Hello, good evening,
My name is Guida Shields, I am a qualified Portuguese interpreter and
this evening I shall be giving you a small insight into 

Interpreting in Child Protection contexts
Although I have been interpreting for 40 years, I still find that the context of interpreting sessions is very much an unknown territory.
You receive the invitation, accept it, confirmation arrives.

On the day, armed solely with your timesheet you arrive at the venue.

No information given except for the location.
As a professional, you try to be as prepared as possible, which is not easy with so little information.
The Interpreter Request form has a section where extra information can be provided. It would be very useful if Service Providers made use of it.

A concise outline of the forthcoming session allows interpreters to mentally, and emotionally, prepare themselves.
Child Protection can be fraught with emotions. 

There will be the professionals, folders and forms in hand, Child Protection in mind.

The parent, or parents, overwhelmed, anxious and unsure of the proceedings.

Often baffled by what has led to the situation.

To this you add – Language Barrier.
But it is alright, an Interpreter has been provided.

This adds to the parents’ anxiety. Will they be from our Community? Will they be talking about us to all and sundry? Who can we trust? 

The Interpreter arrives. 

Once established who you’ll be interpreting for, you try to find out who will be leading the meeting so as to try and have a short exchange on how best to interpret. 

Simultaneous? Consecutive?

The parents look at you suspiciously; they have never met you before.

Can we trust her? We cannot trust anybody else; they might be taking our children away.

The tension in the air is palpable.
You look around, six professionals, representing various agencies, there to report on the child/children’s health, education, parents’ parenting skills, possible contact sessions, the list is immense. 
During the session advice and guidance is given, which you interpret.

But no one is interpreting what is left unsaid.

As an Interpreter your own emotions have to be kept in check. You are there in your professional capacity. However, you might not be familiar with the case or proceedings. You’ll be continually thinking on your feet, asking for clarification when it’s something unfamiliar to the parents. It is not up to you to explain. You are the language expert not the subject expert.
At the end of each Child Protection meeting you walk away carrying a huge amount of emotions.
As the only one who speaks both languages, you are very aware of everyone else’s emotional load.

From the Professionals, the Parent/Parents, and your own.

Has the session touched a raw nerve in you? 

Could something that happened during the session be the trigger for unresolved issues you might have? 
For us, interpreters, most appointments are left without closure and that is quite hard to deal with. 

You do not realise how much what happens over time has affected you until something else happens in your life which proves to be the drop that makes the bucket of your emotions, overflow.

Often you come away with feelings of frustration, sadness, helplessness.

There’s always that sense that maybe you could have done more. Is there some added cultural information Social Services should have?
Will it be relevant? Should I have mentioned it anyway?

So, what happens next?

How do you deal with it?

Do you have strategies in place to help?

As a more experienced interpreter, I find that Audio-books in the car are my thing, they help to ground me.
However, it does make me wonder about less experienced interpreters. How do they cope?

The emotional burden you take away with you might not have an immediate impact, but with the accumulation of ongoing sessions, it can hit you when and where you least expect it.

If you are totally unaware that this can happen it leaves you unprepared.

If any of you are interpreters, this might sound familiar.

Being an interpreter can be a lonely profession.

Most interpreting work comes through agencies. Their role is purely to allocate interpreting requests made by organisations they are contracted to. 

The Interpreters work freelance, so there is no responsibility on the part of the Agency to support you in any other way.

Having worked for Mothertongue, together with a group of other interpreters, we were spoilt, as Supervision sessions were organised on a regular basis, for us to be able to off load, discuss and share experiences and strategies. 
I don’t think we had realised how important these session are until we attended our first one. We started talking about situations we had found ourselves in, often becoming quite emotional about it. This made us more aware of the impact that interpreting has on us on a personal level.

From then on, knowing we had a safe place we could use brought a new sense of balance into our lives.
What we learnt then has served us well as we have carried that model with us, to either use it on our own or in the Peer Support Group we have since created.
Our work is confidential, therefore, not to be talked about with family and friends.

How can we, then, preserve our wellbeing? 

It’s all very well to talk about Self-Care, and we are aware that it is our responsibility to try and achieve this; the difficulty lies with the How? and Where?

Previously, for these meetings to happen we needed to find a room.

The past two years, and the development of technology, have taught us that this can now be done in a more accessible and flexible way. The many platforms created could enable interpreters and, ideally, agencies to work together, for a better environment for those working as interpreters. 

So, the new online platforms will provide the Where.

We now need to look for the How. 
Interpreting has been a very big part of my life, it has been a path of ups and downs, an ongoing learning curve and I would not exchange it for any other job.
No matter how difficult things might turn out, often leaving you in a turmoil of emotions, remember that what keeps you going is the one thing that has led you to become an Interpreter…

…you are giving a Voice to the hundreds of people; you’ve worked and, will work with, who otherwise would remain Silent.

