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Love of language translates to success

While working on her Spanish minor at Centre College in Danville, Ky., in 199Z Terena Bell wanted to study abroad. The closest she could get to a Spanish-speaking country under the school’s study-abroad program the time was Strasbourg, France.
To her surprise, Bell “fell in love with the language” there and changed her minor to French.
Nine years later — after following a meandering path that included jobs at three television stations, additional travel to France, 2 ½ years in sales at Mall St. Matthews and a crash-course master’s degree in French at the University of Louisville — Bell has transformed her passion for things French into a career as owner of In Every Language a year-old translating and interpreting company.
 “Nothing in my life has ever been the straight path. I’ve always kind of taken the roundabout way to get anywhere,” said Bell, 29, who grew up in Christian County’s Sinking Fork community and moved to Louisville in 2002 to work at WLKY-TV as a special projects producer.
But Bell believes she has found a field ripe for expansion - and officials involved with immigration and international business agree. The need for people skilled in the use of foreign languages, they say is only going to grow.
Half of Louisville’s population growth in the last 15 years has been through immigration, said Omar Ayyash, director of metro government’s Office for International Affairs. Many of those new residents need language assistance at hospitals, schools, courtrooms and other public settings
“This morning I fielded a call from someone who was looking for a Hindi interpreter“ Ayyash said. “Yesterday it might have been Spanish. The day before it might have been Arabic.”
According to the state Cabinet for Economic Development, Kentucky’s international exports grew to $14.9 billion last year from $9.6 billion in 2000.
“There are more businesses that are doing business all over the world,” Ayyash said. “As the world becomes mote flat, the need to understand and speak other languages becomes crucial, becomes a must.”
The international affairs office refers calls for language assistance to services like Bell’s or to individual interpreters and translators listed in a ”community language bank.”
“There are all kinds of translation issues that companies need help with,” said Susan Cook, senior trade specialist with the Kentucky World Trade Center’s Louisville office. The center keeps a list of local service providers. In addition, Trade Center members can get a 10 percent discount on translations through TransPerfect Translation, a national service, Cook said.
Cook said she speaks French and is able to provide some help directly. Another trade specialist can assist with Mandarin Chinese.
So who needs translating and interpreting services?
“It’s everybody” Bell said, from farmers working with Mexican laborers to teachers who need help communicating with an immigrant student’s parents or companies that must translate their product manuals for international markets. “It’s phenomenal just how large the increase in the need for these kinds of services is. It just blows me away”
Her career switch, Bell said, partly reflected unhappiness with the demands of TV. In addition, she missed using French. “I felt like there was this entire part of my skills and my talents and abilities that wasn’t using at all,” she said.
Bell quit her job at WKLY and began looking for other work including retail sales at the mall.
After agreeing to do volunteer interpreting work for a local church that wanted to help a French-speaking refugee family settle in Louisville, she realized there also was a growing amount of similar paid work available in the area. Bell enrolled at U of L to upgrade her French minor to a major, intending to provide freelance services.
But on a return visit to Strasbourg, she decided to start a company that would provide services in an assortment of languages. “It just kind of hit me that I could make more money and help more people that way” she said.
Bell returned, to Louisville on July 31, 2005, and launched In Every Language the next day “I basically started calling every company I could think of” to promote her services, she said.
Bell is the company’s only full-time employee, but she works with hundreds of contract interpreters and translators representing 60 languages in 53 countries. In Louisville she works with about 25 contractors who cover 14 languages.
Eighty percent to 90 percent of her work comes from Kentucky with about 60 percent in the Louisville area, she said. Eventually she hopes to open a Nashville, Tenn.  office and build a staff of 10 to 15.
The  greatest demand for language assistance in Louisville is, in order  Spanish, Vietnamese, Russian, Bosnian, Arabic and French, according to an internal survey at his office, Ayyash said.
Fees for translators and interpreters vary widely
According to the U.S. Department of Labor, the median hourly pay for salaried workers was $1628 in May 2004. The highest 10 percent earned more than $27.45 per hour Bell said she couldn’t provide her rates because they vary widely from job to job, but they are less than the national average.
One problem for companies that provide language services is that much of the public doesn’t really understand the profession, Bell said. For example, many may not know that an interpreter is someone who works with spoken language, while a translator converts written words from one tongue to another.
Business clients sometimes balk at paying professional providers.
“Companies don’t realize how big a need for translation they actually have,” Bell said. “I’ve had people say before they could get a high school French teacher to do it for free”
But people who aren’t experienced in translation and interpretation might not know slang and informal expression from another language, she said.
“It is a profession,” Ayyash said. “I am fluent in Arabic, as well as proficient in, German and in English, but I’ve never been professionally, trained as an interpreter and I’ve been put in a couple of situations — particularly in legal situations — where I had to do interpreting, and quickly realized I was not qualified for it”
“Just because you have a bilingual employee in your department or your organization or your business, that does not necessarily qualify them to conduct business in that language,” he said.
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