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“You have a mind, it wants to learn. Acquire an arsenal of knowledge with which to arm yourself…our
modern age is a time when learning is power….every man must know everything. Ignorance is the
curse of God, knowledge the wing we use to fly…your brain must hurry to eat all the facts it can hold,
before the next age of darkness.”
(Phillip Depoy – “The King James Conspiracy”)

INFORMAL ADVICE TO GUIDE
CONFERENCE INTERPRETATION STUDENTS,
AND RECENT GRADUATES, IN THEIR
PRACTICE AND TRAINING ACTIVITIES
It has become increasingly apparent to me over the years that a considerable number of
students studying conference interpreting (at Master’s and other levels), find it difficult to
know exactly how to proceed, and which tactics and techniques to adopt in their efforts to
improve their consecutive and simultaneous techniques, and strengthen both their ‘A’ and
‘B’ languages. So, I felt it might be useful for me to provide a few hints and guidelines to help
my future colleagues, which is my goal in this informal (and far from exhaustive) guide; I
hope and trust that it will be of assistance both to those still engaged in their studies, and
recently qualified young conference interpreters.
If you are to progress, it is important that you understand that the formal hours of teaching
and training offered by your school during your interpreting studies can only be considered
as simply the tiny tip of what is a complex and extensive iceberg. If you limit yourself to this
‘official’ training and practice, be advised from the start that you will have practically no
chance either of passing your diploma exams or (much more importantly) of actually
becoming a conference interpreter! Please divest yourself immediately of the
misapprehension that simply attending classes will automatically make you into a
conference interpreter – from today on, devote your energy, your willpower and your
imagination to external/supplementary/independent training activities aimed at making you
both competent and autonomous.

Think of your formal classes more as a chance to have regular access to experienced trainers,
who will be able to observe your performance and provide advice to enable you to then go
away and progress. Remember that even though Olympic athletes (and theirs, linguistically,
is the level of difficulty and excellence in performance at which you are aiming) resort
systematically to specialist professional trainers, these experts can only observe
performance and indicate what form the athlete’s training should take. It will be the
individual athlete’s muscles and tendons which will bring Olympic success, and not those of
the coach – it is therefore up to the athlete to make the lengthy, focused, sustained and
considered efforts which will progressively strengthen and develop muscles, resilience and
technique, and lead to success in performance.
In your case, it is your own brain that you must painstakingly develop, nourishing synapses
and creating the new neuronal pathways which are a prerequisite for simultaneous
interpretation, and to which there are no shortcuts: there can literally be no substitute for
many many hours of purposeful and targeted practice, actually carrying out the interpreting
task! You may practice alone or in a group, and must regularly seek evaluations and advice
from seasoned professional interpreters/pedagogues, who know where the bar is set. This
professional feedback should lead to the adoption of strategies to remedy any faults
identified, and this practice/feedback loop should be repeated many times.
It is usually said that, to acquire a high-level specialist skill, some 10.000 hours of deliberate
practice are required. While this will indeed be necessary for you to achieve a truly expert
level of performance (which should legitimately be your aim after a couple of years in the
profession, if you wish to make a living from conference interpreting in a competitive world),
to reach the level required to actually launch one’s career, several hundred hours (in
conditions as near to those of real life as possible) should suffice!
During your practice sessions, I suggest that you draw inspiration from the text in Annex I
below, detailing the training methods and strategies employed by experts and specialist
performers in a variety of fields.
It is very important that you practice even a little every day (while allowing yourself a weekly
day of rest!), rather than opting for less frequent but rarer but longer, intensive bursts of
activity. On days when you have classes, I recommend a daily average of 90 minutes’
concentrated training, in two 45 minute slices, all disciplines included; on those days when
you have no formal interpreting classes, you should at least double this amount of time.
Work also at acquiring the conference interpreter’s essential skill of ‘throwing the switch’
and being able to concentrate immediately and totally on the task at hand, while relaxing
just as fully when the time is right. This ability (a skill in its own right), is so frequently
disregarded and/or misunderstood, but it will be the basic key to the success of your training
and practice, and later to your life as a practicing professional conference interpreter.

You will find below a short list of exercises which I hope and believe will help you develop as
a conference interpreter. I should add the rider that each person, each brain and each
linguistic and professional profile is different - you should therefore put together a reasoned,
rational and achievable study and training plan to suit your own abilities and circumstances,
and stick to it even when the going gets tough (as will often be the case, trust me!). If you
would like to consult me (c.guichot@aiic.net) for help in establishing a tailor-made personal
training plan, I would be very happy to help if time permits:

1) Listen every day, for at least an hour, to spoken-word radio (NPR, BBC Radio 4 and
World Service, for English), at times with complete focus and concentration and at
times as a background to your routine activities. Whether you are an English ‘A’ or
‘B’, the advantages here are multiple:
- during the ‘concentrated’ listening periods, you will improve your grasp of
current affairs and geopolitics, and enhance the lexical breadth and depth of
your language
- at all times, in the absence of visual cues, your ears and brain will become
accustomed to instinctively and rapidly seizing the meaning and cadences of the
(‘C’ or ‘B’) language, and to honing active listening skills
- in listening to radio speech while engaged in other relatively undemanding
activities, you will train your brain to listen and extract meaning with only a part
of its capacity; this is an absolute goal to be reached in simultaneous interpreting,
where the brain must be free to concentrate on the more ‘noble’ core functions
of interpretation, i.e. understanding, processing and transposing complex ideas.
2) Practice simultaneous, using real-life speeches delivered by speakers who are making
no concessions to the fact that you are interpreting them, and pulling no punches!
Use headphones and a computer, record your work and check it afterwards; as often
as possible, ask for feedback from an experienced interpreter with the relevant ‘A’
language (if need be, arrange to send sound files by email). I hope that the list of
useful links in Annex II will help you here.
3) Form a training and practice group with other students or young colleagues,:
negotiate access to a room with interpreting booths (use imagination and lateral
thinking, and do not take ‘no’ for an answer!) and organize regular and frequent
training sessions. Attend these sessions come what may, even when tired or
discouraged, as they will be a source of motivation and cross-fertilisation; while the
learning curve is still steep, it is easier to struggle with others than alone. You should
attend these sessions systematically, no matter how (or how confident) you are
feeling mentally or physically, because others will be depending on you and your
commitment. The discipline will later stand you in good stead as a professional

interpreter, and will help develop your character and reliability, making you a soughtafter colleague.
In your work with the practice group, every member in rotation should prepare and
deliver speeches, which will also develop your self-confidence and hone other
communication skills that will help you greatly in consecutive and simultaneous
interpretation. While working in a group, be constructive in your feedback to
colleagues, but also frank and demanding. Undemanding or superficial feedback (too
many schools tend to be insufficiently demanding of their students) does more harm
than good, and it is only through constructive frankness that you will progress. Try
hard to move beyond a simple recitation of inaccuracies and language errors, and
seek to identify weaknesses in listening, concentration, reasoning and understanding,
all of which will undermine successful interpretation. A further bonus here is that in
learning to critique colleagues, you will also become better able to identify your own
problems.
In Annex III below you will find a description of an excellent group of this type, which
is primarily aimed at recent graduates. This is an example from which to draw
inspiration; please take into account the intellectual property involved in the format
and website of this group, and make sure to ask permission from the group organizer
(listed in the Annex) before cutting and pasting any part of her work.
4) Practice on-sight translation every day, alone or with others; fix the goal of finding (in
your ‘A’ language) 5 or 6 versions of each and every sentence without hesitation,
varying grammar, syntax and word order; in your ‘B’ language, your goal should be to
provide 3 versions with equal speed. You can work on this exercise anywhere and at
any time, using virtually any type of text, and it is indispensable for increasing the
speed and flexibility of your thought processes, and your linguistic breadth and depth
in all your active languages.
5) Perform 4-minute slices of consecutive interpretation, preferably in front of an
audience made up of your colleagues or of ‘pure consumers’ who have no knowledge
of the source language – this is a good motivator for young interpreters, as it places
them in a situation where their interpretation is truly necessary, a salutary and
welcome change from the artificial circumstances in which most such tasks tend to
be carried out in a learning environment.
6) Spend a considerable amount of time ‘shadowing’ (see guide at Annex IV below)
elegant, flowing and convincing speeches in all your active languages (‘A’ just as
much as ‘B’). Do not forget that even your mother tongue will not yet be at a level
sufficient to be able to professionally interpret complex arguments and ideas. In
addition, shadowing is the best possible tool for acquiring a strong ‘B’ language, so

that it can be employed reflexively, confidently and convincingly: after many tens of
hours of practice, this technique will help you automatically employ correct
vocabulary and register in your ‘A’ language, and appropriate cadences, accent and
rhythms in your ‘B’ language.

********************************

ANNEX I
Article : « Elite Players’ Practice »
The Berlin Study
In the early 1990s, a trio of psychologists descended on the Universität der Künste, a historic
arts academy in the heart of West Berlin. They came to study the violinists.
As described in their subsequent publication in Psychological Review, the researchers asked
the academy’s music professors to help them identify a set of stand out violin players — the
students who the professors believed would go onto careers as professional performers.
We’ll call this group the elite players.
For a point of comparison, they also selected a group of students from the school’s education
department. These were students who were on track to become music teachers. They were
serious about violin, but as their professors explained, their ability was not in the same league
as the first group.
We’ll call this group the average players.
The three researchers subjected their subjects to a series of in-depth interviews. They then
gave them diaries which divided each 24-hour period into 50 minute chunks, and sent them
home to keep a careful log of how they spent their time.
Flush with data, the researchers went to work trying to answer a fundamental question: Why
are the elite players better than the average players?
The obvious guess is that the elite players are more dedicated to their craft. That is, they’re
willing to put in the long, Tiger Mom-style hours required to get good, while the average
players are off goofing around and enjoying life.
The data, as it turns out, had a different story to tell…

Decoding the Patterns of the Elite
We can start by disproving the assumption that the elite players dedicate more hours to music.
The time diaries revealed that both groups spent, on average, the same number of hours
on music per week (around 50).
The difference was in how they spent this time. The elite players were spending almost
three times more hours than the average players on deliberate practice — the
uncomfortable, methodical work of stretching your ability.

This might not be surprising, as the importance of deliberate practice had been replicated and
reported many times (c.f., Gladwell).
But the researchers weren’t done.
They also studied how the students scheduled their work. The average players, they
discovered, spread their work throughout the day. A graph included in the paper, which
shows the average time spent working versus the waking hours of the day, is essentially flat.
The elite players, by contrast, consolidated their work into two well-defined periods.
When you plot the average time spent working versus the hours of the day for these players,
there are two prominent peaks: one in the morning and one in the afternoon.
In fact, the more elite the player, the more pronounced the peaks. For the best of the best —
the subset of the elites who the professors thought would go on to play in one of Germany’s
two best professional orchestras — there was essentially no deviation from a rigid twosessions a day schedule.
This isolation of work from leisure had pronounced effects in other areas of the players’ lives.
Consider, for example, sleep: the elite players slept an hour more per night than the
average players.
Also consider relaxation. The researchers asked the players to estimate how much time they
dedicated each week to leisure activities — an important indicator of their subjective feeling
of relaxation. By this metric, the elite players were significantly more relaxed than the
average players, and the best of the best were the most relaxed of all.
Hard Work is Different than Hard to Do Work
To summarize these results:
•
•
•

The average players are working just as many hours as the elite players (around 50 hours a
week spent on music),
but they’re not dedicating these hours to the right type of work (spending almost 3 times less
hours than the elites on crucial deliberate practice),
and furthermore, they spread this work haphazardly throughout the day. So even though
they’re not doing more work than the elite players, they end up sleeping less and feeling
more stressed. Not to mention that they remain worse at the violin.

I’ve seen this same phenomenon time and again in my study of high achievers. It came up so
often in my study of top students, for example, that I even coined a name for it: the paradox
of the relaxed Rhodes Scholar.
This study sheds some light on this paradox. It provides empirical evidence that there’s a
difference between hard work and hard to do work:
•

Hard work is deliberate practice. It’s not fun while you’re doing it, but you don’t have to do
too much of it in any one day (the elite players spent, on average, 3.5 hours per day engaged
in deliberate practice, broken into two sessions). It also provides you measurable progress in

•

a skill, which generates a strong sense of contentment and motivation. Therefore, although
hard work is hard, it’s not draining and it can fit nicely into a relaxed and enjoyable day.
Hard to do work, by contrast, is draining. It has you running around all day in a state of false
busyness that leaves you, like the average players from the Berlin study, feeling tired and
stressed. It also, as we just learned, has very little to do with real accomplishment.

This analysis leads to an important conclusion. Whether you’re a student or well along in your
career, if your goal is to build a remarkable life, then busyness and exhaustion should be
your enemy. If you’re chronically stressed and up late working, you’re doing something
wrong. You’re the average players from the Universität der Künste — not the elite. You’ve
built a life around hard to do work, not hard work.
The solution suggested by this research, as well as my own, is as simple as it is startling: Do
less. But do what you do with complete and hard focus. Then when you’re done be done, and
go enjoy the rest of the day.

ANNEX II

USEFUL LINKS
FOR USE IN INTERPRETER TRAINING
www.aiic.net
A rich and extensive resource for all interpreters

www.interpreters.free.fr
A French site, regularly updated, including training tips and tools of all kinds
(including some of my own texts, and many in English) for interpreting
students: very useful!

www.interpreting.info
An AIIC-sponsored discussion forum and FAQ resource for all those with
interest in interpreter training and practice – very useful, very varied..

www.nationalnetworkforinterpreting.ac.uk
A British site, full of information for both students and teachers of interpreting

bootsinthebooth.blogspot.com/
An interesting and amusing blog maintained by a group of young interpreters

www.theinterpreterdiaries.com
An eclectic and interesting blog from the keyboard of a respected professional,
very much a reference in the field…

www.ted.com
A brilliant site, bringing together a huge variety of excellent and interesting
speeches (in English) on a host of topics. Transcripts of the speeches are also
usually available

www.ted.com/tedx
As above, but organized semi-independently and involving many different
languages. Production values are more patchy, and transcripts less often
available

www.thersa.org
Similar to TED, but with longer speeches in audio and video

www.apple.com/support/itunes-u
« iTunes U » contains hundreds of very instructive classes, lectures and videos. I
believe that these can only be accessed via and Apple platform….

www.nato.int (> ‘organization’ > ‘member countries’)
A wide-ranging website on all things defence- and foreign affairs-related,
featuring many MP3s and MP4s, as well as links to the major related websites
of all NATO member states

www.natochronicles.org
Excellent documentary films on many subjects related to defence and
geopolitics

www.podcast.ft.com/index
Podcasts on a large variety of current affairs matters

www.ft.com/lexicon
An English-English dictionary of specialised financial terminology

unterm.un.org
The main UN database, with a good search engine, including translations in all
the UN languages…

ANNEX III
Interpreters in Brussels Practice Group 2013 - DESCRIPTION

Interpreters in Brussels Practice Group is a practice group for professional interpreters or recent
graduates based in Brussels, aimed at honing both simultaneous and consecutive interpreting
techniques through group practice and mutual feedback. It relies upon the commitment of each
participant who has the opportunity to practice both techniques and in return gives speeches in
their mother tongue. Moreover, each participant receives and gives peer feedback on the
interpreting performance.
Being a voluntary group, everyone plays a key role and can provide suggestions in order to meet
specific needs and participate actively.
The idea behind the group took shape when I first moved to Brussels and I was looking for
fellow colleagues to practice simultaneous and consecutive skills over the year. Thanks to the
great response from professionals and the invaluable support of some EU accredited conference
interpreters, I decided to further develop the idea and set up the group.
The Hogeschool Universiteit Brussel (HUB: it.ly/1bYtbvu ) provides the interpreting lab, fully
equipped with standard interpreting booths and TELEVIC units with virtual recorder VACS and
MP3. Colette Storms is the Head of the interpreting department at HUB.
The group meets twice a month: the second and fourth Wednesday of each month, from 6 p.m. to
9 p.m.
The groups are organised according to the number of participants and their language
combination, thus guaranteeing everyone to practice both simultaneous and consecutive skills.
We usually prepare eight speeches per session covering at least four languages, i.e. four
speeches 12-15 minutes long for simultaneous practice and four speeches 8-10 minutes long for
consecutive. When we don't have a native speaker, we use online videos or online speech
repositories.
We record all our speeches and upload them on Interpreters in Brussels Practice Group Youtube
channel (bit.ly/18DSM6Q) and Speechpool (www.speechpool.net), an online learning tool
developed by Sophie Llewellyn Smith, an AIIC member.
We also have a Facebook page where we share any information and/or questions relevant to our
profession: on.fb.me/1bH30b3
The content of the practice session depends on the participants themselves and varies according
to their needs and objectives. Participants can request to work on a specific topic or terminology
and practice their retour. Moreover, senior interpreters working for international institutions or
on the private market often participate in our sessions by giving speeches and providing
targeted feedback.
The composition of the group is varied but always proficient and high-quality, ranging from EU
ACI interpreters, international organization staff interpreters, freelancers and recent graduates.

ANNEX IV

“Shadowing”
- what, how, when, why?
The technique and practice of shadowing is an indispensable tool for both the budding and the
experienced simultaneous interpreter, but it is a controversial technique and is often misunderstood or
discounted. In my opinion, however, all interpreting professionals would gain greatly from spending
time both considering and practising the art of shadowing.
In this brief text I shall endeavour both to describe the technique and provide some hints as to its use.
Shadowing is useful into all the interpreter’s active languages, ‘A’ and ‘B’, and can be employed to
correct and refine a multitude of interpretation weaknesses – accent, delivery, voice quality, vocal
range, emphasis, ‘cleanliness’ of rendition, confidence etc. etc.
However, it is important that shadowing:
-

be carried out in a graduated, thorough and reasoned way
be regularly supervised and/or assessed by both the practitioner and his or her teachers,
supervisors or colleagues
be carried out over many hours and in each of the linguistic combinations that it is desired to
enhance
be coupled with more conventional training techniques

The technique consists of spending many hours in a real or virtual booth shadowing an able and fluent
speaker of the target language. As the goal is to replicate the neurological and intellectual demands of
simultaneous interpretation, a simple laptop/ipod/headphone combination will suffice, in the absence
of a true booth. Using MP3/MP4 or flash files, DVDs, CDs or audio cassettes, choose speakers who
are expressing themselves in their mother tongue and who have an excellent mastery thereof, without
strong regional accents, and with a gift of oratory which allows full expression of the native cadences
of the language. It cannot be over-emphasised that your chosen speaker must be carefully selected, as
a function of accent, elocution, delivery, register etc.
This is an excellent technique at many levels, as (this being a marked trend among recent neurolinguistic and neurological expert studies) shadowing involves some 80% of the neuro-linguistic
operations involved in simultaneous interpretation, the only factor missing being that of language
transfer.
Shadowing initially involves repeating the words of the speaker without modification. This allows the
interpreter’s brain, ears and mouth, working as they do in concert, to begin to reproduce the sounds
and rhythms of the target language, without conscious mental effort, and begins to create the
‘linguistic muscle memory’ naturally acquired by children learning their own tongue. This will require
many tens of hours of actual speech production – it is essential that the language actually be voiced, or

the exercise is useless.
It is also recommended, in the case of an actual or potential ‘B’ language, to shadow with a text, as it
is true to say that we cannot hear or apprehend what we do not know, and if we do not hear all the
articles, prepositions, and smaller sounds that make a native speaker sound native, we will not
reproduce those sounds in our shadowing, and will lose much of the potential benefit. Here again, it is
useful to record your shadowing, and then replay it, comparing it to the text.
The prime goal of the exercise is to accustom brain, ears and mouth to the flawless and (eventually)
effortless production of the sounds and cadences of what may be (in the case of a ‘B’) a foreign
language. The goal here is to establish a new network of synapses and neuronal pathways, this being
an essential stage in the interpreter’s acquisition of each new language combination. It should not be
thought that all lessons learned in the successful mastery of one combination can simply and
instantaneously be transposed to another – many hours of actual practice are required for each
language pair, and there are no shortcuts!
Let’s now begin to look in a more concrete way at the actual practice of the technique.
While shadowing, it is important to experiment with differing levels of time lag or ‘recul’ (say from
0.5 to 5 seconds), introducing a certain elasticity to reflect the fluctuating demands imposed by the
speaker and to train the brain to cope with larger or smaller linguistic buffer spaces in the language
combination being employed.
At the same time, gradually introduce expressions of your own, allowing for varying semantic (but of
course not substantive) distance from the speaker. At one extreme you may wish to decide in advance
to modify one or two words per sentence, and at the other to leave only one or two words unchanged.
In order to approach, in the ‘B’ language, the facility which characterises an experienced interpreter’s
work into his/her mother tongue, it is also important to train both voice and brain to ensure acceptable
linguistic production while mental processing efforts are required elsewhere.
To this end, it is useful while shadowing to practice (for example) writing numerical sequences
involving fixed gradations (1, 3, 5, 7… or 1, 6, 11, 16, 21 etc.), which can then be self-checked after
the exercise, along with the recorded interpretation.
Another variant might involve writing down poems or song lyrics, which the interpreter knows by
heart, while interpreting. Using increasingly complex sequences is doubly fruitful, and the goal,
evidently, is to guarantee an acceptable level of linguistic production even while mental processing
efforts are devoted to other, more noble, tasks such as actually understanding and transposing concepts
and ideas! Such exercises are useless, of course, unless both spoken and written productions are
assessed for accuracy and acceptability.
Many interpreters experience difficulties, in the booth, in adopting a register or ‘persona’ which
differs from their own, and shadowing can be very helpful in acquiring these more thespian-related
skills which can so often make the difference between a good and an excellent interpretation. Thus,
shadowing speakers who are expressing joy, grief, anger, sorrow or enthusiasm, will begin to instill
the required ‘muscle memory’ that will allow the interpreter (when the chips are down and lack of the
appropriate vocabulary or register would severely damage the credibility of the interpretation)
appropriately and confidently to transmit the entire message and sentiments of the speaker. To this
end, it is useful to shadow speakers who are expressing strong or even excessive emotion, without fear
of drifting into caricature, given that there will always be a filter or some loss of intensity between
‘shadower’ and ‘shadowee’.
The above exercise is of particular utility in the interpreter’s ‘B’ language, as its extended practice
helps to instill native accent and provide a more nearly instinctive feeling for register and vocabulary,
in sensitive contexts where any such failures would have serious consequences. For accent correction
purposes, it is preferable initially to shadow language-learning tapes/CDs, etc., because the texts are

spoken slowly, thus all sounds can be easily discerned. In addition, the texts employed are simpler,
but grammar and syntax are correct. An added advantage is that the text will be available to read
during shadowing.
It is also useful to spend time shadowing fast speakers, as it is true to say that many (usually
inexperienced) interpreters have difficulty in simply delivering even their native language rapidly,
clearly and without stumbling, especially when obliged to adopt a cadence which is not their own. It
goes without saying that this difficulty is exacerbated into the ‘B’ language.
It is my hope that the above hints and descriptions will help you in your interpreting life, and endow
you with increased facility and confidence in all your active languages, and in all registers. I should
again stress the importance of shadowing, and of spending considerable amounts of time on this
exercise, to enable the brain to integrate it in a reflexive, automatic way, clearing the way for more
complex intellectual operations while actually interpreting.

