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What isa Healthcar e | nterpr eter?

Healthcareinterpreters are ded cated professionals with the interpreting skills, bilingual language
proficiency, cultural competercy, ethicaltraining, and knowledge of Californiaheakhcare
systemsand medcal termminology. Their roleisto help Limited-English Proficient (LEP) patiernts
receve optimal medcal carein avariety of medcal settings. Heathcare interpretersserve asa
vital link betweenthe patiert and a heathcare provider. They interpret a patiertOsymptoms and
medcal history aswell asthe heathcare providerOsjuestions. They facilitate patiert/provider
rapport and convey diagnosesand treatmert instructionsin a culturally sersitive mamer. In life-
threakning situations, heathcareinterpreters canbe the communications link betweenpatient and
provider that saveslives

About CHIA

The California Healthcarelnterpreting Association (CHIA) is a501(c)(3) public charity. Its
mission: Healthcare interpreters and providers working together to overcome linguistic and
cultural barriers to high-quality care.

CHIAOsnemtership includesinterpreters and trarslators, healthcareinterpreting trainers
heakthcareadvocates medcal facility administrators, nurses doctors, resdency program
educabrs, lawyers and leadersin heakhcarepolicy. CHIA memberswork toward several goals:
promoating language-appropriate acess to medcal care for LEP patiernts; serving asan
informaional center for healthcareproviders hospital staff, clinical personnel, governmert-
acercy empoyees and heakhcare interpreters and helping to improve the quality of language
servicesthrough appropriate training of interpreters, providers and other health-facility
personnel.

CHIA is astatewide organization with 7 regonal chaptersthat offer professional-developmert
workshops and other programsfor: pegoleinteresedin careersin heakhcare interpreting,
experiencedinterpreters, and those who serve asdual-role interpreters CHIA also offers
educatonal conferencesfor interpreters, medcal providers heath policy makers and for anyone
interegedin thefield of language servicesand cultural competercy.

CHIA members have publisheda Ocale of standardsOof interpreting practice, California
Standards for Healthcare Interpreters, with support from The California Endowmert. The
Standards canbe downloaded from the CHIA website, www.chiaws. CHIA iscreaing an
onlineregstry of healthcareinterpreters to be usedby employersarnd contractors for interpreting
senvicesin medcal, educaional, and community settings. This registry will include a O%ills
summaryOthat will enable purchasersof language servicesto evaluate aninterpreterOs
gualifications.

Why Becane a Professional Headthcare Interpreter?

Owing to the increaseddiversty of the stateOpopulation, thereis great needin Californiafor
heakhcareinterpreters. The 2000 cersus found that more than 200 languagesarespokenin the
state. Catherine Dower of the UCSF Certer for the Health Professions, in her article Health Care
Interpreters in California (2003), reports that one-fifth of the stateOgpopulation overal is
Limited-English Proficient (LEP), with the LEP population in some countiesashigh asone third.
Feckral law requiresthat heathcare providers who receive federal funds camot discriminate on
the bads of national origin of language spoken Moreover, the provision of language servicesis
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required under state-funded maraged care programs such asMedi-Cal Mamaged Care ard
Healthy Families(SCHIP).

The needfor interpretersthat are professionally trainedis epecially acue. Healthcarefacilities
ard providersoften pemit untrained or Gad hocQinterpretersBtypically family members, friends,
or bilingual staff bto fill the interpreting role. While this canbe helpful in situations whereno
other servicesare available, the situation is oftenproblematc. Pressing afamiy member or
friend into such arole often compromisesthe outcome. Strong evidence suggeds thatad hoc
interpreters though proficiert in language, areoftennot adequately skilledto convey suffi ciert
contert and mearnng to avoid misunderdandings and errors. Also, the transaction canbe
distortedthrough the prism of cultural and family dynamics. For children, the experience of
conveying sersitive informaion canbe awkward, eventraumaic.

The hazards of using bilingual staff Bwhose chief dutiesat the facility may be non-medcal Dare
the same aswith the less formal arangemerts. The ladk of training and proficiercy in the
required skills canleadto distorted communication, misdiagnoses poor comprehension of
precribedtreamert or discharge instructions, and poor heakh outcomes The use of a Odial-
roleGnterpreter may also recuire lost time at his or her other duties

There area number of ways bilingual staff may develop competercy in essertial skill sets. The
mast common way is to take healthcareinterpreting training coursesofferedin various regons of
California. Valuale training coursesare offeredin universtiesand community colleges
throughout California. Severalregpected healthcareorganizaions and interpreting agernciesoffer
training coursesto the public. Sometimesthese training coursesareofferedto bilingual staff
onsite atmedcal facilities

A listing of these training coursescanbe obtainedon CHIAOswvetsite. Also helpful isthe CHIA
monograph, Training for Healthcare Interpreters, which canbe obtained on-line or by calling
(916) 669-5305. Other good resourcesinclude abooklet, Health Care Interpreter Training in the
State of California, publishedby The California Endowmert, wherethe booklet canbe obtained
online at www.calendow.org, or by calling (415) 343-0222.

Career Options for Hedthcare | nterpr eters

Healthcareinterpreting training is the backbone of a careerin heathcare interpreting. While
mary careerpathways are availabe to qualifiedheathcareinterpreters job opportunitiesfall into
the following categories

On-Staff Interpreter in Medical Setings
Interpreting Agency Employee or Contractor
Freehnce Interpreter

HealthcareInterpreting Trainer

K K K K

The rarge of pay for the qualifi ed healthcareinterpreter varieswidely (please seePay SuveyO
report availabde in Spring 2005 from CHIA). Changing state demographics and improved
heathcarequality measureswill require CaliforniaDsealthcaredelivery systemto better
accanmadate its polyglot population. Just asthe whole of medcine is currertly incorporating
guality measiresto evaluate and improve provider performarce, promote better outcomes ard
compete for market share, so too canwe expectinterpretersto be evaluated and compersated
basedon the quality of their work. (Evennow, faciitiesarnd health plans are begnning to market
themselvesbasedof the quality of their language services)
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Knowing Li mitations

Careersin heathcareinterpreting all require multiple skill sets beyond language proficiency. The
needfor multiple levels of training holds true whether an interpreter assists in-person or
telephonically. Thereis needfor training evenin casswherethe clinical transactions are
assumedto be simple and non-sersitive; what may start asa simple screering in a doctorO®ffice
canewolve quickly into acomplex or sersitive situation. Thatis why interpreters no mater how
experienced areencouragedto continue their educaion and training. Similarly, diffi cult asit may
be,it isimportart for interpretersof all levels to be able to admit their limitationsif a situation
exceed their linguistic or tecical akilities Those who wish to learnmore about advanced
training cancontact CHIA.

Following are thumbnail sketchesof the heathcare-interpreting careerslistedabove, with some
of the advartagesand challergesof eachjob.

On-Staff Interpreter in Medical SettingsN Rosario Nevadb, a Spanish-language interpreter
empdoyedby Starford Hospital and Clinics hasworked asa staff interpreter there for 13 years
Olé very biased [about being anon-staff interpreter] D1 really erjoy it,ONevado said. Orhere
arealot of diffi culties but there arealso a lot of rewards.O

Interpreting at a hospital or medcal clinic canbe intense. OMedical interpreting is not for the faint
of heat. YouOe got to bein good shape emdionally, physically and spiritually. You are
confronted with brokenbonesand the reaity of death all thetime. But you lean how to deal
with the stress and keepon working,ONevado said. She said she consideredherself fortunate
becawse Starford hasbeena OponeerQin employing skilled heathcareinterpreters QAll of them
arevery well educatedOshe said. Orhey all have atleast aB.A., and some are M.D.s and
biologists [with advanced degeed.O (Other hospitals may not have these callege-educaion
requirements for interpreter employees)

Some staff interpreters, like Nevado, have the privilege of working with ateam of interpreters
Othersare the sole professional providersof language services

Silvia Gonzalezis the only full-time healthcareinterpreterat UCSD Medical Certer at Hillcreg,
where she hasworked asa Sparish interpreter for threeyears Olinterpret for everybody!Oshe
said, noting that her colleagiestease her about her ahility to wearmary diff erert hats atthe
hospital. Beddesinterpreting betweenpatients and their medcal providers Gonzalez said she
interprets for the hospitalOgsychiatrists, diabeteseducators, nutritionists, patient-service
represenatives social workers lactation consultarts, and physical and occupational therapsts.

Gonzalez said her work canbe demarding. She oftenhandlesasmary as32 encountersper 8-
hour workday. OMyrewardis what | getfrom helping the patierts,Oshe said. OBakeally, what
IOmpassionate about is seeing that patierts clearly understand their heath issuesO

Advantages Secue employmert; steady income; steady work schedules full heath benefits and
retiremert plars (someimes; vacation time;full legal and liakility support; OeanmworkO
ernvironmert; good mertorship and guidance; and excellent professional-developmert
opportunities since some hospitals offer their staff full accesto their medcal librariesard
sciertific resarch
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Challenges Paertially stressful work situations (emaionally and physically); possible exposure
to bodily fluids and radiation; long hours; little flexibility with work schedules and relatively few
positions currertly availade.

Interpreting Agency Employee or Contractor—Darnyune Geertsen, a professional heathcare
interpreter and trainer, told CHIA that working asan employeeof aninterpreting agency has
mary advartages Geerseniscurrently director of training and quality at Language Line
Senicesin Monterey. Theindustry giant wasformally ownedby AT& T and is now the largeg
provider of national ard global services Language Line off ersservices(chiefly telephonic
interpreting and trarslation) in 155 languages Clients run the gamut, but hundreds of themare
involvedwith heathcare: hospitals, clinics medcal groups, ard individual physiciars.
OkReathcare is definitely one of our focus areasOGeersen explained

There areseveral dozenagenciesin Californiathat employ or contract with freelanceinterpreters
and offer, to varying degrees telephonic and/or in-person servicesto medcal facilities

At Languace Line hiring stardards arefairly high. Geeatsenreportedthat only 10 percert of all
cardidatesthat are screenedand tesed make it into the compary. But whether employeesor
contractors, interpreter applicarts canexpectto encounter a rigorous screenng process at ary
reputable agercy.

Advantages Secue emgdoymert; stead/ income;berefits; stead/ work schedules little or no
travel involvedfor telephonic interpreting; extersive outreachto pegplein various parts of the
nation and world; good mentorship and guidance; in-depth industry training and teging; and other
professional development opportunities Also, some agenciesprovide continuing educaton on
healthcareindustry developmerts and legal issuesregarding LEP patients.

Challenges Littleflexibility in choosing work schedules and potertially stressful work. In
GeertsenOsnind, the intensity of the situations canbe the bigged challenge. Or ou may have to
dealwith traumaic or termminal casesOshe said. GDne of the hardeg situationsiswhena child
dies This canbe hard, whether you®e there on the phone or in-person.O To help deal with this
stress, she said, her employeesareoff eredpeercounseling.

Those interegedin learning more about working with an interpreting agency canview CHIAOs
welsite or obtain the booklet, How to Choose and Use a Language Agency by CynthiaE. Roat,
M.P.H., publishedby The California Endowmert, www.calenrdow.org.

Freelance Interpreter—Freehnceinterpretersgererally erjoy their work for the samereasons
freelancersdo everywhere They cansetup flexible work schedules They cantake apasson
work they donOwart. And in healthcareinterpreting, they canoftendemand higher wagesthan
those who work asemployeesof interpreting agenciesor medcalfacilities

Katharine Allen, who hasworked asafreelance heakhcareinterpreter for nearly adecaa, said
one of the perks of the job is the opportunity to help peoplein avariety of settings Bincluding
those beyond the confinesof heathcare. Ol1©s big wide world,Osaid Allen, who owns Sierra Sky
Interpreting & Translation and worksin rural Inyo and Mono Counties Allentold CHIA that
besdesoffering her servicesto local hospitals and clinics, she works asa Spanish interpreter for a
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variety of agenciesand public organizatons, including the local public health departmert and the
offi ceof education, schools, special-education programs, in-home health service agercies
providersof physical and occupational therapy, and the local Regonal Certer that servespeaple
with severe disahilities

OAI of these jobs require knowledge of healthcareand heathcareissuesOshe said, adding that it
isimportart for freelanceinterpreters to continually update and expard their training. Of ou need
to do this,Oshe said, Olecase you needto be able to cover such a widegreadareaCof situations
and settings. FreebrcersN especially thosein rural areasN rarely have the luxury to specialize in
one niche.

Allensaid she received her initial training from the Connecting Worlds Heakhcare Interpreter
Training, a 40-hour course offeredin various parts of the state. Sheis now a Connecting Worlds
heakhcareinterpreting trainerin herlocal area.

Allensaid that she continuesto sharpen her skills by atending CHIAOsimual educatonal
conferercesand those offered by the American Translators Association. In addition, she has
receivedtraining from the Medcal Interpreter Training Institute atthe Universty of ArizonaOs
National Certer for Interpretation in Tucson, and hastakenMed cal Interpreting and Translation
Online, a course offered by the Universty of Massachusetts at Amherst. An excelent and
inexpensive way to have acess to ongoing training and professional networking isto join an
organization such asCHIA and the National Council on Interpreting in Heath Care(NCIHC),
and to acively participatein their online forumsard listserves Allensaid.

Saomefreelnce healthcareinterpreters who aretrainedin simultaneaus interpretation enjoy
working assimultanecus interpretersfor national and international medcally-related conferences
Otherswork asinterpreters in the WorkerO<Compersation or insurancecases This job, however,
requiresinterpretersto pass arigorous certifi cation process through Cooperative Per®nnel
Senices how known simply asCPS a quas-public agercy that hardlescertifi cation for
numeraus professions. (www.cps.cagov). It isimportart to note that qualifying asalegal
heathcareinterpreter for the WorkerO<Compensation or judicial systemsdoesnot, in ard of
itself, egablish competercy for working in clinical settings.

Advantages Paentially secure employmert and potentially high salary, deperding on how well
you market yourself; flexible work schedules flexible work verues and satisfaction of Oleing
your own boss.O

Challenges Paertially unsteads emdoymert and fl uctuating income;lack of expertise or
available support or expertise on legal issues accaunting and bookkeepng, and other business
needs; decrea®d serse of OeamworkOwith other health professionals, because you are often
perceived asan OaitsiderOpotertial lagin interpreting skills, sinceyou arealways responsible
for your own continuing education; and general disconnectedness from any one verue, peer
group, or professional home.

Healthcare-Interpreting Trainer—AS more and more heathcareorganizations strive to comply
with Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 (which specifically prohibits any recipiert of federal
funding from discriminating against pegple on the bads of national origin) and other federal ard
state requlations, it is likely that more trainersof healthcareinterpreting trainerswill be needed
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To be atrainer, itOsmportart to have a lot of interpreting experierce aswell asteaching
experience, said Julie Burns, aninterpreting trainer and Spanish interpreterin SanaRosa.  Burns
hasbeentraining heathcare interpretersin Californiafor nearly five yearsthrough a mobile-
training program, Bridging the Gap, offered by the Seatle-based Cross Cultural Heakh Care
Program (CCHCP), www.xculture org.

OTisjob is avery stimulating, because you get to meet pegple from differert culturesand
differert languagesOBurns said. Or ou get to learna lot, because youQe always updating yourself
about thefield. Also, thiswork allows for alot of creatvity in how you present your magrial.O

However, the job attimescanbe draining. Oltis abig commitmert time-wise and erergy-wise.
You needto allow yourself lots of preparation time. And you needto be able to handle group
dynamics, becaise sometimesyou cangetinto controversal topicsO

Advantages Good financial compensation; professional recaynition; good professional-
developmert opportunities meeting and working with avariety of pecple from differert cultures
and satisfaction of Onaking a differenceQin the field of heakhcare interpreting.

Challenges Time-consuming work; travel involved potertially physicaly and mertally taxing;
and group dynamicscanbe challenging attimes

Thoseinteregedin becoming a healthcareinterpreting trainer cantalk with other trainersin the
field by contacing CHIA at(916) 669-5305.

Getting Start ed

The first steptowards becaning a professional healthcare interpreteris ensuring that your
language skills areup to speed OlOsmportart to start out with a strong foundation,Osaid
heathcareinterpreter and trainer Julie Burns. Or ou may needto have your language skills
assessed by arecognizedlanguage profi ciercy teging agency.O

There areseveral competert language-assessmert agenciesin California. These include
Language Line” University (877) 351-6636; Pacific Interpreters(503) 445-5666 or (800) 311-
1232 x5666; and ACTFL Language Teding Office (914) 948-5100. Interpretersin-training may
wish to strengthentheir language skills by taking coursesatalocal community college or finding
ways to sharpenbilingual skills by working with pegple who speak the target language fl uertly.

The next stepisto try to make a connection with otherinterpreters by asking quegions, ard
obsenving thematwork, Burns said. OThisis agreatway to seewhatitOsike.O Then sign up for
atraining course in healthcareinterpreting that will build other skill sets. Burnsrecanmerds a
minimum of 40-hours for this.

Volunteering—Another way to jump into the profession is to becaneavolunteer. Volunteering
erablestrainedinterpretersto get reatlife experiencein thefield, and volunteerjobs oftenleadto
paid interpreting positions Dand in some cases a careerin medcine.

Pado Juarez Perira, a Spanish and Portuguese interpreterin Sacramento County, said all
volunteersshould make sure they have adequate healthcareinterpreting skills before ertering any
medcal facility. Olbelieve in volunteering completely,Ohe said. However, volunteering carDbe
seenasa substitute for training in heathcare interpreting. OFo example OPeteira said, OlcarOt
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becaneadertist by being a volunteer. But after dertal school, | canpractice my skillsasa
volunteerO

Sparish interpreter Rosario Nevado said that working as avolunteerinterpreter at a hospital is Oa
greatleaning experience.O At Starford Hospital anrd Clinics, whereshe works, she and other
hospital-staff interpreterslead a group of volunteerinterpretersaraund every day, giving them
directexposure to proper interpreting protocals. Knowing how to behave ethically and how to
adchereto hospital standards and pracicesisjust asimportant asknowing how to interpret
accuately, Nevado said.

She suggegedthat anyone hoping to volunteershould look for a hospital with on-staff
interpreterswho offer guidance and support. Or ou canshadow the interpreter ard seewhatthey
do,ONevado said. Orou also getto be part of ateam, and this rapport is very important.O

Volunteersat Starford Hospital go through a special training-and-teging program before they
begn working. Eachhospital hasits own policiesregarding volunteeracivities Those
interesed cancontacttheir local hospital to learn about volunteeropportunities

One of the volunteersassisting Nevado is Irene Liu, agraduate student at Starford Universty.
Liu volunteersasa Mandarin interpreter at Starford Hospital and also at Lucile Packard
ChildrenrDdHospital. A native of China, Liu said she has erjoyedvolunteering for several rea®ns,
one being the opportunity to help peaple from her homelard.

O#s agraduate studert, | am mostly involvedwith researchand work alot with computers |
wantedto be moreinvolvedwith people, ard | wartedto do something where | cansee peple
berefiting immedately,OLiu told CHIA.

Volunteering hasgivenher valuabe experience in working with pegple who are arxious about
the heath of lovedonesor themselves Olusually work with patierts and patiertsCrelativeswho
areunder alot of stress. | explain the necessary information and comfort peagople. My job is
explaining whatOgyoing on,Oshe said.

For Liu, volunteering haspointedher in adifferert direction thansheinitially expeced
OActually, volunteering asaninterpreter got me interegedin medcine Oshe said. (Now |Om
interesedin becaning a physician |0l be starting med cal school this Segember.O

For more information, pleas contact CHIA at chia@chiaws or (916) 669-5305.

Acknowledgements

Many tharksto: Katharine Allen, owner of Sierra Sky Interpreting & Trarslation; Julie Burns,
interpreter training program marager, Cross Cultural Heakh Care Program; Catherine Dower at
the UCSF Certer for the Heakh Prdfessions; Danyune Geertsenand Dale Hansmanof Language
Line Seavicesin Monterey, Rosario Nevado, a Spanish interpreter for Starford Hospital and
Clinics Silvia Gonzalez a Sparish interpreter for UCSD Medcal Certer at Hillcreg; Irene Liu, a
volunteerinterpreter at Starford Hospital and Clinicsand Lucile Packard ChildrenO$Hospital;
Pado Juarez Perira, a Spanish ard Portuguese interpreter; CynthiaE. Roat, M.P.H., a
heakhcareinterpreting specialist; staff at The California Endowment; and membersof CHIA.

CHIA monograph #2 b CareerPaths (Spring 2005) 8.



