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A t ESIT (Ecole Supérieure des Interprétes et des Traducteurs, Université de Paris 3),
student training, both in consecutive and simultaneous interpretation, is based on the
interpretative theory (Théorie interpretative de la traduction, or TIT). This theory dates from
the 1970’s, and its assumptions on cognitive processes, based on conference interpreter’s
experience and a French neurologist’s findings on human language processing, were different
from those of language processing models put forward by researchers in automatic translation
or machine recognition of natural language. However cognitive studies have evolved since the
1980’s in such a way that they integrate progress in various fields, including brain and
neurological studies, working memory models and text comprehension studies as well as
connectionist models. So when we attempt to analyze the cognitive processes involved in
interpreting and skill learning with an up-dated TIT approach, it is worthwhile to examine the
possibility of integrating in the TIT memory model the notion of “working memory” with its
various functions. In this paper, we first examine the memory functions described in the
interpretative theory, and why it was incompatible with the models proposed by the
information- processing theory of the 1970’s. Then we review the evolution of cognitive
studies during the past 20 years or so. In the third part, we examine some recent working
memory models and show how the notion of working memory can be used in an updated TIT
approach to describe students’ progress in terms of improved efficiency of the working memory.
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“Some authors, notably Sperber and Wilson (1986) postulate two stages in the
understanding of texts. the first stage is understanding the text's language, the second

consists of ‘inferring’ the sense with help from extra linguistic knowledge. The
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hypothesis of logical inference proceeding from an understanding of meanings to the
deduction of sense  assumes a two-phase operation whose psychic reality cannot be
proved. This assumption was no doubt inspired by problems encountered by machine
translation programmes but is not supported by the observation of human behaviour.
Grasping sense is not the product of various successive stages but of a single mental
process. A text is not initially understood at the level of language, then at the level of

discourse but immediately at the level of discourse.”
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