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You Can’t Beat 
Talent! Actually, 
Did You Know?

<RX�DUULYH�DW�\RXU�DVVLJQPHQW�DQG�PHHW�\RXU�WHDP�IRU�WKH�¿UVW�WLPH��<RX�VHWWOH�LQ�DV�\RXU�WHDP�VWDUWV��DQG�WKHQ�\RX�DUH�VWUXFN�
E\�\RXU�WHDP¶V�VNLOO��7KH�VLJQ�SURGXFWLRQ�LV�ÀXLG��WKH�FRQFHSWV�DUH�ÀDZOHVV�DQG�\RXU�WHDP�GLVSOD\V�D�NLQG�RI�VHOI�DVVXUDQFH�

WKDW�URFNV�\RXU�ZRUOG��<RX�DUH�DPD]HG�DW�KLV�RU�KHU�DSSDUHQW�HIIRUWOHVV�ZRUN��
 Have you ever experienced this?

 There are three stages we can assume most of us feel when we encounter such distinction. Stage one: Awe. We are seduced 

by our team’s use of cascading ASL. Stage two: Jealousy. There is a dearth of omissions and corrections. Stage three: Resignation. 

Expletives run through our minds, chastising ourselves for not being on par with such talent. We stand up, take our turn and 

prepare ourselves for the client’s eye gaze to disappear. This happens to all of us, and hopefully it does not discourage us but 

rather has the opposite effect. This article is not about teaming or self-esteem but about the implicit message and implications of 

what we call talent. 
 The following paragraphs will cite research and debunk the myth that the demarcation between perceived unattainable skill 

�XQOHVV�\RXU�PRWKHU�GLG���ò�QRQ�PDQXDO�PDUNHUV�DQG�IRXU�FODVVL¿HUV�MXVW�VHFRQGV�EHIRUH�\RXU�KHDG�DSSHDUHG�IURP�WKH�ELUWK�
canal) and acquired skill is a fallacy, because talent does not actually exist as we think of it. In order to fully understand the 

UHVHDUFKHUV¶�UHDVRQLQJ��ZH�PXVW�¿UVW�VWULS�GRZQ�WKH�WHUP�talent to its core meaning. As a society, we tend to misuse or adapt a 

word to have a conventional meaning, or we tend to use certain words or phrases for a lack for a better word. So what then is 

talent?
 Talent, at its core meaning, is that “thing” someone has obtained as a gift of certain specialized skill(s) which then makes him 

or her an expert in that skill set. The gift is not something that person has acquired but it was given to him or her inherently. Once 

WKH�LQGLYLGXDO�EHJLQV�WR�XVH�WKH�JLIWHG�VNLOOV��LW�MXVW�ÀRZV�IURP�KLP�RU�KHU��DQG��LQ�D�VKRUW�SHULRG�RI�WLPH�RU�DOPRVW�LPPHGLDWHO\��
he or she masters it. Some use the term to identify those who perform certain tasks with such gracefulness that it seems effortless. 

In essence, what we are discussing here is: (1) did that person receive such a gift? and, (2) if not, how did that person become 

SUR¿FLHQW"
 Researcher Benjamin Bloom, a professor of education at the University of Chicago who published Developing Talent in 
Young People, took an ingenious approach. Instead of trying to isolate a “talent gene” or taking brain scans of a young prodigy, 

KH�ORRNHG�WR�WKRVH�ZKR�ZHUH�DOUHDG\�H[SHUWV�LQ�WKHLU�UHVSHFWLYH�¿HOGV��UDQJLQJ�IURP�PXVLF�WR�DUWV�WR�VSRUWV�WR�QHXURORJ\��7KH�
criteria he used was that they had to have already achieved some international awards for their work. He then worked backwards 

to determine how they achieved their current level of skill. 

 The research ruled out the premise of inherently natural talent, because all of the people he researched had common factors 

WKDW�SXVKHG�WKHLU�VXFFHVV��SUDFWLFH��WHDFKHUV�DQG�VXSSRUWLYH�IDPLOLHV��)XUWKHU�UHVHDUFK�VXSSRUWHG�%ORRP¶V�¿QGLQJV�WKDW�HYHQ�,4�
had not played a role in their success, but that quality practice was the key factor to their improvements and eventual mastery. He 

determined that their talent was not something with which they were born, but rather it was something that they had made for 

themselves.

 The point is that if you look at the experts in the world and those who have achieved success in the form of international 

awards for their craft, it is almost never the fact that they were just born with “it.” They, in fact, practiced. We therefore see 

that every one of them succeeded because they worked hard, not because they just “had it.” This is counter-intuitive to the 
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mainstream concept of talent which denotes that you just innately have it without 
any real effort of your own. Thomas Edison stated it more accurately, “Genius is 1 
SHUFHQW�LQVSLUDWLRQ�DQG����SHUFHQW�SHUVSLUDWLRQ�´��(GLVRQ�LV�¿UVW�UHSRUWHG�DV�VD\LQJ�
this sometime around 1902, in the September 1932 edition of Harper's Monthly 

Magazine.)
� 6RPH�PLJKW�WKHQ�DVVXPH�WKDW�WKH�UHVSRQVLELOLW\�IRU�VWXGHQWV¶�SUR¿FLHQF\�VROHO\�
rests on interpreter training programs (ITPs) or that once one completes an ITP’s 
degree requirements, the student would then have all the information and tools 
necessary to interpret competently. Neither is the case. If that were true, then it would 
be logical to assume that every high school football player would have free passes 
to the pros (or at the very least a college scholarship), or that every law student 
would pass the bar exam, obviously that does not bear true. Therefore, if there is no 
such thing called “talent” because the term has been misused, this means that the 
responsibility for working at talent level lies on you -- but you do not have to be 
DORQH��+RZ�WKHQ�GR�SHRSOH�EHFRPH�LQFUHGLEO\�SUR¿FLHQW"
 Deliberate practice is the term used to describe the process to the end result 
as espoused by psychologist K. Anders Ericsson. This is a vehicle for goal-setting, 
facing challenges and actual practice enhanced with great coaches or mentors in our 
interpreting environment. What does this mean for us? How do we apply Deliberate 
practice? The research shows it is not only repetition of a task that will help, 
because that is just practice; Deliberate practice requires much more of our thinking 
processes. Practice is doing repetitively something you can already do. Deliberate 
practice is challenging yourself to do something you cannot do well or cannot do at 
DOO��DFKLHYHG�ZLWK�VSHFL¿F�DQG�VKRUW�WHUP�JRDOV�

 “If this idea is applied to interpreter education or working interpreters who wish 
to improve their skills, it means that exercises must be logically related to relevant 
interpreting tasks and must be done with deliberate intention.” (Patrie, 2007)

� :KHQ�ZH�UHO\�RQ�MXVW�LQWHUSUHWLQJ�IRU�WKH�VDPH�FOLHQW�WR�LPSURYH�RXU�SUR¿FLHQF\��
we will not see improvement since we get stuck in one mode. We will not see 
VLJQL¿FDQW�LPSURYHPHQW�ZKHQ�ZH�LQWHUSUHW�KDELWXDOO\�LQ�D�PRGH��UHJLVWHU�DQG�DIIHFW�
that we have been doing for years. Likewise, just watching videos online without 
actively voicing aloud without some type of review or measurable tasks is passive 
and does not improve receptive skills. When, however, we challenge ourselves by 
exercising our mental muscles to work with different client stimuli to include more 
complex topics, complex language use and complex tasks, with guidance and goals, 
ZH�EHJLQ�WR�VHH�SURJUHVV�WRZDUG�SUR¿FLHQF\��
� 7KH�DFFHVV�WR�DQG�YDOLGLW\�RI�PHQWRUV�LV�VLJQL¿FDQW�LQ�VHOI�DVVHVVPHQW�DQG�
improvement of a person’s skills. The former, having access to a mentor, may make 
sense; but the latter is vital for the process of Deliberate practice. For example, you 
start out at a young age in a sport like swimming. By high school, you might have a 
swim coach who also doubles as the track, hockey and volleyball coach. Although 
that coach is adequate, would you want to have him as your college swim team coach 
or as your personal coach for the Olympics? No, because as valuable as that coach is 

to the high school swim team, that coach 
may not meet your needs or have the 
time to devote to you as you strive for 
excellence in the Olympics.
 The same is applicable in our 
profession. As you deliberately practice, 
you may associate with various mentors 
who supplement you with materials to 
KHOS�\RX�EROVWHU�\RXU�VNLOOV��<RX�ZLOO��
in the course of time, develop trusting 
relationships with these mentors because 
you expose your weaker areas to them. 
However, you cannot rely on them 
exclusively forever. In fact, most skilled 
mentors will help you build your own 
“internal reactivity” or internal self-
monitor so that you can set goals for 
yourself, analyze yourself for weaknesses 
DQG�XOWLPDWHO\�EHFRPH�VHOI�VXI¿FLHQW��
Just like an Olympic swimmer, it is wise 
to maintain ties with your coach/mentor 
in your journey for life-long learning. 
 The research cited shows that 
some inherited or born-with qualities 
labeled as talent are never truly there. 
There is, however, a difference between 
someone who is an expert and one who 
is not. Expertise is not quickly obtained; 
however, it often takes as much as a 
decade of Deliberate practice to achieve 
expert level (Simon & Chase, 1973), 
followed with constant attention and 
refresher training to remain an expert. 
Thankfully, there is a wealth of material 
out there for professional development. 
6HHN�LW�RXW�WR�¿QG�WKH�UHVRXUFHV�WKDW�
you need and can apply to Deliberate 
practice. The end result is not to turn the 
tables on another team down the road, 
who will then look at you and cringe due 
to their feelings of incompetency. We 
should be diligent and disciplined with 
our craft out of self-respect and respect 
for the Deaf community we serve; we 
better ourselves so that we can provide 
true access when they use our acquired 
expertise. !
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