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Introducing Interpreting Skills in a Teacher Training Course
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Ann Cary

Professor, Kobe Global-Local Studies Department

In working with university students enrolled in our certification course for the teaching of
English to junior high school students, I find myself constantly deliberating on my own classroom
methods. In my course,* I focus on interpreting techniques. Interpreting between any two
languages presupposes an advanced degree of comprehension and oral expressive ability in both of
the languages in question. If the meaning carries across from the source language into the target
language, one can assume that the interpreter has an excellent, or very high, command of the two
languages. With this as an ideal, I guide my students through two semesters of classes to aim for
communicative competence in their understanding of English when rendering meaning into
Japanese. On occasion, we also work with the two languages in the reverse direction.

By practicing interpreting skills, students come to realize that exact, or literal, translation does
not necessarily convey the correct meaning. Many of our students have spent years looking up the
exact Japanese equivalent of a new English word; all too often they are still firmly attached to their
electronic dictionaries, fingers hovering keyboards to find the very word they think is needed and
all too often finding the definition of the word itself without learning its variants or extra examples
of functional or idiomatic usage. When students develop the capacity to understand the total
meaning of what is being said, rather than just the immediate words, they will truly communicate
their intended meaning. If they can gain confidence by practicing the rendering of what is intended
into the other language, they can transfer that ability to express in their own words what it is they
want to get across. They will start to develop the competence needed for effective communication.

Communicative competence is a key phrase in Japan now being bandied about in the field of
English language teaching. Those who propagate the early teaching and learning of English are
certain that the younger one is the better she will acquire good pronunciation and deeper
expressive abilities in that second language; those who posit that early introduction of English as a
second language in the elementary school curriculum will not benefit Japanese pupils make it clear
that establishing high-level communicative and critical thinking skills in their first language takes
priority. For either camp, it is communicative competence that is the goal.

To learn a language well and develop one’s communication skills in that language, one must use
that language. This is just as true for the learning of a language as it is for music or sports;
constant use is the way we have all learned to speak our first language. Because our students must
navigate very dense schedules with classes meeting once a week for ninety minutes, we teachers
need to give our students as much practice time as possible. Interpreting techniques give students
the chance to use and practice their English language skills.
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