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GNAY, MURIELLE PEREGDVOY sits in 3 glass
enclnsed hooth, An ultradight headset rests
an her ears, A micraphone hovers in mid-air,
inichies from her mouth. Pérégovay docsn't sce
any of it Her arsention is riveeed on the space between
her cars. which s currently filled wirh short bussts ol
angry Russian fram a participant who has the floor on
the other gide of the sonference room, Het voice rises
and falls to match thar of the speaker, filling the boath
and the headsers of cvervone tuned to the French chan
nel. The participant finishes speaking and sits-down.
Mutielle liniches one sentence behind him and reaches
out o turn ol her miceophone. On any given day. she
could be the voice of an smbassadar. a distraughe
mother in war-torn Irsg, or an orthopedic surgeon
Pertgovoy isa simultaneous interpreter. and her work:

day has just ended.

by Charles Capaldi

In addition to knowing their native langusges. profes
sional interpreters are expested to understand twa or
more languages 2s well as any educated nutive speaker.
More than 5o percent of the world's popularion s
Miingtial (speaks a second langwage from early inlancy},
and manv bilingual peaple are drawn to thie ficld

Ry the age of two. mast children have a vocabulary of
dhout 3 oo wards: The sverage American high school
eraduate has s vocabulary of about s0,000 words. A
bilingtial high school graduate can possess 3 vocabulary
twice that size, sphit scross ovo languages. lmagine the
vast vacabulary stered n the long-term memory of an
interpreter. Interpreters. then, seem o hive amazing
memarics. But do they really? Questions like thie one
Leep neuroacentists up lae at night

One of these neurnscientists is Dr. Michel Paradis,
whe teaches ax Mell University in Monireal, Canada,
and researches aphasia in bilingaal people. Aphasia (the
inhiliry 10 understand or use language) uswally results
from 3 craumatic brain injury such as 4 stroke oracel
dent, |n the course ol his research, Paradis has learned 2
lot abour memaory snd language in peaple who are not
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Sweating to. the
Oldies?
A Short-Term Memory Workout

tudent interpreters often bagin their studies
Swith short-term memaory workouts, called
“lag oxoroisas,” which aiso teach them ta listen
and speak-al the same tims.

Fecord the following list of words into 8 taps
recarder, of have a-frignd read them to vou at &
Slow, sheady pace. Leave 8 gap between ane word
and the next by reading one word evary two sec-
ands (appraximataly 30 words per mingta),

tree memory
car tin
baby ocean
tool house
burp computer
box scratch
smooth look
letter lunch
pretty pet
write type

hello

table
game
groove bowl

tongue dream
talk breakfast

Piay the tape, of have your friend start reading.
Listan to the first word. Whan you hiar the second
word, cover It up by saying the first woed. You'll be
saying “tree” as you hear the word “car.” Be cae-
ful not t-speak in the gap between wards — (s
impartant to be speaking and listening at the
same Ume, Student interpreters-often practice this
exgrcise in the same languags until they can main:
tain & seven-word lag,
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aphasic. So, when asked whether imterpreters have bet-
Ler memaries. ﬂﬂnﬂ'ﬂ‘lﬁhﬁaﬁm "*Imhemmy
thut the teem intelligence Iﬂ%mﬂrmw
ugnﬁﬂilnu. memory is an

many different kinds of capacity.”

“Much af an interpreter’s hrain power is devoted ro
keeping information in shor-term memory,” says Par-
adis. “Simultaneously lisrening in one language and
speaking in annther makes the task much mare chal-
letsginig,” How then does Musielle's hrain htﬁli-tttlh:
this scemingly h:npuml:lc task? -
goivoy must decode it Dtcud}n;dunnnt miean knowing
what each wiord means: Interpremation focuses on the
meszape being conveyed, rather than the words used to
comvey it Understanding the specch lowing through
her headset requrres the use of procedural [a tvpe of
non-declarative] memory — the Jand of memary we e
for automated tsks. skills, and habics. The interpreter
knows the linguage of the speaker well enoush eo
understand un eflfortdesely Similarddy, when you hear an
urterance in English you probably aren’t even aware of
trying to understand it The face that vou comprehend o
subconsciously 15 the hallmark of procedursl memaory

Oince Pérégovoy's brain has decoded the messape, it
identifies blocks of information thar should be stored
for later use. This identification process is a conscious
acrivity, Muriclle's memory clings to facts, events, peo
ple, and objects. relying on what neuroscientists call
declarative memary, Where procedural memory is sub-
comscious, declarative memory requires effort and
focused aciention,

Muriclle stores the decoded message in her shon-
term memary and holds it there antil it has been cor-
rectly translated. She must retrieve the information and
compare it to her translation hefore uttering 1 single
word into the microphone. This step involves working
memory. Think of workdng memary 253 tub betng fillec
with water and drained simultane ously. Water cannat
(low into the tub at a faster rate than warer drains from
the tub or else the tub will overflow.

While all this ia h:l]:lpﬁm'ng in Pérégovay's brain, the
speaker cantinues talking. The average person speaks i
r2o words per minute, with bursts that reach 180
wards per minure. Meoroscicntists have identified that



working mimany bas abiut 10 seconds (or 20 words)
of storage capacite. As new information is continually
addded 1o the tub, previoushy stared infortmation is con-
stanily being compared to the memary stare, puiing an
exird burden on uu:l:i'nﬁ ml:mm

For instance, Dr. Franco Fabbro ot the Universicy of
Udine in [raly found that sdvanced interpreting stu-
dents remembered fewer details of 0 sory when they
were asked to InIerpret it than when I:11-:1'jn-.ilt listened
to it Other studics show that sign lingunge incerpreters
have bewer récall than interpreters of spoken languages.
Sagn language interpreters undertake the same process
of decoding and encoding the message in another fan-
guagze, but sign language does ot reguire them o speak
their translation, Instead, thiey deliver the mesaaze
through thewr hands and upper badies. Dr. Fabbro and
his colleagues reasoned that the demand on interpreters
to speak and listen sirmulvaneously mighe be ar the roor
of the memary interference. To test this hypothesis, he
asked the students to listen o another set ol stonies and
told them not to interpren, but to keep repeating
“the . . the | the, . .” while they Hsrened. He found
that these students remembered fewer detaile than
whin just listening to the stories. Working memary is
mxed by the need o listen and speak ar the same time
and when working memary & burdened, memorzing
information becomes more difficult.

Imerpreters may start out with the same thiree
pounds of gray matter that evervone else has, bur they
have trained their short-term memory 1o help perform a
particular task, Not everyone with a three-pound hriin
will have what it takes 1o become an interpreter, in
much the stme way that not evervone with 2 good pair
”‘1 |llr‘.l_'§ “"IlJ 4 I|_|'|.I,' Lllmu!-'l\. (4} 1[| Hr““. L:r il ] 1'“:'[‘_1!'“!: Jr
opera singer. A lot depenidson how you train, how
comimitted vou are.and vour naturil incinations. “You
ean be good at one type of memory and poor at
another,” Paradis explaing. “Bur you can improve each
type of memaory with praceice. Il you want to increase
your memory, EXERCISE [T" Do dneerpeeters have
better memaories than the averaze person? Probably nor

better — just more bufl. ¢

Charles Capaldl lives on & sheep tamm an the bordes of
Vermant and Quéhec, He is a French transiator-intargeatas
who lowves to write, This |s his first artwle for O0YSSEY,
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imultansaus interpritation wis the beainchild

of the Mutismberg Tridls after Wosld War |1
Judges and, attofnays from the Allied Paweis
{Great Britain, France. Russia, and the United
States) thed Naz war crliminats (or el insalve
ment |n war erimes. It would have taken years 1o
hold the triats in Engiish, French, Russian, and
Farman withaut simultensaus interprstars, For the
first time in history, a3 witnesses gaws thalr testl
meny, inferpreteds simuliareously trensisled these
scooutts it the other three ienguages. Everyone
prasant (m the courtrosm could then undarstand
the proceedings as they unfolded. The word has
changed quite a-bit sinca 1945, Interpreters heve
high-bech eoquipmant: wingless hadsets; sound-
insulated booths, Bad extensive glossanias 10, wirk
with. But at iis care; tha job is s perfomed by
skilled: indhvidusle with help people communicats
a5 Thougn they shared a commaon languags,
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