As Columbus’ foreign-born population has
increased, so has the need for interpretation and
translation services in languages far beyond the
ones American kids learn in high school. But, as
writer Joel Oliphint found out, it's not a gig for
just anyone with good language skills. Interpreters
play a sort of character as they work—one that
must resist the pull to help a fellow countryman
through what's often a ditficult situation.

YA KO IMMIGRATED to the Uiited
States ac 3 Russian refisges in 1992 with hef
parents and 9-year-ald daughter. She cams
prepared, armned with a doctorate in linguis-
1o trom &1 Petershung University, Her accenl
wasihick, but she spoke English well encugh
Ik seoEre & Job t=aching English s o secil
|anguiage n ColupniEis soon aier armivirg.

Buf when her i landed al Hew Yorks
[FEC [mtermational Airpoel, shoe wiad scared oo
comverss with theadrport staff. She Jonged Tor
un interpreter.

*Twanted to ask for water for my daagh-
teT, and [ was vary nervous to even open my
ercth i say, Can | have some water?’ " she
tays | know how it feels not to be abie toask
for directiongor how toget to the hospital or
b Lo pply for ajob.”

[T i's that diffleult tor an lmendgrant who's
fluent in English, imagise how hard i mst
be for someone who speaks litle or oo Eng-
Ealy i adl.

Ko, whi becamie Yano Schottenstein
i 1995 aftey marrving James Schotbensiein
hefped felloy immigranis o8 wears thrmigh
a kixcal ESL program, focusingg Orst on the
Fussian [ewish poprulation, then expanding
in response te Calumbies immigration pat-
terns. foon, her West Afrecan andd MELd
Eastern students were asking for help with
doctor appEIniments, court Appearanoes
and Immigration papers, With Russian and
Enghish as e oniy ool in her langaaee ki,
Schomerisiein D bo ook e lewhnre fOr issds-
tance After spending so muach time tracking
dovwm interpreters, she eventually decided oo
start hier cum interpreting company.

With na entreprenearial hackground {7
't lsve & business bone (nmy body,” she
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recills), Schodienstein co-founded Access 2
Imterpmresers ko 2005, At first, the founders did
all the acheduling and recruiting themsehes
ity & hore hasement. loday, Access fl—l[ﬂﬂ:ﬁ-
e than M interpreters '-‘l'l'.l!'.FFFIIi:' on a
cantrac, part-time bass who chn speak 73
languages 0 persct And at=oll L8 Langusg
as e the phone, phes tranalakisn services
{Interpretndon bs spoken: transiation iswrit
ten.s Each day-24 hourea day, seven diavs a
wak, A5 days a year—Schostenstem and her
dispatehers schodule roughiy %00 assign-
mresnls thirsughout Centeal Dhilo

Adtend 5801 e omly @emie 10 LowT, Seven
ar airhl interpreing agencles vie for con
tracts lecally. Bul Access prew' quickly andd
made a name o s, which Schottemsieln
attributes to a continual in-house tralning
program. and an emphasis on ensurng e
aocwracy of svery Iast detadl—Iriam b Tiie,
dabe, lcaliod dnd lnnguiage 0f an assignement
to billing ifvvoices at ean awceed 200 pages.

Im a little mare than eig vears, Schiotten
sieimhaswatched the pompositiom of Calem
hius changes, and Ances has hod 10 adap 1oihe
rrowing diversicy, “You go 1o New York and
wok expect that, bk Cohambus is a meliing
ot monw” ahie savs

The Hlspankl community ponbmies Lo
Erow, while the Eussien commainity has
dirminkked. West Alrican l&l'@,’llﬂ,ﬂ'ﬁan' mire
i ddemand oo, and Schotiensieln has seen
the Nepall commnunity explode [ O RS s
or three years, Recrulting interpreters from
thicse popalatlons s akey part of the businesas

YAl piy eraplovees are sa absessed with
recrniting,” Sonoitenstaln says. “They go 1o
restaurants el pive ol casde or @o o gro
ey sAoress. Ity funny. 10s Like & garmme Sor us

Lo fimd good Inferpreters.” 106 nof Tace for
Schotpensteim bo 2k during b interviews
b someoie fousd out about Access and
hear, "You geve tne vour card at 3 gas statkon.”

schotienstein joked she chases potenilal
Imterpreters dowm e Eremsay, bl the joke
LAB'L far troT reslity. When stopped at a tradlic
Lighe, i she nouces scaneone inoanother car
or on the =xlewalk speaking an in-demand
Lanpunge. she'll hand cut /& card aned holler
aut the window, “Col] ua!®

FROM WATCHING IMTERFRETERS on TV
crime dramas, you might assume e aply

co-Foraled fu

l.-rrr.rpln-:nr:: whii gk

s 3 demsand vooag
yhabmyin wha weerm

Ay Englah

sacanid |ansuangs

crualification far inberpreting s fheency m bwo
languages. Mot so. Bwitching Back and farth
te=tesn languages with ease 152 learmed skl
[U's meok narration, elther. Interpretensdse the
first person when apeaking for botl parties
IT pepvsnnme faye, “I'm haoding soime pain in
oy IovaceT AbBarmed,” the inteFEReter pelavs it
exactly, Eeeping 0 16 fEral péraon nstead of
changieg i1 1o, “The patient savs she's having
sone pain in ber wer ahelomen”

The jobx also has thomy ethical mmifica
tiorss. Picture this An interpreter i inder
prefing a conversation between a doctar
and a patient. After the conversation, the
doctar steps out b 100k Sor somes test resulis
The etienl Degins I&KLng (o the Intefpreler
sk abond s uniry of eriging posible
mutisal frisnds, how lang he hag fved in
Castumbas and =0 on. They develop 2 gquick
rapport. Turns oot they evenlive within o mile
of each nther!

“Wauld vou mind grving me & tides homie
when this is donesT the patient sske. "My wife
was Eodng to pick me up, bt now she can't,
and 'm FIght ooy vour wiay,”

Winat sheukd vou dot Are vol A bad peTson
i1 you sy “reo’ 7 Are you abed emploves i pou
B “WEETT

The stakes are high for inderpretes. Access
hias relobionships with hospitals, sociad sendos
agencies and low firms: [nterpeeters may be
called to a schonl or & jall, In thoee seetings, &
simipde mistake can have dite canssquences
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the woldest i D0 vears—a group of e men
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continued from page 53

THE INTERPRETERS

and three women sit in three rows in anarrow
office that's been converted into a classroom.
A world map hangs on the yellow walls, and
a computer at the front dings whenever the
Instructor rouses it from sleep mode to look
up language-related questions.

This is Access Academy, an educational
curriculum Schottenstein developed early
on thatincludes intensive training seminars
for candidates after the initial interview and
screening process. The weeknight classes are
held from 5 to 10 p.m. at Access’s new head-
quarters on High Street in the Brewery Dis-
trict; the company shares the second floor of
ared-brick building with Schottenstein Legal
Services, the firm of Yana's husband.

After outgrowing a home basement, a
Westerville office and then a previous Dowri-
town space on Third Street, Access relocated
here late last year, Larger permanent class-
rooms in the lower level were still under
construction, so the cramped quarters had
to suffice for these training sessions.

A few of the trainees come to the sessions
straight from other jobs. A Nepali student
wears a blue Wal-Mart button-down. A Span-
ish interpreter-in-training is still in the red
uniform of a used-car dealership, complete
with name patch. Some students are between
jobs. Some want to make a career out of inter-
preting. Not everyone will pass.

This week, they are studying ethics and
skills-building, and next week they'll learn
medical terminology. In the third week,
Access selects certain students for training
in legal terminology.

Up front is instructor James Weller, an Access
interpreter since 2008 and the head trainer.
‘Weller, 48, initially got into interpretation to
make some exira money, but he took a liking
to it and has been training interpreters for
more than a decade. He studied Russian and
Spanish at Brigham Young University and later
received a master's degree in linguistics from
Ohio State. Training interpreters combines his
affinity for languages with his love of teaching.
“I enjoy seeing students succeed,” he says.

In the classroom, Weller is authoritative
and thorough butalso friendly and approach-
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able, and he doesn't hesitate to put students
in what he calls “the hot spot.”

“Come forward and assume the role
of interpreter!” he repeatedly commands in
aloud, faux-severe tone. In these mock ses-
sions, students approach and act as inter-
preters between the “provider” (usually
a doctor or nurse played by Weller) and
the client (usually a patient played by
another student).

The term “role” is intentional and apt.
Trainees soon learn that while playing the role
of interpreter, the self is gone, supplanted
by “The Interpreter,” who has no name, no
nationality, no gender, no preference. The
Interpreter is utterly neutral. These students
must learn tobe, as Weller puts it, “stone-cold
interpreting machines.”

To do this, Weller teaches them rules for
being “in role.” Body posture should be

14
Your heart goes

out to them, and
you don't want to
say no, but you
must. You might
give them advice
that could be
harmful. It's not
your place. ??

—JAMES WELLER

straight. When Weller demaonstrates, he
looks like an armed guard—hands clasped in
front, gaze fixed on a spot on the wall. That
lack of eye contact is one of the hardest skills
forinterpreters in training to learn. Looking
someone in the eye is a social skill most peo-
ple learn from a young age, and to unlearn
it takes a lot of concentration. Countless
times in mock sessions, the students look at
Weller, who pauses, points to his eyes and
says, “Should this be happening?”

“When interpreters get in trouble, even if
I'mnot present, I can often tell what they did
wrong that got them there,” Weller tells me
after class. “It seems comical, but eye contact
almost always plays a role. If I'm having eye
contact with you, that's how we start getting
toknow each other. We learn whether we can
trust a person and what they’re like by looking

in their eyes. Then I feel like it's my message
and not the provider’s.”

Remember the hypothetical situation
about the patient who asked the interpret-
er for a ride home? Interpreters won't find
themselves in that awkward circumstance if
they follow another rule: Never be alone with
a client. When the provider leaves the room,
the interpreter follows and waits outside
the door. If a client beckons, the interpreter
simply offers to find a professional to help
address any concerns.

It sounds straightforward, but it often isn’t.

“The nurse walks out, and you're supposed
towalk out,” Schottenstein says, “Suddenly an
older patient catches your sleeve and says,
‘Can you help me, please? Can you tell me
what else I can do?’ And you have to say ‘no.
Your heart goes out to them, and you don't
want to say ‘no, butyou must. You might give
them advice that could be harmful. It's not
your place.”

The rules might seem standoffish and cold,
but they serve the provider and client best,
‘Wellerexplains to the class. If an interpreteris
uninteresting, with no physical gestures and
little discernible personality, the two parties
attempting to bridge the language gap can
focus on each other. The more robotic, the
better. An interpreter's only job is to repeat,
word for word, what is said—to speak for
someone else, Exactly.

WELLER IS FLUENT IN Spanish and Russian,
so you'd think some of the students speak-
ing Nepali and Arabic could get away with
some shaky mock interpreting without his
knowledge. But Weller says he can “get by”
speaking German and Bosnian, and he can
comfortably read in French, Polish, Latvi-
an, Finnish, Hebrew and other languages.
In class, he catches all kinds of mistakes.
He'll talk about a word's European root or
say, “l should have heard an ‘m’ in there.”
Sometimes he catches an English word in
the middle of an interpretation.

“Class, how many of you think the Arahic
word for ‘peanut’ is 'peanut'?” he asks during
amock session with Harun Abukar, a smiley
23-year-old Iraq native who sits in the back
row. Abukar and his family took refuge in Jor-
dan before immigrating to the States when
he was 17, Before coming to Columbus, they
settled in Kentucky, where they didn't knowa
soul. Abukar remembers being chumnry with
most of the interpreters his family used, but
one interpreter was the stone-cold type, and
it didn't sit well with him.

“We thought he was disrespectful, arro-
gant,” Abukar tells me after class. “Every time
we wanted to talk to him, he didn't want to

talk to us. If you just came here, and you see
someone who looks like you, talks like yvou—
youwant him to help. We didn'tknow anyone.
‘We needed him to be there forus.”

S0 how will Abukar handle this when he's
outinthe field interpreting Arabic? He admits
it will be extremelyhard. He does believe set-
ting the type of boundaries Weller describes
is the better way, but how can you not help
someone so desperate for friendly conversa-
tion in a native tongue? Abukar’s strategy, he
tellsWeller, is toexplain to clients beforehand
why he's acting the way he is so they won't be
confused or think he's disrespectful.

Yana Belan, a fellow student who came to
the U.S. from Russia 11 years ago, sees it dif-
ferently. She finds the impersonal aspect of
the job ta be a comfort—she actually avoided
pursuing interpretation previously because
of the assumed drama.

“I thought it would be very emotionally
draining if you have to empathize with every-
one,” Belan says. “But here they teach younot
to even look at them!”

Sylma Eckert, 47, has been interpreting
Spanish for Access since 2010, She emigrated
from Puerto Rico in the late '80s to finish
her undergraduate degree at Ohio Domini-
can University. After working as a banker
for a while, Eckert needed a gig with flexible
hours so she could take care of her mother.,
Interpreting fit the bill. Soon she fell in love
with the job, and the Access staff fell in love
with her.

You'd be hard-pressed to find a warmer,
more personable interpreter than Eckert. Tt's
tough to imagine her dispassionate. Though
Eckert says she’s always aware of the param-
eters built into her role (you'll never find her
alone in the room with a client), she does
attempt to convey empathy.

“We go into situations where a patient has
passed away on the table” Eckert says. “It’s
terrible. You have to tell parents that their
children are brain-damaged. Sometimes you
feellike crying yourself. I try to convey at that
moment thatI'm there to help them. ... Ithink
Ido it with the tone.”

Even Weller admitsit's tempting to give into
the emotions of certain moments and inter-
actions while interpreting. The best thing to
do, he says, is what Eckert described; Mimic
the tone. At the highest skill level, interpret-
ing is like voice acting.

“When the doctor or nurse is showing great
warmth or sympathy or the client is at the
point of tears, we convey that in our voice,”
Weller says. "I do get to show empathy fre-
quently—it's just not mine.”

Interpreting “is not as easy as you think,”
Schottenstein says. “It's a profession, not
a hobby.”

" Maria Elizabeth Tiberi
1992 - 2013

On September 17th 2013, | received the news that
no parent is ever prepared for. My daughter Maria
was killed in an early evening automobile accident.
The investigation revealed that, at the time of the
accident, Maria’s phone was not in use and no
alcohol or drugs were found in her system.
The cause of the accident:

“An unknown distraction.”

Driving safety stories will run weekly in The Columbus Dispatch
and on WBNS-10TV. Our hope is that central Ohio residents
will use this information to help their teen drivers understand

the challenges they face each day or our roadways.

For more information visit:

10TV.com/mariasmessage
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