in the US, Asia and Europe, and is a guest instructor 
on the faculty of the University of Geneva/ETI Master of Advanced Studies for Interpreter Trainers Program. She is a 
member of AIIC, formerly serving on the AIIC Training Committee.

Armando Ezquerra Hasbun
Moderator – Education and Training Professional Identity Workgroup
Armando Ezquerra Hasbun is the Director of Programs for Language Services Associates (LSA), He is a federally 
certified court interpreter, a court certified interpreter in Delaware, and is certified by the American Translators 
Association. He is a trainer for the “Bridging the Gap” medical interpreter training program and is an Adjunct Professor 
of interpretation at La Salle University. He has published and been invited to present on various interpretation and 
translation issues by a number of industry associations including the International Medical Interpreters Association 
(IMIA), the Texas Association of Healthcare Interpreters and Translators (TAHIT) and the American Translators 
Association (ATA).
 
Robin Lanier
Moderator – Legal/Advocacy Professional Identity Workgroup
Robin Lanier serves as the Executive Director for the National Association of Judiciary Interpreters and Translators, a 
position she has held since 2008. Prior to joining NAJIT, Ms. Lanier worked for a wide range of non-profit professional 
organizations, advocacy groups, and trade associations, including women’s groups, consumer groups, the retail 
industry, and transportation users. She has been a lobbyist and public affairs expert for many decades, and has worked 
on Capitol Hill as a Congressional aide. She holds a Bachelor of Arts Degree (Summa Cum Laude) in Political Science 
from the State University of New York - Buffalo.
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Giovanna Lester
Moderator – Technology Professional Identity Workgroup 
Giovanna “Gio” Lester has worked in the translation and interpreting fields since 1980. Originally from Bahia, Brazil, 
she has lived in the US since 1985. Gio has always been very active in her profession having served the American 
Translators Association as Assistant Administrator and Administrator of the Interpreters Division; PR Committee, 
President of the (now defunct) ATA Florida Chapter, developed and implemented the ATA/Red Cross Partnership 
Program, and presented several times for ATA and the Portuguese Language Division. She also co-founded in 2009 
the Association of Translators and Interpreters of Florida (ATIF)—which she now serves as elected President. Gio is 
also active leading workshops, giving presentations and writing—she has works published in The Chronicle, Protheus, 
FlataFlash, The Interpreters Voice, and Speaking Out!—ATIF’s quarterly newsletter. She also serves on the Board of 
Directors of the National Board for Certification of Medical Interpreters. In the private sector, Gio has worked as a teacher 
of both English and Portuguese, worked in the banking industry and in marketing, experiences that helped shape and 
strengthen her professional skills.

Brandon Scovill
Moderator – Legal/Advocacy Professional Identity Workgroup
Brandon Scovill is a Registered Interpreter in the Lao language and worked as an employee interpreter in Fresno, 
California from 2005 to 2010. In 2010 Brandon became a Representative of the California Federation of Interpreters 
(CFI), a labor union and professional organization representing over 700 professional court interpreters throughout 
California. Brandon moved to Sacramento to be close to the state capitol where he is working with a lobbyist to create 
new legislation for greater standards of language access in the state courts; and also as a central point from where he 
represents employee interpreters in the northern half of the state. Brandon holds a Master’s degree in Organizational 
Behavior from the Marshall Goldsmith School of Management.
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 Appendix 3: List of Acronyms Used in This 
Report

AARP: American Association of Retired Persons

AIIC: International Association of Conference 
Interpreters

ALC: Association of Language Companies

ASL: American Sign Language

ASTM International: Formerly known as the American 
Society for Testing and Materials

ATA: American Translators Association

CAPI: Colorado Association of Professional Interpreters

CFI: California Federation of Interpreters

CHIA: California Healthcare Interpreting Association

FIT: International Federation of Translators

IA: InterpretAmerica

ILR: Interagency Language Roundtable (US federal 
government-sponsored committee)

IMIA: International Medical Interpreters Association

ISO: International Organization for Standardization

LLD: Language(s) of limited diffusion 

LSP: Language service provider (language company) 

MIIS: Monterey Institute of International Studies

NAJIT: National Association of Judiciary Interpreters 
and Translators

NCIHC: National Council on Interpreting in Health Care
NMTIA: New Mexico Translators and Interpreters 
Association

OTS: Other than Spanish

RID: Registry of Interpreters for the Deaf

T & I: Translation and interpreting

TAALS: The American Association of Language 
Specialists

TAJIT: Texas Association of Judiciary Interpreters and 
Translators

VRI: Video remote interpreting


