Tips for those Seeking to take the
Washington State Oral Certification Exam
Many people contact the Court Interpreter Program asking, “What can I do to prepare for and pass the oral certification exam?”  There is no one-size-fits-all scientific approach because an interpreter’s likelihood of passing depends on his/her experience, aptitude, language skills, interpreting skills, vocabulary, knowledge, test anxiety levels, etc.  
We contacted Washington Court Certified interpreters and asked them – What do you recommend that people do to prepare for the oral certification exam?  While everyone responded with different advice, the most common message was you must take a lot of time and effort to prepare for this exam.  No matter how perfectly bilingual you are, that’s only the starting point.  Here’s what they had to say:
Interpreting Classes – A Must!
· No matter how well one knows both languages, take a class be taken for the oral examination.  It provides tips about the test, exercises, and tapes with "legalese" and at different speeds to help the candidates be better prepared for the demands of the challenge. 

· At a multi-day training we spent time interpreting everything from People's Court TV, to multiple-count indictments recorded in federal courts, to testimony by an accident reconstruction engineer, complete with ball-bank indicators, high-speed cameras, and terms such as the gee and yaw of a turning car!  We were asked to interpret into a personal recorder, and then play it in front of the whole class!  A little daunting, to say the least, but all feedback was constructive.  We spent the end of each day discussing terminology, and the instructors sent us home with glossaries for all classes.  We finished the class with one-on-one conversations and personal recommendations from each of the two instructors. 

· I found the experience in attending the Institute for Court Interpretation (now renamed the Agnese Haury Institute) at the University of Arizona was most helpful.  I was even able to pass the written portion of the federal court interpreter exam.
· At least 3-4 days of training with instructors.
· Our instructors gave us an intensive 20-hour-a-week study plan to take home to prepare for the test.  This included shadowing news programs (on TV), multi-tasking while shadowing, reading legal text in the source and target language and several other useful techniques.
Self Study Resources

· One of the practice aids which helped me very much was securing a series of the tapes available to the National Shorthand Court Reporters Association so I could practice shadowing and simultaneously interpreting.  Some are very challenging but they do force one to improve.
· I purchased crime magazines in Spanish as they contain a lot of contemporary slang and street level usage one is not usually exposed to in polite society.

· I took a practice test for the Federal Court Interpreters.

· Purchase bilingual and monolingual dictionaries as well as specific subject dictionaries (i.e., technical, medical, pictorial).
· Acebo's "The Interpreter's Edge” - this text and the accompanying cassettes were a great help to me to practice at home. 
Training Techniques

· A technique used to build short-term memory for the consecutive portion of the exam:  The instructor would have a list of 10 one-syllable words.  She would read through the list, and we would repeat each word after her.  She then read the first word, we said nothing, she read the second word, we would say the first word, and so on.  Then she would advance ahead of us two and then three words at a time, asking us each time repeat the first word, and so on.  We then did the same exercise using two- and three-syllable words. 

· You have to have a technique for coping when you just plain don’t know.  For this, you can either just say the word in the original language and keep going, just leave it out entirely, or give it your best guess, but the key is to not get hung up and therefore lose the next ten words.

· Find a same-language study partner so you can practice consecutive.  It’s hard to practice consecutive alone.  

· For consecutive, always have a pad of paper and a pen so you can take notes.  A lot of interpreters don’t do this, which is a problem, because there is no way you can do top-quality consecutive without notes.

· Regarding sight translation, just grab an assortment of court forms next time you go to court and sit and practice with them.  You can practice with practically anything else too.  Because you will have to go both ways, you might get a novel in Spanish and sit around reading it out loud in English.  Just the act of doing it will make it much smoother each time.

· Role play in all 3 forms of interpretation
· Study, study, study general subject matter and practice, practice, practice all modes of interpreting.
Try These, They’re Free!!

· Observe in court.
· One of the best techniques that helped me personally to "come up to speed" for the oral exam, and one I used successfully to help a friend and colleague (with whom I now work regularly) to pass the oral portion (after failing at least twice), was listening to the evening news, both local and national, and shadowing the commentator, staying three to six words behind him/her; not interpreting, mind you, but simply shadowing in the same language. The diversity in subject matter and vocabulary really kicks the mind into high gear for the simultaneous portion.
· I seek every opportunity to converse in my second language and try to watch news programs as well to continue to maintain my comprehension of emerging issues and terminology.

· As most of us have the basic language skill, most of us lack the ear and speed, I acquired both by watching Univision, Spanish Television, Spanish and English News, for high level grammar and popular shows, such as Sabado Gigante, to pick-up the South American slang - one hour of daily listening and translating for two or three months on a real live scenario will totally prepare anybody.  Listening to real people using extensive vocabularies is much better than the canned prepared tapes.

· Listen to the radio in the car and interpret simultaneously into Spanish as you drive.  Be careful—not everyone can multitask this way, so if you think it’s going to be dangerous, forget it.  I recommend National Public Radio, because the range of topics is just amazing.  They talk about everything from politics to art to gardening, and this will help you to identify holes in your vocabulary.  If you miss something, who cares, just keep going.  You can jot down the hard words you weren’t able to get when you park your car.  The idea is to get your speed up and learn ways to cope with weird vocabulary.

· Read material in both languages.  Get on the Internet and download pages from newspapers from Mexico or Latin/South America.  Find publications that produce translated materials that are of excellent quality and do a comparison with the English version.
· Make glossaries according to subject matter (i.e., legal, medical, etc.).  Break these general headings into subheadings (i.e., terminology for an IME or truancy court, etc.).   When on assignment always jot down unfamiliar terms and look them up, then add to glossary synonyms and antonyms next to the original word.  Add acronyms to list along with definition and translation.  Take advantage of glossaries that different agencies already have, some with translations (i.e., IRS, DSHS).
· Practice "shadowing" news broadcasts on Public radio and TV.  Have a notebook and pen handy to jot down up-to-date terms to add to glossaries.
· Use new vocabulary in everyday conversations.
Knowledge & Experience

· One can't discount the value of a broad education as well.  Interpreters must be familiar with various registers and with terminology from many fields.

· One thing I have noted is that many interpreters, even those with long experience, have very strong accents in their second language.  Perhaps it would help them to be paired with a native speaker of the other language and converse for periods of time to improve pronunciation.

· Vocabulary in general is super important, so don’t go thinking you have to focus only on court terms and crime stuff.  Yes, you have to know the names of drugs and paraphernalia, weapons, court words, etc., but the test is not limited to that.  For vocabulary building, I just read books and jot down words I don’t know.  Then I look them up at the end of each chapter or every few chapters.  That way, if they come up again in the same book, I can see them in context, which makes them stick better.  Pick books that are interesting enough that you want to read them, but about topics you’re not really so familiar with.  I remember I read a bunch of John Grisham legal dramas when I was getting ready for the exam.

· Keep an open mind, willing to accept new terms and new ways of saying things.  Get away from the idea that if good language skills are used that the general public to whom you are interpreting for "won't understand anyway."  If Spanish or Russian for example is the only language the person speaks, they will most likely have a better command of the language than those of us who were born in the US and are influenced by the English language!
And Finally…

· In the event that you don’t pass on your first try, don’t take it personally.  All of us have failed some test or another in our time as interpreters.  Just cry a few tears, stand up and get ready to try again.  Because whether you get it the first time or the fifth, you will eventually get it, and it will be a tremendously valuable credential that will serve you for many years.
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