
 

Office of Language Access Services (OLAS) 
Spoken Foreign Language Court Interpreters 

 
 
Service Offerings 
The North Carolina Administrative Office of the Courts (NCAOC) Office of Language Access Services 
(OLAS) serves the North Carolina State Court System by helping to facilitate equal access to justice for 
limited-English proficient (LEP) individuals in our court system by: 
 

 Developing standards for the provision and efficient use of language access services 
 Providing daily support and guidance for questions, concerns, and issues involving interpreting 

and translating services 

 Ensuring that proficient and ethical foreign language court interpreters are provided to the 
courts 

 Administering court interpreter training and certification testing for court interpreters provided 
by the National Center for State Courts 
 

NCAOC offers a number of language access services to meet the needs of LEP individuals including 
certified staff court interpreters in 9 counties (Alamance, Buncombe, Chatham, Durham, Forsyth, 
Guilford, Mecklenburg, Orange, and Wake), contract court interpreters, telephone interpreting, remote 
interpreting, translation, and transcription - translation services. Learn more at 
http://www.NCcourts.gov. 
 
Terms 

 LOTS – Language(s) other than Spanish 
 Limited English Proficient (LEP) individual – a person who speaks a language other than English 

as his or her primary language and has a limited ability to read, speak, write, or understand 
English 

 Interpretation – the accurate and complete unrehearsed transmission of an oral message from 
one language to an oral message in another language 

 Translation – the accurate and complete transmission of written text from one language into 
written text in another language  

 
Proper Role of Court Interpreter 

 The interpreter’s job is to render everything said in court from the source language into the 
target language 
 Accurately without any distortion of meaning 
 Without omissions and additions 
 Without changes to style or register 
 With as little delay or interference as possible 

https://www.nccourts.gov/documents/publications/spoken-foreign-language-interpreters
http://www.nccourts./
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 The interpreter’s job is NOT 

 To explain anything to anybody 
 To fill out forms 
 To serve as a “go between” 

 
 Interpreters have an ethical obligation to ask for repetition if speech is unclear 
 In order to conserve impartiality and confidentiality, the interpreter should not be asked to be 

alone with any of the parties 

 Interpreters may sight translate a form for an LEP individual, but may not advise the individual 
on how to complete the form or answer the individual’s questions. 

 
Do not use untrained bilingual individuals to interpret during court proceedings 

 Using an untrained bilingual speaker to interpret during court proceedings creates potential 
conflicts of interest and may have a negative impact on the case 

 Bilingual speakers who are not trained court interpreters are not aware of the role, the demand, 
the modes of interpreting, the ethics or rules of professionalism required of the court 
interpreter and therefore cannot interpret accurately and completely, which can significantly 
impact equal access to justice for the LEP individual 
 

Tips for working with court interpreters 

 Speak to the LEP individual directly just as you would an English speaker – e.g., “What time did 
you call the police?”  

 Use plain English, avoid jargon, and do not use acronyms 
 Speak slowly and clearly with regular pauses between complete thoughts 
 Ask one question at a time 
 Do not ask interpreter to explain or summarize what is said  
 Provide the interpreter with information about the case; the more information an interpreter 

has about a case, the better he or she can prepare and perform 
 Do not ask the interpreter if the LEP individual understands what you are saying; the 

interpreter’s role is to serve as a language conduit, not to assess understanding 
 In order to ensure the accuracy of the interpreting services provided throughout the proceeding, 

provide a team of two interpreters for any proceeding lasting two hours or more  
 Interpreters must be given a break every 20 – 30 minutes to maintain accuracy 
 

Early identification of cases in which an interpreter is needed 
 Early identification of the need for interpreting services in an individual case allows for efficient 

assignment, reduces the number of continuances for lack of an interpreter, and maximizes the 
possibility that litigants will understand what to do next in their case               
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 Use interpreter resources efficiently – share interpreters between criminal and civil courtroom 
calendars and schedule an interpreter only for the time the interpreter is needed; do not 
request interpreters “just in case” because their services are often needed in another county 

 Failure to provide sufficient time to secure a qualified interpreter may result in a delay or 
postponement of the court proceeding if a qualified interpreter is not available 

 
 
How to Request a Court Interpreter 
The request process for both Spanish and LOTS interpreters is consistent statewide. A Request for 
Spoken Foreign Language Court Interpreter must be submitted to the Language Access Coordinator 
(LAC) for the county where the case is set to be heard at least 10 days in advance of the court 
appearance to ensure adequate coverage. More advance notice may be required for LOTS interpreters 
who are located out of state. The request form can be accessed at https://www.nccourts.gov/request-
for-spoken-foreign-language-court-interpreter.  
 
Failure to cancel scheduled services with notice of more than 24 hours will result in cancellation fees. 
Alert the interpreter and LAC immediately if it is determined services will not be needed. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Contact 

 
OLAS Main: 919-890-1407 
OLAS Email: OLAS@nccourts.org 

Website: www.NCcourts.gov 
 
 

https://www.nccourts.gov/request-for-spoken-foreign-language-court-interpreter
https://www.nccourts.gov/request-for-spoken-foreign-language-court-interpreter
mailto:OLAS@nccourts.org
http://www.nccourts.gov/

