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What is a Healthcare Interpreter? 
Healthcare interpreters are dedicated professionals with the interpreting skills, bilingual language 
profi ciency, cultural competency, ethical training, and knowledge of California healthcare 
systems and medical terminology. Their role is to help Limited-English Profi cient (LEP) patients 
receive optimal medical care in a variety of medical settings.  Healthcare interpreters serve as a 
vital link between the patient and a healthcare provider. They interpret a patientÕs symptoms and 
medical history as well as the healthcare providerÕs questions. They facilitate patient/provider 
rapport and convey diagnoses and treatment instructions in a culturally sensitive manner.  In life-
threatening situations, healthcare interpreters can be the communications link between patient and 
provider that saves lives. 
 
 
About CHI A 
The California Healthcare Interpreting Association (CHIA) is a 501(c)(3) public charity. Its 
mission:  Healthcare interpreters and providers working together to overcome linguistic and 
cultural barriers to high-quality care.  
 
CHIAÕs membership includes interpreters and translators, healthcare-interpreting trainers, 
healthcare advocates, medical facility administrators, nurses, doctors, residency program 
educators, lawyers, and leaders in healthcare policy.  CHIA members work toward several goals: 
promoting language-appropriate access to medical care for LEP patients; serving as an 
informational center for healthcare providers, hospital staff, clinical personnel, government-
agency employees, and healthcare interpreters; and helping to improve the quality of language 
services through appropriate training of interpreters, providers, and other health-facility 
personnel. 
 
CHIA is a statewide organization with 7 regional chapters that offer professional-development 
workshops and other programs for: people interested in careers in healthcare interpreting, 
experienced interpreters, and those who serve as dual-role interpreters.  CHIA also offers 
educational conferences for interpreters, medical providers, health policy makers, and for anyone 
interested in the field of language services and cultural competency. 
  
CHIA members have published a Òcode of standardsÓ of interpreting practice, California 
Standards for Healthcare Interpreters, with support from The California Endowment.  The 
Standards can be downloaded from the CHIA website, www.chia.ws.   CHIA is creating an 
online registry of healthcare interpreters to be used by employers and contractors for interpreting 
services in medical, educational, and community settings.  This registry will include a Òskills 
summaryÓ that will enable purchasers of language services to evaluate an interpreterÕs 
qualifi cations. 
 
 
 
 
Why Become a Professional Healthcare Interpreter? 
Owing to the increased diversity of the stateÕs population, there is great need in California for 
healthcare interpreters.  The 2000 census found that more than 200 languages are spoken in the 
state.  Catherine Dower of the UCSF Center for the Health Professions, in her article Health Care 
Interpreters in California (2003), reports that one-fi fth of the stateÕs population overall is 
Limited-English Profi cient (LEP), with the LEP population in some counties as high as one third.   
Federal law requires that healthcare providers who receive federal funds cannot discriminate on 
the basis of national origin of language spoken. Moreover, the provision of language services is 
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required under state-funded managed care programs such as Medi-Cal Managed Care and 
Healthy Families (SCHIP).    
 
The need for interpreters that are professionally trained is especially acute.  Healthcare facilities 
and providers often permit untrained or Òad hocÓ interpreters Ð typically family members, friends, 
or bilingual staff Ð to fi ll the interpreting role.  While this can be helpful in situations where no 
other services are available, the situation is often problematic.   Pressing a family member or 
friend into such a role often compromises the outcome. Strong evidence suggests that ad hoc 
interpreters, though profi cient in language, are often not adequately skilled to convey suffi cient 
content and meaning to avoid misunderstandings and errors.  Also, the transaction can be 
distorted through the prism of cultural and family dynamics.  For children, the experience of 
conveying sensitive information can be awkward, even traumatic.  
 
The hazards of using bilingual staff Ð whose chief duties at the facility may be non-medical Ð are 
the same as with the less formal arrangements.  The lack of training and profi ciency in the 
required skills can lead to distorted communication, misdiagnoses, poor comprehension of 
prescribed treatment or discharge instructions, and poor health outcomes.  The use of a Òdual-
roleÓ interpreter may also require lost time at his or her other duties.   

 
There are a number of ways bilingual staff may develop competency in essential skill sets.  The 
most common way is to take healthcare-interpreting training courses offered in various regions of 
California.  Valuable training courses are offered in universities and community colleges 
throughout California.  Several respected healthcare organizations and interpreting agencies offer 
training courses to the public.  Sometimes these training courses are offered to bilingual staff 
onsite at medical facilities.   
 
A listing of these training courses can be obtained on CHIAÕs website.  Also helpful is the CHIA 
monograph, Training for Healthcare Interpreters, which can be obtained on-line or by calling 
(916) 669-5305.  Other good resources include a booklet, Health Care Interpreter Training in the 
State of California, published by The California Endowment, where the booklet can be obtained 
online at www.calendow.org, or by calling (415) 343-0222.   

 
 
Career Options for  Healthcare I nterpr eters 
Healthcare-interpreting training is the backbone of a career in healthcare interpreting.  While 
many career pathways are available to qualifi ed healthcare interpreters, job opportunities fall into 
the following categories.   
 

¥ On-Staff Interpreter in Medical Settings 
¥ Interpreting Agency Employee or Contractor 
¥ Freelance Interpreter 
¥ Healthcare-Interpreting Trainer 

 
The range of pay for the qualifi ed healthcare interpreter varies widely (please see ÒPay SurveyÓ 
report available in Spring 2005 from CHIA).  Changing state demographics and improved 
healthcare quality measures will require CaliforniaÕs healthcare delivery system to better 
accommodate its polyglot population.  Just as the whole of medicine is currently incorporating 
quality measures to evaluate and improve provider performance, promote better outcomes, and 
compete for market share, so too can we expect interpreters to be evaluated and compensated 
based on the quality of their work. (Even now, facilities and health plans are beginning to market 
themselves based of the quality of their language services.)  
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Knowing Li mitations 
Careers in healthcare interpreting all require multiple skill sets beyond language profi ciency. The 
need for multiple levels of training holds true whether an interpreter assists in-person or 
telephonically.  There is need for training even in cases where the clinical transactions are 
assumed to be simple and non-sensitive; what may start as a simple screening in a doctorÕs offi ce 
can evolve quickly into a complex or sensitive situation.  That is why interpreters, no matter how 
experienced, are encouraged to continue their education and training. Similarly, diffi cult as it may 
be, it is important for interpreters of all levels to be able to admit their limitations if a situation 
exceeds their linguistic or technical abilities. Those who wish to learn more about advanced 
training can contact CHIA.   
  
Following are thumbnail sketches of the healthcare-interpreting careers listed above, with some 
of the advantages and challenges of each job. 
 
On-Staff Interpreter in Medical SettingsÑ Rosario Nevado, a Spanish-language interpreter 
employed by Stanford Hospital and Clinics, has worked as a staff interpreter there for 13 years.  
ÒIÕm very biased [about being an on-staff interpreter] Ð I really enjoy it,Ó Nevado said.  ÒThere 
are a lot of diffi culties, but there are also a lot of rewards.Ó 
 
Interpreting at a hospital or medical clinic can be intense. ÒMedical interpreting is not for the faint 
of heart.  YouÕve got to be in good shape emotionally, physically and spiritually. You are 
confronted with broken bones and the reality of death all the time.  But you learn how to deal 
with the stress and keep on working,Ó Nevado said.  She said she considered herself fortunate 
because Stanford has been a ÒpioneerÓ in employing skilled healthcare interpreters.  ÒAll of them 
are very well educated,Ó she said.  ÒThey all have at least a B.A., and some are M.D.s and 
biologists [with advanced degrees].Ó  (Other hospitals may not have these college-education 
requirements for interpreter employees.) 
 
Some staff interpreters, like Nevado, have the privilege of working with a team of interpreters.  
Others are the sole professional providers of language services.   
 
Silvia Gonzalez is the only full-time healthcare interpreter at UCSD Medical Center at Hillcrest, 
where she has worked as a Spanish interpreter for three years.  ÒI interpret for everybody!Ó she 
said, noting that her colleagues tease her about her ability to wear many diff erent hats at the 
hospital.  Besides interpreting between patients and their medical providers, Gonzalez said she 
interprets for the hospitalÕs psychiatrists, diabetes educators, nutritionists, patient-service 
representatives, social workers, lactation consultants, and physical and occupational therapists. 
 
Gonzalez said her work can be demanding.  She often handles as many as 32 encounters per 8-
hour workday.  ÒMy reward is what I get from helping the patients,Ó she said.  ÒBasically, what 
IÕm passionate about is seeing that patients clearly understand their health issues.Ó 
 
Advantages: Secure employment; steady income; steady work schedules; full health benefi ts and 
retirement plans (sometimes); vacation time; full legal and liability support; ÒteamworkÓ 
environment; good mentorship and guidance; and excellent professional-development 
opportunities, since some hospitals offer their staff full access to their medical libraries and 
scientifi c research. 
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Challenges:  Potentially stressful work situations (emotionally and physically); possible exposure 
to bodily fluids and radiation; long hours; little flexibility with work schedules; and relatively few 
positions currently available. 
 
 
Interpreting Agency Employee or Contractor—Danyune Geertsen, a professional healthcare 
interpreter and trainer, told CHIA that working as an employee of an interpreting agency has 
many advantages.  Geertsen is currently director of training and quality at Language Line 
Services in Monterey.  The industry giant was formally owned by AT&T and is now the largest 
provider of national and global services.  Language Line off ers services (chiefly telephonic 
interpreting and translation) in 155 languages.  Clients run the gamut, but hundreds of them are 
involved with healthcare:  hospitals, clinics, medical groups, and individual physicians. 
ÒHealthcare is definitely one of our focus areas,Ó Geertsen explained. 
 
There are several dozen agencies in California that employ or contract with freelance interpreters 
and offer, to varying degrees, telephonic and/or in-person services to medical facilities. 
 
At Language Line hiring standards are fairly high.  Geertsen reported that only 10 percent of all 
candidates that are screened and tested make it into the company.  But whether employees or 
contractors, interpreter applicants can expect to encounter a rigorous screening process at any 
reputable agency. 
 
Advantages:  Secure employment; steady income; benefits; steady work schedules; little or no 
travel involved for telephonic interpreting; extensive outreach to people in various parts of the 
nation and world; good mentorship and guidance; in-depth industry training and testing; and other 
professional development opportunities. Also, some agencies provide continuing education on 
healthcare-industry developments and legal issues regarding LEP patients.   
 
Challenges:  Little flexibility in choosing work schedules, and potentially stressful work.  In 
GeertsenÕs mind, the intensity of the situations can be the biggest challenge. ÒYou may have to 
deal with traumatic or terminal cases,Ó she said.  ÒOne of the hardest situations is when a child 
dies.  This can be hard, whether youÕre there on the phone or in-person.Ó  To help deal with this 
stress, she said, her employees are off ered peer counseling.   
 
Those interested in learning more about working with an interpreting agency can view CHIAÕs 
website or obtain the booklet, How to Choose and Use a Language Agency by Cynthia E. Roat, 
M.P.H., published by The California Endowment, www.calendow.org. 

 
 
 
 
Freelance Interpreter—Freelance interpreters generally enjoy their work for the same reasons 
freelancers do everywhere.  They can set up flexible work schedules.  They can take a pass on 
work they donÕt want.  And in healthcare interpreting, they can often demand higher wages than 
those who work as employees of interpreting agencies or medical facilities. 
 
Katharine Allen, who has worked as a freelance healthcare interpreter for nearly a decade, said 
one of the perks of the job is the opportunity to help people in a variety of settings Ð including 
those beyond the confines of healthcare. ÒItÕs a big wide world,Ó said Allen, who owns Sierra Sky 
Interpreting &  Translation and works in rural Inyo and Mono Counties. Allen told CHIA that 
besides offering her services to local hospitals and clinics, she works as a Spanish interpreter for a 



CHIA monograph #2 Ð Career Paths (Spring 2005)          6. 

variety of agencies and public organizations, including the local public health department and the 
offi ce of education, schools, special-education programs, in-home health service agencies, 
providers of physical and occupational therapy, and the local Regional Center that serves people 
with severe disabilities.   
 
ÒAll of these jobs require knowledge of healthcare and healthcare issues,Ó she said, adding that it 
is important for freelance interpreters to continually update and expand their training.  ÒYou need 
to do this,Ó she said, Òbecause you need to be able to cover such a widespread areaÓ of situations 
and settings.  FreelancersÑ especially those in rural areasÑ rarely have the luxury to specialize in 
one niche.   
 
Allen said she received her initial training from the Connecting Worlds Healthcare Interpreter 
Training, a 40-hour course offered in various parts of the state.  She is now a Connecting Worlds 
healthcare-interpreting trainer in her local area. 
 
Allen said that she continues to sharpen her skills by attending CHIAÕs annual educational 
conferences and those offered by the American Translators Association.  In addition, she has 
received training from the Medical Interpreter Training Institute at the University of ArizonaÕs 
National Center for Interpretation in Tucson, and has taken Medical Interpreting and Translation 
Online, a course offered by the University of Massachusetts at Amherst.  An excellent and 
inexpensive way to have access to ongoing training and professional networking is to join an 
organization such as CHIA and the National Council on Interpreting in Health Care (NCIHC), 
and to actively participate in their online forums and listserves, Allen said. 
 
Some freelance healthcare interpreters who are trained in simultaneous interpretation enjoy 
working as simultaneous interpreters for national and international medically-related conferences.  
Others work as interpreters in the WorkerÕs Compensation or insurance cases.  This job, however, 
requires interpreters to pass a rigorous certifi cation process through Cooperative Personnel 
Services, now known simply as CPS, a quasi-public agency that handles certifi cation for 
numerous professions.  (www.cps.ca.gov).  It is important to note that qualifying as a legal 
healthcare interpreter for the WorkerÕs Compensation or judicial systems does not, in and of 
itself, establish competency for working in clinical settings.   
 
Advantages:  Potentially secure employment and potentially high salary, depending on how well 
you market yourself; fl exible work schedules; flexible work venues; and satisfaction of Òbeing 
your own boss.Ó 
 
Challenges:  Potentially unsteady employment and fluctuating income; lack of expertise or 
available support or expertise on legal issues, accounting and bookkeeping, and other business 
needs; decreased sense of ÒteamworkÓ with other health professionals, because you are often 
perceived as an ÒoutsiderÓ; potential lag in interpreting skills, since you are always responsible 
for your own continuing education; and general disconnectedness from any one venue, peer 
group, or professional home.   
 
 
Healthcare-Interpreting Trainer—As more and more healthcare organizations strive to comply 
with Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 (which specifi cally prohibits any recipient of federal 
funding from discriminating against people on the basis of national origin) and other federal and 
state regulations, it is likely that more trainers of healthcare-interpreting trainers will be needed. 
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To be a trainer, itÕs important to have a lot of interpreting experience as well as teaching 
experience, said Julie Burns, an interpreting trainer and Spanish interpreter in Santa Rosa.   Burns 
has been training healthcare interpreters in California for nearly fi ve years through a mobile-
training program, Bridging the Gap, offered by the Seattle-based Cross Cultural Health Care 
Program (CCHCP), www.xculture.org. 
 
ÒThis job is a very stimulating, because you get to meet people from different cultures and 
different languages,Ó Burns said. ÒYou get to learn a lot, because youÕre always updating yourself 
about the field.  Also, this work allows for a lot of creativity in how you present your material.Ó 
 
However, the job at times can be draining.  ÒIt is a big commitment time-wise and energy-wise.  
You need to allow yourself lots of preparation time.  And you need to be able to handle group 
dynamics, because sometimes you can get into controversial topics.Ó 
 
Advantages:  Good financial compensation; professional recognition; good professional-
development opportunities; meeting and working with a variety of people from different cultures; 
and satisfaction of Òmaking a differenceÓ in the field of healthcare interpreting.  
 
Challenges: Time-consuming work; travel involved; potentially physically and mentally taxing; 
and group dynamics can be challenging at times. 
 
Those interested in becoming a healthcare-interpreting trainer can talk with other trainers in the 
field by contacting CHIA at (916) 669-5305. 

 
 
Getting Start ed  
The fi rst step towards becoming a professional healthcare interpreter is ensuring that your 
language skills are up to speed.  ÒItÕs important to start out with a strong foundation,Ó said 
healthcare interpreter and trainer Julie Burns.  ÒYou may need to have your language skills 
assessed by a recognized language profi ciency testing agency.Ó 
 
There are several competent language-assessment agencies in California.  These include 
Language Linë  University (877) 351-6636; Pacifi c Interpreters (503) 445-5666 or (800) 311-
1232 x5666; and ACTFL Language Testing Offi ce (914) 948-5100.  Interpreters-in-training may 
wish to strengthen their language skills by taking courses at a local community college or finding 
ways to sharpen bilingual skills by working with people who speak the target language fluently. 
 
The next step is to try to make a connection with other interpreters, by asking questions, and 
observing them at work, Burns said.  ÒThis is a great way to see what itÕs like.Ó  Then sign up for 
a training course in healthcare interpreting that will build other skill sets. Burns recommends a 
minimum of 40-hours for this.   
 
 
Volunteering—Another way to jump into the profession is to become a volunteer.  Volunteering 
enables trained interpreters to get real-life experience in the field, and volunteer jobs often lead to 
paid interpreting positions Ð and in some cases, a career in medicine. 
 
Paulo Juarez Pereira, a Spanish and Portuguese interpreter in Sacramento County, said all 
volunteers should make sure they have adequate healthcare interpreting skills before entering any 
medical facility.  ÒI believe in volunteering completely,Ó he said.  However, volunteering canÕt be 
seen as a substitute for training in healthcare interpreting.  ÒFor example,Ó Pereira said, ÒI canÕt 
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become a dentist by being a volunteer.  But after dental school, I can practice my skills as a 
volunteer.Ó 
 
Spanish interpreter Rosario Nevado said that working as a volunteer interpreter at a hospital is Òa 
great learning experience.Ó  At Stanford Hospital and Clinics, where she works, she and other 
hospital-staff interpreters lead a group of volunteer interpreters around every day, giving them 
direct exposure to proper interpreting protocols.  Knowing how to behave ethically and how to 
adhere to hospital standards and practices is just as important as knowing how to interpret 
accurately, Nevado said. 
 
She suggested that anyone hoping to volunteer should look for a hospital with on-staff 
interpreters who offer guidance and support.  ÒYou can shadow the interpreter and see what they 
do,Ó Nevado said.  ÒYou also get to be part of a team, and this rapport is very important.Ó 
 
Volunteers at Stanford Hospital go through a special training-and-testing program before they 
begin working.  Each hospital has its own policies regarding volunteer activities.  Those 
interested can contact their local hospital to learn about volunteer opportunities. 
 
One of the volunteers assisting Nevado is Irene Liu, a graduate student at Stanford University.  
Liu volunteers as a Mandarin interpreter at Stanford Hospital and also at Lucile Packard 
ChildrenÕs Hospital. A native of China, Liu said she has enjoyed volunteering for several reasons, 
one being the opportunity to help people from her homeland.   
 
ÒAs a graduate student, I am mostly involved with research and work a lot with computers.  I 
wanted to be more involved with people, and I wanted to do something where I can see people 
benefiting immediately,Ó Liu told CHIA. 
 
Volunteering has given her valuable experience in working with people who are anxious about 
the health of loved ones or themselves.  ÒI usually work with patients and patientsÕ relatives who 
are under a lot of stress.  I explain the necessary information and comfort people. My job is 
explaining whatÕs going on,Ó she said. 
 
For Liu, volunteering has pointed her in a diff erent direction than she initially expected.  
ÒActually, volunteering as an interpreter got me interested in medicine,Ó she said. ÒNow IÕm 
interested in becoming a physician.  IÕll be starting medical school this September.Ó 

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