
Introduction to Introduction to 
medical translation medical translation 

for high school for high school 
Spanish students in Spanish students in 

Rochelle, Illinois Rochelle, Illinois 



Need for medical translators in Need for medical translators in 
the United Statesthe United States

• Currently 21 million Americans speak 
limited or no English (up 50% from 1990, 
with those who speak Spanish as their 
primary language up 60% over that same 
time)

• No good statistics right now for how often 
translation must be used and for how 
effectively current translation systems 
function

• Studies do show that many non-English 
speakers have no translation systems 
available and thus avoid the health care 
system until very ill



Current translation systemsCurrent translation systems
• Bilingual health care providers or 

trained medical translators (both 
rare, but ideal)

• Telephone translation services
• Classes which teach basic medical 

phrases in two languages for 
physicians and nurses

• Hiring bilingual clerks, secretaries, or 
janitors who can also serve as 
translators



Problems with current Problems with current 
translation systemstranslation systems

• Fluency in two languages does NOT 
guarantee an understanding of 
complex medical jargon in both 
languages

• Telephone is very inconvenient in 
intense situations (e.g. childbirth)

• Vast shortage of bilingual health care 
providers and trained medical 
translators



A unique proposal for A unique proposal for 
dealing with the medical dealing with the medical 

translator shortagetranslator shortage

• Begin training translators in high 
school

• Many high schools have existing 
Spanish departments

• Development of a high-yield 
introduction to medical translation 
unit for insertion into a high school 
Spanish curriculum



Introduction to medical Introduction to medical 
translationtranslation

• One-week-long unit developed and 
inserted into the curriculum of five 
Spanish classes at Rochelle Township 
Community High School in October, 2003

• These five classes included one class of 
already-bilingual freshmen, two Spanish 
IV classes consisting mostly of students 
with no Spanish background prior to high 
school, one Spanish IV honors class 
comprised predominately of Hispanic 
students speaking fluent Spanish, and one 
more Spanish IV classes with no 
predominant population



Monday Monday –– vocabulary sheets vocabulary sheets 
handed out and reviewedhanded out and reviewed



Monday (continued) Monday (continued) –– the format the format 
and sections of a medical history and sections of a medical history 
were reviewed with the studentswere reviewed with the students



MondayMonday’’s homework, s homework, ““Your Your 
First HistoryFirst History””

• The homework, shown at 
right, instructs the 
students to “Use ALL the 
following sentences to 
create a history in the 
correct format.”

• Students were expected 
to put sentences such as 
“Her parents are healthy”
into family history or 
“She’s diabetic” into past 
medical/surgical history, 
etc.



TuesdayTuesday
• The entire class 

period was used to 
correct Monday’s 
homework, with 
emphasis placed on 
reviewing the proper 
format of a medical 
history

• Answers to Monday’s 
homework are at 
right →

• How did you do?



TuesdayTuesday’’s homeworks homework
• The homework 

sheet is 
reproduced here →

• Note the emphasis 
on the vocabulary 
in this assignment



WednesdayWednesday
• This class period was used to review 

Tuesday’s homework carefully with 
emphasis on using proper vocabulary 
in translation

• One to two students were chosen 
from each class period to elicit a 
mock medical history from the 
student doctor (i.e. the high school 
student played the part of the 
physician, and the student doctor 
played the part of the patient)



Thursday Thursday –– review dayreview day
• Several mock histories were performed, 

with the students acting as physicians and 
the student doctor acting as patients

• A portion of each class period was used 
for a “drill” type review of vocabulary in 
which the teacher rapidly points to varying 
students in the class and gives a 
vocabulary word in either Spanish or 
English and the student must rapidly 
translate the word into the other language

• All content questions were answered



Friday Friday –– test daytest day
• After the exam, 

students were 
given the 
opportunity to ask 
questions about 
the medical 
professions

• Most questions 
centered on length 
and type of 
training involved in 
various health care 
careers



Future possibilitiesFuture possibilities
• The week long unit presented above 

will be used by Mrs. Patsy Mullin at 
Rochelle Township High School again 
next year and indefinitely thereafter

• Creation of a month-long curriculum 
designed specifically for students 
who are already fluent in both 
English and Spanish would allow 
more in-depth training for students 
perfectly suited to serve as 
translators



ReferencesReferences
1. Doctors struggle with language 

barrier.  (2003, September 2).  The 
Rockford Register Star, 4A.

2. U.S. Census Bureau FactFinder. 
<factfinder.census.gov>


	Introduction to medical translation for high school Spanish students in Rochelle, Illinois
	Need for medical translators in the United States
	Current translation systems
	Problems with current translation systems
	A unique proposal for dealing with the medical translator shortage
	Introduction to medical translation
	Monday – vocabulary sheets handed out and reviewed
	Monday (continued) – the format and sections of a medical history were reviewed with the students
	Monday’s homework, “Your First History”
	Tuesday
	Tuesday’s homework
	Wednesday
	Thursday – review day
	Friday – test day
	Future possibilities
	References

