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ABSTRACT 

This study aims to reveal the challenges faced by a qualified English-to-Chinese 

interpreter, and to provide a practical guide for English-to-Chinese interpreters in piano 

master classes. Piano master classes at the third Sichuan International Music Festival in 

China were observed and audio recorded. Piano professors, students, and interpreters at the 

festival were interviewed and invited to complete questionnaires for their feedback about the 

class interpretations. Other selected piano professors, students, and interpreters who did not 

attend the festival were also contacted for phone interviews and questionnaires. Classroom 

observations, interviews, and questionnaires were analyzed in the format of case studies and 

statistical analyses. The results showed that piano professors, students, and interpreters all 

believed that interpreters should possess solid linguistic, musical, and cultural knowledge to 

interpret well in piano master classes. Both piano professors and students believed that 

interpreters should interpret strictly based on what they heard, but interpreters believed that 

interpreters could add their own thoughts during interpreting. Suggestions were provided for 

future interpreters to better understand the terms of timing, silence, and speed, as well as 

how to handle stress. An English-to-Chinese translation glossary with frequently used terms 

has been provided for future piano master classes that need English-to-Chinese 

interpretation.
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Significance of the Study 

China has a very large piano learning population. The estimates showed that 40 

million children in China have been learning to play the piano in 2014, and that the number 

has been increasing every year (BBC 2014). China is now both the world’s largest piano 

producer and consumer, accounting for 76.9% of the global piano manufacturing in 2012 

alone, according to market analysts ResearchMoz (BBC 2014). Most piano students in 

China study the piano through either private lessons or group lessons. Some of them study at 

secondary schools affiliated with some music conservatory colleges and choose to major in 

piano performance in college.   

In China, piano lessons are predominantly taught in Chinese by Chinese teachers. As 

interactions between China and Western countries increase, a growing number of pianists 

from around the world travel to China to teach in numerous master classes. Although 

English has become a mandatory subject taught from elementary schools to colleges in 

China, most Chinese students including piano students still have difficulty understanding 

English and speaking English fluently (Wang 2007), which makes it necessary for piano 

students to seek interpreters’ assistance in the master classes, in order to better comprehend 

the visiting professors’ lectures. However, lessons, meetings, or presentations in many 

academic fields often suffer from low-quality translations, and piano teaching is no 

exception. A single English word used in piano teaching could be translated to more than 

one corresponding Chinese word and yield different learning outcomes.  

One example is the word duration that is frequently used in piano teaching. An 
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interpreter without musical background usually translates it to be 长度 (Cháng Dù) 

(meaning “length”), which is not entirely wrong. However, an interpreter with a solid 

musical background usually translates it to be 时值 (Shí Zhí), meaning an amount of time or 

a time interval that a pitch or a tone lasts, which matches the meaning of duration in music. 

Inaccurate or even wrong interpretations might confuse both student and teacher, and could 

even result in undesired learning outcomes.  

Piano performance as an art in China has a short history, compared to Western 

countries. The first piano master class in China was offered by a Russian pianist Aram 

Taturian (1915-1974) in 1955 at the Central Conservatory of Music in Beijing, China. To 

date, no doctoral degree in piano performance is offered by any university in China (Lin, 

2002). Even though the history of piano performance in China is not long, many researchers 

have studied and found differences between China and Western countries in terms of 

teaching philosophies and student learning expectations (Campbell 1989; Kuzmich 1995; 

Lin 2002; Wong 2002; Benson & Fun 2005). Increasing numbers of piano master classes 

being offered in China and different piano teaching philosophies and varying students’ 

learning outcomes between China and Western countries are reasons for an urgent need for 

research with a significant focus on interpreters in piano master classes. 

To my best knowledge, this is the first research study that is directly focused on 

examining English-to-Chinese interpretations offered in piano master classes in China. 

 

Research Questions 

This treatise aims to explore the English-to-Chinese interpretations in piano teaching on a 

comprehensive level. It aims to reveal the challenges of being a good interpreter, the impact of 
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interpreters’ English, musical, and cultural background on the translation quality, and eventually 

a step-by-step guide for future English-to-Chinese interpreters in piano master classes. 

Specifically, this treatise aims to answer the following three questions: 

1. What factors are considered important when interpreting in a piano master class? 

2. How does one become a good English-to-Chinese interpreter in a piano master class?  

3. How does one interpret commonly used English terms used in piano teaching to 

Chinese? 

The answers to the three questions above form a practical guide for future English-to-

Chinese interpreters in piano master classes as well as for teachers, students, and other readers 

who are interested in this topic. 
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

History Review of Interpreters 

Language interpretations have existed for a long time. As Bastin (2001) explains, 

language interpretations first took place when Columbus landed in the Americas, where the 

Spanish and Native Americans could not understand each other at all. Therefore, interpretations 

were necessary for communication. 

According to Angelelli (2004), interpreters achieved professional status in the Americas 

in 1563. Interpreters were required to take an oath in courts stating that they would interpret 

without bias. In addition to accuracy, "Christianity and goodness" were also considered very 

important values for interpreters of that period in the Americas (Bastin 2001, p. 508). The history 

of interpreters in China started in the late 18th century when China began communicating with the 

European countries; “loyalty to the emperor” was the first requirement of a qualified interpreter 

at that time in China (Lung 2011, p. 47).  

Several professional associations were formed by interpreters in the 20th century. The 

American Association of Language Specialists (TAALS) was established in Washington D.C. in 

1957 (Angelelli, 2004). Compared to TAALS, its counterpart in China – the Translators 

Association of China (TAC) was founded in 1982, much later than TAALS. TAC was and still is 

the only national association for the translation and interpreting community in China (TAC, 

2009). 

In the past twenty years, the interpreter’s role has shifted from being a simple language 

interpreter to an essential partner that helps different cultures to communicate (Angelelli 2004). 

Researchers (Fowler, 2003; Jacobsen, 2003) have found that some interpreters’ work differed 
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significantly depending upon the nature of the events, the work environment, and the people who 

were involved in the interpretation. For example, interpreters interpreting at national conferences 

generally undergo higher pressure than those interpreting at local community meetings. 

 

Translation vs. Interpreting 

Translation and interpreting are two similar but sometimes linguistically confusing terms 

to many people. Furmanek and Achenbach (2004) summarize the differences as follows: “While 

an interpreter converts any spoken material from one language (the source language) into a 

different language (the target language), a translator converts written material in the same 

manner.” (p. 12) Furthermore, unlike translation, interpreting could be simultaneous (interpreting 

at the same time as the speaker speaks) or consecutive (the interpreter inserts the interpretation 

when the speaker pauses) (Furmanek and Achenbach, 2004). 

Translation and interpreting are different not just in the way they are 

performed.   Researchers have also found that interpreters, compared to translators, need to 

respond much more quickly (Schäffner, 2004); they deal with more pressure and suffer from 

more stress (Angelelli and Holly, 2009). Generally, interpreters are better financially 

compensated (Hongjun, 2003). 

This treatise is focused specifically on English-to-Chinese interpretations performed by 

interpreters in piano master classes in China.  

 

Consecutive vs Simultaneous Interpreting 

Consecutive and simultaneous interpreting are the two common interpreting styles used 

in different interpreting situations, including piano master classes. The International Association 
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of Conference Interpreters (AIIC) defines consecutive interpreting as follows: “The interpreter is 

in the same room as the speaker and follows their speech while taking notes before presenting 

their interpretation.” Simultaneous interpreting is described in the following way: “The 

interpreter sits in a booth, listens to the speaker in one language through headphones, and 

immediately speaks their interpretation into a microphone in another language” (AIIC 2011, p. 

1). Russell (2005) defines consecutive interpreting as “the process of interpreting after the 

speaker or signer has completed one or more ideas in the source language and pauses while the 

interpreter transmits that information” and simultaneous interpreting as “the process of 

interpreting into the target language at the same time as the source language is being delivered” 

(p. 136). 

Researchers have been studying the similarities and the differences between the two types 

of interpreting since the 1950s. For example, Humphrey and Alcorn (1995) summarize the 

similarities between them as: 

1. They [consecutive and simultaneous interpreters] need to process the source language 

and deliver the target language. 

2. Regardless of the time needed to process the source language, they must wait until 

they have enough lexical and semantic information to determine how to interpret. 

3. They need to consider both linguistic and cultural factors in interpreting. 

4. They evaluate the feedback from clients for interpreting adjustments. 

However, there are more differences than similarities between consecutive and 

simultaneous interpreting. For example: 
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1. Simultaneous interpreting is much more complex than consecutive interpreting, and 

we may never fully understand the entire process of how simultaneous interpreting 

works (Shlesinger, 2000). 

2. Simultaneous interpreting offers much less time than consecutive interpreting to 

choose the precise linguistic interpretations (Barnwell, 1989; Tommola and Hyona, 

1990). 

3. The interpretation accuracy of simultaneous interpreting is statistically lower than 

consecutive interpreting during courtroom interpreting (Russell, 2005). 

4. Simultaneous interpreters are under more pressure than consecutive interpreters 

(Williams, 1995). 

5. Simultaneous interpreters are generally compensated better than consecutive 

interpreters (Hwa-Froelich and Westby, 2003). 

Because simultaneous interpreting is generally more difficult than consecutive 

interpreting, Russell (2005) suggests that “only after consecutive interpreting has been mastered 

do students begin to move toward simultaneous work” (p. 137) and it is inadvisable that 

“students who lack a thorough grounding in consecutive interpreting immediately begin 

interpreting in a simultaneous mode” (p. 138).  

 

Knowledge 

As the National Council on Interpreting in Health Care elaborates (NCIHC, 2017), a 

qualified interpreter should possess two important parts of knowledge.  The first is the basic 

language knowledge, meaning “[g]eneral proficiency in speaking and understanding each of the 

languages in which the applicant would be expected to work”, (p. 1) and the second is subject 
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terminology, meaning “[k]nowledge of commonly used terms and concepts” related to the 

interpretation.  NCIHC (2017) explains that a qualified healthcare interpreter should be familiar 

with common “symptoms, illnesses, and medications” in both the source and the target language. 

Wilss (1999) states that “terminology” can be considered as “specialist knowledge” and is the 

term used to denote “the vocabulary of a special language and of a specialist discipline (e.g. 

computer linguistic) (p. 87).”  

Robinson (2003) points out that “[g]ood translators and interpreters are voracious and 

omnivorous readers, people who are typically in the middle of four books at once, in several 

languages, fiction and nonfiction, technical and humanistic subjects, anything and everything” 

(p. 23), which reveals the importance of knowledge for both translators and interpreters. 

Compared to translators, interpreters need to obtain as much subject-specific information as 

possible prior to interpreting, whereas translators can acquire knowledge during the process of 

translating their texts (Gile, 2009). Gile’s statement indicates that interpreters in piano master 

classes should familiarize themselves with musical terms prior to interpreting, because they need 

to respond quickly in a master class situation.  

Knowledge should be gained not just from books or classrooms, but also from social 

interactions. As Robinson (2003) states, “[t]hey [translators/interpreters] are hungry for real-

world experience as well, through travel, living abroad for extended periods, learning foreign 

languages and cultures, and above all paying attention to how people use language all around 

them: the plumber, the kids' teachers, the convenience store clerk, the doctor, the bartender, 

friends and colleagues from this or that region or social class, and so on” (p. 23). When applying 

those statements to interpreting in a piano master class, we can infer that a qualified English-to-

Chinese interpreter in a piano master class should be familiar with basic Chinese and English 
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language skills, as well as with commonly used music or piano teaching terminology.  

 

Culture 

 The vital role that an interpreter’s cultural understanding plays has been demonstrated by 

many researchers. According to Samovar and Porter (1994, p. 48), “inter-cultural communication 

is communication between people whose cultural perceptions and symbol systems are distinct 

enough to alter the communication event.” Wadensjö’s (1998) Interpreting as Interaction shows 

the importance of understanding cultural differences while interpreting. Some scholars such as 

David Katan (2014) believe that “cultural messages are the vital part of interpreting” (p. 47). 

Zhao and Jiang (1998) studied the cross-cultural awareness of interpreters and concluded that if 

the interpreters are familiar with the cultures of the two languages, they could achieve a more 

accurate performance in interpreting. Zhuang (1998) compares the differences in thinking modes 

between the East and the West, and concludes that interpreters should possess a wide range of 

cultural background knowledge in order to avoid mistranslations or misinterpretations. Larson 

(1998) states that translators and interpreters have to consider both the two spoken languages and 

the two cultures behind them, because some concepts in the source language do not always have 

semantic equivalents in the target language. 

Anderson (1978) believes that the best interpreters are “true bilinguals,” meaning they are 

proficient in both languages and the cultures behind the languages. The importance of culture in 

interpreting is also demonstrated by Pöchhacker (2006) who believes that the role of an 

interpreter had changed from being a “non-person” in the 17th century when an interpreter would 

interpret like a “machine” and not have an impact on the communication, to being a 
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“communication facilitator” in the 1980s, and in 1990s as a “culture broker” (Pöchhacker, p. 

147-149; Kaufert and Koolage, 1984). 

Some researchers also list examples of cultural differences that interpreters might 

encounter in practice. For example, in some circumstances, the interpreter and his listener need 

to stay physically close to perform “whispered interpretation” or chuchotage, but “in some 

cultures, the closeness between the audience and interpreter is considered inappropriate and 

would cause need to invade their personal space thereby causing discomfort” (Sigurðardóttir 

2012, p. 20). In some cultures, it is considered inappropriate and disrespectful to look directly at 

a person of authority (Cheng, 1991).  

Additionally, some cultures might impose specific rules that must be considered. “There 

are no formal sets of rules to provide a systematic list of the meanings of a culture’s nonverbal 

code systems. But, we cannot ignore that nonverbal messages can be used to accent, 

complement, contradict, regulate, or substitute for the verbal message” (Gile 1995, p. 226). 

In piano master classes, pianists usually come from different countries with distinct 

cultural backgrounds. Interpreters should study the cultural differences in question and compare 

them with the existing research findings. 

 

Experience 

Several researchers investigated the impact of interpreting experience on the 

interpreting results. Veilleux (1967) finds that compared to experienced interpreters, 

inexperienced interpreters need more time to respond as the level of complexity 

increases. Anderson (1978) discovers that experienced interpreters are better at 

reorganizing the source language and delivering the target language in a more organized 
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way. However, when comparing the actual interpreting quality, Dollerup (1992) states 

that it is difficult to either quantitatively or qualitatively demonstrate the significant 

differences in the interpreting quality, based solely on experience. 

One factor that impedes interpreting research is probably related to the relatively 

small sample size available, especially in the simultaneous interpreting community. 

Gerver (1971) states that because “…. not all interpreters are willing to take part in 

experiments, the design and execution of experiments on simultaneous interpretation 

becomes somewhat of a problem” (p. 26).  

The studies introduced above could be beneficial for research on interpreting in 

piano master classes. Schools, piano students, and their parents often prefer experienced 

interpreters, but no studies have demonstrated that experienced interpreters produce 

better interpreting results than inexperienced interpreters. One goal of this research 

should be to test this hypothesis and supplement the existing findings. 

 

Fidelity 

Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary (2000) clearly defines the word ethics as “moral 

principles that control or influence a person’s behavior” (p. 427), but professional interpreters 

have not yet “reached a clear understanding of or agreement about what an ‘ethical’ approach 

actually means in the context of interpretation theory or practice, or the construction of the field 

itself” (Inghilleri and Maier 2009, p. 100).  Indeed, the debate on how ethics should be followed 

in different interpreting events continues today.  For example, Gentile (1996) believes that 

community interpreters should be obligated to deliver exactly what is stated by the speaker 

without intervening in the course of interaction. 
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Hale (2007) conducted a study that directly focuses on how interpreters perceive their 

own roles. Two hundred and ninety-three interpreters were contacted via questionnaires. Hale 

found that many interpreters believed that their role was to interpret faithfully and accurately 

without concern for explaining or clarifying cultural confusions or ambiguities. One interpreter 

explains that “…. while brokering communication on cultural issues, he (the interpreter) is thus 

breaking the rules of his Code of Ethics.” (p. 124) 

Chesterman (2001) summarized and categorized interpretation ethics by identifying four 

models of interpretation ethics: ethics of representation (value of truth), ethics of service (value 

of loyalty), ethics of communication (value of clarity), and lastly norm-based ethics (value of 

trust). Chesterman (2001, p. 142) explains that  

 ethics of representation means that the interpreter’s target language should be 

consistent with the original content of the source language;  

 ethics of service means that the interpreter should be loyal to the speaker from the 

perspective of interpreting; 

 ethics of communication means the interpreter should try to interpret as concisely 

as possible; 

 an ethical interpreter, following norm-based ethics, “is trusted to produce an 

interpretation that does not violate any norms prevailing in a particular culture,” 

which, in other words, means that an interpreter should follow the cultural 

protocol of his or her clients and avoid culturally offending them by his or her 

interpretations.  

When applying those four ethics models to interpreting in piano master classes, we can 

state that an ethical interpreter should be able to interpret the information from the pianist and the 
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student correctly (e.g. not change the meaning of what the pianist states), be loyal to both the 

pianist and the student (e.g. not gossip about the pianist and the student outside the master class), 

be clear in interpreting (e.g. not make the target language too complicated), and lastly respect the 

culture of both the pianist and the student (e.g. avoid culturally offending either party). 

Other researches echo Chesterman’s ethics models. For example, Colina (2003) stated 

that “it is unethical for the interpreter to distort the meaning of the source language” (p. 17). 

Robinson (2003) also believes that “[as] long as thinking about translation has been entirely 

dominated by an external (non-translator) point of view, the translator translates whatever texts 

s/he is asked to translate, and does so in a way that satisfies the translation user's needs. The 

translator has no personal point of view that has any relevance at all to the act of translation” (p. 

27).  

 

Stress 

Researchers have demonstrated that interpreters, especially simultaneous interpreters, 

usually undergo serious pressure, stress, and anxiety. For example, Kurz (2003) explains that 

“[i]t [interpreting] requires a maximum of attention and concentration over prolonged periods of 

time” (p. 52-53), which echoes previous research conclusions that "interpreters must have the 

ability to work under stress for long periods" (Longley 1989, p. 106), and, "interpretation 

requires that one have nerves of steel" (Gravier 1978, p. iv). 

Researchers have found that environmental and psychological aspects are the two key 

factors that contribute to the stress. For example, Kurz (2003) found that interpreters usually 

need to travel to various places in different time zones for work, and they have to deal with jet 

lags, temperature, humidity, and air quality differences, which all cause stress. Simultaneous 
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interpreters usually sit in small cubicles to perform interpreting, and working conditions can 

sometimes be very difficult. Compared to environmental factors, psychological factors play a 

more important role in raising an interpreter’s stress level, and those factors are very subjective 

and are usually influenced by “an individual's self-confidence or the way he/she judges a 

situation” (Kurz 2003, p. 55). Cooper (1982) explains that an interpreter’s psychological stress 

level is usually affected by factors such as the importance of the conference, speakers’ accent, 

and how well the interpreter has prepared for the service.   Kurz (2003) points out that 

interpreters’ stress levels usually decrease as they gain experience, but, as Riccardi and 

Marinuzzi (1998) found, even very experienced interpreters become more stressed in some 

special circumstances such as in remote interpreting, when they do not have a direct view of the 

speakers. 

Researchers have also studied coping strategies that interpreters apply to deal with stress. 

For example, Kao and Craigie (2013) conducted a study in Taiwan focusing on stress levels of 

student interpreters and how different coping strategies resulted in different stress changes. They 

used the Coping Strategy Indicator (CSI) developed by Amirkhan (1990) to measure student 

interpreters’ coping strategies.  CSIs are divided into three major categories: problem-solving, 

seeking social support, and avoidance. Problem-solving means that interpreters actively look for 

solutions to issues that cause the stress; seeking social support means that interpreters talk to 

friends, colleagues, or families to seek informational, instrumental, and emotional assistance; and 

avoidance means that interpreters choose to avoid a stressful situation by getting involved in a 

task not directly related to the stressor. Kao and Craigie (2013) find that problem-solving and 

seek of social support both resulted in lower stress, but the avoidance coping strategy caused a 

higher level of stress. Wenzlaff and Wegner (2000) explain that avoidance might suppress 
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negative thoughts in the short term, but could result in stronger resurgence of those negative 

thoughts in the long term. 

Interpreters in piano master classes sometimes share similar working conditions as 

conference interpreters. For example, they need to process different accents from speakers, they 

need to perform both consecutive and simultaneous interpreting in a class, and sometimes they 

need to interpret in a very large auditorium, all of which could cause stress. It is important to 

understand how stress affects interpreters’ performance in a piano master class and how well 

they overcome stress. 

 

Piano Teaching in China 

As interpreters in piano master classes interact with both Chinese students and foreign 

teachers, knowing the differences between Chinese and Western teaching philosophies and 

learning behaviors helps interpreters to better understand professors’ and students’ reactions in 

piano master classes and therefore achieve better interpreting results. The aim of this section is 

not to cover the complete piano teaching history in China, but to compare the fundamentals of 

Chinese and Western piano teaching styles.   

Several researchers since the 1990s have summarized the similarities and differences 

between China and Western countries in terms of specific teaching and learning styles. For 

example:  

1. Compared to piano teaching in Ontario, Canada, piano teaching in Sichuan, China is 

more teacher-centered than student-centered (Kuzmich, 1995). Specifically, piano 

teachers in Sichuan, China tend to dominate the class and spend most of the time  



16  

lecturing, while students in Ontario, Canada are the focus of the class and are given 

ample  time to respond to teachers’ questions and to perform in classes. 

2. Compared to American schools, music schools in China emphasize music literacy 

more than aural skills (Campbell, 1989). For example, students in China tend to spend 

more time mastering musical notation while students in America focus more on ear 

training. 

3. Compared to piano teachers in the United States, piano teachers in China are more 

concerned with helping students how to express emotions using music than with 

discussing pitches or rhythms with students (Davidson, 2007). 

4. Compared to piano teaching in the United States, piano teaching in China focuses 

more on teacher reinforcement than on teacher presentation and student performance 

(Speer, 1994). Specifically, piano teachers in China tend to teach students in a more 

dogmatic way and do not directly interact with students often. 

5. Compared to American teachers, Chinese piano teachers ask students significantly 

fewer questions (Davidson, 1989; Benson and Fung, 2005). 

6. Compared to American students, Chinese students are expected to play significantly 

more and engage in significantly less teacher-student verbal interactions in piano 

lessons (e.g. teachers ask questions, followed by students’ answers) (Benson and 

Fung, 2005). 
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CHAPTER 3 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

Research Design 

Observation-Based Research (OBR) is the research paradigm used in this study. OBR 

draws inferences from a sample to a population where the research outcome is not under 

the control of the researcher because of ethical concerns or logistical constraints (Porta 2008). In 

this study, it is not practical (or ethical, as explained in the following Limitation section) to 

control how interpreters interpret in piano master classes, so all data must be collected based on 

observations. 

The research methodology used in this study is mixed method, combining quantitative 

and qualitative approaches during different phases of the research process (Tashakkori and 

Teddlie 1998, p. 44). Both quantitative and qualitative methods are used to gather data to address 

the research questions. The results of the quantitative and qualitative analysis are compared and 

consolidated. According to Creswell (2005), the quantitative results provide the opportunity for 

generalizability, while the qualitative results provide a better understanding of the context and 

meaning. In this study, the qualitative data include classroom observations, interview recordings, 

and the researcher’s own interpretation experience, while the quantitative data include results 

from questionnaires such as demographics information and participants’ answers to multiple-

choice questions. 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sample_(statistics)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Statistical_population
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Scientific_control
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Data Collection 

All data gathered from participant resources are collected with explicit permission from 

the participants and are in full compliance with FSU Institutional Review Board (IRB) 

guidelines.  

In accordance with qualitative research tradition (Merriam, 1998; Denzin and Lincoln, 

2005), multiple data sources are collected in this treatise: 

1. Classroom observation data. Piano master classes at the third Sichuan International 

Music Festival (hereinafter referred to as “music festival”) in China were observed. 

All interpretations that occurred in the classes were recorded. Specific cases in the 

classroom observations were selected as case examples to answer the research 

questions.  

2. Interview data. Piano professors, interpreters, and students in the master classes at the 

music festival were interviewed. Other pianists, interpreters, and students who did not 

attend the music festival but had English-to-Chinese interpretation experience 

beforehand were selected for phone interviews. Interviews generally lasted around 30 

minutes and were recorded with permission.  

3. Questionnaire data. Questionnaires were distributed to both interpreters and students 

at the music festival and participants were contacted via phone or e-mail. 

The purpose of the classroom observations was to explicitly record how different 

interpreters with different backgrounds interpret under specific conditions. The purpose of the 

interviews and questionnaires was to gather participants’ demographic information and 

investigate how piano teachers and students respond to different interpretations.  
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Statistical Analysis 

Statistical analysis is conducted to quantify the impact of different interpretations. It 

does not aim to replace but to supplement and support the research findings from the 

qualitative analysis. Specifically, the following statistical analyses are performed in this 

research:  

1. Participants’ demographic data are described as counts and percentages. 

2. Questionnaire data are analyzed using Chi-Square Test or Fisher’s Exact Test to 

compare categorical variables. Chi-Square Test and Fisher’s Exact Test are two 

common statistical tests to test whether two categorical variables have statistically 

different distributions. 
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CHAPTER 4 

RESEARCH FINDINGS 

Demographics 

The information about piano professors, interpreters, and students were directly involved 

in this research was summarized in the following tables: 

 

Table 1: Piano Professors - Country of Origin 

Country of 

Origin 

Count 

At the 

Festival 

By Phone 

Interview 
Total 

   South Korea 0 1 1 
Argentina 1 0 1 
Canada 0 1 1 
Georgia 0 1 1 
Israel 1 1 2 
Italy 1 2 3 
Japan 0 1 1 
Russia 0 2 2 

South Africa 1 0 1 
USA 2 4 6 

Combined 6   13 19 
 

Table 2: Piano Professors - Native Language 

Native 

Language 

Count 

At the 

Festival 

By Phone 

Interview 
Total 

Arabic 1 1 2 
English 3 6 9 
Italian 1 2 3 

Japanese 0 1 1 
Korean 0 1 1 
Russian 0 2 2 
Spanish 1 0 1 

Combined 6 13  19 
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Table 3: Piano Professors – Times Visiting China Before 

Times 

Visiting 

China Before 

Count 

At the 

Festival 

By Phone 

Interview 
Total 

0 0 1 1 
1-5 4 9 13 
6-10 2 3 5 
10+ 0 0 0 

Combined 6 13 19 
 

Table 4: Interpreters - Status When Interpreting 

Status when 

interpreting 

Count 

At the 

Festival 

By Phone 

Interview 
Total 

Faculty 3 5 8 
Student 7 10 17 

Combined 10 15 25 
 

Table 5: Interpreters - # of Piano Master Classes Interpreted Before 

# of Piano Master 

Classes 

Interpreted Before 

Count 

At the 

Festival 

By Phone 

Interview 
Total 

5 - 10 2 1 3 
11 - 20 4 2 6 
21 - 30 2 5 7 
31 - 40 1 2 3 
41 - 60 1 5 6 

Combined 10 15 25 
 

Table 6: Interpreters - # of Pianists Served Before 

# of Pianists 

Served 

Before 

Count 

At the 

Festival 

By Phone 

Interview 
Total 

<= 10 8 7 8 
> 10 2 8 5 

Combined 10 15 25 
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Table 7: Interpreters – English Level 

English Level 
Count 

At the 

Festival 

By Phone 

Interview 
Total 

CET 4 3 4 7 
CET 6 2 5 7 

TOEFL 70 - 80 2 3 5 
TOEFL 80 - 90 2 2 4 

TOEFL 90 - 100 1 0 1 
TOEFL 100+ 0 1 1 

Combined 10 15 25 
 

Table 8: Interpreters – Education Level 

Education Level 
Count 

At the 

Festival 

By Phone 

Interview 
Total 

Bachelor of Music 4 6 10 
Master of Music 5 6 11 
Doctor of Music 1 3 4 

Combined 10 15 25 
 

Table 9: Interpreters – Studied Abroad Before 

Studied 

Abroad Before 

Count 

At the 

Festival 

By Phone 

Interview 
Total 

YES 4 9 13 
NO 6 6 12 

Combined 10 15 25 
 

Table 10: Students – Education Level 

Education level 
Count 

At the 

Festival 

By Phone 

Interview 
Total 

Middle School 12 2 14 
High School 17 6 23 

College Students 2 2 4 
Combined 31 10 41 
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Table 11: Students – English Level 

English Level 
Count 

At the 

Festival 

By Phone 

Interview 
Total 

Middle School 12 2 14 
High School 19 8 27 

Combined 31 10 41 
 

Table 12: Students – Piano Learning Years 

Piano Learning 

Years 

Count 

At the 

Festival 

By Phone 

Interview 
Total 

<= 10 Years 12 2 14 
10-12 Years 17 7 24 

> 12 Years 2 1 3 
Combined 31 10 41 

 

Table 13: Students – Took a Piano Master Class Before 

Took a Piano 

Master Class 

Before 

Count 

At the 

Festival 

By Phone 

Interview 
Total 

YES 28 10 38 
NO 3 0 3 

Combined 31 10 41 
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Table 14: Repertoire Taught In the Piano Master Classes at the Festival 

Piece Name Composer 

Variations on a Theme of Paganini, Op.35 Johannes Brahms 
Étude 1 pour les cinq doigts , ‘d'après Monsieur Czerny’  Claude Debussy 
L’isle joyeuse   Claude Debussy 
Preludes, Book I, No.10: La cathédrale engloutie  Claude Debussy 
Étude, No.2. Pour les tierces Claude Debussy  
Variations serieuses in D minor, Op.54       Felix Mendelssohn 
Etude No.1 in C major, Op.10, No.1 Frédéric Chopin 
Mephisto Waltz No.1                Franz Liszt 
Rhapsodie espagnole         Franz Liszt 
Transcendental Etude No.12, ‘Chassee-Neige’ Franz Liszt 
Années de pèlerinage, 2nd year, Italy: No.5, Sonetto 104 del 
Petratraca Franz Liszt  
Hungarian Rhapsody No.15, in A minor, ‘Rakoczy March’ Franz Liszt  
Paganini Etude No.6, in A minor                        Franz Liszt  
Ballade No.4 in F minor, Op.52  Frédéric  Chopin 
Polonaise-fantaisie in A-flat major, Op.61  Frederic Chopin 
Piano Sonata No.2 in B-flat minor, Op.35   Frederic Chopin  
Scherzo No.2 in B-flat minor, Op.31 Frederic Chopin  
Scherzo No.4 in E major, Op.54 Frederic Chopin  
Piano Sonata No.23 in F minor, Op.57, “Appassionata” Ludwig van Beethoven 
Piano Sonata No.21 in C major, Op.53, “Waldstein” Ludwig van Beethoven 
Piano Sonata No.31 in A-flat major, Op.110    Ludwig van Beethoven 
Piano sonata No.18 in E flat major,  Op.31 Ludwig van Beethoven 
Miroirs: No.4, Alborada del gracioso Maurice Ravel 
Gaspard de la nuit               Maurice Ravel 
Islamey,Op.18    Mily Balakirev 
Variations on the name “Abegg” in F major, Op. 1    Robert Schumann 
Carnaval, Op.9   Robert Schumann 
Papillons Op.2   Robert Schumann 
Etudes-Tableaux, Op.39, No.9 in D major: Allegro moderato Sergei Rachmaninoff 
Piano Concerto No.2 in C minor, Op.18,  Sergei Rachmaninoff 
The Garden of Eden:III: The Serpent’s Kiss William Bolcom 
6 Variations on Aria ‘Salve tu, Domine’ from Opera “I filosofi 
immaginarii” by Paisiello,  K.398  

Wolfgang Amadeus 
Mozart 

Piano Sonata No.18 in D major, K.576           
Wolfgang Amadeus 
Mozart 
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Linguistic Skills 

As NCIHC (2017) and Wilss (1999) demonstrate, a qualified interpreter should possess 

both the linguistic skills of the source and the target language, as well as the terminology related 

to the specific subject involved.  By extension, we can hypothesize that the linguistic skills of 

Chinese and English are fundamental for English-to-Chinese interpreters to perform qualified 

interpretation in piano master classes, but the threshold of linguistic skills meeting the 

interpretation needs in piano master classes is unknown. The following two cases investigate the 

validity of this hypothesis, and the statistical analysis assists in showing the threshold of the 

linguistic skills that interpreters should possess to be qualified interpreters in piano master 

classes.  

 Case Example 1 

Case Description 

After a student played Chopin’s Ballade No.4 in F minor, the professor asked him to play 

the coda of piece first to address some pedal issues. During this session, the professor kept 

saying “too much pedal, too much pedal...” The interpreter meanwhile explained “多用点踏板, 

多用点踏板…” (meaning “more pedal”) The professor noticed that the student started using the 

pedal even more. He realized the interpreter did not translate the correct meaning of the words, 

and he stopped the student immediately.  

Follow-up interview with the professor   

This professor had taught piano master classes in China eight times. According to him, it 

was obvious that the interpreter had misunderstood his instruction. The student was doing the 

opposite of what the professor intended.   
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Follow-up interview with the student 

The sixteen-year old student had been looking forward to this lesson with this professor 

for a long time. According to him, he had looked for different versions of recordings of this piece 

(i.e. Chopin’s Ballade No.4 in F minor) to compare the differences. The student stated that he 

thought he was fully prepared to play the piece. When I asked him about the pedaling in the 

coda, he expressed his surprise when he received the information from the interpreter: 

Student --- “他让我多用踏板，不会吧？！我一直担心踏板太多了，听起来有点浑     
        的，怎么会还让我多用？！”  
      “How come he wanted me to use more pedal?! I had been worried if the    

        pedal was too much, because it sounded muddy to me.” 
Me ------- “你为什么还是用了?” 

     “Then why did you still use it? 
Student --- “翻译老师说的，我想她的英文肯定比我好”  

      “Because the interpreter said so. I thought her English must be so   

       much better than mine, so I trusted her” 

Follow-up interview with the interpreter  

The interpreter claimed that she passed CET-4 and she had never studied abroad. She 

stated that she was expecting the professor to say “do not use too much pedal” or “not too much 

pedal.” She claimed that she mixed the term “too much” with “much more.” 

Case Example 2 

Case Description 

An American professor used the word “declamatory” to inspire a student who played the 

following passage in Chopin’s Polonaise-fantaisie in A-flat major, Op.61, m. 128-132 in the 

master class:  
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Figure 1: Chopin, Polonaise-fantaisie in A-flat major, Op.61, mm. 128-132 

 

The interpreter told the student that he should play as if he was writing a big exclamation 

mark. The audience was confused and murmured “what does that mean? Writing a big 

exclamation mark?” The student hesitated for a few seconds and then played that part one more 

time. The professor was not satisfied so he played the passage himself to illustrate his point.  

Follow-up interview with the professor   

In the interview, I explained what the interpreter said to the student. The professor was a 

little frustrated and said: “Well, I hope you could explain this to the student and the audience if 

you had a chance.” He expressed his concern about how much incorrect information the student 

and the audience could acquire from a poorly translated master class.  

Follow-up interview with the student   

The student stated that he was very confused by the interpreter’s translation. I asked him 

why he did not stop and ask, and he replied: 

 “底下坐了那么多人, 我不好意思问.”  
 “There were so many people sitting in the hall. I felt embarrassed to ask.” 

The student further commented that it was not his first time to experience a 

“disappointing” interpreting assistance in a master class. He stated that: 



28  

 “我有时候听别人的大师课也听不懂，但是大师来一次不容易，就算听不懂我们    
   会去听的.” 
 “I also attended other master classes where I couldn’t understand the interpreter,  
   but we would still go to the master class because the opportunity is so precious.” 

 

Follow-up interview with the interpreter 

The interpreter told me that it was a blackout moment for her. She realized that her 

interpretation of the word “declamatory” did not make any sense at all. She claimed that she 

scored 80 in TOEFL, and she had interpreted several master classes, but this was her first time to 

hear the word “declamatory.”   

Questionnaire Analysis 

When asked the question “What is the minimum English level do you think an interpreter 

should possess to be a qualified interpreter in a piano master class?” professors and students had 

similar responses: 

Table 15: Linguistic Skills - Professors’ Responses 

Choices Frequency Percentage 

CET-4 0 0.00% 
CET-6 0 0.00% 

TOEFL 80-100 13 68.42% 
TOEFL 100+ 6 31.58% 

 

Table 16: Linguistic Skills – Students’ Responses 

Choices Frequency Percentage 

CET-4 0 0.00% 
CET-6 5 12.20% 

TOEFL 80-100 27 65.85% 
TOEFL 100+ 9 21.95% 
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Table 17: Linguistic Skills – Interpreters’ Responses 

Choices Frequency Percentage 

CET-4 2 8.00% 
CET-6 10 40.00% 

TOEFL 80-100 7 28.00% 
TOEFL 100+ 6 24.00% 

 

The distributions of the responses between professors and students were not statistically 

different (p-value= 0.309, Fisher’s Exact Test). However, both were statistically different when 

compared to interpreters’ responses (p-value= 0.001 and 0.003, respectively, Fisher’s Exact 

Test). 

 

Musical Terminology 

As NCIHC (2017) believes that a qualified healthcare interpreter should be familiar 

with common healthcare terms such as “symptoms, illnesses, and medications” in both the 

source and the target language, we can infer that understanding musical terms used in piano 

classes is essential to English-to-Chinese interpreters to perform a qualified interpretation in 

piano master classes. The following two cases demonstrate whether this assumption is valid. 

Statistical analysis assists in showing the threshold of the musical terminology skills that 

interpreters should possess to be qualified interpreters in piano master classes. 

Case Example 1 

Case Description 

A thirteen-year-old middle school student played the first movement of Beethoven’s 

Piano Sonata Op.10 No.2. It appeared that the student did not have any technical difficulties to 

play the piece.  In the master class, the first thing that this professor pointed out was that the 

“Alberti bass” she played was “too rigid” and “lacking flow.” 
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Figure 2: Beethoven, Piano Sonata Op.10 No.2, mm.30-31 

 

The professor told the student that the Alberti bass would need to be carefully practiced 

for a smoother line, as the student has been playing it with too many accents.  He advised the 

student to think about playing the Alberti bass from more of a harmonic perspective instead of 

just playing a pattern of notes. So, the professor said: “let’s start with the Alberti bass.” This 

student had no idea what the professor just said, so she turned to the interpreter confused. After a 

pause, the interpreter told the student in Chinese: “start the bass line from the beginning.” The 

student started to play the beginning of the piece but was soon stopped by the professor who 

pinpointed the place the student should play. Apparently, the interpreter did not understand what 

“Alberti bass” was.  

Follow-up interview with the professor 

The professor stated that this was not his first time teaching a master class in China. He 

noticed in many schools he taught in China before that some very young piano students played 

very difficult repertoire, but they did not know what key the piece was in, and had no music 

theory background. He said: “On one hand, it is amazing how established their techniques are at 

such early ages. On the other hand, it is a big shame that most of them lack the fundamental 

knowledge of music education.” The professor proceeded to comment on the importance of 

having interpreters with solid musical knowledge. 

“They (interpreters) need to know that not all interpreters are capable of doing this job. 
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This person must not only understand English, more importantly, he or she needs to 

possess a great deal of musical knowledge to be able to transfer the correct information 

to the students. Otherwise they (students) will be misled.” 

Follow-up interview with the student  

The student studied piano for eight years before entering a school affiliated with Sichuan 

Conservatory of Music. She told me that this piece was “a piece of cake” for her, compared with 

other “monster” pieces she played before. She personally did not quite enjoy this piece. It was 

her teacher’s advice that she needed to have some Beethoven works in her repertoire.  She had 

been practicing for more than 5 hours every day, and sometimes more than 8 hours if she had 

competitions or performances to prepare for. She stated that she had played very technically 

demanding repertoire, such as Chopin etudes and Liszt Transcendental Etudes prior to this 

Beethoven sonata. She claimed that she never experienced any technical problems when she was 

learning this piece. This was her first time taking a master class with a foreign teacher. She stated 

that her English was very poor so she would not have been able to understand the class at all 

without an interpreter’s help. When asked about the term “Alberti bass”, the conversation went 

as: 

Me -------- “你上课之前知道什么是阿尔贝替低音吗?”  
     “Did you know what ‘Alberti bass’ was before this class?” 

Student --- “我不知道，但是我知道低音.”  
      “No, I didn’t know, but I knew what bass was.” 

Me -------- “你当时感觉出翻译的不对吗?”  
     “Did you feel that the interpreter’s interpretation was not correct?” 

Student --- “感觉出了，但是我还是选择了相信翻译的话，因为她英语比我好”  
      “Yes I did feel that, but I still chose to believe her interpretation because her  

       English is better than mine.” 
 

 

 



32  

Follow-up interview with the interpreter  

The interpreter felt embarrassed after the master class. She did not know the term 

“Alberti bass” until the professor pointed out where it was in the score. She stated that she had to 

interpret the term immediately under that circumstance, even though she was not 100% sure 

about its meaning. The interpreter was an undergraduate student who majored in piano 

performance and had been playing piano since a very early age. She claimed that she passed 

CET-4 but never studied abroad. She stated that when she encountered the bass pattern in her 

study as the student did in the master class, her teacher would call the pattern “bass”, not 

“Alberti bass”. When asked about her general interpreting experience in master classes, she 

stated that: 

“每次翻译课最紧张的就是老师讲术语或者乐理的东西，很多时候都不知道”  
“I feel so stressed when the professor talks about terms or theory-related topics in master   

 classes. I don’t know most of them.” 
 

Case Example 2 

Case Description 

A similar situation happened in another class. After a fifteen-year-old middle-school 

student played Chopin’s Ballade No.1, Op.23, the professor asked the student if he could play 

using a better phrasing of the theme, not with too much separation. The interpreter hesitated a 

little bit, then he asked the professor if he wanted the student to play more “legato”? However, 

what the professor meant was to have a longer phrasing of the theme. The phrasing would not be 

better if the student only played more “legato.” The professor soon realized that the interpreter 

did not understand his intention. He went to the piano and played the theme for the student. The 

student was asked to do the same thing as the professor did.  
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Figure 3: Chopin, Ballade Op.23, No.1, mm. 8-10 

 

Follow-up interview with the professor 

The professor was from the United States. His connection with China and Chinese 

students could be traced back to more than twenty years ago. When we talked about the aptitude 

of English-to-Chinese interpreters in piano master classes in China, he indicated that their overall 

level was higher than when he first came to China. According to the professor, although 

demonstrating on the piano could sometimes provide the answer, he still hoped that the 

interpreter could accurately interpret all music-specific terms or sentences so that the master 

class could be more informative to the students and the audience.   

Follow-up interview with the student  

The student had some experience taking master classes with English-speaking professors. 

He told me that he also heard the term “phrasing” from another professor with whom he took a 

lesson before. He stated that he had been taking English lessons since he entered middle school. 

Although he figured out the professor’s intention after the professor played the theme on the 

piano, he commented that  

“如果我知道中文的意思，我会记得更快！”   
“I would have learned this more quickly if I knew the word’s exact meaning in Chinese!” 
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Follow-up interview with the interpreter  

After the master class, the interpreter told me that the term “phrasing” had concerned him 

for a while. He noticed that this term had been used highly frequently in master classes by 

different professors. What frustrated him was that the literal meaning of “phrasing” in Chinese 

would not make sense in that master class, and he could not find a Chinese term that would 

correspond to the term “phrasing” perfectly in that circumstance as this was the main reason he 

hesitated in the class. From his point of view, it would had been better for the professor to 

demonstrate the term “phrasing” on the piano rather than letting the interpreter provide an 

incorrect interpretation.   

Questionnaire Analysis 

When asked the question “How important do you think it is for an interpreter to be 

familiar with musical terminology to perform well in a piano master class?” Professors, students, 

and interpreters had similar responses: 

 

Table 18: Musical Terminology - Professors’ Responses 

Choices Frequency Percentage 

Very Important 17 89.47% 
Important 2 10.52% 
Not Sure 0 0.00% 

Not Important 0 0.00% 
 

Table 19: Musical Terminology – Students’ Responses 

Choices Frequency Percentage 

Very Important 30 73.17% 
Important 8 19.51% 
Not Sure 3 7.32% 

Not Important 0 0.00% 
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Table 20: Musical Terminology - Interpreters’ Responses 

Choices Frequency Percentage 

Very Important 20 80.00% 
Important 5 20.00% 
Not Sure 0 0.00% 

Not Important 0 0.00% 
 

The distributions of the responses across professors, students, and interpreters were not 

statistically different (p-value=0.564, Fisher’s Exact Test). 

 

Cultural Background 

Researchers such as Wadensjö (1998), Katan (2004), Zhao and Jiang (1998), and Bruce 

and Anderson (1998) have demonstrated that a qualified interpreter should not only possess the 

linguistic skills and subject-specific terminology, but also be familiar with the two cultures 

related to the source and the target language. For interpreters serving in piano master classes, the 

cultures they encounter are primarily educational cultures of China (represented by students), 

and that of Western countries (represented by many professors). Scholars such as Kuzmich 

(1995), Campbell (1989), Davidson (1989), Speer (1994), Davidson (1989), and Benson and 

Fung (2005), conducted studies and showed the noticeable differences in piano education styles 

between China and North America as well as Western Europe. I hypothesize that it is important 

for interpreters to know the education-related cultural differences to perform well in piano 

master classes. The following two cases demonstrate the validity of the hypothesis. The 

statistical analysis assists in showing the importance of understanding the education-related 

cultural differences for interpreters, so that they can better serve in piano master classes. 
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Case Example 1 

Case Description 

Before a master class began, the professor asked the student what her name was and what 

piece she would be playing. However, the student was too shy to answer. The professor started to 

make small talk such as “How are you doing today?” Unfortunately, it appeared that the more he 

asked, the more embarrassed the student felt. The interpreter responded by getting close to the 

student and saying “Hey, it is okay, don’t be shy, he is showing his niceness and looking forward 

to your performance” in Chinese. Meanwhile, the interpreter explained to the professor that the 

student was just being shy, and it did not mean that she did not want to play for him. 

Follow-up interview with the professor 

This professor was originally from South Africa and is now a professor at a university in 

the United States. Prior to teaching in Chengdu, he also taught at schools in Beijing and Tianjing, 

China. According to his experience, he had encountered other Chinese students who did not 

seem to be willing to have conversations with professors, but most were more open than the girl 

in this master class. He indicated that this was a typical cultural difference between China and 

the U.S., and the interpreter played a very important role here, so that the master class could 

continue successfully.  

Follow-up interview with the student 

This twelve-year-old middle school student still seemed not fully relaxed after the master 

class. According to her, it was very unexpected that the professor started to make conversations 

with her before the class began. She claimed that she could understand the professor’s simple 

questions such as “What is your name?” and “How old are you?” However, she did not 

understand why the professor would ask her these questions. 
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Student --- “我想他什么要问我这些问题，是不是他不喜欢我?” 
“I was wondering whether it’s because he didn’t like me so he asked me those      

  questions” 
Me -------- “你为什么会这样想?”  

      “What made you think like that?” 
Student --- “我老师上课之前不会问我问题，每次上课都是我先弹”  

      “My teacher never asks me any questions before the lesson, I always play 

       first” 

Follow-up interview with the interpreter 

The interpreter claimed that he had interpreted more than twenty piano master classes 

before. According to him, it was not uncommon to encounter situations like this in a master 

class, especially when the student had no prior experience taking a lesson with a foreign teacher. 

The interpreter never studied overseas, but he stated that it was very common for the professor to 

make polite conversation with the student first before playing, based on his interpreting 

experience. He noticed that some Chinese students would react by answering professors’ 

questions, whereas other students such as this one would remain silent. He further commented 

that most Chinese piano professors, particularly the older ones, usually do not make small talk 

with middle school students, and most Chinese students were familiar with that teaching style. 

The interpreter stated that it was important for an interpreter to understand different cultures that 

one might encounter in piano master classes.  

Case Example 2 

Case Description 

A thirteen-year-old middle school student played Debussy’s prelude from Book I, La 

Cathédrale engloutie. The professor spent some time showing the student how to pedal better in 

order to bring out the melody while keeping the bass note sustained. 
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Figure 4: Debussy, La Cathedrale engloutie, Book I, mm.1-2 

 

The professor wanted the student to use his feet skillfully to maintain the opening 

sustaining chord and blend it into the rest of the chord progression. After a few unsuccessful 

attempts to explain the concept to the student, the professor went down on his knees to observe 

how the student was pedaling. The student looked awkward, then he stood up and kept 

apologizing to the professor. The interpreter told the student to remain sitting on the bench and 

explained that why the professor was on his knees. 

Follow-up interview with the professor 

The professor was originally from Italy. This was his second time teaching a master class 

in China. He commented that pedaling in Debussy’s pieces had been a major problem for 

Chinese students when studying his music. He explained that it was much easier for him to 

observe the student’s pedaling while he was on his knees. He felt that it was normal for him to do 

that and he did not expect that the student would feel so awkward. The professor lastly 

commented that the interpreter was important there to help the student to understand this cultural 

difference. 
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Follow-up interview with the student 

According to the student, it was his first time having a master class with a foreign 

teacher. He had been nervous about this event for weeks. He stated that the class was going very 

well and the professor seemed much “nicer and more friendly” than his own Chinese teacher. 

However, he was shocked when the professor went down on his knees to observe his pedaling. 

The student thought he must have done something extremely wrong.  

Student --- “我觉得特别丢人，特别想有一个地缝可以钻进去” 
      “I felt so embarrassed that I wish I could dig a hole and bury myself in it” 

Me -------- “为什么?” 
      “Why?” 

Student --- “我肯定弹得特别垃圾，教授觉得无药可救，气得都跪下了” 
      “He (the professor) must think I was playing like trash and feel hopeless about 

        me. He had to be on his knees to show how mad he was.” 
Me -------- “?” 

      “Do you think the interpreter was being helpful?” 
Student --- “幸亏翻译老师跟我讲原因，要不我都不知道该怎么办” 

      “Definitely. I am so glad that the interpreter explained why. Otherwise I   

       wouldn’t know what to do.” 
 
Follow-up interview with the interpreter  

The interpreter was a first-year DMA student studying in the United States. She stated 

that experiencing the culture shocks was part of her student life in the U.S. According to her, her 

American teacher in the U.S. sometimes also kneeled to instruct students, so she was familiar 

with the culture behind the professor’s action. The interpreter further commented that an 

interpreter in a piano master class should be able to “build a bridge between two cultures.”  

Questionnaire Analysis 

When asked the question “How important do you think it is for an interpreter to have the 

overseas study experience to be a qualified interpreter in a piano master class?” professors, 

students, and interpreters shared similar responses: 
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Table 21: Cultural Background - Professors’ Responses 

Choices Frequency Percentage 

Very Important 8 42.11% 
Important 8 42.11% 
Not Sure 2 10.53% 

Not Important 1 5.26% 
 

Table 22: Cultural Background - Students’ Responses 

Choices Frequency Percentage 

Very Important 17 41.46% 
Important 12 29.27% 
Not Sure 7 17.07% 

Not Important 5 12.20% 
 

Table 23: Cultural Background – Interpreters’ Responses 

Choices Frequency Percentage 

Very Important 5 20.00% 
Important 11 44.00% 
Not Sure 4 16.00% 

Not Important 5 20.00% 
 

The distributions of the responses among professors, students, and pianists were not statistically 

different (p-value=0.462, Fisher’s Exact Test). 

 

When to Interpret 

Barnwell (1989), Tommola and Hyona (1990), Humphrey and Alcorn (1995), Shlesinger 

(2000), and Russell (2005) demonstrate that interpreters should know when to interfere and 

interpret consecutively while the speaker is speaking. I hypothesize that knowing when to 

interpret in piano master classes is important. The following two cases aim to demonstrate the 

validity of this hypothesis. 
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Case Example 1 
 
Case Description 

A student played Robert Schumann’s Carnaval, Op. 9. The professor started the master 

class with some information about the piece, and particularly explained that the most famous 

characters of Carnaval were Florestan and Eusebius. Schumann used these two different 

characters to show his own split personality.  Florestan represents boldness and impetuosity, 

whereas Eusebius suggests the introspective and fanciful side of the composer’s imagination. 

This background story took approximately five minutes for the professor to deliver. The 

interpreter had to interrupt the professor when he was telling the story so that she could 

remember the given information and transfer the content. It was frustrating for the professor’s 

thinking process that was being constantly interrupted since the interpreter could not remember 

the relatively longer information.  As a result, the interpreter began talking to the audience while 

the professor was in the middle of one sentence. That meant that the professor was being 

interrupted when trying to discuss one idea, which was effectively broken into several pieces of 

information by the interpreter. 

Follow-up interview with the professor 

The professor believed it was indispensable to make the students understand Schumann’s 

dual personality in order to play this piece well. Character plays an important role in Schumann’s 

works. According to the professor, he thought that it would have gone better if he had a chance 

to communicate with the interpreter to discuss when he would like to stop and leave time for the 

interpreter to organize and translate the information. In this way, both of them would had known 

when to stop and when to begin without interfering with each other’s thinking process. 

 



42  

Follow-up interview with the student 

The student stated that the story was interesting and she did not spend enough time to 

find more information about this piece. However, she had a difficult time understanding the 

complete story through the interpreter in the master class.  According to the student, she could 

tell the professor looked upset because the interpreter started to translate as the professor was 

still talking. Even though the student’s English was not good enough so that she could 

understand the professor’s words in their entirety, the student understood some of information. 

However, it seemed to the student that the interpreter and the professor were competing with 

each other as to who should speak first. Consequently, the logic of each sentence was broken and 

the two sides failed to understand each other.  

Follow-up interview with the interpreter  

The interpreter was a college student in China and her English proficiency was CET-6. 

She told me that she was very nervous translating this class. First of all, she did not know the 

background story about Florestan and Eusebius. There were a number of unfamiliar names that 

made her more worried as the professor was speaking. In fact, she noticed that her constant 

interruption had affected the professor’s pace of speaking. However, she was afraid she would 

forget the information if she waited too long to start talking.  

Case Example 2 
 
Case Description 

In the master class of Chopin’s Polonaise-fantaisie, Op.61 in A-flat major, the professor 

was working on how to shape a phrase well with a high school student. He did not demand 

verbal answers to his questions. Instead, he asked the student to sing the phrase and imitate it in 

his playing. Then the professor imitated the student by singing and playing the phrase. As soon 



43  

as the professor finished singing, the interpreter started to summarize what the professor did as 

follows: “He played this softer, more legato…”  

Follow-up interview with the professor 

This professor was originally from Israel and he taught master classes in China five times 

before coming to this music festival. He said it was not easy for students to grasp the natural 

inflection of the melody. Interestingly, he observed that if the students were asked to sing the 

melody, they shaped it much more artistically than when they were playing. Therefore, he often 

asked the students to sing a melody, and then to imitate the singing in their playing. According to 

the professor, it would have been unnecessary, even misleading, if the interpreter explained it 

verbally. He said: “It is all about listening! They need to use their ears!”  

Follow-up interview with the student 

The student commented that the phrasing sounded much clearer after the professor sang it 

to him. It seems like it became easier to feel the rise and fall of the phrase by singing. According 

to him, his own teacher sometime would also ask him to sing, but he always felt uncomfortable 

doing that. He said it took a lot of bravery to sing in the master class. However, according to 

what he told me, it seems like singing the melody really worked for him.  

Student --- “我告诉我自己，你可以做到的，然后我把整首曲子全部唱完了！” 
      “I was telling myself: ‘Okay, I can do this! Then I sang the whole melody’” 

Me -------- “那你注意到什么了?” 
      “What have you noticed?” 

Student --- “没有我想象的那么难，老师让我模仿唱歌的感觉，我觉得关键要专注” 
      “It wasn’t as hard as I thought. Then, the professor told me to imitate what I  
       did when I was singing it. I actually realized that you need to be more  

       focused in order to “imitate” what you did in singing.” 
Me -------- “你觉得当时需要翻译吗?” 

             “Did you need the interpreter to tell you what to do this time?” 
Student --- “我觉得不需要” 

      “No, I don’t think so.” 

The student stated that it was a very effective approach to grasp a better phrasing in a 
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short time. From his point of view, it would have been clearer without any verbal interpretation. 

Follow-up interview with the interpreter  

The interpreter stated that she thought she was obligated to translate everything as long as 

it came from the professor. According to her, she was concerned if the student was confused and 

lost, and she was trying to prevent that. In her understanding, the master class was easily 

understood by the student as she was explaining the professor’s intention.   

 

Speed 

Case Example 1 

Case Description 

In a master class of Beethoven’s Piano Sonata Op. 110, the professor was spending time 

with an undergraduate student on the beginning of the first movement. His manner of speaking 

was relatively fast and energetic. The professor focused on different aspects of following four 

measures, such as voicing, phrasing, and dynamics:  

 

 
Figure 5: Beethoven, Piano Sonata Op.110, mm.1-4 

 

The speed of the interpreter’s speech was twice as slow as that of the professor’s. 

Follow-up interview the professor  

This professor was a piano faculty member at a university in the United States, and this 

festival was his first opportunity to teach in China. After the class, he stated that it was worth 
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spending time on the beginning of this movement. Those four measures would immediately 

reveal a performer’s musicianship. According to the professor, this sonata is often played by 

students in auditions, competitions and on other occasions. Not many of them fully understand 

all the musical details embedded in these four measures. At this festival, the professor was 

excited about the student bringing this piece to the master class, for he felt that the student and 

the audience would learn a great deal from it. In addition, he felt he had to talk fast in order to 

save time, since he still needed to talk about the rest of the piece. 

However, he did not think that the interpreter’s pace matched his own. During the whole 

class, he felt he often had to wait for the interpreter to finish translating. The professor 

commented that  

“She spoke extremely slowly without any emotion. I was worried that everyone in the 

class would be falling asleep.”  

Follow-up interview with the student 

According to the student, he described the master class as “emotionally disconnected.” 

He commented that the professor was very energetic in terms of speed, tone, and emotion, 

whereas the interpreter was speaking much slower and in a flat tone when translating. The 

student stated that he was expecting to be inspired by the professor’s enthusiasm through the 

interpreter’s tone as well. 

Follow-up interview with the interpreter 

The interpreter was a college student who passed CET level 4. In the interview, she did 

not talk much, and the length of her sentences was shorter, compared to other interpreters. She 

said that she felt an emotional “gap” between the professor and herself. However, it would have 

been very hard for her to match the professor in terms of “speaking speed, emotional engagement 
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and other factors.” Furthermore, she believed that as an interpreter she should stay emotionless in 

order to deliver the professor’s intention without becoming subjective.  

Case Example 2 

Case Description 

A middle-school student played Beethoven’s Piano Sonata No.14 in C sharp minor. The 

professor did not immediately comment on the student’s performance. Instead, he asked the 

student if he knew about the three different periods of Beethoven’s life. The student could not 

answer the question. The professor started introducing these three periods to the student and the 

audience. The interpreter was interpreting smoothly. There was no disconnect between the 

professor and the interpreter. It sounded like one person was speaking two languages fluently. 

Follow-up interview the professor  

This professor had taught at least eight master classes in China. He indicated that not only 

did he want to help the students solve problems; he also wanted to tell them more about the 

particular music aesthetics in general. This lack of basic musical knowledge, he felt, was one of 

the most problematic issues since he started teaching in China. As a matter of fact, he was 

concerned that the interpreter would not be able to keep up with him. It turned out that the 

interpreter did it very professionally and he felt the class was very effective.  

Follow-up interview with the student 

The student stated that he enjoyed the master class very much and was inspired by 

looking at the piece from a perspective different from his own.  According to him, the interpreter 

did an excellent job of translating, particularly when providing information beyond the score. In 

his words, it felt that the interpreter knew what the professor was going to discuss beforehand, so 

she had no problem of organizing and translating his thoughts. 
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Follow-up interview with the interpreter 

The interpreter pointed out that it was a challenging master class to interpret. When the 

professor was asking the student about the three periods of Beethoven’s life, she realized that the 

professor was going to provide a great amount of information all at once. She told me that she 

knew about Beethoven’s three creative periods, and therefore she could anticipate some of the 

content before the professor started to speak. This made her speak fluently and confidently; she 

did not need to take time to search for the correct words.  

 

Fidelity  

Fidelity might be the most fundamental and most widely discussed component of 

translation quality. Researchers such as Chesterman (2001), Colina (2003), Robinson (2003), and 

Hale (2007) have argued that translators and interpreters should interpret strictly based on the 

source language, but demonstrated that translators and interpreters sometimes distort the original 

meaning of the source language, either intentionally or unintentionally. The following two cases 

demonstrate how interpreters violated the ethics in piano master classes, and how professors, 

students, and interpreters responded differently to the interpretations. Statistical analysis was 

used to show the different perceptions of professors, students, and interpreters, respectively. 

Case Example 1 
 
Case Description 

The student was confused after having asked the professor how to play Chopin Etude 

Op.10, No. 1 in a faster tempo. She was frustrated by the fact that she still could not play this 

etude up to the ideal tempo after many practice hours. The professor demonstrated a slow speed 

with relatively softer sound and told the student to imitate what he just did. In the meantime, the 
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interpreter explained “你需要慢练, 高抬指, 用指尖把每一手指的音都弹得很清楚” (“You 

need to play slower with high strokes, and use your fingertips to play every note clearly”). As a 

result, the professor was not satisfied with what the student did. He told the interpreter “I am not 

asking her to attack the keys like this. Why is she playing like that?” 

Follow-up interview with the professor 

The professor pointed out that he believed that the student did not find the right way to 

practice this etude, although she had been working on this piece very hard. In fact, finding a way 

how to practice slowly is a common problem that the professor has observed with other students. 

Mostly, it seems that the students know that slow practice is important, but they have no idea 

how to make the best use of it other than just slowing the tempo down. In this case, the student 

practiced slowly, but used the same finger motion in both slow and fast practice. In fact, the 

finger motion was exaggerated, the student wasted a lot of energy, and therefore could not 

subsequently achieve ease and fluency in fast speed. Unfortunately, instead of explaining the 

professor’s intention to the student, the interpreter asked the student to lift fingers even higher. 

The professor was concerned whether the student fully understood his reasoning. 

Follow-up interview with the student 

The student expressed her confusion about receiving different information from the 

professor and the interpreter, respectively. She noticed that the professor played very slowly with 

fingers close to the keyboard when demonstrating the right-hand movement to her. She felt that 

what was transferred from the interpreter was not consistent with what the professor had been 

demonstrating.  
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Follow-up interview with the interpreter  

The interpreter stated that he had played this etude before and acquired a good result by 

practicing slowly, lifting the fingers high. From his point of view, it would not have been helpful 

to play slowly with fingers close to the keyboard. The conversation was conducted directly in 

English: 

The interpreter --- “I have been taught to do slow practice with high fingers since I was 

           little. I couldn’t understand why the professor asked to do the other 

           way around.” 
Me ----------------- “Why didn’t you transfer what the professor asked exactly?” 
The interpreter --- “I thought he probably forgot to mention that. I could explain more to 

          help the students fix the problems.” 
Me ----------------- “Why did you think your way was the right way?” 
The interpreter --- “I played this etude before, and I practiced with high fingers. It  

          worked out pretty well.” 
  

Case Example 2 

Case Description 

A student played Beethoven’s Waldstein Sonata, Op.53. Afterwards, the professor asked 

him what edition he had been using. According to the professor, the edition that the student used 

was from Shanghai Music Publishing House, and  contained a lot of editorial instructions, 

including tempo, dynamic markings, and other indications. The professor explained that it would 

be better for the student to use the “urtext” edition, and pointed out some places in his score and 

compared differences between his and the urtext edition, particularly in the beginning of the 

piece. However, the interpreter missed many details that the professor mentioned. All she said 

was that: “It is not a good edition, don’t use it next time.” 

Follow-up interview with the professor 

This professor had a lot of experience in teaching master classes in China. According to 

him, a number of problems that he encountered in teaching were associated with the choice of 
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editions, particularly from the Baroque and Classical genres. Based on his teaching experiences 

in China, he wanted to give the students not just “tips” for playing the piano correctly, but also 

instill “correct concepts.” However, he was frustrated that the interpreter was not competent to 

deliver the information. He noted, “She just said one or two sentences after what I told the 

student. I know she didn’t understand what I said completely.”  

Follow-up interview with the student 

The student commented that he was not convinced by the interpreter’s information. It was 

obvious that the interpreter did not transfer the same amount of information as the professor 

conveyed. The student stated that he wished his English was better so that he could take the class 

without any language assistance.  

Follow-up interview with the interpreter  

This interpreter was a college student and scored 80-90 in TOEFL. She stated that she 

interpreted 10-20 piano master classes before and never studied abroad. The conversation was 

conducted in English: 

The interpreter --- “The time of each master class was limited. I don’t think it is  

           necessary to explain all the details to the student, as long as the 

           student got informed that the edition wasn’t good to use.” 
Me ----------------- “What if you missed some important information?” 
The interpreter --- “I think in this case the most important information was that the 

          edition wasn’t good for the student to use. I was summarizing the 

          professor’s intention so that he could spend more time on other 

          aspects of this piece.” 
 

Questionnaire Analysis 

When asked the question “How should an interpreter interpret the professor’s words in a 

piano master class?” professors, students, and interpreters had different responses: 

 



51  

Table 24: Fidelity - Professors’ Responses 

Choices Count Percentage 

Strictly based on the original words 17 89.47% 
Partially based on the original words 0 0.00% 

Depends on specific situations 2 10.53% 
 

Table 25: Fidelity – Students’ Responses 

Choices Count Percentage 

Strictly based on the original words 30 73.17% 
Partially based on the original words 3 7.32% 

Depends on specific situations 8 19.51% 
 

Table 26: Fidelity – Interpreters’ Responses 

Choices Count Percentage 

Strictly based on the original words 9 36.00% 
Partially based on the original words 7 28.00% 

Depends on specific situations 9 36.00% 
 

The distributions of the responses among professors, students, and interpreters varied (p-

value=0.002, Fisher’s Exact Test). The distributions of the responses between professors and 

students were not statistically different (p-value=0.498), but responses between professors and 

interpreters were statistically different (p-value<0.001), and so was the difference between 

students and interpreters (p-value=0.008). 

 

Stress 

Case Example 1 

Case Description 

In this case, the professor was not a native English speaker; he was from Argentina. His 

English had a strong accent but he spoke with confidence. The student played Liszt’s Ballade 
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No.2 in the master class. The piece seemed to be beyond his ability, as there were many 

fundamental problems such as wrong notes, incorrect rhythms, and other issues. The professor 

spent a significant amount of time explaining to the student how to study he score in the early 

stages of the learning process.  He included specific examples to explain what he meant. 

However, the interpreter did not transfer the professor’s instruction in its entirety. 

Follow-up interview with the professor 

The professor commented that it was not easy to make all points clear in this situation, as 

he was not speaking in his native language, He said that attending a master class was a great 

opportunity for students to observe, to learn and to discuss musical issues among themselves and 

with teachers. If the interpreter was not able to meet the expectation and deliver the general 

content of the master class, the experience for all participants would not be enjoyable.   

Follow-up interview with the student 

The student was in the first year of high school. According to him, the master class was not a 

pleasant experience for him because he felt he had missed a great deal of valuable information. 

The student expressed his opinion as: “我觉得她好多都没有翻译，教授说很长的话，她只说

了一点就完了.” (I felt like the interpreter missed a lot of points. She said only a few words after 

the professor’s instructions, which sounded very long.) 

Follow-up interview with the interpreter 

The interpreter told me that it was one of the most frustrating interpreting experiences for 

her. Prior to this one, she had worked with approximately ten different professors. None of those 

experiences were as unsuccessful as this one. According to her what mostly affected her 

performance was the professor’s accent. The conversation was conducted in English: 
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The interpreter --- “I was so nervous after he finished his sentences because I couldn’t 
          understand most of it because of his accent. My hands were all  

          sweaty.” 

Me ----------------- “Have you had the same situation before?” 

The interpreter --- “No, I had never worked with a professor whose native language was 

           not English.” 

According to her, her anxiety and nervousness highly increased as she realized that she 

could not fully understand the professor. As a result, the master class did not go smoothly. 

Case Example 2 

Case Description 

At the festival, the last piano master class was held in a large auditorium, with more than 

three hundred people attending. The professor was a passionate teacher, and spoke loudly in the 

master class. The interpreter, on the other hand, spoke in a much softer voice. About ten minutes 

after the class began, a person from the audience requested that the interpreter speak louder 

because he could not hear anything. The interpreter attempted to raise her voice but it was still 

not easy to hear. 

Demographics of the professor, student, and the interpreter 

The interpreter was a student and passed CET Level 6. She interpreted 10-20 piano 

master classes before and never studied abroad. 

Follow-up interview with the professor 

The professor’s native language was English, he was originally from the U.S., and he 

taught in China eight times before. According to the professor, he collaborated with the 

interpreter before, and he had no reason to complain about her work. The professor did not 

understand why that interpreter could not perform as well as before.  
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Follow-up interview with the student 

The student was a high-school student and took at least one piano master class with 

foreign professors before:  

The Student --- “我可以听得到翻译说话，但是感觉她说话声音要比老师小很多” 
   “I could hear the interpreter’s voice, but the volume is much lower than 

      the professor.” 
Me ------------- “今天礼堂里面坐了这么多人，你觉得紧张吗?” 
   “The audience was pretty large today. Were you nervous on the stage?” 
The Student --- “有一点” 
    “A little” 
Me ------------- “你觉得翻译今天的表现怎么样?” 
  “How would you rate the interpreter’s performance today?” 
The Student --- “我觉得她说话声音很小，而且有点语无伦次” 
    “Her voice volume was too low, and I felt that she was stuttering  

      sometimes” 
 

Follow-up interview with the interpreter 

The interpreter stated that she was extremely nervous as she arrived in the auditorium. 

According to her, all interpretation experiences she acquired before were from interpreting 

master classes where no more than 30 people were attending, so she felt “out of control” with 

nearly 300 people watching her this time.  

 

Glossary of Musical Terms  

Many musical terms and phrases in English, when translated directly, could mean 

something different in Chinese. To identify the English terms and phrases that were frequently 

used in piano master classes, and to find the most accurate corresponding Chinese, the following 

steps were taken: 

Step 1: Piano classroom observation recordings were viewed or listened to thoroughly. 

  From those recordings, the 50 most frequently used English terms or phrases by 
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  professors were selected. 

Step 2: If different interpreters used a musical term or phrase differently, then  

             professors’ and students’ responses based on the interpretations were evaluated to 

  identify the best translations. 

Step 3: In the questionnaire, interpreters were asked to provide maximum of 20 most 

  frequently used English words or phrases that were used by the professors in the 

  piano master classes they interpreted before. They were asked to provide the 

  corresponding Chinese translations based on their knowledge. The purpose of this 

  step was to supplement the glossary list obtained at the festival. 

Step 4: All English words and phrases obtained from the festival and from the  

  questionnaires were combined and arranged according to how often they were 

  used. Then 50 most frequently used English words and phrases were chosen for 

  the final glossary list. 

Step 5: To find the effective corresponding Chinese of those 50 English words and 

  phrases, translations from the classroom recordings and from the questionnaires 

  were evaluated. Translations proven to be effective in the piano master classes 

  were given the highest priority, followed by the ones most frequently appearing in 

  the questionnaires.   

The final list of the English words/phrases and their corresponding Chinese translations 

was summarized as follows (sorted alphabetically): 

 

 

 



56  

Table 27: Glossary 

English Chinese 

Agogic accent  重音延滞 
Alberti bass 阿尔贝蒂低音 
Aria  咏叹调 
Articulation  触键； 触键法 
Bass Continuo 固定低音 
Bright  明亮 
Character  特性 
Chromatic  半音的 
Contrapuntal  对位的 
Hand crossing 双手交替 
Declamatory 充满叙述性 
Dissonance  不和谐 
Double thirds 双音 
Dramatic  戏剧性的 
Duet 双声部 
Dynamics 力度 
Emotion  情绪 
Finger Pedal  手指连奏以达到踏板的效果 
Fingering  指法 
Flowing  流动性 
From the top 从头开始 
Genre  流派 
Hand position  手型 
Harsh  刺耳 
Interpretation  诠释 
Mechanical  机械无感情的 
Melodic  旋律性 
Music  乐谱 
Orchestration  管弦乐编曲法 
Ornaments  装饰音 
Pedal point 和声保留音 
Phrasing  乐句形态 
Polyphonic  多声部的 
Pulse  拍点 
Recitative  宣叙调 
Repertoire 曲目 
Rotation  手臂转动 
Rush  速度不稳定；常指过快 
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Table 27: Glossary - Continued 
 

English Chinese 

Shape  走向 
Sight-read  视奏 
Slur 连；连线 
Sonority  音效 
Take your time 不要着急 
Tempo  演奏速度 
Tension 紧致 
Texture  织体 
Tone 音色 
Top voice  高声部 
Urtext edition 净版 
Voice  声部 
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION 

As illustrated in Chapter 1, an increasing number of Chinese students study piano, and 

more pianists travel from all around the world to China to teach in piano master classes. Chinese 

students are mostly not fluent in English, and therefore interpreters are needed to assist in piano 

master classes. 

Based on the questionnaires from the professors and the students, only 50% of professors 

and 60% of students were satisfied with the interpretation services they received.  This made it 

necessary to understand why some interpreters did not provide satisfactory interpretation 

services and, more importantly, how one can become a good interpreter in a piano master class. 

The remainder of this chapter discusses this study’s research findings. It aims to 

demonstrate all objective evidence and combine it with my own interpretations, and provide a 

clear “portrait” of a good English-to-Chinese interpreter in a piano master class. 

 

Musical Background 

To interpret in a piano master class, musical knowledge is essential. In the case examples 

listed in the FINDINGS section, one interpreter did not know “Alberti bass” was a musical term, 

and another interpreter did not know how to interpret “phrasing.” Both examples reflected the 

weakness in the interpreters’ musical background. 

Based on the interviews and the questionnaires, more than 50% of professors and more 

than 70% of students preferred the master class to be interpreted by a person with at least a 

master’s degree in piano performance. Approximately 20% of professors believed that an 

interpreter with a master’s degree in music was acceptable if an interpreter with a master’s 
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degree in piano performance was not available.  

In this study, all interpreters I contacted had at least a bachelor’s degree in musical 

performance, and more than half of them obtained at least a master’s degree in music 

performance. Of all the interpreters involved in this study, only 2 (7%) interpreters did not major 

in piano performance, with one majoring in cello and the other one in violin. Based on my own 

interpretation experience, I never met an interpreter in a piano master class who did not major in 

music performance, and most of them majored in piano performance, which is consistent with 

what was observed at the festival. 

Understanding the meanings of frequently used musical terms in both Chinese and 

English prior to a master class would help interpreters to respond more quickly in the master 

class setting. Languages serve as carriers of concepts and ideas. People who lack sufficient 

knowledge of music would have a very difficult time conveying those musical concepts in their 

interpreting.  

Based on classroom observations, questionnaire analysis, and my own interpretation 

experience, the following would help interpreters to strengthen their music background and 

achieve better interpretation in piano master classes： 

● College degree in music, ideally in piano 

● Studying thoroughly a well-respected introductory dictionary of musical terms (including 

Italian) in both English and Chinese 

● Attending piano master classes regularly 
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Linguistic Skills 

In the case examples listed in the FINDINGS section, one interpreter interpreted “too 

much pedal” as “much more pedal”, and another interpreter confused the word “declamatory” 

with “exclamation.” Both examples showed interpreters’ linguistic limitations. 

Clearly, linguistic skills are important for a language interpreter. In this study, 

interpreters’ English levels were categorized by the College English Test (CET) and Test of 

English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL), which are the two English tests most commonly taken 

by college and graduate students in China, and also widely adopted by research institutions, 

international enterprises, and government officials as tools to evaluate testers’ English levels 

(Lin, 2002; Deng, 2006; Xue, 2010). Based on the questionnaires, 51% of interpreters obtained a 

TOEFL score of at least 80, which is the median level requirement by universities in the U.S. 

(Wikipedia, 2017). 

Statistical analysis showed that both professors’ and students’ satisfaction levels were 

significantly higher when the interpreters had a TOEFL score 80 and higher.  However, there 

was no statistically significant difference among interpreters with TOEFL 80-90, 90-100, and 

100-120. This shows that, TOEFL score 80+ should be good enough to provide satisfactory 

interpretation service in a piano master class. It is worth noting that in this study two interpreters 

who scored 70-80 on TOEFL but interpreted more than ten master classes received very positive 

feedback from both the professors and the students, which seems to suggest that significant 

interpreting experience could compensate for  a lower English test score.  

Language learning is a long and ongoing process. Based on the interviews with those 

interpreters who received positive feedback from both the professors and the students, good 

interpreters kept developing language skills via different channels such as reading English books, 
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watching English movies, and communicating with native English speakers. Geoffrey Samuel-

Brown provided a similar insight in his book A Practical Guide for Translators by stating that 

“[t]he translator needs to have a feeling for language and a fascination with it” and “[t]he 

translator must  have  an  intimate  knowledge  of  the  source  language  and  of  the  regional 

culture and literature” (Samuel-Brown 2010, p. 5).  

Based on the classroom observations, questionnaire analysis, and my own interpretation 

experience, the following suggestions would help interpreters develop language skills:  

● Aim to pass CET Level 6 or score 80+ in TOEFL; 

● Read different types of books with focus on music, such as: 

 Jane Magrath, The Pianist’s Guide to Standard Teaching and Performance Literature 

 Maurice Hinson, The Pianist’s Dictionary 

 Boris Berman, Notes From the Pianist’s Bench 

 Joseph Horowitz, Arrau on Music and Performance 

 Jean- Jacques Eigeldinger, Chopin: Pianist and Teacher: As Seen by His Pupils 

● Watch English films or documentaries related to musical topic; 

● Read English newspapers every day 

 

Cultural Background 

The difference in piano teaching methods and philosophies between China and the 

Western countries has been well documented (Campbell, 1989; Davidson, 1989; Speer, 1994; 

Kuzmich, 1995 Benson and Fung, 2005). In the case examples listed in the FINDINGS section, 

one student was too shy to answer the greetings from the professor, and another student was too 

embarrassed when the professor kneeled to observe his foot on the pedal. Both examples 



62  

demonstrated that Chinese students need adjustment when taking classes from Western 

professors, and this adjustment is usually made smoother by interpreters who are familiar with 

both cultures. 

Cultural background is more difficult to quantify than linguistic background. In this 

study, interpreters’ background was roughly categorized as “Have overseas study experiences” 

and “Never studied overseas.” When asked the question “How important do you think an 

interpreter’s overseas studying experience is in a piano master class?” professors and students 

agreed that this experience was important. Statistical analysis showed that interpreters and 

students were more satisfied with interpreters who studied overseas than with interpreters who 

did not. 

My own interpreting experience in piano master classes started years before I studied in 

the U.S. During my early experiences, my responses to idioms, slang, or proprietary names relied 

mainly on the linguistic training I obtained in China. For example, the phrase “studio class” was 

mentioned frequently in master classes I interpreted many years ago, but I did not really 

comprehend the meaning of “studio class” back then. I had a much clearer understanding of the 

history, structure, and content of “studio class” only after I started my studies in the U.S. and had 

many actual studio classes. 

Researchers such as Wadensjö (1998), Katan (2004), Zhao and Jiang (1998), and Bruce 

and Anderson (1998) have demonstrated that the cross-cultural awareness of interpreters could 

help them interpret more accurately in most situations. All the findings revealed that cultural 

background, especially overseas studying experience, plays an important role in helping 

interpreters better translate in piano master classes. 
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Fidelity 

Interpretation or translation fidelity has been an issue in many fields, not just in piano 

master classes. Colina (2003) stated that the professional ethics of translation had traditionally 

been defined very narrowly: it is unethical for the translator to distort the meaning of the source 

text. However, based on my questionnaires, 64% of interpreters were willing to interpret master 

classes “partially based on the original words” or “depend[ing] on specific situations.” One 

interpreter stated clearly in the questionnaire that “the purpose of interpreters in a piano master 

class was more than translating from word to word; rather, they should become a bridge that 

links the professor’s musicianship with the student and the audience.” However, statistical 

analysis showed that professors and students shared very different opinions from the ones the 

interpreters held. Specifically, only 2 out of 19 professors agreed that interpreters should 

interpret differently based on specific situations, while the remaining 17 professors all believed 

that interpreters should interpret the master class strictly based on professor’s original words. 

Compared to professors’ choices, students’ responses were similar, though not exactly alike. 7% 

of students believed that interpreters could interpret partially based on professors’ original 

words.  

     Two case examples in the FINDINGS section illustrated that the interpreter did not 

fully understand the professor’s intentions and chose to interpret the classes from their own 

points of view, which resulted in an unsatisfactory experience for both professors and students. 

     A piano professor who had been teaching at Sichuan Conservatory of Music for more 

than 15 years and had interpreted 50+ piano master classes shared his interpretation philosophy. 

He stated:  

“It was not cheerful for me to translate some professor’s teaching philosophy with which 
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I did not agree. Nevertheless, I had to keep in mind that my role was being an interpreter 

in the master class. It would be unprofessional and unethical for me to not to translate 

the professor’s idea(s) to the student despite of the disagreement I held.” 

On the other hand, there are some situations where the interpreter needs to supplement 

some information the professor forgot or did not mention. Another professor from Sichuan 

Conservatory of Music shared a situation she encountered before. She stated that most visiting 

professors were not familiar with the piano background of the students who were taking the 

master classes, and students could be confused when given specific instructions. For example, a 

professor told the student to play “more free” in a particular place, in order to make a phrase 

more expressive. However, the student has been criticized as “not following the rhythm strictly 

enough in the piece” by her own teacher. In this case, more complete information from the 

interpreter such as “you can take more time here, but still be careful with the general tempo” 

would help these teenage students avoid relying solely on a single suggestion. 

       Based on the class observations, I found that some interpreters did not interpret 

strictly based on the professors’ words. Instead, they would add information if they believed 

there was some misunderstanding between the professor and the student. Those interpreters 

received positive feedback from both the professors and the students. Combining the classroom 

observations, questionnaire data, and statistical analysis results, the following suggestions could 

be made for piano master class interpreters:  

● Never change the professor’s words intentionally, even if you believe that what 

the professor stated is wrong.  

● It is permissible to supplement the professor’s words if you believe that there has 

been some misunderstanding between the professor and the student due to the fact 



65  

that they did not know each other well, but it is important to always let the 

professor and the student know that you were supplementing, not merely 

translating. 

Timing 

The issue of timing presents probably one of the main differences between text 

translations and verbal interpretations. When to interpret and when not to interpret is a decision 

that does not apply in the same way to text translators.  Based on classroom observations, 

problems with timing were observed more than once. In the two examples listed in Chapter 4, 

both interpreters performed simultaneous interpreting which was not wanted by either the 

professors or the student. Based on the interviews with two interpreters listed in the examples 

and other unlisted interviews, the following are the common reasons why interpreters cannot 

control the timing well in piano master classes: 

1. They are concerned that they will not remember the long sentences uttered by the 

professor, so they must start interpreting even though the professor does not want to 

be interrupted. 

2. They believe that simultaneous interpreting is better than consecutive interpreting 

because the student can obtain the information instantaneously. 

Combining classroom observations, interviews, and questionnaire answers, the following 

suggestions can be made for future interpreters understand the art of timing: 

● When the professor discusses something specific, the interpreter can do 

simultaneous interpreting because the professor does not want to pause the master 

class in order to wait for the interpreter. Simultaneous interpreting in this situation 

can allow the professor and the student to be on the same page. 
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● When the professor is presenting something informative, such as providing a 

background story or introducing composers’ lives, the interpreter should consider 

consecutive interpreting.  

● It is always useful to take notes when the professor starts introducing a 

background story or presents very technical details, so that the interpreter will not 

get lost during interpreting. 

 

Speed 

Researchers found that many interpreters believed that the same speed should be 

maintained during interpreting (Barik 1973, 1975). However, this is not always true when 

interpreting in piano master classes. The first case example listed in Chapter 4 demonstrates that 

some professors speak very passionately and fast, so the interpreter needs to increase their own 

speed, otherwise the student would feel very different emotions from the professor and the 

interpreter, respectively. The student in the first case example stated that the translation was 

“emotionally discontinued”. 

Unlike in conference interpretations, piano master class interpretations require that the 

interpreter maintains the same speed and even the same emotion as the professor, so that “music 

can be delivered in a delightful way,” as one of the professors stated in the interview.  

Combining classroom observations, interviews, and questionnaire answers, the following 

suggestions can be made for future interpreters to better convey the speed and emotions of 

professors in a piano master class:  

● Do some homework first on the professor’s background, such as reading his or 

her biography; obtain general information about the pieces to be performed.  
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● Try to deliver the content through the same energy level as the professor. For 

example, when the professor starts talking passionately and fast, try to mimic 

what the professor does. 

Stress 

Stress during conference interpreting has been studied by some researchers (Williams, 

1995; Kurz, 2003). As a piano master class interpreter, he or she needs to not only help students 

fully understand the professor’s intention, but also must keep the professor, the student, and the 

audience on the same page. As a matter of fact, the latter could be one of the most difficult 

challenges for a piano master class interpreter. Piano master class is different from private 

teaching. During a private teaching, the communication between the professor and student is one 

to one. In a master class, however, the audience (sometimes a very large size) is also involved. 

For example, Gary Graffman taught a master class at the festival attended by more than two 

hundred people, which would cause anxiety for some interpreters such as the interpreter in the 

first case example in Chapter 4. 

Another cause of stress frequently stated by interpreters was the accent of professors. As 

illustrated in the first section of Chapter 4, piano professors from five different countries with 

four different native languages taught at the festival. It’s not uncommon that professors would 

speak with light or strong accents. In the questionnaires the interpreter was asked, “Would you 

get anxious or stressed if you needed to interpret a professor who speaks English with a strong 

accent?” Based on their overseas studying experience, participants showed statistically 

significant differences. Specifically, 35% of interpreters with overseas studying experience chose 

“Yes,” compared to 87% without similar experience (P-value=0.037, Chi-Square Test). One 

possible explanation is that interpreters who studied overseas previously may have encountered 
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different English accents and were less anxious than interpreters without overseas experience. 

Combining classroom observations, interviews, and questionnaire answers, the following 

suggestions can be made for future interpreters to better handle the stress while interpreting in a 

piano master class: 

● Try to prepare as much as possible before the master class. For example, if possible, the 

interpreter should schedule a short meeting with the professor before the master class. It 

is an effective way to get to know the professor and in particular to get used to his or her 

way of speaking. 

● Try to obtain the repertoire list for the master class beforehand. The organizers usually 

have the repertoire information ready at events like international piano festivals. The 

interpreter should get familiar with particular vocabulary, such as words that are 

associated with composers and their works. Some of these words or terms will inevitably 

be used in the master class. This can help the interpreter to build up confidence before the 

start of the master class. 

● Try to get to the classroom or auditorium first to become familiar with the setting. 

● If a professor says something that is very hard to understand, ask the professor to repeat 

the sentence. Do not guess the meanings that would probably mislead the students. 

 

Limitations 

This research might be exposed to the following limitations: 

1. This study was an Observation-Based Research (OBR). While OBR has several 

advantages in the real-world research, it also has some disadvantages. One commonly 

criticized disadvantage is that the researcher has no control over the allocation 

randomization of the subjects and might cause bias. (Rosenbaum 2009). A 
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randomized controlled study would be more appropriate to address this issue, i.e. to 

randomly assign students to accept different interpretations. However, an 

experimental design was not applicable for this study for two reasons. Firstly, “good” 

or “bad” interpretations were unknown during the study. In fact, the purpose of this 

study was to identify “good” and “bad” interpretations. Secondly, students paid as 

much as 1000 CNY (approximately $150) for each master class. It was unethical to 

ask students to receive bad translations/ interpretations. However, 35 classroom 

observations plus nearly 100 interviews and (or) questionnaires provided a 

moderately large sample to study the characteristics of different interpretations. 

Statistical analyses also supplemented the qualitative research findings. 

2. Only piano master classes at the 3rd Sichuan International Music Festival in China 

were observed, so the master class observations might not be applied to piano master 

classes at other festivals or colleges in China. However, piano professors from five 

different countries with four different native languages were observed in the classes, 

and interpreters’ and students’ demographics were also widely spread out (see Table 

1 & 2 & 3). Moreover, participants contacted via phone interviews further increased 

the sample diversities. Therefore, the master class observations and the phone 

interviews provided strongly diverse demographics that could likely be applied to 

other piano master classes held in China. 

3. A piano master class usually encompasses not just a professor and a student, but also 

the audience. In this study, the focus was only on the professors and the students, not 

the audiences. Professors and students were interviewed regarding the performances 

of the interpreters, but the audiences were not contacted. Future research studies 
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might aim to include the audiences in the participant group and to collect their 

feedback on interpreters’ performances. 
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APPENDIX A 

IRB APPROVAL 
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APPENDIX B 

QUESTIONNAIRE FOR INTERPRETERS 

 
1. What is your highest education level? 

A. Bachelor of Music 
B. Master of Music 
C. Doctor of Music 
D. None of the above 

 
2. What is your highest English level? 

A. CET Level 4 
B. CET Level 6 
C. TOEFL 70-79 
D. TOEFL 80-89 
E. TOEFL 90-99 
F. TOEFL 100+ 

 
3. Have you ever studied overseas where English was the national language? 

A. Yes 
B. No 

 
4. How many pianists have you interpreted before? 

A. Less than 3 
B. 3-6 
C. 7-10 
D. 11-15 
E. More than 15 

 
5. How many piano master classes have you interpreted before? 

A. Less than 5 
B. 5-10 
C. 11-20 
D. 21-30 
E. 31-40 
F. 41-60 
G. More than 60 

 
6. What is your current professional status? 

A. Faculty 
B. Student 
C. None of the above 

 
7. How important do you think it is for an interpreter to be familiar with musical terminology to 

perform well in a piano master class? 
A. Very important 
B. Important 
C. Not important 
D. Not sure 
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8. What is the minimum English level do you think an interpreter should possess to be a qualified 
interpreter in a piano master class? 
A. CET-4 
B. CET-6 
C. TOEFL 80-100 
D. TOEFL 100+ 

 
9. How important do you think it is for an interpreter to have the overseas study experience to be a 

qualified interpreter in a piano master class? 
A. Very important 
B. Important 
C. Not important 
D. Not sure 

 
10. Do you usually do some research on the professor’s background first before you interpret the 

master class? 
A. Yes 
B. No 

 
11. Do you have any difficulty finding out when to stop interpreting in the middle a piano master 

class? 
A. Very difficult 
B. Difficult 
C. Not difficult 
D. Not sure 

 
12. Do you think how an interpreter should interpret the pianist’s words in a piano master class? 

A. Strictly based on the original words 
B. Partially based on the original words 
C. Depends on specific situations 

 
13. Please provide maximum 20 most frequently used English words or phrases that were used by the 

professors in the piano master classes you interpreted before. Please also provide their 
corresponding Chinese translations based on your knowledge. 

 
14. What suggestions do you have on handling stress in interpreting? 

 
15. What other suggestions would you provide to future piano master class interpreters? 
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APPENDIX C 

QUESTIONNAIRE FOR STUDENTS 

 
1. What is your current education level? 

A. Middle school 
B. High school 
C. College  
D. None of the above 

 
2. What is your current English level? 

A. Middle school 
B. High school 
C. None of the above 

 
3. For how many years have you been studying the piano? 

A. Less than 10 years 
B. 10-12 years 
C. More than 12 years 

 
4. Did you take any piano master class with a foreign teacher before? 

A. Yes 
B. No 

 
5. How important do you think it is for an interpreter to be familiar with musical terminology to 

perform well in a piano master class? 
A. Very important 
B. Important 
C. Not important 
D. Not sure 

 
6. What is the minimum English level do you think an interpreter should possess to be a qualified 

interpreter in a piano master class? 
A. CET-4 
B. CET-6 
C. TOEFL 80-100 
D. TOEFL 100+ 

 
7. How important do you think it is for an interpreter to have the overseas study experience to be a 

qualified interpreter in a piano master class? 
A. Very important 
B. Important 
C. Not important 
D. Not sure 

 
8. Do you think how an interpreter should interpret the pianist’s words in a piano master class? 

A. Strictly based on the original words 
B. Partially based on the original words 
C. Depends on specific situations 
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9. Did you ever experience a piano master class where the interpreter was not performing well? 
Please give a specific example if possible. 

 
10. Did you ever experience a piano master class where the interpreter was performing very well? 

Please give a specific example if possible. 
 

11. According to you experience, was there any moment in a master class where no interpretation 
was needed? Please give a specific example if possible 
 

12. Were there any musical terms or phrases in Chinese that confused you before or still confuse you 
now? 
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APPENDIX D 

SAMPLE CONSENT FORM 

You are being asked to take part in a research study of how different English-to-Chinese 
translations affect piano learning outcomes. We are asking you to take part because you have 
signed up for The 3rd Sichuan International Piano Festival. Please read this form carefully and 
ask any questions you may have before agreeing to take part in the study. 
 
What the study is about: The purpose of this study is to learn how different English-to-Chinese 
translations yield different piano learning results. You must major in piano performance to take 
part in this study. 
 
What we will ask you to do: If you agree to be in this study, we will observe the master classes 
you will be taking and conduct an interview with you. The interview will include questions about 
your piano study history, your feelings about the master class you just finished, and your feelings 
about the translator’s quality. Some specific questions about the translations of some English 
words used in the master class will be asked to find out what translations will yield better 
learning outcomes. The interview will take about 30 minutes to complete. With your permission, 
we would also like to tape-record the interview. A short questionnaire following the interview 
will be conducted about the quality of the translations. 
 
Risks and benefits: 

 
I do not anticipate any risks to you participating in this study other than those encountered in 
day-to-day life. 
 
There are no benefits to you. However, we hope this pioneering study will provide a general 

guideline for future English piano class taught in China to yield the best learning outcome. 
Compensation: There will be no compensations provided. 
 
Your answers will be confidential. The records of this study will be kept private. In any sort of 
report we make public we will not include any information that will make it possible to identify 
you. Research records will be kept in a locked file; only the researchers will have access to the 
records. If we tape-record the interview, we will destroy the tape after it has been transcribed, 
which we anticipate will be within two months of its taping. 
 
Taking part is voluntary: Taking part in this study is completely voluntary. You may skip any 
questions that you do not want to answer.  
 
If you have questions: The Primary Investigator conducting this study is Yinhui Li. Please ask 
any questions you have now. If you have questions later, you may contact Yinhui Li at ******** 
or at 1-412-980-3152. You may contact the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at 1-850-644-7900 
or access their website at https://www.research.fsu.edu/research-offices/human-subjects.  
 
You will be given a copy of this form to keep for your records. 
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Statement of Consent: I have read the above information, and have received answers to any 
questions I asked. I consent to take part in the study. 
 
Your Signature ___________________________________  
Date ________________________ 
Your Name (printed) ____________________________________________________________ 
 
In addition to agreeing to participate, I also consent to having the interview tape-recorded. 
 
Your Signature ___________________________________  
Date _________________________ 
 
Signature of person obtaining consent ______________________________  
Date _____________________ 
 
Printed name of person obtaining consent ______________________________  
Date _____________________ 
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