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Abstract

Technologies are providing exciting horizons to expand communities of practice and 
to create Virtual Learning Environments (VLE). For Public Service Interpreting and 
Translation (PSIT), this is an opportunity to think in terms of partnerships and com-
munities of practice. Creating an open Virtual Learning Environment would increase 
the possibilities of learning, facilitate language-specific communities of practice, 
and help develop resources for minority languages. It would also help Public Service 
Interpreting and Translation stakeholders share resources and knowledge beyond the 
traditional boundaries set by courses, schools, or countries. MOOCs are good examples 
of open educational resources that form part of a Virtual Learning Environment. The 
Massive Open Online Course Get Your Start in PSIT is an example. The main objective of 
this article is to present the development and first results of the implementation of this 
free open course. 
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Introduction
 

The 21st century is undoubtedly characterised by the advance towards multicul-
tural and multilingual societies, the expansion of English as a lingua franca, and 
the overwhelming development of technology. Education is a key part of this 
process. However, access to education is not always easy. The barriers that pre-
vent access can be physical (distances, time) as well as economic (lack of resourc-
es), or socio-cultural (distinction of social class, gender issues, limited supply of 
resources, variety of languages and/or dialects) among many others. 

On the political level, language issues are often not recognised as a tool for 
social integration. So, while interlinguistic communication professionals (me-
diators, interpreters, translators) know that language is a necessary component 
to achieve integration and consolidate a truly multilingual society, policy makers 
do not always seem aware of the risks and costs of the lack of effective communi-
cation or miscommunication (Quan/Lynch 2013).

There is abundant literature describing situations where family members, 
friends, or people who happen to be at the right place at the right time help 
break language barriers and facilitate communication between a doctor, a 
police officer, or an immigration officer by trying their best to convey med-
ical or legal questions, get information, and even communicate challenging 
news to a person, such as a medical diagnosis or a legal sentence (Angelelli 
2004; D´Hayer 2012; Gentile 2014; Foulquié-Rubio et al. 2018). These ad hoc 
interpreters are volunteers without any training; the only difference between 
them and the people they help is that they speak the contact language better than 
the patients or service providers.

The situation seems to be changing in some instances and in countries where 
institutions and citizens are becoming increasingly aware of the need for pro-
fessionals in public services, raising standards for the professionalisation of 
Public Service Interpreting and Translation (PSIT) (D´Hayer 2012; Bancroft et 
al. 2013; Skaaden 2013; Määtä 2017). In many other countries, PSIT is gradual-
ly evolving towards professionalisation while fighting many battles related to 
some common issues, such as providing interpreting services for rare or minor-
ity languages, training bilinguals as translators and interpreters, or educating 
stakeholders to work with them, among others.

This article aims to raise awareness of training needs and to serve as an ex-
ample of an Open Educational Resource (OER) to train bilinguals as translators 
and interpreters. The development and implementation of OERs can be part of 
a Virtual Learning Environment (VLE) that would increase the possibilities of 
learning, facilitate language-specific communities of practice, and help develop 
and share resources for minority languages. 
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1.  The project: developing Open Educational Resources (OERs)

The course Get Your Start in PSIT1 has been developed by the research and train-
ing groups called FITISPos (“Formación e Investigación en Traducción e Inter-
pretación en los Servicios Públicos” [Training and Research in Public Service In-
terpreting and Translation]) and FITISPos E-Learning at the University of Alcalá2. 
Both groups carry out research in areas related to training and the development of 
useful materials for translators and interpreters (T/I). Specifically, the first group 
is dedicated to training and research in PSIT, while the second is more interested 
in the applicability of new technologies to PSIT training. Together, both groups 
have created an extensive list of materials and resources to cover the training 
needs of their graduate program in PSIT, which has been offered for over 20 years 
in different language pairs (Spanish-Arabic/ Chinese/ French/ English/ Polish/ 
Romanian/ Russian)3. The main purpose underlying the course Get Your Start in 
PSIT, as well as the series of MOOCs (Massive Open Online Courses) developed 
so far by the research groups FITISPos and FITISPos-E-Learning, is to facilitate 
communication between institutions, public services, and the newcomers who 
have not mastered the contact language(s) and culture of the country they are in.  

2.  Massive Open Online Courses as Open Educational Resources

A MOOC course is a massive, free and open course in the context of online train-
ing (McAuley et al. 2010). MOOCs are an increasingly attractive development 
due to their ability to reach thousands and even millions of students worldwide. 
Their potential as a training tool is remarkable, since this type of course not only 
allows students to receive training designed by professionals at a distance and 
interact online, but also to arrange their participation according to their initial 
knowledge and skills, interests, and training objectives (Haklev/Slotta 2017: 58; 
Ortega-Arranz et al.  2017: 77). 

MOOCs can be taken by anyone regardless of their level of education, age, 
nationality, social context, skills, interests, etc. MOOCs are also generators of 
knowledge and facilitators of relationships between participants (Fidalgo Blanco 
et al. 2014a, 2014b). They allow for the integration of external elements and the 
creation of learning communities through social networks and the use of tools 
that facilitate interaction (Borrás-Gené et al. 2016: 69-73). 

This dynamism allows the use or adaptation of different methodologies, or 
their combination, to emphasize those competencies that are needed in certain 
stages of learning (critical thinking, teamwork, development of the student’s 

1 <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PQN7uPov2sI>.
2 FITISPos: <https://www.uah.es/es/investigacion/unidades-de-investigacion/grupos-

de-investigacion/Formacion-e-Investigacion-en-Traduccion-e-Interpretacion-en-los-
Servicios-Publicos-Training-and-Research-in-Public-Service-Translation-and-Interp-
reting/>.

3 Máster Universitario en Comunicación Intercultural, Interpretación y Traducción en 
los Servicios Públicos: <http://www3.uah.es/master-tisp-uah>.
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own learning process, increase in teacher-student relations (Méndez García 
2013: 2). Thus, it is not surprising that, as Haklev and Slotta (2017: 58) point out, 
in just a few years, MOOCs have become an attractive tool for universities, com-
panies, and organizations on a global scale. 

In the area of PSIT, however, no remarkable MOOC experiences have been 
developed so far. The MOOC in Spanish ¡Iníciate en la Traducción e Interpretación 
en los Servicios Públicos! is the first initiative we are aware of. The MOOC was pre-
sented to the European Commission Directorate-General for Translation (DGT) 
at the conference Translating Europe Forum in October 20164. After the revision 
and piloting process, it was launched on an Open Education platform through 
the VLE at the University of Alcalá and advertised on YouTube in 2017 (Iníciate en 
TISP). The course was available on Blackboard Open Education until June 2020 
and the number of users increased progressively while we continued to improve 
it. The team is now working on a revised version to be launched on a different 
platform, which still needs to be identified.

The decision to carry out a series of MOOCs on PSIT is framed within the 
main lines of work and research of FITISPos and FITISPos E-Learning. This action 
is in line with its members’ commitment to respond to the educational needs 
identified below: 

1. introducing people without specific training who already act as a link be-
tween institutions, NGOs, or public services and migrants into the field of 
PSIT;

2. providing basic training to bilingual people interested in the field so that 
they can determine whether they wish to continue to pursue more specific 
training, such as the already mentioned Master’s Degree in Intercultural 
Communication, Interpretation and Translation in the Public Services at 
the University of Alcalá (from here onwards MA in PSIT); 

3. increasing awareness among the general public and professionals from 
other sectors who work with interpreters about the specific features of 
PSIT and the need for training to professionalise this activity. 

Once the MOOC was launched in Spanish, FITISPos began to work on its adap-
tation to some of the languages offered at present in the MA in PSIT (English, 
Arabic, Chinese, French and Russian). In the following pages, the development 
and first results of the MOOC in English Get Your Start in PSIT will be presented.

3.  The Massive Open Online Course Get Your Start in PSIT

3.1  Objectives

Get Your Start in PSIT is, as already mentioned, the second in a series of MOOCs 
including Chinese, French, Arabic and Russian. The main purpose of the series 
is to provide an introduction to PSIT for a variety of backgrounds and profiles, 
ranging from people working with a foreign population, to people who have no 

4  <https://ec.europa.eu/info/events/translatingeurope-forum-2016-2016-oct-27_en> .
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formal training and are ad hoc interpreters, as well as people interested in learn-
ing about PSIT. 

The main objective of the MOOC Get Your Start in PSIT is twofold. On the one 
hand, it aims to serve as an introduction to PSIT and, on the other hand, it aims 
to draw attention to the importance of training people to act as a bridge between 
speakers of different languages and cultures in order to guarantee quality in 
communication.

Get Your Start in PSIT is aimed at a diverse and wide audience using English 
as the language of communication. On the one hand, it aims to attract people 
who are curious about the field of intercultural communication at a general level 
and to introduce them to the different profiles and functions of the translator 
and interpreter in PSIT. On the other hand, it aims to be a training resource used 
by NGOs, bilinguals, or volunteers who carry out liaison tasks without specif-
ic training in translation, interpreting, and/or mediation. Finally, it can also be 
used to practise the English language. 

3.2  Methodology 

The methodology used to design this course, as well as the series of MOOCs de-
veloped by FITISPos, includes three different phases: preproduction, production, 
and postproduction. The different phases of the design and preparation process 
of the course have already been explained by Álvaro Aranda and Valero Garcés 
(2017), Valero Garcés, Vitalaru, and Lázaro Gutiérrez (2017), and Vitalaru, Vale-
ro Garcés, and Lázaro Gutiérrez (2018). In this case, a brief summary of the key 
points in the development of the framework applied to the set of PSIT MOOCs 
being developed by FITISPos is given.

The methodology used is based on the general model for the design of any 
space on the Internet (gathering information, development, production, and 
evaluation of materials) and the general phases of preproduction, produc-
tion, and postproduction (Álvaro Aranda/Valero Garcés 2017: 13-14).

In the first phase – preproduction – the specific objectives and methodology 
were established and a pertinent bibliographic review was carried out to deter-
mine the theoretical contents to be covered, as well as their distribution and or-
ganisation based on the experience of professionals collaborating in the MA in 
PSIT and the new target audience of the MOOC. 

In the second phase – production – the FITISPos E-Learning team, in collabo-
ration with MA trainers and PSIT professionals, reviewed and adapted the theo-
retical and practical contents of the MOOC for an international audience while 
incorporating new materials in English. Once this process was completed, the 
materials were reviewed again by the FITISPos and FITISPos E-Learning mem-
bers and the MA in PSIT teaching team in order to detect failures and ways of im-
provement before incorporating the materials into the University of Alcalá VLE. 

In the third phase – postproduction – the first version of the pilot MOOC was 
opened to a restricted audience and tested by two groups: a) MA trainers with 
English proficiency; b) PhD students with specific training in PSIT. They wrote a 
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report and the FITISPos team analysed and incorporated their suggestions to the 
final version.

Table 1 shows a summary of the different phases based on Vitalaru, Valero 
Garcés, and Lázaro Gutiérrez (2018: 332-333) as well as on the authors’ own reflec-
tions regarding the methodology employed.

Phases  Actions
Preproduction  a.Bibliographic review.
   b. Revision and analysis of other MOOCs.
   c. Setting objectives.
   d. Work planning and design of methodology.
   e. Definition and delimitation of the curriculum.
   f. Definition of the work methodology for the potential student.
   g. Distribution and organisation of the theoretical and
   practical content.

Production  a.Development of the theoretical and practical content as well
   as the structure of the course.
   b. Design of the computerised presentations with specific content
   for each of the lessons.
   c. Recording partners and students of the Master’s program.
   d. Revision by the teaching innovation group.
   e. Incorporation of changes and improvement of visual 
   attractiveness for the user.
   f. Open access through the Open Education platform.

Postproduction Pilotage with three groups:
   a. Teachers of the UAH Master’s in PSIT.
   b. Postgraduate students trained in PSIT.
   c. UAH Modern Languages undergraduate students enrolled
   in the elective course  entitled ‘Institutional Translations.

Table 1. Phases of work and actions carried out

3.3  Structure of the Massive Open Online Course Get Your Start in PSIT

The MOOC was made available on the Open Education platform, and the struc-
ture was based on three blocks of content (or modules) which, in turn, are di-
vided into several specific sections with increasing specificity and recommend-
ed duration (Figure 1). The total recommended course duration was about 10-12 
weeks. Once the participant had registered, each user had the chance to adapt it 
to his/her own pace of work. The distribution of the content in the modules was 
based on a linear progression according to the degree of specialisation and the 
level of difficulty of the discussed theme.

This distribution responds to the objectives set by FITISPos. We were interest-
ed in developing skills such as autonomous and group work, ability to organise 
and follow an effective work methodology, documentation, critical thinking, per-
severance, and attention. All these skills belong to the fundamental framework 
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of competences that professional T/I must acquire according to the European 
Master’s in Translation (EMT) Network of the European Commission, to which 
the above-mentioned MA in PSIT belongs (EMT Competence Framework, 2017)5.

Figure 1. MOOC Contents 

Each module contained the following elements: 
 − general videos presenting the units; 
 − short videos explaining the main concepts and basic information related 

to each specific topic (e.g., bilingualism, mediation etc.);
 − PowerPoint presentations associated with the video, which allow students 

to better understand in case of linguistic difficulties or simply to review 
the content in written form;

 − activities to develop different skills; 
 − debate forum and self-evaluations. 

The modules were based on a linear progression according to the degree of spe-
cialisation and the level of difficulty. 

As far as the activities were concerned, as mentioned in a previous paper 
(Vitalaru et al. 2018: 338-339), they were extremely diverse, and their goal was to 
favour the students’ independent and cooperative learning. The activities, there-
fore, constituted an essential part of the MOOC. Specifically, this diversity trans-
lated into the following types of activities: 

1. self-evaluations, with true and false questions or multiple choice;
2. questions and reflections in video or text format or recommended read-

ings and analysis;
3. participation in debate forums in the same platform and social media 

(Twitter) to exchange views and experiences;

5 https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/emt_competence_fwk_2017_en_web.pdf
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4.  translating and interpreting exercises focusing on some of the many diffi-
culties that can be found in PSIT settings, such as using specific terminolo-
gy, translating different text types, or reformulating a paragraph; 

5. listening to texts on different topics, with varying difficulty and duration, 
and answering questions and/or summarising in the same language or in 
the other language;

6. searching for specific information in a given topic and exchanging materi-
als, encouraging individual reflection;

7. discussing topics of interest in a forum managed autonomously by learners. 

The activities were also in different formats: images, audios and videos, or texts 
in Word, PDF, PowerPoint, embedded YouTube videos and links to other websites 
and social networks (Twitter). A similar method was followed in the three course 
modules. Upon completion of the course, there was a final survey with questions 
related to students’ profiles, expectations, and suggestions; after completing the 
survey, the student received a certificate of achievement. 

3.4  Implementation of the pilot course. First results and data analysis

Get Your Start in PSIT was made openly available in September 2018 and it was 
completed by students with different profiles. Most of them (60%) were students 
from the above-mentioned MA in PSIT at the University of Alcalá. The imple-
mentation of the course was very valuable for identifying students’ perceptions 
of the usefulness, effectiveness, and applicability of the course considering their 
specific training needs.

This first edition of the MOOC Getting Your Start in PSIT was completed by 34 
students. The first results we present are based on the final survey students had 
to complete at the end of the course, as well as on the trainers´ observations and 
experiences. 

As for the participants’ profile, the highest percentage corresponded to Span-
ish students. Other nationalities were Argentinian, North American, and Ital-
ian. As already indicated, there were students from the Master’s in PSIT, but also 
some participants without prior training in translation and interpreting, some 
participants with training in translation and interpreting as undergraduates, 
and some people from other institutions, mainly administrative staff. In terms 
of gender, the majority were females (76%). As for age, the vast majority (95%) 
were in their mid-twenties.

The survey also indicates that the students know a variety of languages apart 
from English and Spanish, including French, German, Italian, Portuguese, Dutch, 
or Spanish as well as co-official languages such as Catalan and Basque, and non-
EU languages such as Chinese. 

With regard to the length of the course, more than 94% of respondents (32 stu-
dents) indicated that it was adequate, and 6% of respondents (2) said it was too long.

Access to content was easy for more than 90% of the respondents. 6% did not 
answer this question, which may suggest that they had no problems accessing 
the course contents.
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In terms of the difficulties found in completing the course, no specific com-
ments were made; there was only one comment related to lack of time, even 
though once the participant had registered, each user had the chance to adapt it 
to his/her own pace. 

Regarding students’ perception of the usefulness of the content, 76% (26) in-
dicated that their expectations were fulfilled, 8.8% (3) answered negatively and 
the remaining 14.7% (5) did not answer. 

Comments from the survey that students completed at the end of the course 
reflect some of the challenges the students encountered, which are mainly based 
on their profile or experience and resulted in the course being more or less dif-
ficult for them and taking more or less of their time as shown in the following 
comment: “The translation and interpretation activities were very challenging 
for a person with no PSIT training. This is good and bad. Bad because I was not 
able to perform the required task in the manner suggested (real interpretation 
only listening once). But it was good because it was a glimpse of what is to come 
and good preparation for the school year”.  

Other comments refer to the course structure and organization as shown 
below, which are certainly useful for future courses: “The organization of the 
platform is a bit confusing”; “Some of the videos are a bit long and monotonous, 
which made me lose my attention at some points”.

In summary, data so far suggest positive results in terms of the duration and 
content of the course, as well as in its applicability to the general needs and inter-
ests of the students.  

4.  Conclusions

Creating a VLE in PSIT is an opportunity to increase partnerships and commu-
nities of practice. The MOOC Get Your Start in Public Service Interpreting and Trans-
lation, created as part of a series of free MOOCs at the University of Alcalá by the 
research and training group FITISPos, is an example of a VLE resource. Get Your 
Start in Public Service Interpreting and Translation was aimed at an English-speaking 
audience. The main objective was to serve as an introduction to PSIT and draw at-
tention to the importance of training people to act as a bridge between speakers of 
different languages and cultures in order to guarantee quality in communication. 

At the end of the MOOC, students had to complete a survey. The main pur-
pose of the survey was to collect general data on the students’ profile, interests, 
and background, but also to get some information about the structure, content, 
and usefulness of the course, as well as modifications needed for future editions. 

In the form of general conclusions, data taken from this survey, as well 
as from the trainers’ observations, indicate a high degree of interest and ap-
plicability as a general and introductory training course in PSIT considering 
the variety of student profiles and the languages they know. The quantitative 
and qualitative data so far underscore the tool’s training potential given its 
main attributes (open and free), and also the applicability of the content as 
an introductory course in PSIT. It also provides the possibility of learning and 
practising some of the main principles and strategies of PSIT before going 
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further with more formal training, especially for people working with sev-
eral languages, or in the context of multicultural populations. The develop-
ment of the MOOC Get Your Start in PSIT in English is also an example of collabora-
tive work in which teachers and students of the European Master in Intercultural 
Communication and PSIT and other external collaborators participate. 

As a future perspective, and with the intent of enabling a wider reach and use-
fulness for people working with several languages or who also know languages 
of lesser diffusion – especially in the context of multicultural populations – we 
are currently working on adapting the MOOC to the languages of countries that 
are emerging in terms of PSIT such as China, Russia, and Arabic-speaking coun-
tries. In so doing, the support of current and former students of the Master’s in 
PSIT is fundamental as a first pilotage.

The main objectives of the set of MOOCs in PSIT are: 

1. promotion of active and collaborative learning;
2. interaction, communication, follow-up, and support; 
3. contribution to meet training needs;
4. contribution to the knowledge society.

Accordingly, this series of MOOCs attempts to provide an answer to some of the 
challenges that training in PSIT entails (Valero Garcés 2019). These include: 

 − variety of languages and differences in students´ training backgrounds;
 − different cultural backgrounds; 
 − diversity of fields covered by the public sector (social services, healthcare, 

education, legal and administrative services);
 − the use of lingua franca vs languages of lesser diffusion;
 − interpreters’ and translators’ roles(s) and positioning;
 − practice of translation and interpreting in a syncretic way in the public sector;
 − differences in the use of language resources and translation technologies 

with languages of lesser diffusion.

At the time of writing this article, Get Your Start in PSIT, as well as the MOOC in Span-
ish Iniciate en la Traducción e Interpretación en los Servicios Públicos, and the MOOC in 
Chinese uploaded recently, are part of the UAH VLE, and they are open resources 
available after registration on the Blackboard Open Education website. A short in-
troduction to the MOOC is also available on YouTube (Get your Start in PSIT). 

More participants are expected in future editions as well as a higher variety 
of student profiles and countries of origin. The MOOC Get Your Start in PSIT starts 
like this: 

Have you ever wondered how communication is enabled between the foreign popu-
lation and the service providers at public institutions such as courts, police stations, 
hospitals and schools? Are you curious about the job of interpreters and translators 
working in this field? Would you like to know if you could work as a public service 
interpreter or translator yourself? If you have answered yes to any of these questions, 
you can’t miss out on this opportunity! The FITISPos and FITISPos e-learning research 
groups of the University of Alcalá have designed the MOOC course “Get Your Start in 
Public Service Translation and Interpreting”! Get immersed in this fascinating world 
through a series of theoretical videos, interactive activities on forums and social me-
dia, and self-evaluations. 
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