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UNIT 1

TRANSLATION SERVICES

Pre-reading discussion

What is the difference between translation and interpretation? What types 
of translation and interpretation are familiar to you?

Explain the difference between staff and freelance interpreter/transla-
tor (e. g. work hours, pay and job security).

Text 1

Read the text and give Russian equivalents to the words and expressions in 
bold.

Conference Interpreting as Profession

Conference interpreting deals exclusively with oral communication: 
rendering a message from one language into another, naturally and fluent-
ly, adopting the delivery, tone and convictions of the speaker and speak-
ing in the first person. It should not be confused with translation which 
deals only with written texts. Although translation and interpreting have 
a lot in common, they are separate professions requiring different skills 
and different types of training. Translators work with the written word, 
interpreters with the spoken word. It is for this reason that in major inter-
national and regional organizations, such as the United Nations (UN) and 
its agencies or the European Commission, translation of documents is the 
responsibility of a different department, the so-called translation service 
(for the UN) or the Directorate-General for Translation of the European 
Commission.

Language mode and active and passive languages are terms used by 
interpreters to describe the languages you may speak or listen to in a mul-
tilingual meeting. An active language is the interpreter’s mother tongue. 
A passive language is a language the interpreter fully understands and 
would most often speak to some extent, only not enough to work into that 
language. In most cases, conference interpreters work from their passive 



languages into their mother tongue, or their active language, also some-
times known as the A-language. Some interpreters have an excellent com-
mand of a language other than the native language and are able to work 
into that language from one or more of their other languages. They have 
a second active language (the B-language). An interpreter who is able to 
work from his or her mother tongue into a second active language is said 
to do a retour. A small number of interpreters have more than two active 
languages.

A conference interpreter’s language combination describes the num-
ber of languages the interpreter works from or into in simultaneous or 
consecutive mode. Simultaneous interpreters work in a soundproofed 
booth.

Post-reading

The International Association of Conference Interpreters (AIIC) classifies 
the interpreter’s languages as follows:

Active languages:

A-language: The interpreter’s native language (or another language strictly 
equivalent to a native language), into which the interpreter works from all 
her or his other languages in both modes of interpretation, simultaneous and 
consecutive. All members must have at least one ‘A’ language but may have more 
than one.

B-language: A language other than the interpreter’s native language, of which 
she or he has a perfect command and into which she or he works from one or 
more of her or his other languages. Some interpreters work into a ‘B’ language in 
only one of the two modes of interpretation.

Passive languages:

C-language: Languages, of which the interpreter has a complete understanding 
and from which she or he works.

Talk about your language combination using the above classification 
and vocabulary from Text 1.
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Text 2

Read the text, explain the meanings of and give Russian equivalents to the 
expressions in bold.

Types of Conference Interpreting

International conferences are attended by people from different back-
grounds and cultures, and speaking different languages. It is the job of 
an interpreter to enable them to communicate with each other, not by 
translating every word they utter, but by conveying the ideas which they 
express. There are different kinds of interpreting:

•	 Consecutive: interpreting after the speaker has finished a state-
ment (part of a statement). The interpreter, who is either in the au-
dience or on the floor with the speaker, listens to the speaker’s pres-
entation and renders it in a target language, normally using own 
notes. Thus the audience hears both the speaker and the interpreter. 
In the modern world consecutive interpreting has been largely re-
placed by simultaneous, but it remains relevant for certain kinds of 
meetings (e. g. highly technical meetings, working lunches, small 
groups, field trips). Well-trained interpreters can render speeches 
of 10 minutes or more with great accuracy.

•	 Simultaneous: interpreting while the speaker is talking. The inter-
preter works in a soundproofed booth with at least one colleague. 
The speaker in the meeting room uses a microphone, the interpret-
er receives the sound through a headset and renders the message 
into a microphone almost simultaneously. The delegate in the meet-
ing room selects the relevant channel to hear the interpretation in 
the language of his/her choice. There are many different possible 
configurations of languages or language modes. AIIC placed si-
multaneous interpreting in the category of high-stress professions 
with high burnout levels. According to them common stress factors 
are fast speakers, speakers reading from a text, frequent change of 
subject matter, lack of background material and difficult accents. 
30 % of respondents consider the stress harmful, while, on the oth-
er hand, 50 % perceive their work-related stress as useful and pos-
itive. At the same time 84 % of participants cited “challenging” as 
one of their main job satisfaction factors.

•	 Relay: interpreting between two languages via a third. When the 
speaker’s language is not covered by an interpreter in an active 
language booth, this booth can “connect” (audio link) to another 
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booth that does cover this language and “take the relay” of that. The 
interpreter works via another language without a perceptible loss 
of quality.

•	 Retour: working from your mother tongue into a foreign language. 
Normally, interpreters work into their mother tongue. Some inter-
preters know a second language well enough to be able to work into 
that language (second active or “B-language”) from their mother 
tongue. This is called “retour” interpreting. The French word for 
return is universally employed. Few interpreters know their second 
active language so well that they are able to interpret into that lan-
guage from all the languages in their language combination.

•	 Pivot: using a single language as a relay. If only one or two inter-
preters have a less widespread language as a passive language they 
are said to be the “pivots” for the other booths which will take relay 
from them. The French term is universally employed.

•	 Symmetric/Asymmetric: A meeting with a 24–24 language mode 
has 24  passive and 24  active languages. Such a mode is called 
complete and symmetric. It also means that delegates can speak 
and listen to interpretation from the same languages. Reduced or 
asymmetric mode means that interpretation is provided from less 
than the full number of official languages. In fact, this means that 
delegates can speak more languages than they can listen to. To put 
it differently, all delegates speak in their mother tongue, but listen 
to interpretation into only several languages. When we say a meet-
ing has a 15–3 mode, it means that delegates may speak 15 official 
languages but that interpretation is only provided into three, for 
example English, French and German.

•	 Whispering: whispered simultaneous interpreting. The interpreter 
is sitting or standing next to those delegates in the audience who 
need interpretation and interprets simultaneously directly into the 
ear. Whispered interpretation can be used only for very few dele-
gates sitting or standing close together. It is used mainly in bilateral 
meetings or in groups where only few delegates do not share a com-
mon language. Whispering is often used instead of consecutive in 
order to save time.




