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Understanding Legal Interpreter
Certifications
Legal interpretation requires specialized certification beyond general language fluency. The

federal courts, state courts, and national organizations each maintain separate credentialing

systems. Understanding this hierarchy helps you match the right interpreter to your

proceeding — and avoid admissibility challenges.

Certification Hierarchy

Level Certification What It Proves

Federal FCICE (Federal Court
Interpreter Certification
Examination)

Only certification recognized in federal courts. Currently
available for Spanish only. Written exam + oral exam
(consecutive, simultaneous, sight translation). Pass rate:
~5%.

State
Certified

State Court Interpreter
Certification

Passed state-administered exam. Requirements vary by
state. ~40 states participate in the Consortium for
Language Access in the Courts.

State
Registered

State Court Interpreter
Registration

Meets minimum qualifications but has not passed full
state certification exam. Used when certified
interpreters are unavailable.

National CCHI (Certified Healthcare
Interpreter) or CoreCHI

Healthcare focus but recognized as evidence of
interpreting competency. CCHI requires 40+ hours
training + exam.

National NBCMI (National Board of
Certification for Medical
Interpreters)

CMI credential. Medical focus. Rigorous exam but not
legal-specific.

Additional Credentials

Credential Issuing Body Purpose

ATA Certification American Translators
Association

Translation (written), not interpretation (oral).
Often confused — not interchangeable.

CLSI (Certified Legal
Services Interpreter)

Individual states State-specific legal interpreter credential; not all
states offer it.
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Credential Issuing Body Purpose

RID Certification (CDI,
NIC)

Registry of
Interpreters for the
Deaf

ASL interpreters for deaf/HOH parties; NIC is the
standard legal credential.

Court Interpreter
Orientation

NCSC / State courts Basic training program; not a certification.
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Federal Certification Deep Dive

The Federal Court Interpreter Certification Examination (FCICE)

Detailed breakdown

Attribute Details

Administering
Body

Administrative Office of the U.S. Courts

Languages
Available

Spanish-English only (as of 2026)

Written Exam Multiple-choice; tests legal terminology, court procedures, ethics, interpreting
protocols

Oral Exam Three sections: sight translation (English→Spanish, Spanish→English), consecutive
interpretation, simultaneous interpretation

Pass Rate Approximately 5% (one of the most difficult interpreter exams in the world)

Scoring Each oral section scored independently; must pass all three

Exam Frequency Written: offered periodically. Oral: next administration August 2026 (registration
opens June 22, 2026; capped at 400 candidates)

Renewal No formal renewal exam; interpreters must remain in good standing with the court

Verification Federal courts maintain an internal list of certified interpreters

For Non-Spanish Languages

Process Details

Assessment Telephone language proficiency screening administered by a federal court language
specialist

Designation "Professionally Qualified" — the highest available designation for non-Spanish languages

Limitation No formal certification exam exists for non-Spanish languages in the federal system

Workaround Courts rely on state certifications, academic credentials, and interpreter experience
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The FCICE is available only for Spanish. For all other languages, there is no federal certification

exam. This means vetting non-Spanish interpreters requires extra due diligence — state

certifications, training records, and references become critical.
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State Certification Landscape

State Court Interpreter Certification — A Patchwork

Approximately 40 states participate in the Consortium for Language Access in the Courts, which

provides standardized interpreter testing. However, the number of languages tested, pass rates,

and reciprocity rules vary dramatically.

State Certification Overview

State Category Description Examples

Comprehensive testing
programs (10+ languages)

Robust testing, mandatory
certification for court interpreters

California, New Jersey, New
York, Oregon, Washington

Moderate programs (3-9
languages)

Testing in major languages,
registration for others

Texas, Florida, Illinois,
Minnesota, Colorado

Minimal / no state program No state-administered interpreter
exam

Some smaller states rely on
federal or national credentials

California: Certified court interpreters must pass the Bilingual Interpreting Exam (BIE). Tests

offered in 14 languages. Interpreters must be certified to interpret in superior court

proceedings. Verify at courts.ca.gov.

New York: UCS Office of Court Administration administers exams. Certified in Spanish; qualified

in Mandarin, Cantonese, Russian, and others. Verify through OCA.

New Jersey: Master-level certification program. Tests in 8+ languages. Highest state standards

in the country.

Washington: Certified in 14 languages. Non-certified interpreters must be "registered" — a

lower tier that does not require passing the state exam.

Texas: Licensed Court Interpreters must be certified by the Judicial Branch Certification

Commission. State exam in Spanish; other languages use a different qualification process.

Reciprocity is limited.

A California-certified interpreter is NOT automatically certified in New York or Texas. Always verify

certification in the specific state where the proceeding occurs.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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How to Verify Credentials

Step-by-step verification process

Ask the interpreter for their specific certification type and number — federal (FCICE), state

certification, or national credential.

Verify federal certification by contacting the local U.S. District Court's interpreter coordinator. The

AO does not maintain a public searchable database.

Check state certification through the state court's language access office. Many states (CA, NY, NJ,

WA, OR) maintain online searchable databases of certified interpreters.

For non-certified interpreters, request evidence of: (a) formal interpreter training (40+ hours

minimum), (b) legal terminology coursework, (c) interpreting experience log with attorney

references.

Critical for Immigration Cases

EOIR (Executive Office for Immigration Review) proceedings use DOJ contract interpreters. If you're

hiring your own interpreter for immigration court, confirm they meet the minimum qualifications

specified in the EOIR Language Access Plan.

Verify mode competency. Legal interpretation requires three distinct skills: consecutive

interpretation (depositions, hearings), simultaneous interpretation (trials), and sight translation

(reading documents aloud in target language). Not all interpreters are trained in all three modes.

Check for ethics training. The NCSC's Code of Professional Responsibility for court interpreters

covers impartiality, confidentiality, completeness, and role boundaries. Ask whether the interpreter

has completed formal ethics training.
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10 Red Flags of an Unqualified Legal
Interpreter

No certification or vague credentials.

Cannot produce a certification number, state registration, or evidence of formal interpreter
training. Claims to be "fluent" without professional credentials.

1

Summarizes instead of interpreting.

A qualified legal interpreter renders everything said — including hesitations, false starts, and
profanity. Summarizing or paraphrasing is a fundamental competency failure.

2

Cannot perform sight translation.

If the interpreter cannot read a document in one language and render it orally in the other on
the spot, they lack a core legal interpretation skill.

3

No experience with legal proceedings.

Medical, conference, or general interpreters lack familiarity with legal terminology, court
procedures, and evidentiary rules.

4

Offers opinions or legal advice.

An interpreter who advises clients, explains legal concepts, or interjects personal
commentary is violating role boundaries and jeopardizing proceedings.

5

Refuses to ask for clarification.

A competent interpreter interrupts to request repetition, spelling, or clarification of
ambiguous statements. Failure to do so produces inaccurate records.

6

No familiarity with required dialect.

Spanish has 20+ distinct national dialects. Mandarin and Cantonese are mutually
unintelligible. A "Chinese interpreter" or "Spanish interpreter" without dialect specificity is a
warning sign.

7

Cannot perform simultaneous interpretation.

For trials requiring real-time interpretation, the interpreter must be trained in simultaneous
mode — a distinctly different skill from consecutive.

8
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No professional liability insurance.

Freelance interpreters without E&O coverage expose attorneys to risk if interpretation errors
affect case outcomes.

9

Confuses translation and interpretation.

Translation is written; interpretation is oral. An interpreter who presents "translation"
credentials for oral proceedings may lack the real-time processing skills required.

10
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When Certification Level Matters
(Decision Matrix)

Two-column layout

HIRE CERTIFIED (FCICE / state certified) WHEN

Federal court proceedings (required by law for Spanish)

Depositions that may be used at trial

Jury trials (simultaneous interpretation required)

Immigration removal proceedings

High-stakes criminal defense (felony, death penalty)

Proceedings involving technical/medical/financial terminology

Any matter where interpretation accuracy may be challenged on appeal

CERTIFICATION LESS CRITICAL WHEN

Routine attorney-client consultations

Initial case intake interviews

Administrative proceedings with low admissibility risk

Remote OPI sessions for scheduling or brief communications

Even here: verify legal terminology familiarity and interpreter training

Cost comparison

Factor Certified Registered / Non-Certified

Half-day rate (federal) $320 $196

Full-day rate (federal) $566 $346

Private hourly rate $125–$225/hr $75–$125/hr

Mode competency Consecutive + simultaneous + sight Often consecutive only

Court admissibility Strong — meets statutory requirements May be challenged

Professional oversight Ethics code, CE requirements Varies

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Factor Certified Registered / Non-Certified

E&O insurance Standard Varies

legalterp.com 11



Sample Vetting Questionnaire

Legal Interpreter Vetting Questionnaire — Send This Before Hiring

Copy and send these questions to any interpreter or agency you're considering. Their answers will

tell you everything you need to know.

1. Credentials & Certification

Are you federally certified (FCICE)? If so, what is your certification number?

Are you state-certified? In which state(s) and for which language(s)?

What other interpreter credentials do you hold (CCHI, CMI, RID, ATA)?

Have you completed formal legal interpreter training? How many hours?

2. Language & Mode Competency

What is your specific language pair and dialect (e.g., Spanish — Mexican, Mandarin —

Mainland)?

Are you proficient in all three modes: consecutive, simultaneous, and sight translation?

How many legal proceedings have you interpreted in the past 12 months?

Do you have experience with [specific subject matter — medical, financial, immigration, IP,

criminal]?

3. Technology & Remote Capability

Can you perform VRI (video remote interpretation)? What platforms have you used?

Do you have reliable high-speed internet and a professional-grade headset/microphone?

Are you familiar with simultaneous interpretation platforms (Zoom interpretation channel,

Interprefy, KUDO)?

4. Ethics & Impartiality

Have you completed ethics training consistent with the NCSC Code of Professional

Responsibility?

Do you have any relationship with any party, attorney, or witness in this matter?

Will you interpret everything said — including off-the-record comments, profanity, and non-

responsive answers — without summarizing or editing?

5. Insurance & Business

Do you carry professional liability (E&O) insurance? What are your policy limits?

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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What is your cancellation policy?

Do you provide itemized invoices with hourly rate, travel, and all add-ons clearly stated?

What is your minimum booking requirement?

6. References

Can you provide 2-3 attorney references from recent legal proceedings?

Can you provide proof of certification (certificate, state database listing, or court roster)?

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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LegalTerp

LegalTerp
The most comprehensive directory of certified legal interpreters in the

United States

Find interpreters at legalterp.com
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