Court Interpreters and Assistance to Overcome Communication Barriers in Court

According to the 2000 U.S. Census Bureau statistics, 28% of the population Statewide and almost 10% of the population in Albany County report that a language other than English is spoken at home.   Although some also speak English, many have limited English proficiency.   Those who speak a language other than English, those who use sign language, and those who are  speech or hearing-impaired and wish to gain access to the judicial system face ( and present (  many challenges.  This is a particularly so in Family Court where the issues often involve families in crisis and immediate court-involvement is critical.
 In an attempt to ensure appropriate and adequate access to the courts and legal proceedings, the Uniform Rules for Trial Courts mandate that ([i]n all civil and criminal cases, when a court determines that a party or witness, or an interested parent or guardian of a minor party in a Family Court proceeding, is unable to understand and communicate in English to the extent that he or she cannot meaningfully participate in the court proceedings, the court shall appoint an interpreter(
 (emphasis supplied).  While on-site interpreting is preferred, interpreting services by video conference or telephone from a remote location may be permitted.
  Court interpreters must also be provided for deaf persons who are crime victims and deaf members of the victim’s immediate family in criminal actions.
  With court consent, a person with limited English proficiency may provide his or her own interpreter, but one who testifies as a witness must utilize court-approved interpreting services.

To accomplish this mandate, the Unified Court System employs over 300 full- and part-time court interpreters who speak over 30 frequently-used foreign languages and American Sign Language.  It also has a network of over 1,300 private interpreters who provide services on a per-diem basis.  Private interpreting services are available for over 100 different languages.   Practitioners who have clients or witnesses who need court interpreting services should contact the Office of the Chief Clerk to request assistance.   

The Unified Court System(s Office of Court Interpreting Services is responsible for the court interpreter program.  That Office also makes a number of ancillary services and devices available to the courts and the public to improve communication both in and out of the courtroom.  For example, many courts ( including the Albany County Family Court ( are now able to offer a face-to-face means of communication that does not use speech at intake windows.  Called the Interpretype, this device uses a computer and keyboards to allow court staff and those who are deaf or hearing- or speech-impaired to converse by typed communication.  Albany County Family Court also uses the Interpretype(s Spanish translation module to enable English-speaking court staff to have translated bilingual conversations with Spanish-speaking individuals.  
Real-time court reporting technology, similar to closed-caption TV viewing, is also available in many courts on request.  This technology automatically converts the court reporter(s stenographic notes into English text.  The text is then displayed on computer monitors placed in the courtroom, allowing deaf or hearing impaired parties to read speech occurring in court proceedings.   Wireless sound-amplification devices are available in many courts to assist parties and/or witnesses with hearing impairments both in and out of the courtroom. 

The Office of Court Interpreting Services also has handbooks, court guides, forms and other materials available in a variety of foreign languages to help the public better understand and navigate the legal system.  CourtHelp, the court(s online site for self-represented litigants, is now available in Spanish.   For more information on services provided by the Office of Court Interpreting Services, including court information in Russian, Chinese, Spanish, French and Korean, see www.courts.state.ny.us. 
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