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Abstract
The need for effective translation and communication during a trial is critical for 
defendants to receive a fair trial. In the present study, participants were 
administered the Revised Legal Attitudes Questionnaire (RLAQ), the Attitudes 
Toward the Criminal Legal System Scale (ATCLS) and asked to read a vignette 
describing two versions of a criminal case: one in which a Spanish-speaking 
defendant used a court appointed translator, and another where no translator 
was used. No significant differences were found in sentencing recommendations 
and scores on the ATCLS. Higher RLAQ scores were associated with longer 
sentences in each of the conditions.

Introduction
• As the demographics of American society evolves, and the number of limited 

English proficiency (LEP) people increases, interpretation and translation 
services will provide access to the court and contribute to the balanced 
administration of justice.

• Interpreters assist lawyers in providing the best defense possible for their 
clients and help ensure judges and juries can make appropriate and informed 
decisions.

• The need for effective translation and communication is so important, that a 
series of court rulings (Lau v. Nichols, 1974), an executive order (Executive 
Order 13166, 2000), as well as a ruling from the Department of Justice (Civil 
Rights Division, Department of Justice, 2000) have set the standards court 
appointed translators are required to follow.

• Interpreters may be employees of the Unified Court System or may serve as 
per-diem independent contractors. Interpreters may also have different 
specialties and titles describing their specific fortes. 

• In the New York State Court System for example, interpreters are employed in 
the following capacities: Court Interpreter (Spanish), Court Interpreter (non-
Spanish), Court Interpreter (Sign) and Senior Court Interpreter. 

• Because there are so many U.S. residents, roughly 25.6 million, who have 
limited proficiency in English, the credibility of the nation’s justice system relies 
on competent interpreters (Zong & Batalova, 2015).

• Despite the strict rules and regulations surrounding court interpreters, as of 
this writing, there is practically no academic literature available discussing the 
impact of court appointed interpreters having an influence on trial outcomes. 

• The present study investigated the impact of the court appointed interpreter 
on a jury in a courtroom setting.

• It was hypothesized that when an interpreter is used by the defendant in a 
criminal proceeding, it will have a negative influence in sentencing decisions, 
especially in circumstances where the decisions are being made by 
monolingual participants.

Method (cont.)
After completing the packet, participants were then asked to read a vignette 
describing two versions of a criminal case: one in which a Spanish-speaking 
defendant used a court appointed translator, and another where no translator 
was used. After reading the vignette, participants completed an additional 
form asking questions regarding guilt or innocence and sentencing 
recommendations.

Results
An independent samples t-test was calculated to compare the recommended 
sentence for a Spanish-speaking defendant who used a court interpreter and 
the defendant who did not use an interpreter. No significant differences were 
found between the two conditions  (t(490) = -1.15, p = .243). The mean 
sentence for the use of an interpreter was 3.39 (SD = 1.58) and 3.23 (SD = 1.46) 
for no interpreter. No significant differences were found between the two 
conditions on the ATCLS  (t(490) = 0.07, p = .121). However, legal 
authoritarianism was significantly related to the length of recommended 
sentence in both the interpreter (r =.33, p = .032) and no interpreter conditions 
(r =.47, p = .021). 

Conclusions
The results of the present study found that the use of a court interpreter did 
not have an impact on sentencing decisions, consistent with the findings of 
Hale et al. (2017) who found the use of court interpreters resulted in no 
differences to the verdict in a trial. Previous research has found that extralegal 
factors such as race and ethnicity may have a negative impact on sentencing 
(Chemerinsky & Levenson, 2020; Smith & Maddan, 2019). The findings in the 
present study should be interpreted in a positive light suggesting that 
participants relied on the facts of the case, not extralegal factors in rendering 
sentencing decisions. However, these results should be interpreted with 
caution as more research is needed in this area including using actual 
courtroom testimony and studies involving jury deliberations. 

References
Chemerinsky, E., & Levenson, L. L. (2020). Criminal procedure (3rd ed.). Wolters

Kluwer.

Hale, S., Martschuk, N., Ozolins, U., & Stern, L. (2017). The effect of interpreting 
modes on witness credibility assessments. Interpreting, 19(1), 69-96.

Lau v. Nichols, 414 U.S. 563 (1974).

Smith, A., & Maddan, S. (2019). The lower criminal courts. Routledge.

U.S. Department of Justice Civil Rights Division. (2016). Language access in state                                        
courts. Author.

Zong, J., & Batalova, J. (2015). The limited English proficient population in the United  
States. https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/limited-english-proficient-
population-united-states 

Method
Participants
Participants in this study were undergraduate students recruited from a public 
university in the Northeastern United States. The sample consisted of 346 women 
and 146 men (N = 492) with a mean age of 20.74 (SD = 4.01). All participants were 
treated in accordance with the Ethical Principles of Psychologists and Code of 
Conduct (APA, 2016) and in accordance with Institutional Review Board 
guidelines. See Figure 1 for participant demographics.

Procedure
Participants were given a packet containing an informed consent form, a 
demographic survey, and the following measures: 

Attitudes Toward the Criminal Legal System Scale (ATCLS; Martin & Cohen, 
2004). The ATCLS is a 24-item scale that indicates attitudes about the criminal 
legal system. Items on the ATCLS are rated on a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging 
from 1 (Disagree Strongly)  to 5 (Agree Strongly). A high score is a positive 
attitude toward the legal system. Cronbach’s alpha is reported to be .82 for the 
ATCLS.

Revised Legal Attitudes Questionnaire (RLAQ; Kravitz et al., 1993). The RLAQ 
consists of 23 items measured on a 6-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 
(strongly disagree ) to 6 (strongly agree ). The RLAQ measures levels of legal 
authoritarianism and demonstrates acceptable levels of validity and reliability 
(Kravitz et al., 1993).

Figure 1. Participant Demographics
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