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Abstract

The aim of this paper is to investigate the role played by the observation of expert 
performance in simultaneous interpreter training. Firstly, the research literature on 
example-based learning in the fields of educational psychology and cognitive science 
is explored. Theoretical frameworks and practical teaching models, which have been 
developed and adopted in a wide variety of domains, are described to support the idea 
that it is highly beneficial to regularly provide graduate students in interpreting with a 
model of expert performance. Existing proposals for example-based learning by inter-
preter trainers are then reviewed and their advantages and disadvantages discussed. 
These proposals drawn from Interpreting Studies literature are examined according 
to three macro-categories: teacher demonstration, conference observation, and drills 
based on multimedia resources which provide access to professional performance, 
including interpreting corpora. The result is an inventory of theoretical insights and 
practical suggestions useful for both teaching and self-study, with the intention of 
expanding the toolkit available to trainers and students. 
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Introduction 

One of the most widely used and effective methods of learning new skills and tasks 
has always been to observe and imitate more experienced individuals as they perform 
them. It is through observational learning that all human beings unconsciously and 
informally acquire both social skills and their mother tongue from the earliest days 
of life. At the same time, the example – i.e. a model of expert performance – is the 
driving force behind learning also at the formal level. In the most diverse cultures 
and domains, it is an indispensable element for integrating the study of theoretical 
concepts and deliberate practice. For instance, it is hard to imagine aspiring pianists, 
tennis players or surgeons who do not devote a large portion of their time to observing 
experts in their field.

It is therefore surprising that the literature on the didactics of simultaneous inter-
preting, a complex cognitive skill which is still taught using an apprenticeship model, 
has not crossed paths with the research on example-based learning. This is all the 
more surprising since some productive intersections between Interpreting Studies and 
educational psychology exist, notably with respect to deliberate practice (Motta 2011, 
2016) and expertise (Hoffman 1997; Moser-Mercer et al. 2000, among others). When 
it comes to the observation of expert performance, however, things are quite different.

Direct and systematic contact with an expert, whether a teacher in the classroom 
or a professional interpreter in a real work situation, is sometimes mentioned as a 
pedagogical asset that can support learning. Some authors have previously stressed 
the need for teacher demonstration (Thiéry 1986, 1989; Altman 1989; Seleskovitch/
Lederer 1995; Setton/Dawrant 2016), conference observation (Chang/Wu 2017), or 
more recently, suggested working with multimedia resources available online or col-
lected in interpreting corpora in order to access expert performance (Bendazzoli/San-
drelli 2005; Sandrelli 2010; Aston 2018; Russo 2018). In the vast majority of cases, 
however, these exercises are not seen as an integral part of a teaching approach that 
is consciously grounded in learning theory or cognitive science. When the interaction 
with expert performance is suggested in the literature, it appears to be the result of the 
researcher’s own personal intuition. Similarly, the early trainers’ spontaneous reliance 
on classroom demonstration, as in the case of Seleskovitch and Lederer, was often due 
to the lack of an established didactic framework (Setton/Dawrant 2016: 74). 

The aim of this paper is to support the use of modelling in the teaching of simul-
taneous interpreting on the basis of sound learning theories, most importantly the vast 
research field on example-based learning. Building on the definition by Collins et 
al. (1989) within the cognitive apprenticeship model (see section 1.3), modelling is 
understood here as the observation of the expert’s advanced skills as they are demon-
strated in front of learners. Theoretical frameworks and practical teaching models 
that have been developed and adopted in a wide variety of fields are firstly described 
to support the idea that regularly providing Master’s students in interpreting with a 
model of expert performance has significant beneficial effects. The main proposals of 
example-based learning activities drawn from Interpreting Studies literature are then 
reviewed and analysed according to three macro-categories: teacher demonstration, 
conference observation, and drills based on multimedia resources.
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1. 	 Learning from the best: a brief review

The scientific literature in the field of educational psychology and cognitive science 
which has focused on example-based learning and developed specific teaching mod-
els will now be briefly reviewed with a twofold objective. On the one hand, theo-
retical insights provide scientific support for the idea that learning by example is a 
valid strategy for acquiring complex cognitive skills. On the other hand, the cognitive 
apprenticeship model could, if adapted, find valuable application in the teaching of 
simultaneous interpreting.

1.1 	 Social learning theory

Bandura, with his social learning theory (1977), is among the scholars who have most 
strongly emphasised the importance of example within the learning process. Draw-
ing on behaviourist and cognitive learning theories, Bandura underlines how “the 
capacity to learn by observation enables people to acquire large, integrated patterns 
of behaviour without having to form them gradually by tedious trial and error.” (Ibid.: 
12). A central step in observational learning is the creation of a symbolic representa-
tion of the observed behaviour, in imaginal or verbal form. This is formed during the 
exposure to the example and serves as a guide for the subsequent reproduction of the 
activity. The codification processes of the modelled performance are known as “rep-
resentational mediators” (Bandura et al. 1966) and lend the example its transferability. 
It is thus important to note that observational learning is not to be considered a pure 
act of mimicry, but rather a productive and somewhat creative activity involving the 
modification of learned behaviour to carry out new, never entirely predictable tasks 
(Bondioli 1995: 434).

1.2 	 Example-based learning

Bandura’s ideas and the cognitive load theory, particularly the worked-example effect 
(Sweller/Cooper 1985), led to the emergence of a new area of research in the mid-
1980s, known as example-based learning. According to proponents of this education-
al method, simply looking at a single worked example, as is typically presented in 
mathematics or physics textbooks, is insufficient when learning a new skill. Instead, a 
significant amount of time should be dedicated to analysing and comparing multiple 
worked examples after introducing principles, strategies or rules specific to the do-
main of study (Renkl 2011).

Research on example-based learning has indeed shown that, while they are ac-
quiring a new cognitive skill, students have not yet internalised the domain-specific 
principles that enable them to problem-solve successfully. Consequently, if asked to 
autonomously perform a task during the early learning stages, novices will often re-
sort to general and superficial strategies, such as a “copy-and-adapt strategy” (Renkl 
et al. 2009: 68). This generates a so-called “extraneous load” on the working memory, 
which hampers learning processes, prevents deeper understanding of the subject mat-
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ter and can even lead to cognitive overload (Ibid.). On the other hand, example-based 
learning can relieve inexperienced novices of the responsibility of problem-solving 
and allow them to initially turn their full attention to understanding the methods and 
principles applied in the example. Valuable cognitive resources are thus freed up, and 
can be invested in formulating self-explanations (Chi et al. 1989). 

Since the first general review on example-based learning (Atkinson et al. 2000), 
numerous publications have appeared over the past decades, which continue to attest 
to the fact that this learning method is more effective than classical problem-solving 
strategies in facilitating the initial acquisition of cognitive skills (e.g. Barbieri/Booth 
2020; van Harsel et al. 2020).

1.3 	 Cognitive apprenticeship

A well-known practical application of example-based learning is the cognitive ap-
prenticeship model (Collins et al. 1989). Building on the idea that learners need to 
come into contact with experts, Collins, Brown and Newman retrieved the traditional 
apprenticeship model, mainly used for the acquisition of vocational skills, and adapt-
ed it to the teaching of complex cognitive tasks. 

 Traditional apprenticeship is defined by Lave as a process of “successive approx-
imation of mature practice” (cited in Collins et al. 1989: 455) and begins with an ob-
servation phase. Similarly, cognitive apprenticeship also requires experts to first carry 
out a task in front of their students, allowing them to observe and build a conceptual 
model of the processes that are required to accomplish it (modelling). When it comes 
to cognitive subjects or tasks, however, modelling does not simply involve an ex-
pert’s demonstration. It implies the externalisation of internal processes, activities and 
heuristics that normally remain implicit and invisible to the observer. For example, 
in modelling reading comprehension, a teacher may alternately read a passage aloud 
in one voice and then verbalise his or her thought process in another voice (Collins/
Smith 1982). Similarly, in order to externalise the problem-solving strategies specific 
to mathematics, a teacher can think out loud whilst working on a problem chosen by 
the students, and thus make his or her decision-making process explicit step-by-step 
and in real time (Schoenfeld 1985). 

Here lies a key difference with respect to traditional apprenticeship. The expert’s 
example is not intended to be imitated and reproduced without variation, but rather 
it serves as a prototype to illustrate techniques and strategies that can be applied in 
similar contexts. 

After completing the modelling phase, learners move on to coaching and scaf-
folding, in which they attempt the new task with the feedback and corrections of the 
teacher, who will gradually step aside. 

While the earliest examples of cognitive apprenticeship were concerned with 
teaching primary school subjects such as reading, writing and mathematics, in the 
following decades Collins, Brown and Newman’s model found application at aca-
demic level in a wide variety of fields (literature analysis, chemistry, clinical and 
nursing practice, avionics, psychotherapy and computer science, just to name a few). 
New technological developments have also enabled innovative applications of the 
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cognitive apprenticeship model. Audio and video recording, for instance, is a valuable 
tool for comparing the performance of novices and experts in the reflection phase. 
Computer technology also makes it possible to create virtual learning environments 
in which students can receive the tailor-made support of the apprenticeship model 
without the need to hire a teacher for each small group of learners. 

1.4 	 Expert performance

So why is it so useful to have access to expert performance? And which of its unique 
features can be a catalyst for learning? Since the very first studies on expertise in 
the 1960s on chess masters, it has become apparent that “experts do not just know 
more than novices, they also have a different way of structuring their domain-spe-
cific knowledge” (Boshuizen et al. 2004: 6). For instance, it has been shown that 
masters perceive the relationships between chess pieces in the form of “chunks” and 
are thus able to remember around 100,000 different board configurations, which they 
can draw on quickly and intuitively (Chase/Simon 1973). In the medical field, it has 
been demonstrated that systematically questioning and reflecting on the phenomena 
encountered during work practice induces changes in cognitive structures: declarative 
knowledge is reorganised into “illness scripts” in which all information relating to 
a specific pathology is collected (Boshuizen 2004: 75-76). Once a given script has 
been activated, all the underlying elements will also be activated automatically and 
immediately. Experts who have developed such scripts through years of practice and 
reflection have a significant advantage over beginners who can only rely on semantic 
networks (Ibid.). In other words, to cite Hoffman’s operational definition, “the expert 
is one whose judgments are uncommonly accurate and reliable, whose performance 
shows consummate skill and economy of effort, and who can deal effectively with 
rare or tough cases, and who has special skills or knowledge derived from extensive 
experience with sub-domains” (1997: 199-200). 

The hypothesis of better organisation and integration of knowledge in the expert’s 
mind, together with well-practiced strategies and specific self-regulation processes, 
has also been confirmed by studies on expertise in the field of simultaneous interpret-
ing (e.g. Liu et al. 2004; Liu 2008; Tiselius 2013; Hild 2014). For instance, it has been 
shown that experienced interpreters can more easily anticipate the end of sentences 
and the progression of the speaker’s reasoning than students (Le Ny 1978; Chernov 
1994, both cited in Hoffman 1997: 202). Experts’ translation choices also draw on the 
context in which the speech is delivered much more than novices’ do (Moser-Mercer 
et al. 2000). When confronted with a particularly complex and difficult-to-understand 
passage, experts attempt to deduce its meaning from known information, whereas 
novices tend to focus on the unknown and thus get stuck. While novices consider the 
speaker’s propositions as isolated from one another and struggle to establish logical 
connection between the various passages of speech, experts demonstrate the ability 
to construct “schemata for different types of speeches, negotiating situations, texts, 
paragraphs etc. into which they embed individual utterances” (Ibid: 109).

The existence of strategies and thought structures that are not yet accessible to 
novices suggests that, even when it comes to learning simultaneous interpreting, ex-
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posure to expert performance and its underlying mental processes during the training 
period may prove to be a valuable pedagogical asset.

2. 	 Observation of expert performance in simultaneous interpreter training

Making general statements on interpreting didactics is notoriously difficult. From a 
theoretical point of view, there is no universally accepted model of simultaneous in-
terpreting that is comprehensive enough to serve as a guide for teaching, just as there 
is no empirical comparative analysis of different teaching methods that highlights 
their weaknesses and strengths (Setton/Dawrant 2016: 292). Interpreter training is 
therefore characterised by a certain variability in course length and curricula, as well 
as differences in methods and approaches (Amato/Mack 2022: 457). The most noto-
rious controversies concern, for instance, the order in which consecutive and simulta-
neous interpreting are introduced, the type of preparatory exercises for simultaneous 
interpreting, such as dual task exercises, shadowing, clozing, sight translation, and 
the decision to include courses on public speaking, stress management, intercultural 
sensitivity (Ibid.: 463). 

Such diversity is rooted in the very history of the profession and its teaching. 
Being firstly initiated post-WWII in response to growing market demand, confer-
ence interpreter training was only later supported by research efforts in an attempt to 
formulate an abstract model of interpreting that would inform pedagogical choices. 
For several decades, the first generations of lecturers could not rely on any estab-
lished didactic model and designed their teaching in the way that seemed most natural 
to them: in the form of apprenticeship. They thus inaugurated the long tradition of 
what Pöchhacker calls the “apprenticeship approach” and is defined as the “transfer 
of know-how and professional knowledge from master to student, mainly by exercises 
modelled on real-life tasks” (2004: 177). 

According to Sawyer (2004: 76) and Setton and Dawrant (2016: 50; 74-75; 98-
99), conference interpreting is still generally taught under this apprenticeship format, 
despite the differences in curricula and methods mentioned above. The number of 
students per teacher is very limited, the interaction with the lecturer face-to-face, the 
learning activities predominantly practical, and in the classroom, students work on au-
thentic materials inside real interpreting booths. Furthermore, the cognitive operations 
required in the learning phase are qualitatively the same as those needed in the real 
working environment. In other words, students are presented with exercises that from 
an early stage encapsulate, albeit in a simplified form, the essence of interpreting as a 
professional practice (see “Incremental realism”, Setton/Dawrant 2016: 10). Finally, 
the interpreting teacher closely assists his or her students with coaching and scaffold-
ing, providing them with regular feedback and guiding their performance.

Coaching and scaffolding are extensively present in interpreter training and dis-
cussed in the literature, with several contributions on the most appropriate feedback 
techniques to support second language acquisition (e.g. Lyster 1998; Mackey et al. 
2000; Shaw et al. 2004; Russell 2009; Lee/Lyster 2016), then adapted to interpreter 
training (see Setton/Dawrant 2016: 36-39), as well as on preparatory exercises and 
sub-skills to be acquired before moving on to the full task (e.g. Moser-Mercer 1978; 
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Lambert 1992; Kalina 1998, 2000; de Groot 2000; Déjean le Féal 2009, Setton/Daw-
rant 2016: 60-63; 82-89; 290-292).

On the other hand, modelling appears to be mostly neglected, despite being the 
cornerstone of the cognitive and traditional apprenticeship models. In other words, the 
teaching of simultaneous interpreting is primarily based on a learning-by-doing ap-
proach. Here, students take centre stage in their learning journey and are encouraged 
to actively engage in a cycle of trial and error, readjustment, and repetition until they 
master the complex art of interpreting. 

Nevertheless, today’s learners are certainly less bewildered than they once were, 
and a lot of progress has been made since the “sink-or-swim” method (Weber 1984: 
8, 38) of the early days. This is mainly due to the massive research efforts that have 
supplemented teaching with models that allow students to understand what is going 
on in their minds as they interpret. One such example are Gile’s effort models (Gile 
1995), widely used in the classroom because of their strong explanatory power. Yet, 
as stated by Setton and Dawrant: 

“Trainers can sometimes be too passive, offering only very general, vaguely-worded 
tips and techniques on a take-it-or-leave-it basis, forgetting how specific techniques and 
strategies that they have themselves long since internalized so that they now confuse 
them with natural processes are still new to students, who will be most grateful to have 
them spelled out and demonstrated.” (2016: 73, my emphasis).

The need for an expert performance model to aspire to has been pointed out by other 
interpreter trainers as well. Their practical proposals for bringing the example into 
the interpreting classroom will be presented below, examined according to three mac-
ro-categories.

2.1 	 Teacher demonstration

The easiest and most natural way to provide students with a model of correct perfor-
mance is through teacher (or tutor) demonstration. As early as 1984, Weber advised 
trainers to provide regular demonstrations of the interpreting technique, which he 
described as a valuable pedagogical tool that could also boost students’ confidence in 
their teacher (Ibid.: 16). In Seleskovitch and Lederer’s textbook Pédagogie raisonnée 
de l’interprétation (1989/2002), a cornerstone in interpreting didactics, the pedagogi-
cal value of teacher demonstration is highlighted in both the consecutive and simulta-
neous modes. According to the authors, students find tutor demonstrations particularly 
informative and enlightening, especially if they have the opportunity to observe the 
technique of different teachers (Ibid.: 86).

 Among the authors who most strongly advocate the use of example in interpreting 
education is Christopher Thiéry, who states that:

“L’interprétation de conférence est un savoir-faire, et pour l’enseigner on procède un 
peu comme un menuisier qui forme un apprenti: il faut MONTRER, EXPLIQUER, 
CORRIGER. Il paraîtrait normal de commencer par montrer, et pourtant il semble que 
la plupart du temps ce premier élément est quasiment absent. Je n’appelle pas ‘‘mon-
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trer’’ le fait de faire la correction d’un passage mal rendu par un étudiant: il s’agit pour 
l’enseignant de faire l’interprétation lui-même, à la place de l’étudiant, dans les mêmes 
conditions que lui. Inutile de dire que pour cela il faut être interprète de conférence 
soi-même, mais même lorsque c’est le cas il est bien rare que l’interprète-enseignant 
utilise systématiquement sa propre prestation en tant qu’outil pédagogique.” (1989: 
207; capitalisation in the original)1

According to the author, it would be advisable to provide an initial demonstration 
of consecutive and simultaneous techniques at the beginning of the course, so that 
students get an idea of what they are aiming for, but he also believes that the demon-
stration should be repeated at regular intervals. As their skills refine, learners will be 
better able to identify the passages that have given the teacher a hard time and appre-
ciate with growing awareness the way in which he or she has managed “to stay in the 
saddle, without being thrown off” (my trans. of Thiéry 1986: 237 : rester en selle, sans 
se laisser désarçonner). 

Altman notes how the interpreter’s output is not typically intended for general 
public consumption, but as a service reserved for a specific audience, within a par-
ticular context, and sometimes even restricted by confidentiality agreements (Altman 
1989: 237). Thus, while translation students easily have access to expert performance 
and quality standards to aspire to (thanks to countless professional translations that 
are available to the public), the novice interpreter often lacks contact with the finished 
product of his or her art (Ibid.). Advocating the use of the tutor demonstration, Altman 
further elaborates on its pedagogical benefits:

	− motivation: just as an aspiring pianist feels stimulated and inspired to keep 
up his or her efforts by listening to the performance of a great artist, the inter-
preting student will receive a similar encouragement when observing experts 
at work. And if the expert interpreter’s performance occasionally shows some 
weaknesses, there is no need to panic. Like Thiéry, Altman believes that the stu-
dent’s sense of motivation also stems from the realisation that no one is perfect 
and that even the best make mistakes (Ibid.: 238);

	− practical illustration of theory: according to Altman, recurring concepts in 
the interpreting classroom (such as ‘anticipation’ and ‘décalage’) may remain 
vague if not backed up by practical examples;

	− presentation and delivery: teacher demonstration will provide students with a 
standard of quality to aspire to;

	− transmission of strategies, especially ones that are easily applicable in similar 
contexts: Altman gives the example of one of her classroom demonstrations 
in which the strategy she applied proved to be pedagogically significant when 

1	 Conference interpreting is a skill, and to teach it one has to proceed somewhat like a carpenter 
training an apprentice: one has to DEMONSTRATE, EXPLAIN and CORRECT. It would 
seem normal to start by demonstrating, yet it seems that most of the time this first element 
is virtually absent. By “demonstrating” I don’t mean correcting a passage that was poorly 
interpreted by a student: what the teacher has to do is interpret it himself or herself, instead 
of the student, under the same conditions. Needless to say, the teacher has to be a conference 
interpreter in order to do this, but even when this is the case, it is very rare for the interpreter-
teacher to systematically use his or her own performance as a pedagogical tool (my trans.).
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she inverted the order of the elements in the original version (visit to Paris by 
- function - name) so as to anticipate the proper name and reproduce it phonet-
ically (name - function - visited Paris; Ibid.).

Tutor demonstration presents another great advantage: it is the only example-based 
strategy which is suitable for each stage of the learning process and for any type of 
exercise. Seleskovitch and Lederer (1995: 148), and then Setton and Dawrant (2016: 
43), explicitly invite trainers to model all the tasks that students are asked to carry out. 
This can range from paraphrasing, clozing and sight-translation at the beginning of 
the course to the full delivery of a speech in consecutive or simultaneous mode.

Teacher demonstration can be carried out in any of the following ways (Thiéry 
1986: 239):

	− the teacher interprets in the booth alone (and records his or her delivery) while 
the class listens live. The delivery is then discussed on the basis of the record-
ing and transcription of the source speech, focusing on relevant passages and 
principles. Demonstrations of this kind are particularly suitable at the beginning 
of the teaching process; 

	− the teacher interprets in a booth alongside the students (and records his or her 
delivery). The delivery is then replayed and commented on together with the 
learners, who have also been interpreting the same speech, on the basis of the 
teacher’s recording and transcription of the source speech;

	− the teacher sits in the booth next to a student and alternates with him or her, 
as would occur during a real assignment. In this way, the lecturer can not only 
illustrate the interpreting technique, but also model correct turn-taking and mi-
crophone use. This type of demonstration is, however, given for the benefit of a 
single student and not the whole class.

As Altman (1989: 239) points out, the recording can be listened to in its entirety while 
the learners note down points to be discussed later, or it can be interrupted whenever 
the teacher wishes to make a comment. The first option emphasises the overall quality 
of the performance and allows the learner to ‘savour’ a smooth, coherent delivery. The 
second instead focuses on immediately exploring specific elements. In order to reap 
this dual benefit, the delivery should ideally be played through twice, possibly once 
during self-study so as not to take too much class time away. 

At the end of each demonstration, a discussion with the class is essential. An enor-
mous advantage of this example-based activity is precisely the opportunity to have an 
exchange with the expert who interpreted the speech, who will attempt to externalise 
his or her reasoning (cf 1.3 Cognitive apprenticeship). Clearly, tutors will not be able 
to verbalise their own thinking while interpreting – although the delivery itself may 
in a way be considered as the verbalisation of the decisions made and strategies ap-
plied. Retrospectively, however, by listening back to their performance, teachers may 
attempt to shed light on the cognitive processes that guided their choices. 

It should be noted that classroom demonstration is inevitably limited by the arti-
ficiality of the teaching setting, which excludes the real and unforeseen conditions of 
fieldwork. It also poses a number of challenges. In addition to being perceived with 
discomfort by some lecturers, this exercise entails laborious material preparation. In 
order for the teacher to be able to provide a demonstration under student-like condi-
tions, Altman (1989: 239) suggests cooperation between fellow lecturers, who will 
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either select online or record ex novo for one another a speech that is appropriate for 
a specific learning stage.

Albeit perhaps the most explored mode of example-based learning in the literature 
on interpreting didactics, teacher demonstration remains for the most part an isolated 
and episodic activity and precise indications on how to best structure it are still large-
ly lacking. Even Setton and Dawrant, while reiterating the usefulness of classroom 
demonstrations and claiming that “students learn more than we think from the oppor-
tunity to see the instructor doing the job and ask questions” (2016: 45), do not go so 
far as to offer the trainer precise and comprehensive guidelines on how to organise a 
classroom demonstration, but merely list the do’s and don’ts of this teaching method.

2.2 	 (Guided) conference observation

The second instance of example-based learning explored in the literature is the ob-
servation of conferences and other multilingual events where simultaneous interpret-
ers are employed. This mode provides the most authentic example. Unlike teach-
er demonstration, the learner witnesses the performance of a professional in a real 
working environment and, ideally, for the duration of the whole assignment. Direct 
observation makes it possible to pick up all paralinguistic speech signals. Moreover, 
the learner is given the opportunity to become familiar not only with the technique 
but also with the interpreting setting. This can include noting the layout of the booths, 
experiencing all the likely mishaps and inconveniences of a typical working day and 
possibly meeting the users and clients of the interpreting service.

However, learners need a support structure specifically designed by their train-
er to accompany them during the observation process, to prevent them from being 
overwhelmed by an avalanche of stimuli and to ensure that they derive maximum 
pedagogical benefit from the experience. A remarkable study in this regard was con-
ducted by Chang and Wu (2017). After discussing the pedagogical benefits of cogni-
tive apprenticeship, the authors investigated the use of a special form to guide students 
in their observation and to help them reflect on the learning experience. During the 
course of a conference day, students were asked to carry out, among others, the fol-
lowing tasks: listen closely to the interpretations and note down concrete examples of 
the strategies adopted by the interpreters to overcome specific challenges; choose an 
interpreter and listen to the delivery alone, as if they were conference attendees; final-
ly, reflect on what they have learnt through observation. Reviewing the opinions of the 
students who participated in this activity, the authors observed that “the results of the 
study also validate the use of conference observation as part of interpreting curricula” 
(Ibid.: 312), and that “the guidance provided by the specifically designed form have 
indeed enhanced students’ conference observation experience and their acquisition of 
interpreting skills” (Ibid.: 310).       

Unlike teacher demonstration, conference observation cannot be tailored to the 
student’s specific needs at a particular learning stage, precisely because it is a purely 
realist experience. Chang and Wu conducted this study on first semester students of a 
graduate interpreting programme, suggesting that this example-based activity may also 
be suitable for the initial stage of the learning process. However, it is perhaps more 
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appropriate to reserve it for an intermediate or advanced stage, in which students have 
already acquired sufficient awareness of their weaknesses and the technical difficulties 
posed by the profession and are able to find answers to their questions in the expert’s 
performance. Moreover, by placing this experience at a later stage in the course, the 
observation of professionals at work may be combined with dummy-booth practice. 

The main disadvantage of this example-based activity is undoubtedly the cost of 
providing one or more dummy booths and the logistical challenges in organising visits 
to institutions or international conferences. On-site visits will generally not be recur-
ring more than once or twice during the interpreter training. However, because of the 
richness and variety of the stimuli offered to the learner, this will be an enlightening 
experience for students.

2.3 	 Drills based on multimedia resources and interpreting corpora

The rise of digital audio-video recording technologies and the internet has had a huge 
impact on interpreting didactics and, among various innovations, now allows students 
to easily observe expert performance remotely. The third example-based learning ac-
tivity that has been explored in Interpreting Studies is precisely the use of online 
materials, which can be usually found in multimedia archives, to provide access to 
professional interpreting in authentic contexts. 

On the websites of international organisations that host multilingual meetings 
where simultaneous interpretation is provided (such as the European Parliament and 
the United Nations) it is now possible to listen not only to the source speeches but also 
to the delivery of professional interpreters in all official languages. As Russo (2018) 
notes, this is a particularly valuable opportunity, as professional interpreting in the 
private conference market is not usually easily accessible. 

The audio/visual recordings available online lend themselves to numerous activi-
ties, which, unlike the two previous modes of example-based learning, offer a major 
advantage in that they can be carried out both in the classroom with teacher guidance 
and by the student alone during self-study:

	− recordings can be analysed by acting as pure listeners of the interpretation (as 
if attending the event in person), thus focusing more closely on the finished 
product; 

	− contrastive work can be carried out, examining the interpreter’s performance 
against the original speech and focusing on the concrete strategies that make up 
the interpretative process;

	− the original speech can be used as the source text for one’s own interpretation 
before listening to the expert. This allows students to compare the profession-
al’s delivery to their own in a self-assessment activity.

If the materials are collected in corpora, the pedagogical advantage will be even great-
er. Thanks to the metadata associated with each speech, it is possible to carry out 
targeted searches and select the most suitable speeches for practicing at each stage of 
the course. In addition to audio/visual recordings, transcripts (ideally aligned between 
source and target speech) will also be available, making contrastive work in search of 
the interpreters’ strategies and solutions much easier. However, interpreting corpora 
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are still limited in number. Their creation poses a long series of technical difficulties, 
from data selection, transcription and segmentation processes, to tagging operations, 
and they still require considerable resources in terms of human labour. Moreover, their 
pedagogical potential is still largely untapped. There are very few interpreting cor-
pora that can be used for teaching purposes, such as EPIC, the European Parliament 
Interpreting Corpus, which will be further discussed later. However, such corpora 
often cover a very limited number of language combinations and are not suitable for 
all learning stages. Yet some flagship initiatives in the use of corpora in interpreter 
training have been documented in recent years (Bendazzoli/Sandrelli 2005; Sandrelli 
2010; Aston 2018; Russo 2018). 

Building on Henriksen’s (2007) work, Aston (2018) suggests that students interro-
gate corpora containing the transcripts of experienced interpreters’ deliveries in order 
to identify concordances and n-grams. This enables them to detect the most frequent 
formulaic expressions used by seasoned interpreters and, by taking note of them, ex-
pand their own phraseological repertoire.

Parallel corpora which allow for the comparison of the original speech with the 
interpreter’s delivery are even more promising from a pedagogical point of view, 
especially if synchronised and accompanied by audio or video files. For example, 
the European Parliament Interpreting Corpus (EPIC), has been successfully used for 
teaching purposes, albeit only in activities reserved for advanced students, due to the 
speed and technicality of the speeches (Sandrelli 2010: 75). 

A prototypical interpreting lesson based on EPIC will be structured as follows. Us-
ing the advanced search function, the teacher selects a speech given in Parliament that 
presents the most suitable speed and subject matter for the learners’ level and, ideally, 
poses some specific translation challenges that are to be illustrated at that particular 
stage of the training course. The students interpret the speech and record their delivery. 
Afterwards, the difficulties encountered by the learners are discussed in class, referring 
to the transcript of the original speech. At this point, the parliament interpreter’s output 
will be played through, giving students the opportunity to identify strategies and ‘tricks 
of the trade’, and to observe how the professional has (or has not) solved the particular 
translation challenges in question (e.g. content density, speed or figures).   

At a later stage, in class or during the self-study, students will have the chance to 
compare their own delivery with the professional interpretation found in the archive, 
thus becoming aware of their strengths and weaknesses, and receiving valuable indi-
cations for future practice (Bendazzoli/Sandrelli 2005: 10).   

Contrastive work with the help of a parallel corpus is particularly suitable when 
students are learning how to interpret into their B language. By listening to the solu-
tions used by experienced native speaker interpreters (who will almost always be 
working into their own A language at the European Parliament) students will be able 
to expand their repertoire of useful B-language expressions and internalise automatic 
ways of solving problems specific to a given language pair (Sandrelli 2010: 77; 84). 

Russo (2018) exemplifies the didactic potential of EPIC with a two-stage teaching 
activity for second-year students of a Master’s degree in Interpreting. The learners in-
terpreted into Italian a speech delivered in Spanish at the European Parliament, which 
was part of the corpus. They then listened back to the recording of their delivery at 
home, noting the passages in which they detected major problems in their output and 
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their respective causes (such as lack of appropriate vocabulary or excessive speed of the 
source speech). They also identified the parts in which their interpretation had proven 
particularly faithful and adequate, with good lexical solutions and effective strategies. 
In the second stage, the students were then asked to compare their own performance 
with that of the expert, focusing mainly on the passages where they had experienced the 
most difficulties. In addition to the audio, video and transcript of the source speech, they 
were also provided with the audio and transcript of the interpreter’s output. Comment-
ing on the students’ considerations at the end of the entire exercise (of which she quotes 
significant excerpts), Russo reiterates the great pedagogical potential offered by EPIC. 
She also states that the best catalyst for improving performance is self-assessment and 
practice with real conference materials that allow students to compare their own perfor-
mance with that of professional interpreters (Ibid.: 1).

Using recordings of expert performance in authentic contexts as teaching material 
solves many of the problems related to the lack of situationality of teacher demonstra-
tions, as well as the logistical problems associated with organising field trips. However, 
it is important to consider external variables when analysing deliveries available online, 
such as the conditions under which the interpretation was performed or what materi-
als the interpreters had at their disposal before and during the assignment, which will 
hardly be known. Therefore, when listening to a professional performance found on the 
internet and especially when comparing it to their own, learners must be warned to pro-
ceed with great caution. Though subject to artificial conditions, teacher demonstration 
has in this regard an important advantage over the other example-based learning activ-
ities. It ensures that the experts modelling the task have actually had access to the same 
material as the students observing them, and that it is their expertise alone, without oth-
er uncontrollable variables, which sets apart their performance from that of the learners. 

Conclusions

The literature from the field of educational psychology and cognitive science reported 
in section 1 suggests that systematic interaction with expert performance and its un-
derlying thought process is a valuable pedagogical tool in learning complex cognitive 
skills. This paper therefore argues that example-based learning can find legitimate 
application in the teaching of simultaneous interpreting. Observing experts at work 
and gaining insight into their very personal heuristics and strategies allows learners 
not only to experience the interpreting profession at first hand (which can often be 
‘obscure’ even for beginner students) but also to acquire specific strategies in the 
intermediate phase. Finally, it allows students to set a clear goal in terms of accuracy 
and output quality in the advanced phase. 

As illustrated above, the three types of example-based learning activities recom-
mended by interpreter trainers are valuable teaching tools that, with sufficient aware-
ness of their respective limitations, can be combined to meet different needs at different 
learning stages. Although the focus here has been on simultaneous interpreting, similar 
techniques could be successfully implemented in teaching other modes of interpreting. 

In order to prove the validity of an example-based approach in interpreter training, 
a further research effort is needed to empirically investigate whether a correlation 
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between the use of example-based learning techniques and improved learner perfor-
mance exists. An exploratory study by Hui (2019) at Hong Kong Polytechnic provid-
ed initial testing of the effects of interpreter’s demonstration videos on students’ note 
taking and consecutive interpreting performance. However, more comprehensive data 
still seems to be lacking in the field of simultaneous interpreting. 

Far from aiming to provide any prescriptive recommendations, this article is in-
tended to be an inventory of theoretical insights and practical suggestions useful for 
both teaching and self-study, with a view to expanding the toolkit currently available 
to trainers and students, and to invite both to make the most of what Thiéry calls a 
“major pedagogical tool: the performance of a good interpreter” (my trans of 1989: 
208 : outil pédagogique majeur: la prestation d’un bon interprète).
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