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Abstract: I spent four years at the Translation and Interpreting Studies Department of the Bar-Ilan University, Israel, completing two two-year programs in English and Spanish, the languages I translate and interpret from into my native Hebrew. The department, unique in being the only interpretation school and one of very few translation schools in Israel, is a part of a full-fledged academic institution, though it is explicitly geared towards the work market. The country’s best professionals teach there, offering English, French, Spanish, German, Russian and Arabic tracks. I’ll talk about my personal experience at the department and reflect upon the extent to which it succeeded in training a capable professional.

The Bar Ilan University’s department of translation and interpreting is the first of its kind in Israel. It has been around for 30 years. As of this year, it also offers a Masters Degree in translation and translation studies, but when I was there it only offered non-degree professional certificates, and since this is my experience, this is what I’ll be talking about.

The program in question is a graduate, two-year program. The department offers a unique combination of practical courses, geared-toward-the-market, theoretical courses about translation, and advanced language proficiency courses. The teachers are all active translators, interpreters and translation studies researchers, who work and publish in Israel and beyond. I can say that most teachers that I had were definitely top notch. I consider that to be BI’s greatest contribution to my translation and interpretation career.

The department offers various language tracks: the English-Hebrew-English track opens every year and usually has the greatest number of students, given the superior status of English as an informal second language in Israel. The French-Hebrew-French track opens every other year, I believe. The German-Hebrew-German and Spanish-Hebrew-Spanish tracks are less popular and therefore open whenever there are enough interested students and faculty members. Last year, an Arabic-Hebrew-Arabic track opened for the first time, and this year (started October 21st), a Russian-Hebrew-Russian track opened, also for the first time (a massive immigration from the former Soviet Union has started about 11 years ago, and about a million Russian speakers live today in Israel).

I first entered the department in 1996. I was interested in the Spanish track, but since it was not opened that year, opted for the English track, which proved to be a smarter move. I completed my studies there in two years, and then started the Spanish track, which finally opened in 1998. So all in all, I spent 4 consecutive years at the department (which kind of qualifies me to deliver this talk).

The department is a small one. Just to give you an idea, my English track class consisted of 14 students, which is considered a large group. My Spanish track class, on the other hand, consisted of 3 students, with a couple more visiting some of the courses.

Translation and interpretation are taught separately, but in some cases consecutive and simultaneous are included in the same course (English), whereas in others they are two separate subjects. In each track one has to attend both translation and interpretation classes in both directions (English-Hebrew, Hebrew-English). The department believes that these two subjects complement and enrich one another, and therefore made this its policy (many students complain). So these are 4, strictly practical courses. The department’s facilities include two labs, where the simultaneous interpreting courses are conducted. One of the labs is brand new and enables working with audio as well as visual materials, but to have a consecutive lesson there is not that convenient. In the second year of the program, each student must have an extra practical translation course and an extra interpreting course into his/her mother tongue, preferably with a different teacher. That leaves us with 6 strictly practical courses in the second year.

Terminology was never taught as a separate course during the years I was a student, but rather incorporated into interpreting classes.

At the end of the two years, the only obligatory subject in which a student has to take an exam is translation into one’s A language. Interpreting into that language and translation and interpretation into one’s B language are all optional, and require the respective teachers’ approval. The certificate, therefore, would include the subjects in which a student has satisfied the examiners. I should note that the standards for these exams are extremely high.

In addition to these practical courses, there is one more course in language proficiency for each language. The Hebrew proficiency course is naturally given to the whole department, regardless of tracks. In the second year, one must have an additional proficiency course in one’s mother tongue. Interestingly, it is these courses that cause the biggest shock for most native speakers, who all of a sudden find out they have no idea about their first language’s grammar, for example. As one of our Hebrew proficiency teachers said, “first we shatter your self confidence to pieces, then we slowly rebuild it”. There are also two theoretical courses, in translation studies, whose content is determined by the teacher herself, each according to her own research and interests.

In addition, the department’s seminar would host a guest speaker once a month: a literary translator, a researcher, a computer specialist, a Hebrew linguist, etc. At some point there was also an attempt to have general introductions to economics, law etc. in this framework.

The University of Bar Ilan is located at the center of Israel in the midst of a heavily populated area, and is the second largest in the country (Israel has 5 established universities and many other colleges that have sprouted in the last 8-9 years). It is unique in that it defines itself as a Jewish religious university, and maintains that character, among other things, by requiring all students to take some Judaic courses: history, philosophy, law etc. A student in the Department of Translation whose BA was earned in a different university, like myself, would have to take 3 Judaic courses during the two year course at the department. A BI graduate must take only one course. Although the courses can be extremely interesting, it is after all an additional work load.

But these are not the only courses you take outside of the department. In order to reach the required number of credit hours, all students end up choosing other courses from other departments. The Translation Department itself is just too small to offer its own courses. In the years following my English track years, some courses about Internet sources and related tools were offered. Sometimes the department would offer courses in conjunction with other departments – I took a course about theatrical translations, offered in conjunction with the Department of Comparative Literature. Another elective course was English Sociolinguistics, in conjunction with the English Department. The Translation Department highly encourages its students to choose other language courses (French, Italian), or courses from the program for Hebrew editing at the Hebrew Language Department. I took an introduction to Yiddish and two courses in Hebrew editing, which I found crucial to my training as a translator and interpreter.

In order to be accepted to the program, candidates must have a first degree – any first degree, as long as the final average grade is good (the department actually loves to have students from various disciplines) – and you also have to pass an entrance exam and a personal interview as a second stage. The entrance exam includes translation of a passage, translation of isolated terms and writing an essay. All in the language pair. There are no “designated” numbers of native speakers of a certain language per year: my English track class was comprised of only 2 native English speakers, the rest of us were natives of Hebrew. In my Spanish track class, only those visiting students were native Spanish speakers, which made their visit a vital contribution to some of the classes. I always found studying with native speakers of my B language an enriching experience, as well as having speakers of different kinds of English (which we didn’t) and different kinds of Spanish (which we did).

The student body was very diverse in terms of age, background and motivation (not gender, though, the vast majority of students were women. In Israel it’s quite a feminine profession, especially among interpreters). Some students had just completed their bachelors degrees, other were thinking about a second career. There were quite a few English teachers, and many had their BAs in humanities, but we also had an economist, a biologist and others. Since most students also had jobs and families, many chose to complete the program over the course of 3 instead of 2 years. Most students in my classes had no previous experience with translation, not to mention interpretation, and had no idea what it meant. Only a few of the group of 14 students, by the way, work in the field today, from what I know. But the class that graduated a year before us was this “super-class” of bilinguals, and most of them do very well today in the field. As to myself, I had some experience with subtitling before I started studying, and I was always working in translation throughout the course, and found it vital. One of our teachers used to have a “show and tell” session at the beginning of each class, and it was great to be able to share a tough phrase with the class, or simply to relate the different attitudes and theories we were learning to examples I encountered in my work. The program does not include an internship of any kind, although students are encouraged to work in the field, especially in their second year and some job offers are frequently posted on the department’s bulletin board. When it comes to interpreting, since most our interpreting teachers also worked as interpreters, they insisted that those of us interested in taking that exam, attend conferences in which they worked, listen to the interpreting, take notes, try our own interpretation quietly, in the back row, and simply see the dynamics of a conference first hand. I spent quite a number of hours around conference halls and often found this kind of “on-site” exposure much more valuable than a session in the lab. But again, this was optional (except when a conference would take place on campus, and then instead of having a class we would all go to the conference. Didn’t happen often enough). I think this lack of practice is probably the greatest flaw in the program. The courses are so much more effective if you implement all your acquired knowledge alongside them, and take advantage of the class forum to discuss all kinds of problems and issues you encounter as you work (similarly to the various mailing lists and fora on the Internet).

Fields of expertise: The Hebrew translation and interpretation market is so small, that fields of expertise become irrelevant in most cases. As one of the department’s teachers used to say: “if you want to eat too after paying the mortgage/rent and the bills, better take whatever comes your way”. Therefore, the course reflects the market: we worked with texts in various fields, and it was really up to the teachers to make the syllabus as diverse as possible. And yet there are certain fields which are a must. For example, the main chunk of the simultaneous interpreting market consists of the various Jewish organizations’ conferences. Therefore, the terminology of their structures, committees and other mechanisms is thoroughly studied. Another sure bet for interpreting is Judaism. With Spanish, it is medieval Spain. As an interpreter, I always find myself reviewing my glossaries from school before these kinds of conferences.

But other colleagues do not agree with me. As translators, some of them feel the department didn’t prepare them for many of the subjects they found themselves facing out in “the real world”. They felt that “a little bit of everything” was not really effective, and that it might have been better to have separate courses dedicated to various fields of translation. They mentioned technical translation and localization as the main fields in which they were lacking. I cannot disagree with them completely, but I think that my impression -- that the program did help me with pure knowledge that I could quickly put into use -- has to do with the fact that I started working as an interpreter right after graduation.

But I feel that even beyond the practical translation and interpreting experience (constructing a sentence, reviewing your own translation) as well as the improvement in my language skills and vocabulary – no doubt an invaluable contribution to my career - the program had also given me tools to work with, and also some work habits to follow. Some examples: I learned how to prepare for a conference by reading related material and composing a glossary. And similarly, to read related material in the target language when translating a document, with special attention to the wording, and then try to reproduce it. And to be updated all the time (as a student I subscribed to Newsweek International for the first time), and collect terminology all the time (“you should have scraps of paper all over the house, so that when you hear a word on the radio or on television or you read it in the newspaper you can quickly write it down. You are an eternal collector of words”, one of my teachers used to say). And to read the sections in the papers that I don’t necessarily find interesting, just for language’s sake. And to regard dictionaries as friends and keep them handy. And to interpret what they say on the radio while driving or being stuck in traffic. And to make friends with professionals from various fields who could advise me (“it’s not what you know, it’s whom you know”). And to use the Internet wisely, or the libraries around town. 

As to the theoretical studies, I feel that they help me in the process of translation to be more aware of the problems, to be able to analyze them and understand them better before or while finding a solution to them (things such as voids, relevance, dialects, allusions, sexism is language, humor). But most importantly, I learned to recognize my limitations, to know that I don’t know and to be humble. To double check, to ask others, to learn all the time. 

What do I, a BI graduate, have that a non BI graduate fellow translator does not? All of the above. But also the experience of knowing all these people: my friends from school who are now colleague, and my teachers, also now colleagues. This network is often how I get jobs in the first place. Also, being exposed not only to what is going on in the industry today – which I guess one could do by joining a mailing list or a similar forum in the Internet -- but also what had been done (in the case of Hebrew, the norms that govern translation change a great deal as the Hebrew language evolves). I know more about my resources too. Spending time around the department’s small, cramped but rich library, I know what dictionaries are available in the market. 

But at the deeper level, the course actually changed my focus as a reader, listener and speaker of my 3 languages. My ear is much more sensitive to calques and other abuses of my mother tongue. It also appreciates these few politicians and other public figures who actually speak Hebrew well. Neologisms have also become a special field of interest. In this sense, I feel that the courses I took educated me as a linguist. I’m not saying that a self-educated translator cannot have all this, but I have no doubts that he or she won’t be able to encompass by themselves all the knowledge that the program has to offer over the span of only two years. In this respect, I think the program is a good professional investment.

The Department’s Web site: http://www.biu.ac.il/HU/tr/index.html
