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TO BREATHE OR NOT TO BREATHE:
CHALLENGES OF SIMULTANEOUS INTERPRETING

Simultaneous interpreting is a complex psycholinguistic and cognitive phenomenon. The lack of appropriate training
accounts for the wide range in quality of conference interpretation. Various theories, including the Efforts Model,
attempt to explain the complex mechanisms accounting for this complex brain activity. Teaching conference
interpreting in Universities can help train skilled interpreters, providing them with coping tactics and tools for
overcoming challenges of cognitive overload.
Keywords: Simultaneous interpreting, conference interpretation, translation, the Effort Model, cognitive load, coping
tactics, training.
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Interpretation is probably one of the oldest professions that have existed, since the time there were two
unintelligible languages. Translation is a younger phenomenon which most likely corresponds to the appearance of a
writing tradition. However, simultaneous interpreting is comparatively very young. In fact, it is still in its early stages of
professional development. Comintern congresses in the thirties were first to explore this activity. Then at the
Nuremberg trials the foundations of the new profession were laid out and cemented [Gaiba, 1998]. Many colleges and
universities now offer training programs in translation and interpretation. However, simultaneous interpreting is yet to
find its place at university curricula.

Nowadays, many if not most simultaneous interpreters are usually self-trained. Hence, it is possible to see a
range of the very best and the very worst interpreting. Unfortunately, the system of simultaneous interpreting, i.e.
speaking in a booth over the microphone at the same time as the speaker does, provides a convenient cover for rather
asinine interpreting. If done incorrectly and unskillfully, simultaneous interpreting could be no better than a
computerized translation. So, what make simultaneous interpreting so challenging and complicated?

From the psycholinguistic perspective, simultaneous interpreting is a very complex linguistic and cognitive
phenomenon. It involves speech perception and production, content analysis, decision making, storage, retrieval,
comparison of sounds and other information in various components of memory at the same time under the influence of
professional, sociological, and psychological factors [Gile, 2001]. Learning how to deal with all these processes
simultaneously and distribute one’s brain efforts appropriately, is extremely difficult. It requires years of training and
practicing. Even very proficient, top-notch interpreters with excellent interpreting skills and vast world knowledge, still
encounter omissions and errors in their simultaneous interpretation due to tremendous cognitive load.

According to the Efforts Model, simultaneous interpreting can be represented by the following formula [Gile,
2009:168]:

SI = L + P + M + C,
where L stands for the listening and analysis effort, i.e. all comprehension-oriented operations from analyzing sound
waves of the source language, identifying words and deciding on the meaning of the source language segment; P is for
the production effort which includes everything from retrieving initial message from memory, speech planning and the
implementation of that plan into speech; M stands for the memory effort, especially short-term memory; and finally C is
for coordination effort required to coordinate the first three efforts [Eysenck and Keane, 2000].

At any point in time speech consists of segments A, B, C, D, etc. During simultaneous interpreting, production
(P) is working on segment A, memory (M) on segment B and listening and analysis on segment C. Usually, the three
basic efforts are simultaneously active during interpretation, hence, they are most likely to affect each other resulting in
some undesirable consequences.

There is ample evidence now that simultaneous interpreters are listening and speaking at the same time [Gerver,
1976]. Moreover, language competence involves only one part of the brain (i.e. the parieto-temporal area), while
thinking requires the participation of other areas (i.e. the frontal lobes) [Barbizet, 1969]. Some scientists even suggest
that such intense cognitive event requires a separate working memory to handle all these cognitive processes [Timarova,
2008]. And with the development of expertise in interpreting, highly experienced interpreters even develop long-term
working memory which allows them to actually circumvent a number of common cognitive constraints [Moser-Mercer,
2000].

The assumption that cognitive load on a simultaneous interpreter is so high, that only anticipation (i.e. prognosis)
of the speaker’s statement makes it possible to interpret, led to another theory of simultaneous interpreting -
Probabilistic Prognosis Theory [Chernov, 2004]. Based on this theory, it is presumably easier to interpret from language
B to language A, since anticipation is presumably easier when working from one’s native language because of better
knowledge of transitional probabilities and cultural patterns.

There are many various theories on the mechanics of simultaneous interpreting. But it essentially comes to the
following: (1) the proximity of the source language still ringing in the interpreter’s ear while he/she is speaking, and (2)
reduced time available for processing and production.

The more information needs to be processed per unit of time, the denser the cognitive load will be, and the harder
it will be to provide a good quality interpreting. High speech density can lead to a cognitive overload which in turn will
result in one of the two things: 1) either the execution of the task is delayed by putting even heavier cognitive load onto
another segment which eventually will lead to an error, or 2) the task is not executed, leading to an omission. High
information density is the most frequent cause of omissions and errors. It is associated with the fast speed of delivery in
the source language; strong, accent; poor sound quality; enumerations, which lack low density connective segments;
and prepared speeches, especially when read from the polished text. Read speeches have less false starts and hesitations
than spontaneous speech, which increases the density of delivered information. It has also been argued that the read
speech has a different intonation pattern, which is less helpful for comprehension than the one in spontaneous speech
[Dejean le Feal, 1978].

Unfamiliar terminology will definitely lead to failure in such strenuous environment with extremely limited time
for information processing. Proper familiarization with terminology is absolutely essential. Prior preparation for the
interpreting event must be mandatory and should never be avoided. Excellent interpreters, whatever their skill and
competence, need a thorough preparation before dealing with matters they are not familiar with. Technical complexity
of speech could be considerably less of a burden if an interpreter familiarizes himself/herself with the terminology in
advance. If someone has never dealt with compunds like“cross-revision report” ( ), “feasibility
study” ( ), or “dependency ratio” ( ), it would
be hard to come up with the correct target language counterpart without distorting the intended meaning, i.e. its sense.

Another challenge for simultaneous interpreting is information reordering associated problems. Some names or
titles consisting of several components may need to be reordered in the target language. An interpreter is forced to wait
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until the entire name is unfolded before making a decision on how to reorder it (e.g., “South Central Preparedness &
Emergency Response Learning Center” or “World Bank Science Technology and Innovation Global Expert Team”).
Moreover, translating such names may require constant scanning and comparison to the source language name, which
will slow down interpreting process even further, putting an even higher load on the memory. Compound technical
terms pose similar problems, e.g., “sealed-beam mounting ring” or “diamond mesh metal lath”. An unprepared
interpreter under high information load may come up with a translation no better than the computerized one. In case of
the former, the computer provided the following version:  k ” and for the
latter - ”. Obviously, none of these translations make sense, and so won’t the
unprepared interpreter. Correct translation should be , ” or

” for the first compound and ”
for the second one. Frequent occurrence of the same complex name or term will require less time for reordering, since
an interpreter can cope with it by anticipation without delaying the production until the entire compound is pronounced
in the source language.

Abbreviations and acronyms in the source language will often cause a distress for an interpreter. An unprepared
interpreter will have difficulties finding equivalents in the target language even for occasional abbreviations, e.g., IRR
(Internal Rate of Return) - ”, or P&L sheets (profit  and  loss  sheets)  -

”. But some utterances will be impossible to interpret by any interpreter, irrespective of how
skilled and prepared they are. For example: “HRC ADA Branch, OPMD managers at the HRCoE at Fort Knox,
Kentucky” (Compare its full version: “Human Resources Command’s Air Defense Artillery Branch, Office Personnel
Management Division managers at the Human Resources Command Center of Excellence at Fort Knox, Kentucky”).
Military personnel is especially fond of such speech. It sounds almost like an entirely different language. I like to call it
Abbrenglish. In those case, the interpreter has to interrupt the speaker and ask for not using abbreviations.

An interpreter also has to make a split second decision whether to use a target language abbreviated counterpart,
as in  for OSCE (Organisation  for  Security  and  Cooperation  in  Europe),  or  to  spell  it  out,  as  in  IRA,  i.e.
Individual Retirement Account. Sometimes an interpreter has to decipher the correct meaning of the abbreviation, if it is
polysemic, like in AAA, which could denote American Automobile Association, abdominal aortic aneurysm, anti-
aircraft artillery or Amateur Athletic Association. In addition, pronouncing a compound in full takes longer than its
abbreviated version leading to a significant cognitive overload, as well.

Differences in syntactic structures of the two languages, unclear logic, errors in the source language may also
delay speech production. An interpreter is again forced to wait until the entire segment is uttered and then he/she make a
decision on how to reformulate that segment in the target language.

To withstand such intense cognitive load and provide a high quality interpretation, an interpreter has to come up
with some coping tactics. No matter the kind of coping tactics, each of them will have a price, i.e. potential information
loss, credibility loss, impact loss, and time and processing capacity cost [Gile, 2001]. Consulting a dictionary in the
booth or explaining and paraphrasing the term which had equivalent in the target language will be costly in time. So
will be note-taking for not-to-forget names, numbers or dates, since it adds writing activity. Both cases could lead to
memory overload.

Obviously, simultaneous interpreting is very strenuous and demanding. A large scale empirical study,
commissioned by the International Association of Conference Interpreters in 2001 showed that simultaneous
interpreting was clearly in the category of high-stress professions with high burnout levels. The main stressors were
identified as following in that order: speakers reading from texts, fast speakers, lack of background material, difficult
accents, booth discomfort, lack of preparation time, and undisciplined speakers.

Whatever the challenge, an interpreter remains under a double bondage: he/she has to be faithful to the speaker’s
ideas and at the same time faithful to the ways of his/her own language. Beyond this bondage an interpreter is free, free
in relation to the source language, free to find in his language the most appropriate words and phraseology that will
adequately give rise to sense in his/her listeners’ mind [Seleskovitch, 2008].

High quality simultaneous interpreting requires many years of intense and systematic training under the guidance
of experienced interpreters, excellent command of source and target language vocabularies, syntactic structures and
idiomatic expressions. It is recommended to master it after getting skilled in consecutive mode of interpretation
[Seleskovitch, 2008]. A good interpreter must also have an extensive world knowledge, since language in
communication is never exclusive of non-linguistic knowledge [Seleskovitch, 2008]. Hence, simultaneous interpretating
should be done as the second or third level of education.

Finally, some practical advice for those who aspire to become skilful, high-quality simultaneous interpreters:
- Know your languages inside and out.
- Speak naturally, idiomatically and with elegance.
- Miss nothing.
- Make no serious mistakes.
- Do not obsess with words, pay attention to sense.
- Do not add anything that was not said.
- Be a top-notch communicator.
- Always thoroughly prepare for a meeting.
- Be honest. If something essential is not understood, ask the speaker to repeat it.
- Be user-friendly, mind audience’s specific needs.
- Be courteous to your colleagues and event organizers.
- Be punctual.
- Mind your personal hygiene, especially when working in a booth with a colleague.
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- And don’t forget to breathe at the appropriate places.

Remember: “Before you can do it fast and almost without thinking, you must be able to do it right; and in order to do it
right, first you must do it slowly and thinking a lot” [Viaggio, 2003]. Never stop translating.
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The article deals with the journalistic discourse and how banking nominations function in it. The result shows
that such nominations as credit, loan, money, bill, business, company, fund, deposit, profit and account are the most
used components of banking nomination.
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