
Instant Interpretation in the
Courtroom

Twi, Bulgarian, Foochow and Wolof

are languages that may seem remote

to many New Yorkers, but they are

among the more than 130, including

ASL (sign language), that find their

way into New York State courtrooms.

Read more…

Inside the Courts: 
Small Claims

Small Claims Court provides a rela-

tively simple way to resolve legal dis-

putes with damages of up to $5,000 in

New York City and up to $3,000 out-

side the city. While it may not provide

a way to get back at noisy neighbors

for not inviting you to their party, it may be a way to receive

restitution for undeliverable croissants. Yes, croissants…

Read more…  

Race Law and the Courts:
Framing the Discussion for a
Post Racial America

Did the election of Barack Obama

signal the beginning of a new post-

racial era in America?  A group of

leading jurists, academics, commu-

nity leaders and journalists explored

the topic at a conference sponsored

by New York Law School and the Franklin N. Williams Ju-

dicial Commission on Minorities. The all-day event took

place at New York Law School in lower Manhattan.
Read more…
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NY Courts Celebrate Hispanic
Heritage Month

“Who could have dreamt of such a

thing?” mused Judge Carmen

Beauchamp Ciparick, reflecting on the

trajectory of her career, which has

spanned more than four decades and

culminated in her becoming the first

Hispanic and the second woman to

be appointed to the New York State Court of Appeals, the

state’s highest court. Judge Ciparick was the featured guest

at the Office of Court Administration’s Hispanic Heritage

Month celebration.
Read more…

New Beginnings at New York
City’s Midtown Community
Court

The Midtown Community Court was

the first of its kind. A joint venture with

the Center for Court Innovation, a

nonprofit think tank that helps improve

outcomes for low-level offenders, aids

victims and reduces crime, Midtown

reaches out beyond sentencing to provide community serv-

ice and rehabilitation programs while addressing the under-

lying problems that cause criminal behavior. 
Read more…

Welcome to Focus on the Courts– fea-

turing stories that keep you up to date

on new initiatives, events and opportu-

nities in and around the New York State

courts. Look for rotating features in the

coming weeks and months.

PEOPLE, PROGRAMS AND PERSPECTIVES AROUND THE NEW YORK STATE COURTS

VIEW PREVIOUS ARTICLES

http://www.nycourts.gov/whatsnew/pdf/FOCUS-july-2010.pdf






Twi, Bulgarian, Foochow and Wolof are languages that may seem remote to many New

Yorkers, but they are among the more than 130, including ASL (sign language), that find their

way into New York State courtrooms.

Court interpreters in New York, one of the most culturally diverse states in the nation, are the

linguistic bridge for the widest possible range of court users, including criminal defendants,

parties in civil cases, witnesses and crime victims. And the demand for per diem (freelance)

and staff language specialists in the courts continues to grow, particularly in Asian, South

Asian and African languages.

Rena Micklewright, deputy coor-

dinator of the courts’ statewide

interpreting services office, cites

language pockets throughout 

the state including Syracuse—

Bosnian and Serbian; Buffalo—

Somalian; and in Binghamton

and Utica—Vietnamese.

With many areas lacking quali-

fied interpreters in these and

many other languages, the court

system began offering remote in-

terpreting services in 2005, most

often operating out of the New

York City-based Office of Court

Administration (OCA). The majority of these remote services, which have tripled every year

since they were first offered, are fed live via video from the OCA office. 

A 2006 action plan by the Office of Court Administration increased recruitment of interpreters,

standardized training, created a statewide database with more efficient e-scheduling capabil-

ities and expanded remote communication technologies that could provide more real-time in-

terpreting to remote locations. 

Court interpreter applicants must pass a written test of English proficiency and an oral exam,

now being given in 22 languages. For those languages in which oral exams are not offered,

credentials—including transcripts and professional references—are required.

Sandy Bryan, who started as a Spanish interpreter in the Brooklyn Family Court in 1983 and

now serves as the coordinator of the court interpreting services office, remembers assigning

an interpreter to a Wolof-speaking court user from Senegal. An issue arose when the client

did not understand the meaning of “order of protection” since, in Senegal, there is no compa-

rable document.  

Questioning along the lines of

“Has your husband been abusive

to you?” also led to crossed sig-

nals. The defendant responded

that her husband had never been

abusive…he just slapped her a

couple of times. Bryan’s advice is

never to throw a term out there

Number of staff court interpreters statewide: 340

Languages represented by staff court interpreters:
30, including ASL,Chinese, Haitian Creole, Hebrew, 
Korean, Polish, Russian and Spanish 

Per Diem Interpreters Needed in the Following 
Languages: Bengali, Foochow, Fulani, Gujarati,
Hindi, Japanese, Mandingo, Punjabi, Shanghainese,
Soninke, Twi, Wolof, Urdu and more

To find out more about how to become a court interpreter,
go to www.nycourts.gov/courtinterpreter
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and assume it will be understood. In some cultures, a “no” may turn out to be a “yes.” 

Whenever there is no direct translation, says Bryan, the judge, not the interpreter, is charged

with explaining it. “Sometimes things just don’t translate,” says Bryan. “We remind court inter-

preters always to let the judge know and avoid giving explanations.” 

What makes a good interpreter? A sensitivity to these kinds of nuances in language—some-

thing that is even more challenging because of the rapid-fire pace of questions and answers

in a court session—and a dedication to lifelong learning, which means keeping up with

changes in the language, including the legal vernacular of judges and lawyers, the technical

jargon of police officers and the medical terminology of DNA experts and medical examiners.

Kobina Ampah, a native of Ghana, who attended college and graduate school in the former

USSR, now works as a Russian court interpreter in New York City. He also translates from

Ga, Fante and Twi, all three dialects from his native Ghana.  Being a mediator between two

cultures is one of the most important tasks of a good court interpreter, according to Ampah,

as well as speed, accuracy under pressure and acute hearing. 

“You’re their voice and their ears,” says Sandy Bryan. “People unable to use English in a

courtroom latch on to the interpreter like a life preserver.”
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Did the election of Barack Obama signal the be-

ginning of a new post-racial era in America?  A

group of leading jurists, academics, community

leaders and journalists explored the topic at a

conference sponsored by New York Law School

and the Franklin N. Williams Judicial Commis-

sion on Minorities. The all-day event took place

at New York Law School in lower Manhattan.

For more than 20 years the commission has

served as an integral part of the New York State

Judiciary’s efforts to meet its constitutional mis-

sion of ensuring justice for all.

The event featured keynote speaker Donna

Brazile, a leading political analyst, consultant and author, and New York State Chief Judge

Jonathan Lippman along with a distinguished panel of conference contributors. 

Brazile believes we have yet to establish a post-racial America, but have, indeed, arrived at a

“mountaintop moment.” 

She asked the audience to ponder how to leverage Obama’s historic election. “We must

work at eliminating all the barriers that we face and give people a firm ray of hope that we

want this moment to come.”

Chief Judge Lippman spoke of Brazile as “a person who knows firsthand the kind of obsta-

cles we must overcome in order to achieve a post-racial America.” The third of nine children

growing up in New Orleans, she became the first African-American to run a presidential cam-

paign, for Al Gore in 2000.   

“We in the courts have an obligation to take a leadership role in our respective jurisdictions in

addressing racial and ethnic fairness and bias issues,” said Judge Lippman in his introduc-

tory remarks. 

Lippman cited the documentation of significant numbers of wrongful convictions in the

African-American community since DNA was first used over 20 years ago to exonerate the

innocent. Last year, a Justice Task Force co-chaired by Associate Judge of the Court of Ap-

peals Theodore T. Jones and Westchester County District Attorney Janet DiFiore along with

an independent group of prosecutors, defense attorneys, judges, legislators, public and po-

lice officials, was formed to isolate the systemic factors that lead to wrongful convictions. 

“Every wrongful conviction is not only a terrible tragedy,” said Judge Lippman, “but also a

valuable opportunity to find some answers to very tough questions.” 

A passionate advocate for alternative juvenile justice programs, Lippman called on the gath-

ered legal community to invest in those programs that are community-based, rather than in-

stitutional. “New York is a leader in so many areas,” he said, “but we are failing badly when it

comes to juvenile justice. Ninety-five percent of the young people sent to these terrible facili-

ties are children of color.”   

A distinguished panel representing the Latino, African-American and Asian communities then

had the opportunity to engage in dialogue on racial issues and their impact on the courts, the

legal system and the community. 

Chief Judge Jonathan Lippman and Donna Brazile
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The Midtown Community Court was the first

of its kind. A joint venture with the Center for

Court Innovation, a nonprofit think tank that

helps improve outcomes for low-level offend-

ers, aids victims and reduces crime, Midtown

reaches out beyond sentencing to provide

community service and rehabilitation pro-

grams while addressing the underlying prob-

lems that cause criminal behavior. 

On Wednesday evening, September 15, the

mid-Manhattan community served by the

court celebrated the graduation of partici-

pants in Times Square Ink, a Midtown pro-

gram that provides job training and

placement services to low-level criminal of-

fenders. 

Since 1993, when Midtown began, more than 2,000 such problem-solving courts  have been

formed nationwide. Presiding Judge Richard Weinberg, one of the speakers at the cere-

mony, referred to the court as “the most successful experiment in the history of the New York

court system.”  Criminal Court Supervising Judge Melissa Jackson, another speaker, called

Midtown a “model for the nation.”  

Midtown pioneered the community court movement in which neighborhood residents, busi-

nesses and social service agencies collaborate with the court by supervising community

service projects and providing on-site social services including drug treatment, health care

and job training.  

More than 70 enrollees completed the rigorous six-week training program at Times Square

Ink this year, with over 50 percent of the graduates securing long-term employment. 

Others who spoke at the ceremony included New York County District Attorney Cyrus Vance,

who discussed the long-term impact of the decisions made by young assistant district attor-

neys who must not only examine how they send offenders into the justice system but how

those offenders will exit it. “It’s not just what people have done, it is what they can become,”

he advised.  

Recent Times Square Ink graduate Angel Hernandez spoke, through tears, of his tough jour-

ney from a corrections facility to his current job as a full-time manager at one of the nation’s

most successful gym franchises.  

Hernandez, the recipient of the Times Square Ink Graduate of the Year Award, acknowl-

edged all his peer graduates who “struggled through the hardships” to make new lives. Their

success stories are testimony not only to their own hard work but to the collaborative efforts

of the Midtown Community Court, participating employers and other community partners that

help make these second acts possible. 
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New Beginnings at New York City’s 
Midtown Community Court

From left Cyrus R. Vance, Jr., District Attorney, New York

County; Richard M. Weinberg, Presiding Judge, Midtown 

Community Court; Angel Hernandez, Times Square Ink

Graduate of the Year; Melissa C. Jackson, Supervising Judge,

Criminal Court of the City of New York; Jeremy Travis, presi-

dent of John Jay College of Criminal Justice
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