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Prisons as communities of practice: An example of situated and 
collaborative learning in translation and interpreting 
Carmen Valero-Garcés, Universidad de Alcalá 
 
 
ABSTRACT 
 
This paper reports on the results of a research and training action project in translation 
and interpreting developed with and for foreign bilingual prisoners in Spain. The starting 
point for this project was the presence of communication deficiencies in the foreign prison 
population. The project had two objectives: to facilitate communication in prisons and to 
provide training and useful tools for the resocialisation of foreign prisoners. The project’s 
theoretical framework was based on situated learning and communities of practice and was 
applied to the development of training in the specific context of prisons. Cooperation 
between research team members, prison staff, inmates, and teachers and trainers on an 
MA in Intercultural Communication and Public Service Interpreting and Translation led to 
the development of a pilot course on translation and interpreting aimed at bilingual 
prisoners who serve as linguistic and cultural links inside the prison. Publication of an 
introductory manual and a guide of good practice for the prison staff on how to work with 
interpreters and translators also resulted from the project. Following the successful 
implementation of the pilot training initiative in one prison centre, preliminary efforts are 
underway to adapt and integrate the training into other prisons’ education programmes. 
 
KEYWORDS 
 
Prison, interpreting, situated learning, training bilinguals, collaborative translation. 
 
 
1. Introduction: Interlinguistic communication in Spanish prisons 
 
The foreign population in Spanish prisons has been increasing, as shown in 
data collected about migratory flows of the last decade of the twentieth 
century (cf. Almeida et al. 2006; Gutiérrez et al. 2008). According to the 
latest official statistics available in prisons, in 2018, three out of every ten 
prisoners in Spanish prisons did not hold a Spanish passport (Pérez 2018). 
Prison legislation at both national and international levels recognises an 
inmate’s right to communicate in their own language. However, the legal 
and regulatory framework does not stipulate how messages produced in an 
inmate’s native language are to be conveyed to prison staff. 
 
Spanish Prison Regulations1 contain a number of references to language 
issues (Ministerio de Justicia e Interior 1996: Articles 46, 52 and 242). 
These references to communication with foreign nationals mainly focus on 
the translation of informative documents. Regarding interpreting, this task 
is usually delegated either to officials whose roles are not related to 
interpreting or to the inmates themselves who know Spanish and other 
languages. The fundamental right to communication is also described in the 
brochure Prison: Step by Step (Ministerio del Interior 2010: 9), which is 
given to prisoners upon their arrival at the prison and is available in five 
different languages: Spanish, Arabic, English, French and Romanian. The 
English version of the brochure explains that Penitentiary Law in Spain 
recognises the: 
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…RIGHT TO FREQUENT COMMUNICATION: in an oral and written manner, in your 
own language, with family, friends and credited representatives of entities and 
institutions of penitentiary cooperation, except in the cases of judicial isolation. 
(Ministerio del Interior 2010: 10) 

 
Some reforms have also been promoted from within the EU, as in the case 
of Directive 2010/64/EU of 20 October 2010 on the right to interpreting and 
translation in criminal proceedings and Directive 2012/13/EU of 22 May 
2012 on the right to information in criminal proceedings, transposed in 
Spanish Organic Law 5/20152. In general, resources for dealing with 
linguistic diversity are very scarce, and interlinguistic communication 
generally depends on the availability and willingness of staff and inmates 
with language skills (Baixauli-Olmos 2013; Granados 2014; Martínez-
Gómez 2018; Valero-Garcés and Mojica López 2014). 
 
2. Contextualisation: Education and work while in prison 
 
Education and work are fundamental elements of prison treatment to 
ensure rehabilitation and reintegration into society. This right to education 
in prison settings is also supported by international and national legal texts. 
At the international level some examples include the United Nations’ 
Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners (United Nations 
1955), the United Nations’ Universal Declaration of Human Rights (United 
Nations 1948), the Council of Europe’s recommendations on European 
Prison Rules (Council of Europe 1987, 2006) and Education in Prison 
(Council of Europe 1989), UNESCO’s Recommendation on Adult Learning 
and Education (UNESCO 2015) and the European Convention for the 
Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms (Council of Europe 
1950). At the national level, the Spanish Constitution of 1975, the Spanish 
General Organic Prison Law, the Spanish Prison Regulations of 1996, as well 
as Spanish Royal Decree 1203/1999, by which the Corps of Prison Teachers 
is integrated into the Education Administration, are good examples (Valero-
Garcés 2018). 
 
However, in practice, protecting these rights has not been an easy task. 
Structures, norms, attitudes, prejudices and past habits have had to be 
changed in order to reintegrate prisoners into society (Beltrán Cruz 2010). 
In Spain, the 1996 Prison Regulations (Ministerio de Justicia e Interior 1996; 
referred to from here on by the relevant Spanish acronym RP) have been 
fundamental in producing a shift in the concept of inmate resocialisation. 
RP completely reformed the previous regulation by incorporating advances 
produced in the field of inmate intervention and treatment into its text. This 
was achieved by opting for a broad conception of treatment that included 
not only therapeutic-assistance activities but also training, educational 
activities, work, socio-cultural projects, recreation and sports (Beltrán Cruz 
2010). 
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This change in the concept and approach produced a substantial change in 
the daily dynamics of prisons by incorporating new professionals: 
sociologists, criminologists, psychologists, social workers, educators, 
monitors of leisure activities and teachers. In addition, by opening up the 
possibility of incorporating complex activities and relationships on a daily 
basis, each centre became an independent community. As a result, inside 
prisons there are schools, sports centres with gymnasiums, labour 
workshops, occupational workshops, support groups and therapy for drug 
addicts, alcoholics, perpetrators of domestic violence and/or rape, as well 
as professional training courses such as gardening, cooking, carpentry and 
online high school and university courses. 
 
Educational provisions usually adapt to the idiosyncrasies and specifications 
of the prison population and take into account variables such as the 
imprisonment process, the mobility of the prison population, their origin, 
their degree of classification, their level of studies and jobs or other 
activities that determine organisation and educational plans (Rodríguez 
Yagüe and Pastor Comín 2012). These variables undoubtedly condition the 
type of educational programme and its duration, which in many cases 
depend on the imprisonment process in which inmates find themselves. 
Educational measures also respond to the heterogeneous prison population 
and take into account the percentage of women and men, illiteracy 
problems, the potential presence of children as young as three in the 
Mothers’ Units and a significant foreign population that cannot speak 
Spanish (De la Cuesta Arzamendi 2005, and several publications and 
projects of the FITISPos research group3). Furthermore, the right to 
education can be determined by factors arising from a prisoner’s condition 
and the possibilities within the criminal code. These factors can include 
unequal levels of education or motivation among prisoners as well as the 
age or economic circumstances of the prisoner, who, in many cases, when 
able to choose between carrying out productive and paid work or following 
an educational programme, prioritises the former. To guarantee the 
fundamental right to education, RP legislation requires correctional 
institutions to offer comprehensive training programmes that include formal 
or regulated education and vocational training, as well as non-regulated 
training programmes with cultural, educational and sports activities. This 
right to education is also considered a duty in prisoners’ re-education and 
social reintegration processes. 
  
3. The project: Training in translation and interpreting in prisons 
 
The starting point for this research and training in translation and 
interpreting was the presence of communication deficiencies in the foreign 
prison population. Having conducted several projects related to 
interlinguistic and intercultural communication in prisons, members of the 
research group FITISPos gained access to prisons and carried out the 
project “Effective Communication in Spanish Penitentiaries”4. The proposal 
for the implementation of the project was approved and supervised by the 
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Research Ethics Committee of the University of Alcalá and by Secretaría 
General de Instituciones Penitenciarias in order to ensure compliance with 
ethical requirements involved in the production of scientific knowledge and 
the publication of research results. In the following sections, the different 
steps of the project will be described briefly; then, in sections four and five, 
the training initiative aimed at bilingual prisoners who serve as linguistic 
and cultural links inside the prison will be explained. 
 
3.1. Project development: First steps 
 
Previous research showed that translation and interpreting services 
generally depend on the availability and willingness of staff and inmates 
with language skills. As for resources dealing with linguistic and cultural 
diversity, research in Spanish penitentiaries also showed that they were 
very scarce (Valero-Garcés and Lázaro Gutiérrez 2017; Valero-Garcés 
2019). With this information and data, the next step was to decide which 
penitentiary centre from those in which FITISPos was authorised to operate 
would serve as the pilot centre. The final goal of the project was to 
implement this pilot training initiative in other prisons in the future (Valero-
Garcés 2020). The decision was made based on several factors: a positive 
reception from prison staff, the presence of a group of inmates with different 
languages ready to take part in the course, and the collaboration of 
educators and inmates in the design and implementation of the 
programmes. 
 
Once a pilot penitentiary centre was chosen, regular meetings with the 
different participants in the project were arranged. The participants were 
FITISPos research team members, prison staff, inmates, and teachers and 
trainers on the MA in Intercultural Communication and Public Service 
Interpreting and Translation5 (MA in PSIT) at the University of Alcalá. The 
first meeting was held with the prison management team and the staff 
responsible for the education programme (the director, educators, 
psychologists and social workers). After that, a meeting was held with ten 
inmates chosen in advance by the prison staff. All of them had acted as ad 
hoc interpreters for their fellow prisoners. Seven of these ten inmates later 
participated in the training. The languages they spoke, apart from Spanish, 
were Albanian, German, Arabic, Bulgarian, Flemish, English, Italian, French, 
Dutch and Romanian. The meetings took place in the prison library. The 
inmates reported briefly on daily life in the prison. At the end of the 
meetings, the prison staff and the research and training team made the 
following decisions: 
 
• The training had to fit in as one more activity within the prison’s 

educational plan. 
• The training would be an instrument to promote social reintegration. 
• The selected working languages would be English, French, Arabic and 

Romanian. 
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• The training would include a blended introductory course on translation 
and interpreting accompanied by an introductory manual that the 
inmates could follow in class without the presence of the tutor or trainer 
and under the supervision of a prison educator. 

• Prison staff, inmates and the FITISPos research and training team would 
cooperate in the development of the training. 

 
3.2. Course design in a community of practice 
 
An introductory course and manual and its subsequent implementation 
were developed as the result of this cooperation. The course was adapted 
to the context restrictions and characteristics of the prison. Thus, it was 
decided that it would be an 8-week, blended course with 4 hours a week 
divided into 2-hour sessions, 2 days a week. The manual contained eight 
units so that each week corresponded to one unit, and the language of 
instruction was Spanish. Each unit followed the same structure in six parts: 
section 1 contained general information about prison life and the related 
legislation; section 2 introduced fundamental concepts of translation and 
interpreting contextualised for the prison environment; section 3 included 
a brief summary of the contents in section 1 and 2; section 4 included 
activities; section 5 was dedicated to self-assessment, and section 6 
contained a bibliography of recommended readings, which were included in 
an appendix at the end of the manual. 
 
The subject and content of each unit were varied, and the main sections (1 
and 2) covered different aspects related to prison life and the fundamentals 
of translation and interpreting. The cooperation of prison educators and 
inmates was fundamental in section 1. Prison staff provided all sorts of 
application forms and documentation sources. For instance, they provided 
the Spanish Criminal Code: Organic Law 1/1979, of 26 September, General 
Penitentiary6 and Information on Penitentiary Institutions from the General 
Secretariat of Penitentiary Institutions7. This latter document includes 
information about permits, rules of the penitentiary centre internal regime, 
and the brochure La prisión paso a paso and its translation into Arabic, 
English and Romanian. Inmates provided texts, vocabulary, materials for 
role-plays and comments about text selection; for example, lists of items 
available and prices in the prison market, examples of prison slang used by 
the inmates and sports activity timetables. As for section 2, the main topics 
covered were interlinguistic communication, terminology and 
documentation, different registers and levels of specialisation, basic 
interpreting and translation skills and modalities, and finally, ethical 
principles and deontological codes for professional translators and 
interpreters. The cooperation of teachers and trainers on the MA in PSIT 
was fundamental for this section as well as for the implementation of the 
course. 
 
In the activities section, a series of exercises including summaries, role-
plays, rewriting a text in a different register, sight translation and the 
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translation of short texts into the students’ mother tongues were developed. 
The activities were designed with the collaboration of the different groups. 
An example of an activity taken from Unit 2 can be seen in Figure 1. 
 
Unit 2. Activity 3. 
1.1. Underline and extract the terminology from the following text extracted 
from the pamphlet 
Prison step by step (Ministerio del Interior 2010: 7): 
The admission to the Penitentiary Center is executed through the 
Admissions Department. 
You have the right to immediately communicate your situation to your 
family and lawyer through a free telephone call or by any other means. 
First, the Center personnel will perform your PERSONAL 
IDENTIFICATION: 
- Your data are recorded in the admissions book. 
- Your personal file is opened. This file contains updated information about 
your procedural and penitentiary situation, of which you have a right 
to be informed. 
 
1.2. Create a monolingual glossary with the terms from the previous 
exercises that are specific to the correctional system based on the template 
we have provided. 
 
1.3. Find the definition and the translation for the terms included in the 
monolingual glossary (at least 10 terms) in your other working language 
and create a bilingual glossary individually based on the provided template. 

Figure 1. Example of activity 1 
 
An example of an activity taken from Unit 3 follows in Figure 2. 
 
Unit 3. Activity 3. 
Sight translation: 
Instructions: 
Read the following text (that we have already seen) and convey its message 
to your classmate whom you accompanied to the commissary in English 
[Adapted]. 
Explain the text’s message to your classmate in his or her own language. 
 
Prison Courier Service 
 
A service that any prisoner can use with the available funds in their cash account 
by acquiring a request form in the prison ward’s commissary. 
Prisoners may order items from the pharmacy or parapharmacy by submitting  
their request form in the ward’s booth or office.  
Depending on the items requested, the delivery time is from five to ten days. The request 
form includes several sections in which a prisoner can get anything from lottery tickets to 
items of clothing or even reading lamps, as long as they have permission. 
 
Let’s repeat the sight translation activity with a new text. 
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Instructions: 
1. Read the text quickly and summarize the content for your partner in 
English [Adapted] 
2. Explain the text’s message to your partner in his or her own language. 

Figure 2. Example of activity 2 
 
Finally, a self-evaluation exercise was included so that students could check 
their knowledge (Figure 3). 
 
1. A professional translator or interpreter is different from a bilingual 
person, in part: 
a) Because he or she has a code of ethics. 
b) Because he or she can communicate in two or more languages. 
c) Because he or she is paid for their work. 
 
2. Liaison, or bilateral, interpreting: 
a) Is a consecutive interpretation in two directions, which means from the 
SL to the TL and inversely—from the TL to the SL. 
b) Is a simultaneous interpretation in a low voice (or whispered) spoken 
into the recipient's ear. 
c) Is a consecutive interpretation from the SL to the TL. 
 
3. Spanish Secretariat-General of Correctional Institutions: 
a) Relies on the Spanish Ministry of the Interior. 
b) Only depends on the Spanish State Secretariat for Security. 
c) Is an independent body. 
 
4. The prison system has professional teams of: 
a) Only jurists and psychologists. 
b) Jurists, psychologists, educators, and social workers, among other 
professionals. 
c) Only educators and correctional officers. 

Figure 3. Example of self-assessment 
 
3.3. Course structure and implementation 
 
Once the manual had been designed as a course textbook, additional 
materials were developed, such as short video presentations of the units, 
additional slide shows and summaries, and a collection of mandatory and 
additional bibliographic resources to be included in PDF format in the final 
electronic format (USB). 
 
The prison educator received a copy of all the course materials. He was also 
responsible for providing the students with access to a copy of all the 
materials. The course was taught in the computer room so each student 
had access to all the materials (videos, readings, activities, etc.). Students 
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had to complete the activities in an electronic format. There was no access 
to the internet. 
 
Three on-site sessions were organised with the team (two initial sessions 
and another at the end with the team of trainers). During the remaining 
five sessions, the inmates worked either in groups or individually in the 
computer room. One inmate was in charge of collecting the activities on a 
USB drive and passing them to the staff educator, who in turn sent them to 
the trainers for feedback. 
 
3.4. The students 
 
The first edition of the introductory course was taken by seven students 
(see Valero-Garcés 2019). The following information was obtained from the 
survey conducted at the beginning of the course. The names of the students 
have been changed to maintain their anonymity. 
 
1. Felipe. Italian nationality. Italian mother tongue. High level of Spanish 

due to family relations with Spanish speakers and intermediate 
knowledge of English. He has been in the centre for four years and is 
in charge of the library loans. He was also responsible for collecting 
the materials and giving them to the educator. 

2. María. Spanish nationality. Degree in Business and Economics. Also 
has international secretarial training. Spanish mother tongue. High 
level of French and intermediate level of English. Along with Felipe, 
she is responsible for the library. 

3. Raúl. Spanish nationality. Bachelor’s degree in biology, certified 
mountain guide. Mother of German origin, he studied in a French 
bilingual school. He speaks Catalan, Spanish, German and French, 
which he usually practices with some inmates. He also knows some 
English and Hebrew, which he has learned while traveling. 

4. Brian. Dutch nationality. He has been in this centre for three years. 
Dutch mother tongue. He speaks Spanish, English and German at an 
intermediate level. He teaches English to the inmates and uses 
material that he has created. He has experience as an ad hoc 
interpreter in hearings with lawyers and social workers. 

5. Mohamed. Albanian nationality. He has been in the centre, where he 
learned the Spanish he knows, for three years. He speaks French, a 
little Italian and English. 

6. Asad. Moroccan nationality. He speaks the Moroccan dialect of Arabic, 
as well as some of the Algerian dialect and Spanish. He admits having 
problems when writing in Arabic since he studied in a Spanish school. 
He indicates that he served as an interpreter with the Prison 
Surveillance Judge and helps other inmates when they have 
questions. He is studying to obtain a degree in Social Work through 
UNED (Universidad Española a Distancia). 

7. Marius. Romanian nationality. He has been in Spain for many years 
and speaks Romanian and Spanish. He only attended the first two 
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sessions and was unable to continue due to internal issues at the 
prison. 

 
All the students contributed to the design of the materials and showed great 
interest in the course from the beginning. According to the educator’s 
comments, apart from the hours set in the computer room, there were 
moments when some students met in their free time to continue working 
on tasks, exchange information and read the texts or supplementary 
material included in the course package. 
 
Comments from both sides—prison staff and inmates—indicated that the 
prison itself was a multicultural place where differences were usually solved 
in a mutually helpful environment using the communicative strategies 
available to them. These included gestures, drawings and short phrases or 
words in languages they knew, which could be seen as a good example of 
a community of practice. They also remarked that this experience and the 
course and materials developed increased the confidence of both the prison 
staff in the team of students who had taken the course and the students in 
themselves and their fellow prisoners. 
 
4. The methodological framework: Situated learning and 
communities of practice 
 
The framework chosen to develop the course comprised situated learning 
and communities of practice. Extensive research (Lave and Wenger 1991, 
2002; Wenger-Trayner and Wenger-Trayner 2015; Smith 2013; González-
Davies 2006; Risku 2016; González-Davies and Enríquez-Raído 2016; 
Crezee et al. 2013, among others) shows that applying methodologies 
based on the main principles of the situated learning and communities of 
practice approaches to education helps establish synergies between 
academia and society. In the context of prisons, differences in education, 
socio-economic level, institutional practices, available facilities, budgetary 
issues and resource quality, among other variables, require a specific 
pedagogical approach based on the combination of both procedures: 
simulated and real-life work. 
 
The seven principles identified by Risku (2016) as common features in the 
implementation of the situated learning model were considered in the 
development and implementation of the training. The first two principles—
collaboration and construction—had already been developed by Risku 
(2010), Muñoz Martín (2010) and Kiraly (2012). The point of departure is 
the assumption that knowledge is always based on existing knowledge, 
which is our own experience and which we integrate into our knowledge 
structures—not the structures of the reality as such. The cognitive 
processes linked to the acquisition of this knowledge do not occur solely in 
the brain but are instead shared with the individual’s interaction with others 
and the environment, i.e, collaboration, which leads to the construction of 
knowledge by the student (and not prescribed by the lecturer). 
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The third principle of situated learning is self-organisation. The main 
assumption here is that knowledge and competence will happen (or will be 
acquired) only when we (or the learners) link them to our (their own) 
worlds, i.e., to their existing actions and contexts. 
 
The fourth principle is application in a social action context. In Risku’s 
words, “we do not just learn because we absorb ‘facts’ as ‘information’, but 
because we navigate with others in a given environment and so learn to act 
in specific situations” (2016: 14). Emphasis is on the social aspect of 
learning or cooperative forms of learning as a primary source of new 
knowledge. As Risku (2016: 12) indicates, “the object of education should 
therefore not be restricted merely to the imparting of information but must 
instead extend to the use of this information in interaction with the 
organisational environment.” 
 
The fifth principle of situated learning identified by Risku is the use of shared 
artefacts. Individual practice is not enough to gain all the competences that 
an authentic situation might require. Interaction and dialogue with others 
help gain competence, especially when learners can assume a meaningful 
role in an authentic situation. This dialogue can lead to critical and informed 
action knowledge that produces progress in the learner’s learning process. 
This knowledge can only be consolidated through the subsequent feedback 
obtained. 
 
Accordingly, Risku identifies appropriate feedback as the sixth principle. A 
principle that guarantees acquiring expertise, and one that is (should be) 
accompanied by reflection, which is the seventh principle. Reflection allows 
us to determine the limits of validity of the knowledge gained or the possible 
uses for newly acquired competences. 
 
Reflection on some processes and on the difficulties in acquiring this new 
knowledge can also be performed in a group as a community of practice, 
which, for example, reflects on solving an ethical dilemma, discusses a 
stereotype, reasons about a reaction or comment, and so on. According to 
Wenger-Trayner and Wenger-Trayner (2015), “[c]ommunities of practice 
are groups of people who share a concern or a passion for something they 
do and learn how to do it better as they interact regularly.” 
 
This idea of communities of practice allows thinking beyond the restrictive 
boundaries of traditional on-site courses. When combined with a situated 
learning approach, where knowledge is attained in an authentic context and 
social interaction and collaboration are required, the result helps bridge the 
gap between abstract learning and the real-life application of this knowledge 
in the work environment, or what Resnick and Klopfer (1989) called 
“bridging apprenticeships”. 
 
  



The Journal of Specialised Translation   Issue 37 – January 2022 

109 
 

5. Applying situated learning to a training initiative in prisons 
 
The design, development of materials and implementation of an 
introductory course on translation and interpreting as part of the project to 
improve the quality of communication in prisons fits in with the philosophy 
of the Spanish General Prison Regulations, which state that education is a 
means of reintegration and integral to the development of a prisoner’s 
personality. The course presented here is targeted at a group of people 
who, thanks to their work as communication liaisons, connect with a part of 
the prison population that is even more isolated, marginalised, separated 
and disconnected from prison life because they do not know the language 
of contact. 
 
The combination of a collaborative approach and situated learning 
methodology was considered a very positive experience for both groups—
prison staff and students. The design and development of the manual as 
well as the implementation of the course and the additional materials and 
practice in class were considered clear and explicit motivating factors for 
participation in the project. Consequently, the students considered 
themselves members of a collaborative project, and participated actively 
throughout the process. A short questionnaire to investigate the practical 
relevance of the course for their future or as an instrument of social 
reintegration was distributed among the students. The answers were 
positive: they not only learned and improved their understanding of 
translation and interpreting practice, but the authentic workplace data also 
inspired them to reflect on their future work in prison or when they would 
leave the prison (Valero-Garcés 2017). The experience of the course 
generated a number of findings that will now be discussed under each of 
the seven of Risku’s (2016) principles of situated learning. 
 
Collaboration: Collaboration between the different interested parties as a 
team was maintained throughout the project. The handling of more 
theoretical approaches to translation and interpreting (T&I; section 2 of the 
course) by using authentic material (section 1 of the course) as part of the 
same project allowed a comprehensive, in-depth discussion and practical 
outputs in the students’ (role-play) performances. There was a strong sense 
of a collaborative knowledge-generation process. 
 
Construction: The involvement of the different parties in the design and 
implementation of the course can be viewed as a process in which 
individual, interconnected constructions are formed. The trainers (research 
team) did not act as an omniscient deliverer of known truths but presented 
the material or used the material provided by the prison staff (e.g., legal 
texts) and the inmates (e.g., a translation, a role play) to present the 
knowledge gaps, and then gave the students the opportunity to discuss the 
topic. 
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Self-organisation: The design and implementation of the course in a specific 
setting—the prison—provided an ideal scenario for linking research to the 
contexts of meaning occupied by the students. The students’ participation 
in the design of the course and as training subjects encouraged students to 
reflect on their practice, be open and develop an interest in T&I as a 
profession instead of a mere ad hoc volunteer activity. 
 
Application in a social action context: In this project, both the students and 
staff could apply their knowledge and skills learned throughout the project; 
they continue to act as translators and interpreters for their fellow prisoners 
when required with better skills and understanding of intercultural 
communication—the main objective of the project. The students were 
uncertain about their future as translators and interpreters when they leave 
the prison, but all of them viewed working on this project as a positive 
endeavour. 
 
Use of common artefacts: Working together on the same project generated 
a basis for discussion in the first stages to define the objective, comply with 
the restrictions of the setting, analyse the student profiles, etc. The 
incorporation of authentic material for practice was seen as a positive and 
attractive element. The material was always explicitly used as an example 
or in the activities, and all the students had to work through some material 
on their own to complete the activities. Some material was analysed by the 
group in class, thus providing the students with a chance to incorporate 
other skills and knowledge. 
 
Feedback: Through their answers to the questionnaire to assess the course, 
the students reflected on and showed greater interest in the quality of 
communication with foreign nationals compared with the reality in the 
prison courtyard. They showed sensitivity to the feedback relating to 
personal aspects in such a specific setting where cultures and languages 
combine in a very restrictive environment. Learning intercultural and T&I 
skills in such a situated context was a social experience characterised by 
mutual appreciation, an open atmosphere and the explicit recognition of the 
students’ potential in motivating learning and facilitating the interaction 
needed. This social learning could be seen as a good example of situated 
learning. 
 
Reflection: The project as a whole initiated reflective, metacognitive 
processes along the dimensions pointed out by Risku (2014): (1) awareness 
of an understanding of the project’s main objective (improving 
communication in prison and an opportunity to enhance the students’ 
abilities in T&I); (2) awareness of the usefulness of the knowledge acquired 
when helping in communication and acting as ad hoc translators and 
interpreters; and (3) awareness of one’s role and capacities as a translator 
and interpreter. Thus, individual reflective processes relating to both 
scholarly content and personal self-development were identified. 
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To conclude, the action-research project described in this article can be seen 
as an example of the practical implementation of a situated-learning 
approach and community of practice for translation and interpreting 
training. Even though no rigorous conclusions can be drawn due to the 
limited number of participants and the restrictions of the setting, all 
participants—students, prison staff, trainers on the MA in PSIT and the 
research team—actively participated in this sociocultural practice of 
translation training and research and contributed to adapting the learning 
process to the needs of a specific group and setting. The pilot training 
initiative to improve interlinguistic and intercultural communication in 
prison is also a tool to promote the reintegration of prison groups; their 
possible social exclusion is reduced by giving these inmates the opportunity 
to access the labour market if they have the appropriate qualifications and 
professional experience. 
 
The manual, entitled Manual de introducción a la traducción e interpretación 
en centros penitenciarios. Curso Básico (Introduction to Translation and 
Interpreting in Correctional Facilities. Introductory Course) (Valero-Garcés 
et al. 2019a) and a guide for the prison staff entitled Guía de las buenas 
prácticas sobre cómo trabajar con intérpretes y traductores en el ámbito 
penitenciario (Valero-Garcés et al. 2019b), once published, were distributed 
to all of Spain’s prisons. Some prisons have shown interest in both the 
course and the manual, and the first steps are being taken to adapt and 
integrate the course into the prisons’ education programmes. A translation 
into English of both the Manual and the Guide are in progress. 
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Notes 
 
1 Spanish Prison Regulations approved by Spanish Royal Decree 190/1996, of 9 February, 
which develops and implements Spanish Organic Law 1/1979, of 26 September. 
2 Spanish Organic Law 5/2015 (Official State Gazette [BOE], 27 April 2015), which modified 
Spanish Criminal Procedure Code and Spanish Organic Law 6/1985, of 1 July 1985, of the 
Judicial Branch. 
3 FITISPos Research group in Training and Research in Public Service Interpreting and 
Translation (see https://fitisposgrupo.web.uah.es/). 
4 The Spanish Ministry of Industry and Competitiveness financed the project. (Ref.: 
MINECO- FFI2015-69997-R). 
5 See https://uahmastercitisp.es. 
6 Ley Orgánica 1/1979, de 26 de septiembre, General Penitenciaria. 
7 Secretaría General de Instituciones Penitenciarias, SGIP. 
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