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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

 Law enforcement officers often wear many hats, such as teacher (when they explain the 

law), support person (when they listen to individuals navigating challenging circumstances), and 

first aider (when they call paramedics to provide healthcare).  This list is not exhaustive; to the 

contrary, officers’ toolkits are ever-expanding in response to changing dynamics at both the 

incident-level and within the community they serve.  One such change is the number of individuals 

in the United States (U.S.) with limited English proficiency (LEP), defined as people “who do not 

speak English as their primary language and who have a limited ability to read, speak, write, or 

understand English” (USDOJ, n.d.).  As of 2024, approximately eight percent of Washington 

state’s population was categorized as being LEP (Migration Policy Institute, 2026). As such, 

officers may find themselves wearing yet another hat – that of language access intermediary – as 

they navigate the U.S.’s growing linguistic diversity. 

 

 This report strives to be a resource for law enforcement officers who find themselves 

navigating language barriers during traffic stops.  It is organized into five chapters. In chapter one, 

we discuss why language barriers matter within the specific context of traffic stops. In chapter two, 

we provide a brief explanation of the evolving legal landscape on language access.  In chapter 

three, we discuss our methods for data collection and analysis. In chapter four, we provide 

descriptive statistics of the body-worn camera footage we analyzed.  In chapter five, we present 

our findings, which include a comparison of five different interpretation strategies, useful scripts 

for traffic stops, helpful strategies for navigating language barriers, less productive approaches to 

mitigating language barriers, and mechanisms to increase language resources for officers and the 

communities they serve.  We conclude by noting areas for future research and productive next 

steps.  

 

Although this report’s findings and recommendations are based on data from one agency 

with a predominantly Hispanic population within Washington state, it is our hope that this 

document will spark conversations (pun intended) in law enforcement agencies across the U.S.  In 

addition, we recognize that while this report might resonate with many officers’ experiences during 

traffic stops, it does not provide them with additional, immediate tools that they can use during 
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traffic stops, such as “Survival Spanish” guides of Spanish FAQs for community members.  These 

projects will be our next steps and are a direct response to the needs identified by the officers who 

participated in this project.  

 

This report would not be possible without the generous time and support of the law 

enforcement agency that shared their police body-worn camera footage with us and that allowed 

us to interview their officers.  While this agency remains anonymous for confidentiality reasons, 

we would be remiss not to emphasize the integral role of this agency and its officers in advancing 

research on language access.  We would also like to thank the Washington Traffic Safety 

Commission (WTSC) for funding this research and for their commitment to generating knowledge 

that improves officer and community members’ safety during traffic stops.  Finally, we thank the 

professionals who reviewed this report and provided their input; while they remain anonymous, 

their feedback strengthened our final product and made it more useful for law enforcement 

agencies, and for that, we are grateful.   

 

I. Traffic Stops and Language Barriers 

 

Traffic stops represent an important opportunity for officer and community member 

engagement insofar as they are a relatively common and routine way members of the public 

encounter law enforcement personnel.  As such, many of the officers interviewed for this study 

viewed traffic stops as important mechanisms by which they could leave a positive impression on 

community members, educate drivers, and increase the likelihood that the driver would reach out 

to the police in the future should they need help.  As discussed in greater detail in the findings 

chapter of this report, several interviewees used rapport-building strategies that included being 

professional, considerate, and patient, all with the goal of increasing public safety by ensuring the 

driver understood the reason for the stop and would comply with the outcome of the stop.  

 

However, officers cannot do these tasks as readily if there are language barriers; thus, traffic 

stops are an important area in which improvement in police-driver communication can potentially 

have a substantial positive effect in the future.  Since many officers are oriented towards problem-

solving, we believe this report can tap into officers’ goals of identifying areas in which “a little can 
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go a long way” – here, the “little” is everything from demeanor, body language, and patience –

combined with language access strategies that increase the likelihood of drivers understanding 

traffic stops. As interviewees explained to us, the three “E’s” of traffic safety are education, 

enforcement, and engineering; we believe this report will support officers’ goals of ensuring two 

of these three E’s: education and enforcement.  

 

Beyond representing an important opportunity for increasing positive police-community 

engagement, traffic stops also matter because they can be high-stakes. Researchers from the 

National Law Enforcement Officer Memorial Fund (NLEOMF) found that traffic stops accounted 

for 52 percent of “self-initiated” officer fatalities from 2010 to 2017 (Breul & Luongo, 2017, pg. 

39). Here, the term “self-initiated” simply refers to “actions that were initiated by officers as they 

enforced the law… such as stopping a suspicious person or conducting a traffic stop for a violation” 

(Breul & Luongo, 2017, pg. 14).  The NLEOMF notes that traffic stops pose unique challenges to 

officers, who cannot predict how a vehicle’s occupants may respond to an officer initiating contact 

with them.  Because of this, officers must remain alert and “constantly monitor the behavior and 

language of drivers and suspects” (Breul & Luongo, 2017, pg. 43).  Officers’ ability to monitor 

drivers’ language will be compromised in situations where officers do not understand the language 

the driver is speaking, underscoring the importance of increasing officers’ language access 

resources so that they can increase theirs and a vehicle’s occupants’ safety during traffic stops. 

 

In addition, the potential for traffic stops to become fatal or involve excessive use of force 

may be increased when an officer and a driver speak different languages.  An article in Police Chief 

magazine describes a traffic stop that occurred in 2005 in Washington, D.C., in which the officer 

overheard a Spanish-speaking vehicle occupant suggest to another occupant that they “shoot when 

he gets closer” (Venkatraman, 2006; Wilber, 2005). The officer understood enough Spanish to 

recognize this threat, call for backup, and respond to the vehicle occupant’s gunfire. As a result, 

the officer remained unharmed.  As the Police Chief article concludes, “This represents but one 

instance in which survival skills in a frequently spoken language proved to be a lifesaver” 

(Venkatraman, 2006). While instances such as this one may be rare – indeed, none of the 15 

interviewees for this study nor the 84 traffic stops we analyzed involved an encounter such as the 

one just described – they are nonetheless possible, and increasing officers’ awareness of key 
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“Survival Spanish” phrases or terminology may increase the safety of all those involved in traffic 

stops.   

 

Language barriers do more than pose a risk to officers’ or community members’ safety, 

however; they can also “compromise the integrity of the judicial process” (Venkatraman, 2006).  

The same Police Chief article cites a case in which a Texas driver successfully challenged his 

drunk-driving conviction, partially due to language barriers during his field sobriety test 

(Venkatraman, 2006, citing Moreno v. State, 1997). Likewise, language barriers may hinder an 

officer’s ability to issue Miranda warnings, obtain confessions, or communicate with victims 

(Venkatraman, 2006).  

 

Language barriers make it more difficult for an officer to request information from a driver 

(e.g., their license and registration), explain why they stopped a driver (e.g., speeding), and 

describe next steps to a driver (e.g., pay a fine). Even more challenging is that language differences 

may go hand-in-hand with cultural differences; for example, a driver “may respond to traffic stops 

by following procedures in their country of origin, such as getting out of a vehicle and walking to 

the patrol car” (Venkatraman, 2006). Because of this, traffic stops are tenuous situations in which 

any miscommunication or cultural misunderstanding can have unintended consequences for any 

of the involved parties. 

 

Officers, of course, cannot be expected to have working knowledge of every possible 

language or culture they might encounter in their jobs. But there are potential interpretive and other 

language service interventions that could serve as a crucial resource to many agencies. Carrying 

“I Speak” cards, for example, could help both officers and community members quickly establish 

a need for interpretation services and identify an individual’s preferred spoken language (McNeil, 

2017).1 Recruiting bilingual officers or providing language training is another possible solution. 

 
1 While “I Speak” cards are used at both state and federal levels for a variety of situations, the Spokane Police 
Department (SPD) is an example of them being used in Washington state by a law enforcement agency for the 
purpose of identifying an individual’s preferred spoken language.  These cards are available on the SPD’s website: 
https://my.spokanecity.org/police/information/language-identification-card/. They are also included in the 
Washington State Patrol (WSP)’s “Title VI Language Access Plan 2025,” discussed in chapter two of this report and 
available online here: https://wsp.wa.gov/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/WSP-Title-VI-Language-Access-Plan-
2025May.pdf  

https://my.spokanecity.org/police/information/language-identification-card/
https://wsp.wa.gov/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/WSP-Title-VI-Language-Access-Plan-2025May.pdf
https://wsp.wa.gov/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/WSP-Title-VI-Language-Access-Plan-2025May.pdf
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Finally, telephonic “language lines” could help officers quickly connect with interpreters when a 

need arises. Before adopting any of these solutions, however, agencies need to assess and make 

informed decisions on officers’ current strategies when responding to language barriers and the 

effectiveness of those strategies.  

 

This report is a first step towards accomplishing the above goal.  By interviewing 15 

officers and analyzing the body-worn camera footage of 84 traffic stops, we identified how officers 

responded to predominantly Spanish language barriers.  We also obtained officers’ views on what 

helped or hindered drivers’ understanding of why they were stopped.   Finally, we asked officers 

about what steps their agency, fellow officers, and community members could take so that 

everyone is collectively working towards the goal of addressing language barriers. Our long-term 

research goal is to support officers by recommending resources that reduce language barriers and 

their associated challenges during traffic stops. 

 

2. LEGAL LANDSCAPE 

 

The current legal landscape for language access is complex and dynamic.  In this chapter, 

we provide a historical account of language access focusing primarily on law enforcement 

agencies.  In so doing, we emphasize the legal ramifications that law enforcement agencies may 

face should they not ensure meaningful language access to individuals who have limited English 

proficiency (LEP).  We also discuss the U.S. Department of Justice (USDOJ)’s resources that 

pertain to language access within the law enforcement context.   

 

We organized this chapter into three sections: (1) a brief, four-paragraph historical 

overview of language access as it pertains to law enforcement agencies, meant to serve as a quick-

reference guide; (2) a more detailed account of language access, focusing on Title VI of the Civil 

Rights Act of 1964 and the evolving legal landscape in this area; and (3) a discussion of USDOJ 

resources.  While we realize the information in sections one and two is slightly repetitive, we 

wanted to provide officers with both a “snapshot” perspective (section one) and a more 

comprehensive discussion (section two).  We recommend that officers treat section one as a “quick 
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reference”, section two as a detailed manual, and section three as a practical guide for ensuring 

meaningful language access.  

 

Finally, readers will notice that we use both in-text citations and footnotes in this chapter. 

We did this deliberately, since legal sources are often long and cumbersome. As such, we placed 

them in the footnotes rather than in the main body of the paper. We believe this will result in a 

smoother reading experience.  

 

I. Historical Overview 

 

In 1974, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled in Lau v. Nichols that the San Francisco public 

school system’s failure to provide meaningful language access constituted national origin 

discrimination and violated Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964.2 This decision pertains to 

more than public schools, however. Recipients of federal funding, such as law enforcement 

agencies, must provide meaningful language access pursuant to Lau v. Nichols (1974), as well as 

the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Omnibus Crime Control and Safe Streets Act of 1968.3  

 

In 2000, President Clinton issued Executive Order (EO) 13166, “Improving Access to 

Services for Persons with Limited English Proficiency,” which required federal agencies, in 

addition to recipients of federal funding, to provide meaningful language access to individuals with 

LEP. 4 As such, EO 13166 both reinforced and broadened the application of language access 

services. In response to EO 13166, in 2002 the USDOJ issued final policy guidance directing 

federal agencies and recipients of federal funding to create language access plans.5   

 

From 2022 to 2024, the USDOJ’s commitment to promoting and enforcing meaningful 

language access, including by law enforcement agencies, intensified both in terms of entering into 

agreements with law enforcement agencies and creating resources to guide law enforcement.  One 

relevant example of the former is the 2024 agreement that the USDOJ entered into with the King 

 
2 Lau v. Nichols, 414 U.S. 563 (1974); 42 U.S.C. § 2000d (2024) (for Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964) 
3 34 U.S.C. § 10228(c) (2024) (for the Omnibus Crime Control and Safe Streets Act of 1968), 
4 Exec. Order No. 13166, found at 65 Fed. Reg. 50121 (2000). 
5 67 Fed. Reg. 41455 (2002)  
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County Sheriff’s Office (KCSO) of Washington in response to an encounter between a KCSO 

Deputy and an individual with LEP (USDOJ, 2024b).  An example of the latter is the USDOJ’s 

creation of a Federal Language Access Working Group and a Law Enforcement Language Access 

Initiative (USDOJ 2022a, USDOJ 2023b). 

 

In 2025, President Trump issued EO 14224, “Designating English as the Official Language 

of the United States,” which rescinded EO 13166.6  Subsequently, the USDOJ removed materials 

pertaining to meaningful language access for individuals with LEP from its website, pending an 

internal review.7  Importantly, while EO 14224 revoked EO 13166, recipients of federal funding, 

including law enforcement agencies, are still obligated to provide meaningful language access to 

individuals with LEP in accordance with Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, the Omnibus 

Crime Control and Safe Streets Act of 1968, and Supreme Court decisions such as Lau v. Nichols 

(1974).8 As of July 2026, the publication date of this report, this internal review is ongoing.  As 

such, law enforcement agencies should regularly visit the USDOJ's website to remain informed of 

any developments regarding EO 14224 and its implementation.   

 

II. Title VI and Limited English Proficiency (LEP)  

 

 Law enforcement agencies that receive federal funds are prohibited from discriminating 

on the basis of national origin, which includes not taking reasonable steps to provide meaningful 

language access, pursuant to Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, the Omnibus Crime Control 

and Safe Streets Act of 1968, and multiple Supreme Court decisions, including Lau v. Nichols 

(1974) (Hofstetter et al., 2021).9 This legal mandate was further cemented by President Clinton in 

2000 when he issued Executive Order (EO) 13166, “Improving Access to Services for Persons 

 
6 Exec. Order No. 14224, found at 90 Fed. Reg. 11363 (2025) 
7 This information is stated on the USDOJ’s website on Limited English Proficiency at 
https://www.justice.gov/crt/limited-english-proficiency; specifically, as of May 15, 2026, the website reads as 
follows: “To implement Executive Order 14224, and pursuant to the Attorney General’s implementation memo, the 
Department of Justice has temporarily suspended the operations of lep.gov, pending an internal review.  These 
materials will be replaced when new guidance is issued.” 
8See 42 U.S.C. § 2000d (2024) (for Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964), 34 U.S.C. § 10228(c) (2024) (for the 
Omnibus Crime Control and Safe Streets Act of 1968), and Lau v. Nichols, 414 U.S. 563 (1974)   
9Also see 42 U.S.C. § 2000d (2024) (for Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964), 34 U.S.C. § 10228(c) (2024) (for 
the Omnibus Crime Control and Safe Streets Act of 1968), and Lau v. Nichols, 414 U.S. 563 (1974) (for an example 
of a Supreme Court decision).  
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with Limited English Proficiency,” which required federal agencies, in addition to recipients of 

federal funding, to provide meaningful language access to individuals with limited English 

proficiency (LEP).10 Prior to EO 13166, the aforementioned legislation and Supreme Court 

decisions solely pertained to recipients of federal funding. In response to these legal requirements, 

federal agencies were tasked with drafting and implementing language access plans, in addition to 

providing language access guidance to the entities they funded, including law enforcement 

agencies (USDOJ, 2022a). 

 

In 2002 and 2011, respectively, the U.S. Department of Justice (USDOJ) and the U.S. 

Department of Homeland Security (USDHS) issued final policy “Guidance to Federal Financial 

Assistance Recipients Regarding Title VI Prohibition Against National Origin Discrimination 

Affecting Limited English Proficient Persons.”11  While both the 2002 USDOJ and 2011 USDHS 

guidance is relevant for law enforcement, “Recipients [of federal assistance] should look chiefly 

to the guidance promulgated by the agency that is the primary source of Federal assistance to an 

entity—as, for example, DOJ is for State and local law enforcement.”12 That said, both the USDOJ 

and USDHS guidance specifically discuss local law enforcement agencies as possible recipients 

of federal financial assistance and suggests mechanisms by which they can provide meaningful 

access to language services to individuals with LEP.13   

 

The 2002 USDOJ and 2011 USDHS guidance introduced a four-factor analysis that law 

enforcement agencies, as well as other recipients of federal financial assistance, could use when 

designing and implementing mechanisms to ensure meaningful language access to individuals with 

LEP.  This four-factor analysis included the following: (1) assessing how many individuals with 

LEP were in the population being served; (2) determining the frequency by which individuals with 

LEP came into contact with the recipient of federal financial assistance; (3) determining the degree 

of necessity or importance of the service being provided; and (4) evaluating the resources available 

to the recipient of federal financial assistance that would enable it to provide meaningful language 

access.  The 2002 USDOJ and 2011 USDHS guidance recognizes that approaches to ensuring 

 
10 Exec. Order No. 13166, found at 65 Fed. Reg. 50,121 (2000). 
11 67 Fed. Reg. 41455 (2002) and 76 Fed. Reg. 21755 (2011) 
12 76 Fed. Reg. 21755 (2011), page 16 
13 67 Fed. Reg. 41455 (2002) and 76 Fed. Reg. 21755 (2011) 
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meaningful language access will be dependent upon an entity’s size, resources, and other 

considerations; as such, recipients of federal financial aid have flexibility in how they provide 

meaningful language access, so long as they are taking reasonable steps to do so.14 

 

The 2002 USDOJ and 2011 USDHS guidance also recommended that recipients of federal 

financial assistance develop, implement, and routinely update a Language Access Plan (“LAP 

plan”), also referred to as a plan for individuals with Limited English Proficiency (“LEP plan”), 

although the former terminology is used slightly more frequently in U.S. government documents.15 

These plans should consider both oral (i.e., interpretation) and written (i.e., translation) language 

assistance services.  Recipients of federal financial assistance should also ensure the quality, 

accuracy, and timeliness of all language assistance services provided, as well as the 

appropriateness of the individuals who are providing those services (e.g., potentially biased 

individuals or children).16   

 

The 2002 USDOJ and 2011 USDHS guidance recognizes that some recipients of federal 

assistance, such as those with a low population of individuals with LEP or limited resources, may 

not have a Language Access Plan.17 In this scenario, the recipient of federal assistance “should 

have a policy explaining that it is committed to providing meaningful access to LEP persons and 

should consider alternative ways to articulate in some other reasonable manner a plan for providing 

meaningful access, including informing staff and LEP persons of how language services will be 

provided.”18  Moreover, the 2011 DHS guidance reminds recipients of federal assistance that 

regardless of their populations of individuals with LEP or resource constraints, they must still 

comply with legal mandates to provide meaningful language access.  

 

From 2011 to 2022, several law enforcement agencies underwent civil rights investigations 

by the USDOJ following allegations that they were in violation of Title VI of the Civil Rights Act 

 
14 76 Fed. Reg. 21755 (2011); also see USDOJ, 2022b. 
15 67 Fed. Reg. 41455 (2002) and 76 Fed. Reg. 21755 (2011); for example, see the “Language Access Plan 2024-
2026” developed by USDHS’s Center for Prevention Program and Partnerships (CP3) at 
https://www.dhs.gov/sites/default/files/2025-06/24_1126_cp3-language-access-plan.pdf  
16 67 Fed. Reg. 41455 (2002) and 76 Fed. Reg. 21755 (2011) 
17 67 Fed. Reg. 41455 (2002) and 76 Fed. Reg. 21755 (2011) 
18 76 Fed. Reg. 21755 (2011) at 21766 
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of 1964 (USDOJ, 2023b).  For example, in 2016 and 2018, respectively, both the Brown County 

Sheriff's Office (BSCO) in Wisconsin and the Denver Police Department (DPD) in Colorado were 

involved in investigations with the USDOJ involving language access; the BCSO case involved 

an inadequate interpreter working with the BSCO to interview people who allegedly misused 

Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) benefits, and the DPD violation pertained to 

officers not providing sufficient language access to Burmese residents with LEP  (USDOJ, 

2023b).19 Similarly, in 2021, the USDOJ reached an agreement with the Hazleton Police 

Department (HPD) in Pennsylvania after two separate incidents in which a Spanish-speaking 

individual with LEP had to rely on his minor son and later a coworker to communicate with the 

police (USDOJ, 2021). These examples illustrate the USDOJ’s enforcement of Title VI and other 

legal authorities that require meaningful language access be provided to individuals with LEP, and 

underscore why this topic is increasingly important for law enforcement agencies today.  

 

In 2022, the USDOJ recognized the fifteenth anniversary of Executive Order 13166 and 

launched a Federal Language Access Working Group and a Law Enforcement Language Access 

Initiative (USDOJ 2022a, USDOJ 2023b).  In addition, the USDOJ’s Community Oriented 

Policing Services (COPS) Office updated its online portal with relevant research and language 

access guidance, while the USDOJ maintained a public-facing website at https://www.lep.gov/law-

enforcement.  These tools provided law enforcement agencies and other recipients of federal 

financial aid with resources on how to provide meaningful language assistance to LEP individuals 

(USDOJ, 2023a). 

 

From 2002 to 2024, the USDOJ intensified its focus on certain types of recipients of federal 

financial assistance’s interactions with individuals with LEP, including law enforcement agencies 

(USDOJ 2022c, USDOJ 2023b). In December 2023, USDOJ Assistant Attorney General, Kristen 

 
19 The (USDOJ, 2023b) in-text reference is for the press release of the “Readout of Justice Department’s Law 
Enforcement Language Access Initiative Virtual Convening.” During the virtual convening, which the first author of 
this report attended, Sheriff Todd Delain of the Brown County Sheriff's Office (BCSO) in Wisconsin and Chief Ron 
Thomas of the Denver Police Department (DPD) in Colorado discussed the language access allegations against their 
agencies, as well as their responses to it.  The USDOJ COPS Office’s recording of this virtual convening is currently 
unavailable, pending the USDOJ’s review of EO 14224 and its implementation. The authors cannot find a public 
record of the case against the BSCO in Wisconsin and thus rely on Sheriff Delain’s description of the allegations 
against his agency as reported by him during the 2023 USDOJ virtual convening.  Information on the allegations 
against the DPD in Colorado can be found at https://www.justice.gov/archives/opa/press-release/file/1558796/dl   

https://www.justice.gov/archives/opa/press-release/file/1558796/dl
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Clarke, sent a letter to law enforcement agencies reminding them of their legal obligations to 

provide meaningful language access to individuals with LEP (USDOJ, 2023a).  That same month, 

December 2023, the USDOJ held its first “Law Enforcement Language Access Virtual 

Convening,” during which it hosted speakers that included a police chief, sheriff, U.S. Attorney’s 

Office officials from two different districts in two different states, and representatives from the 

FBI’s Language Services Section, the USDOJ COPS Office, and the USDOJ’s Civil Rights 

Division, all with the goal of discussing how federal agencies and recipients of federal financial 

assistance could address language barriers (USDOJ, 2023b).  This webinar also described 

instances in which the USDOJ took enforcement measures against, or became actively involved 

with, entities that it deemed should improve upon their provision of meaningful language access 

services to individuals with LEP (USDOJ, 2023b).  

 

For example, in 2024, the USDOJ entered into an agreement with the King County 

Sheriff’s Office (KCSO) in Washington and the Alameda County Sheriff’s Office (ACSO) in 

California following allegations of Title VI violations made against both agencies (USDOJ 2024a, 

USDOJ 2024b).  Regarding the KCSO in Washington, a community-based organization alleged 

that a KCSO Deputy discriminated against an individual with LEP (USDOJ, 2024b).  The 

agreement that the KCSO entered into with the USDOJ formulated a two-year plan during which 

the KCSO would “hire a language access program manager; develop interim and final directives 

prohibiting the use of children, family, bystanders and other unqualified individuals for language 

assistance; engage in outreach with community members and stakeholders; develop a robust 

training program and ensure an accessible complaint process” (USDOJ, 2024b). Similarly, the 

ACSO’s agreement with the USDOJ required it to “establish a formal, office-wide language access 

directive, designate a member of its personnel as the LEP Coordinator for ACSO, provide staff 

trainings on language assistance, improve quality controls to require accurate and quality-assessed 

language assistance services and undergo a period of departmental monitoring” (USDOJ, 2024a).  

During its December 2023 “Law Enforcement Language Access Virtual Convening,” the USDOJ 

discussed many of the aforementioned agreements and urged law enforcement agencies to reach 

out for technical assistance so that the USDOJ could provide language access guidance and support 

to them (USDOJ, 2023b).  
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In 2025, President Trump issued EO 14224, “Designating English as the Official Language 

of the United States,” which rescinded EO 13166.20  Subsequently, USDOJ Attorney General 

Pamela Bondi wrote a memo directing the USDOJ to revoke prior LEP guidance, engage in an 

internal review of language access services, halt the operations of the USDOJ’s public-facing 

website of https://www.lep.gov/, and issue new guidance on the implementation of EO 14224 

(USDOJ, 2025).  Accordingly, the USDOJ rescinded its 2002 policy guidance and stated that it 

would be issuing updated policy guidance in the future, although it noted that “recipients of 

Department financial assistance have a continuing obligation to comply with Title VI, all 

applicable Title VI implementing regulations, all applicable federal civil rights laws and 

nondiscrimination provisions” and “that the denial of language assistance services can be evidence 

of discrimination on the basis of national origin or disability under certain circumstances.”21 The 

USDOJ also removed materials pertaining to meaningful language access for individuals with LEP 

from its website, pending an internal review.22   

 

Importantly, while EO 14224 revoked EO 13166, recipients of federal funding, including 

law enforcement agencies, are still obligated to provide meaningful language access to individuals 

with LEP pursuant to Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, the Omnibus Crime Control and 

Safe Streets Act of 1968, and Supreme Court decisions such as Lau v. Nichols (1974).23 As of July 

6, 2026, the date that this report was accepted for publication, the USDOJ’s internal review is 

ongoing.  While this report was in-press (i.e., in the process of being published), on July 14, 2026, 

DHS rescinded its 2011 policy guidance and indicated that it would issue updated policy guidance 

on language access at a future date, pursuant to EO 14224.24 As such, law enforcement agencies 

should regularly visit the USDOJ's website to remain informed of any developments regarding EO 

14224 and its implementation.   

 
20 Exec. Order No. 14224, found at 90 Fed. Reg. 11363 (2025) 
21 90 Fed. Reg. 15721 (2025) at 17522 
22 This information is stated on the USDOJ’s website on Limited English Proficiency at 
https://www.justice.gov/crt/limited-english-proficiency; specifically, as of May 15, 2026, the website reads as 
follows: “To implement Executive Order 14224, and pursuant to the Attorney General’s implementation memo, the 
Department of Justice has temporarily suspended the operations of lep.gov, pending an internal review.  These 
materials will be replaced when new guidance is issued.” 
23Also see 42 U.S.C. § 2000d (2024) (for Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964), 34 U.S.C. § 10228(c) (2024) (for 
the Omnibus Crime Control and Safe Streets Act of 1968), and Lau v. Nichols, 414 U.S. 563 (1974) (for an example 
of a Supreme Court decision).  
24 91 Fed. Reg. 43108 (2026) 



13 
 

 

 

Law enforcement agencies in Washington state should refer to the Washington Law Against 

Discrimination (WLAD), Revised Code of Washington (RCW), Chapter 49.60. While this law 

does not explicitly identify language as a ground for discrimination, it does prohibit discrimination 

on the basis of multiple grounds, including national origin.  National origin discrimination has 

been interpreted to include “discrimination against an employee because he shares the ‘linguistic 

characteristics of a national origin group.’” (Xieng v. Peoples Nat. Bank of Washington, 821 P.2d 

520, 523 (Wash. Ct. App. 1991), aff’d 844 P.2d 389 (Wash. 1993)). The WLAD applies broadly to 

state and public entities, their contractors and subcontractors, and employers in general.  See RCW 

Chapter 49.60.  Finally, some locations in Washington state have county or local laws pertaining 

to language access, such as King County.  As such, law enforcement agencies in Washington state 

should consult with their legal counsel to ensure that they are aware of local, county, state, and 

federal laws pertaining to language access and to discrimination.  

 

III. USDOJ Guidance  

  

Recipients of federal financial assistance should draft, adopt, and regularly update 

Language Access Plans (“LAPs”), also referred to as plans for individuals with Limited English 

Proficiency (“LEP plans”), in accordance with the 2002 USDOJ and 2011 USDHS final policy 

“Guidance to Federal Financial Assistance Recipients Regarding Title VI Prohibition Against 

National Origin Discrimination Affecting Limited English Proficient Persons.”25  The specific 

content of LEP plans may vary from one law enforcement agency to another, as no two agencies 

operate in exactly the same environments.  Indeed, in her December 2023 letter to law enforcement 

agencies, Assistant Attorney General Kristen Clarke recognized that “given the considerable 

differences in sizes, demographics, and resources among the over 18,000 LEAs [law enforcement 

agencies] in this country, there is no one-size-fits-all approach to addressing language needs and 

 
25 67 Fed. Reg. 41455 (2002) and 76 Fed. Reg. 21755 (2011). As described in the previous section of this report, the 
2011 DHS guidance acknowledges that some law enforcement agencies, such as those who serve a low population 
of individuals with LEP, may not have an LEP plan; in this situation, agencies must still “articulate in some other 
reasonable manner a plan for providing meaningful access, including informing staff and LEP persons of how 
language services will be provided” (76 Fed. Reg. 21755 (2011) at 21766). 
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challenges” (USDOJ, 2023a).  Thus, law enforcement agencies should feel empowered to create 

LEP plans that best fit the specific needs and circumstances of the communities they serve. 

 

When creating LEP plans, law enforcement agencies may find it useful to review a USDOJ 

Factsheet that describes the four-factor analysis that recipients of federal financial assistance 

should conduct, as well as the various components LEP plans should include, such as oral (i.e., 

interpretation) language services, written (i.e., translation) language services, trainings on the 

provision of language services, and an explanation of how individuals with LEP will be informed 

about the availability of language services (USDOJ, 2022b).26 Law enforcement agencies should 

also routinely assess the quality, accuracy, and timeliness of all language services provided, and 

should generally refrain from having potentially biased individuals or children facilitate language 

access on behalf of individuals with LEP.27  

 

Law enforcement agencies can find recent examples of LEP plans online.  These include 

the Denver Police Department’s 2022 “Language Access Policy and Plan”, a hyperlink to which 

can be found in the footnote of this page.28 They also include the King County Sheriff’s Office 

(KCSO) of Washington state’s 2024 “Language Access Services for Persons Who Are Limited 

English Proficient (LEP).”29 Another recent example comes from the Washington State Patrol’s 

“Title VI Language Access Plan 2025.”30  

 

In 2022, the USDOJ formed a Federal Language Access Working Group and a Law 

Enforcement Language Access Initiative (LELAI), both of which supported law enforcement 

 
26 This factsheet is located at https://cops.usdoj.gov/pdf/LEP-recipient-factsheet.pdf ; the full citation for this 
factsheet can be found in the Works Cited section of this report under USDOJ (2022b).  
27 67 Fed. Reg. 41455 (2002) and 76 Fed. Reg. 21755 (2011); Law enforcement officers should rely upon “the most 
reliable temporary interpreter available to address exigent circumstances” (National Immigrant Women’s Advocacy 
Project (NIWAP), 2019, Slide 23).  
28 The Denver Police Department (DPD)’s “Language Access Policy and Plan”, created as part of a 2022 agreement 
between the DPD, City and County of Denver, and the USDOJ, can be found here: 
https://denver.prelive.opencities.com/files/assets/public/v/2/police-department/documents/district-pages/language-
access-policy-and-plan.pdf 
29 The King County Sheriff’s Office (KCSO) of Washington state’s “Language Access Services for Persons Who Are 
Limited English Proficient (LEP)”, created as part of a 2022 agreement between the KCSO, and the USDOJ, can be 
found here: https://public.powerdms.com/KCSO/tree/documents/1834830 
30 The Washington State Patrol (WSP)’s “Title VI Language Access Plan 2025” can be found here: 
https://wsp.wa.gov/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/WSP-Title-VI-Language-Access-Plan-2025May.pdf 

https://cops.usdoj.gov/pdf/LEP-recipient-factsheet.pdf
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agencies in the formation, implementation, and revision of their LEP plans (USDOJ 2022a, 

USDOJ 2023b). The LELAI offered technical assistance and language access trainings to law 

enforcement agencies, and the USDOJ’s Civil Rights Division hosted “Language Access Office 

Hours.”31 Moreover, the USDOJ maintained a public-facing website with language access 

guidance at https://www.lep.gov/law-enforcement (USDOJ, 2023a). While these initiatives and 

resources have been removed from the USDOJ’s website pending guidance on the implementation 

of EO 14224 (USDOJ, 2025), they nonetheless emphasize the USDOJ’s commitment to supporting 

law enforcement agencies in meeting their legal requirements to provide meaningful language 

access to individuals with LEP.32   

 

LEP plans are meant to increase officers’ efficacy, reduce the likelihood of agencies 

responding to costly litigation from civil suits, and ensure that agencies comply with federal law 

(Venkatraman, 2006).  Moreover, as Carl R. Peed, the former director of the USDOJ’s COPS Office 

notes: “By developing and implementing a language access plan, law enforcement agencies will 

be able to strengthen their police-community relations, increase trust, and be better positioned to 

address public safety problems” (Shah & Estrada, 2009). This is particularly important since some 

individuals with LEP may be first- or second-generation immigrants who may be fearful of the 

police (Zong & Batalova, 2015). LEP plans can thus support officers with the dual challenge of 

overcoming communication barriers while also building trust with linguistically and culturally 

diverse communities (Schanzer et al., 2016). 

 

The USDOJ guidance and COPS-supported research are useful and address language 

barriers from a broad perspective. In this report, we add to these resources by focusing on the 

 
31 These initiatives were discussed by Laureen Laglagaron, who was a senior attorney with the USDOJ’s Civil 
Rights Division; she discussed these initiatives during a December 2023 meeting with the Washington State 
Coalition for Language Access (WASCLA), which the first author of this report attended.   
32 While guidance on lep.gov has been removed, resources on the USDOJ’s Office of Community Oriented Policing 
Services (COPS) website and portal remain available, including several COPS-sponsored publications that describe 
how language access initiatives advance law enforcement agencies’ goals of improving community trust, solving 
crimes, and combating terrorism (Shah et al., 2007; Shah & Estrada, 2009; Schanzer et al., 2016; Police Executive 
Research Forum, 2017; Bruel & Luongo, 2017).  Two reports that law enforcement agencies might find particularly 
helpful are Overcoming Language Barriers: Solutions for Law Enforcement (Shah et al., 2007) and Bridging the 
Language Divide: Promising Practices for Law Enforcement (Shah & Estrada, 2009). Both of these reports highlight 
promising practices and useful tools taken from law enforcement agencies across the U.S. and note how agencies’ 
approaches to providing meaningful language access may vary in accordance with their sizes, resources, and the 
demographics of the communities they serve. 
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specific context of traffic stops. As discussed in our introduction, traffic stops pose unique 

challenges to officers' safety. Traffic stops are also important opportunities for officers to both 

educate and build rapport with community members.  Language barriers can impede all of these 

things: safety, education, and trust. We hope the information in this report is helpful towards 

navigating language barriers and improving the outcomes of traffic stops.  

 

3. DATA & METHODS 

 
This chapter is organized into four sections. First, we describe our two sources of data: 

police body-worn camera (BWC) footage of 84 traffic stops, and fifteen interviews with officers, 

both from a mid-sized law enforcement agency in Washington state that serves a predominantly 

Hispanic population, most of whom speak a language other than English at home.  Second, we 

discuss our mixed-methods approach to analyzing the police body-worn camera footage of 84 

traffic stops, including how the data were accessed, sampled, quantitatively coded, and 

qualitatively analyzed. Third, we describe our qualitative approach to analyzing our 15 interviews 

with officers.  Fourth, we briefly state the limitations of our methodological approaches to 

analyzing the body-worn camera footage and interviews.  

I. Description of Data 

 In this mixed-methods study, we analyzed police body-worn camera footage of 84 traffic 

stops conducted by officers from a mid-sized law enforcement agency in Washington state that 

serves a predominantly Hispanic population, a majority of whom spoke a language other than 

English at home.  Our goal was to identify how police navigated language barriers during traffic 

stops, with a particular focus on Spanish-English interactions, since those were the two most 

commonly spoken languages in the community that this law enforcement agency served. We also 

interviewed 15 officers from this agency to learn about their views, experiences, and 

recommendations when navigating language barriers during traffic stops. The interview questions 

that we asked officers can be found in the Appendix.   

II. Body-Worn Camera Analysis 

 We used a mixture of quantitative and qualitative methods to analyze the 84 traffic stops 

referenced above. In the below paragraphs, we first discuss our quantitative methods, before 

describing how we conducted our qualitative analysis.  It is important to note that the law 
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enforcement agency that we partnered with shared their body-worn camera footage with us via a 

secure, cloud storage setting that we accessed within Washington State University (WSU)’s 

Complex Social Interactions (CSI) Laboratory.  All individuals who work within WSU’s CSI 

Laboratory are required to undergo background checks, sign confidentiality agreements, and 

complete rigorous trainings.  

 Our analysis of police body-worn camera footage involved four components: (1) sampling 

the BWC videos of traffic incidents; (2) identifying what data, or “variables,” we needed from the 

videos; (3) quantitatively coding and analyzing the videos for those variables, and (4) qualitatively 

coding and analyzing the videos for additional, unexpected themes that we did not identify during 

our initial, quantitative coding.  The four sub-headings below discuss each of these aspects of our 

body-worn camera analysis.  

Sampling  

 The present project made use of a larger dataset of traffic-related incidents, including 

collisions and other matters that were not strictly traffic stops, that were analyzed by WSU’s CSI 

Laboratory as part of a prior research study conducted with the same law enforcement agency.  As 

such, our sample of BWC videos for the present study is actually a subset of videos from this 

larger, prior project done with the same agency.  The BWC videos from the larger project were 

coded to indicate if a language barrier was present, and if so, if the language barrier was for Spanish 

or for another language. Although the larger project did not have language barriers as its primary 

focus, this initial round of coding (i.e., “Language Barrier: Yes or No” and “Spanish: Yes or No”) 

was essential for the present study, as it allowed us to have a larger dataset of BWC traffic videos 

available to us within which we knew whether or not a language barrier existed.  Even so, it took 

multiple rounds of sampling and data cleaning before we were able to produce the final subset of 

traffic stops that we could analyze for the present project; the below paragraphs describe this 

process. 

 Chart 1, shown below, provides a visual description accompanied by a brief textual 

explanation of how the second author sampled the BWC incidents and videos for the present study.  

As described in the prior paragraph, we made use of the larger dataset of traffic stops that were 

part of a prior, larger research study conducted with the same law enforcement agency.   
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Chart 1. Sampling Procedure 

Population 
1,219 Traffic Stops and 

1,555 Videos 

Prior, Larger Project -  
Initial Random Sample 

431 Traffic Stops and 570 Videos 

This initial random sample was for a separate, larger 
project. Per the below boxes, we drew a second, smaller 
random sample for the present study. 

Excluded 
22 Traffic Stops and 60 Videos 

Of the 431 traffic stops, 22 were removed because they were 
not “true” traffic stops (e.g., they were collisions or only 
contained footage of the jail / medical portion of the stop) or 
because they only contained footage from the secondary, 
rather than the primary, officer (e.g., an FTO's video but not 
the video from the officer they were training). 

Present Study - Final Project Sample 
84 Traffic Stops 

102 Videos 

All Traffic Stops from July 1, 2022 to October 31, 2022. 

 431 Traffic Stops  
- 22 Not “True” Traffic Stops 
= 409 Traffic Stops 

Language Barrier 
43 Traffic Stops 

57 Videos 

Fluent Spanish 
10 Traffic Stops 

10 Videos 

Fluent English 
31 Traffic Stops 

35 Videos 

We did not code all 142 stops. Instead, 
we coded stops in chronological order 
until we reached saturation, or the point 
at which we detected no new patterns 
emerging from the data.  We reached 
saturation after coding 84 of the 142 
stops; of these 84 stops, 43 had 
language barriers, 10 were in fluent 
Spanish, and 31 were in fluent English. 

Of the 317 fluent English stops from the 
final random sample, we randomly 
selected a smaller sample of only 50 
fluent English stops for our initial project 
sample for the present study.  This 
allowed us to maintain the present study's 
focus on analyzing stops involving 
language barriers, while also providing 
comparison groups of stops without 
language barriers (i.e., fluent Spanish and 
fluent English stops). 

Prior, Larger Project - Final Random Sample 
409 Traffic Stops and 510 Videos 

Language Barrier 
82 Traffic Stops 

112 Videos 

Fluent Spanish 
10 Traffic Stops 

10 Videos 

Fluent English 
317 Traffic Stops 

388 Videos 

Present Study - Initial Project Sample 
142 Traffic Stops 

185 Videos 

Fluent Spanish 
10 Traffic Stops 

10 Videos 

Fluent English 
50 Traffic Stops 

63 Videos 

Language Barrier 
82 Traffic Stops 

112 Videos 
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The larger dataset of traffic stops that were part of a prior, larger research study conducted 

with the same law enforcement agency included 1,219 traffic stops, comprising 1,555 videos, for 

the time period of July 1, 2022, to October 21, 2022. There are more videos than there are traffic 

stops because more than one officer can attend the same stop (e.g., two officers might respond to 

a stop, resulting in two videos associated with one stop).   

To create a “Final Project Sample” of traffic stops for the present study, the second author 

first had to create two random samples.  The first random sample (which is labeled in Chart 1 as 

“Prior, Larger Project – Initial Random Sample”) was for the previous research study done with 

this agency; while this prior, larger project was focused on procedural justice, not language 

barriers, it nonetheless involved coding traffic stops to indicate whether a language barrier was 

present or not, and if so, if the language barrier was for Spanish or another language. This coding 

was instrumental for the present study, as it allowed us to determine whether traffic stops contained 

a language barrier or not.  

The second random sample (which is labeled in Chart 1 as “Present Study – Initial Project 

Sample”) was done for the present study, and it involved us reducing the total number of fluent 

English traffic stops from the “Prior, Larger Project – Final Random Sample” by randomly 

sampling a portion of the total number of fluent English traffic stops, thereby allowing us to 

primarily focus on stops with language barriers. Our entire sampling strategy is visually illustrated, 

along with brief textual descriptions, in Chart 1; even so, the below paragraphs provide a complete, 

written explanation of our sampling strategy for readers who would like a more detailed 

explanation. 

First, of the total population of 1,219 traffic stops, the second author conducted an “Initial 

Random Sample” of 431 stops consisting of 570 videos. Our decision to sample 431 incidents 

(versus some other number of incidents) was based on a methodological approach that used 

confidence intervals. Specifically, we chose to sample 431 incidents because this was the sample 

size that was needed to generate a 99% confidence interval with a 5% margin of error for the total 

population of 1,219 incidents, assuming no a priori knowledge of population proportions.  This 

“Initial Random Sample” was for the prior, larger project that we did for this same law enforcement 

agency. While this prior, larger project focused on procedural justice, it nonetheless involved us 

coding traffic stops for whether or not they involved a language barrier and, if so, whether the 
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language barrier was for Spanish or another language. This gave us the information that we needed 

for the present study (i.e., it gave us a dataset of traffic stops within which we knew whether there 

were language barriers or not). 

Second, the second author conducted a “quality check” of the “Initial Random Sample” of 

431 stops done for the prior, larger project, and removed from the “Initial Random Sample” any 

stops that were not “true” traffic stops (e.g., they were collisions, only contained footage of jails 

or medical facilities rather than the actual stop, or only contained footage from the Field Training 

Officer rather than the officer they were supervising, which meant we had an incomplete set of 

videos for the stop). At the end of this “quality check,” we had 22 “not true” traffic stops that were 

associated with 60 videos. (As previously explained, we had more videos than stops because a stop 

can have multiple officers attend it, resulting in multiple videos associated with a single stop).   

Third, the second author removed the 22 “not true” traffic stops, as well as the 60 videos 

associated with them, from the “Initial Random Sample” for the prior, larger project. This resulted 

in a “Final Random Sample” of 409 traffic stops consisting of 510 videos for the prior, larger 

project. 

Fourth, we reviewed the “Final Random Sample” for the larger, prior project and 

ascertained how many of the stops within it involved language barriers. We determined that of the 

409 traffic stops within “Final Random Sample,” 82 contained language barriers, 10 were in fluent 

Spanish, and 317 were in fluent English.   

Fifth, we created an “Initial Project Sample” for the present study by keeping all the stops 

from the “Final Random Sample” for the prior, larger project, with the exception of reducing the 

number of fluent English stops; we did this because the focus of the present study is on language 

barriers, and as such, we are less focused on fluent English traffic stops.  The “Final Random 

Sample” for the prior, larger project had 317 traffic stops in fluent English; for the “Initial Project 

Sample” for the present study, we randomly sampled 50 of those 317 traffic stops in fluent English.  

This allowed us to compare traffic stops with language barriers to traffic stops without language 

barriers.  This also allowed us to compare if traffic stops with language barriers were conducted in 

distinct ways from stops without language barriers, such as if pantomiming (i.e., using body and 

facial gestures) was used more often in stops with language barriers or if the reason for the stop 

was given less often in stops with language barriers.  This resulted in an “Initial Project Sample” 
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for the present study of 142 stops, of which 82 contained language barriers, 10 were in fluent 

Spanish, and 50 were in fluent English; for quality assurance, the second author watched these 142 

stops to verify that they were accurately coded from the prior, larger project regarding if and to 

what extent they involved a language barrier. 

 Sixth, we determined the “Final Project Sample” for the present study by coding stops until 

we reached “saturation,” which is known in social science methodology as the point by which a 

researcher stops identifying new findings.  In other words, this is the point by which a researcher 

sees the same patterns, themes, or findings appear over and over, without new information being 

added.  Of the 142 stops in our “Initial Project Sample” for the present study, we watched and 

coded the stops in chronological order; we reached saturation after 84 stops were coded, of which 

43 contained language barriers, 10 were in fluent Spanish, and 31 were in fluent English.  That 

means we coded just over half of all stops with language barriers in our “Initial Project Sample,” 

all the stops in fluent Spanish, and more than half the stops in fluent English.  

Variables 

 Prior to coding the 142 traffic stops in our “Initial Project Sample,” the second author 

created a “codebook” where she delineated the data (hereafter called “variables”) that we wanted 

to collect. However, we knew that even with our best efforts and deductive reasoning, we would 

not be able to identify all the possible variables we would need to collect.  In other words, we knew 

that we would be able to foresee some variables of interest (such as the severity of a language 

barrier, whether or not an officer asked for assistance from a fellow, bilingual officer, etc.), but that 

we would not be able to identify all the variables we might want to collect (for example, we coded 

for whether or not the driver understood the outcome of the traffic stop, but later realized that this 

“outcome variable” was insufficient by itself, since some drivers understood they were receiving 

a ticket, but did not necessarily understand what to do with the ticket).   

As this latter example illustrates, we later wished that the “outcome variable” variable in 

our codebook had been split into two parts: if a driver understood the “outcome” of the stop (e.g., 

a warning, ticket, arrest, etc.), and if a driver understood any necessary “next steps” that were 

associated with that outcome (e.g., the three options presented to a driver on a ticket issued in 

Washington state). To summarize, we knew that one limitation of quantitative coding is that no 

researcher can perfectly envision all the variables they should collect. Because of this, we added a 
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second, qualitative round of coding to try and capture as much data as possible, beyond the 

variables initially identified in our codebook. 

We thus designed a dual quantitative and qualitative coding process, in which the 

quantitative coding was focused on the variables in our codebook, and the qualitative coding was 

geared towards re-watching BWC videos of traffic stops with the goal of clarifying existing 

variables or identifying additional variables of interest. In the below paragraphs, we first briefly 

describe our codebook, which is located in the Appendix. Next, we explain how we quantitatively 

and qualitatively coded the videos, such that the quantitative coding followed the codebook, 

whereas the qualitative coding expanded on variables in the quantitative codebook (i.e., adding 

more details to them) while also identifying new variables of interest.  

 Our codebook was organized into five categories: (1) Beginning of the Stop; (2) Language 

Barrier Descriptions; (3) “Getting By”, (4) Types of Resources, and (5) End of Stop.  In the below 

paragraphs, we briefly summarize the information in each of these categories. The codebook, 

located in the Appendix, provides a full description of what we collected in each of these five 

areas. 

 First, for “Beginning of the Stop,” we coded for variables such as if the driver asked the 

officer to speak to them in Spanish (since the community we studied had a large population of 

Spanish-speakers), how the officer responded to this request, if the officer asked the driver for their 

preferred spoken language, if the officer gave a reason for the stop, if the driver understood the 

reason for the stop, if the officer had to repeat the reason for the stop (and if so, how many times 

and in what language), the quality-level of the reason for the stop (e.g., “You were speeding” versus 

“You were driving 35 miles per hour on Main Street when the speed limit is 25 miles per hour”), 

and the perceived emotions of the driver and officer at the beginning of the stop. 

Second, for “Language Barrier Descriptions,” we coded for the severity of a language 

barrier on a five-point Likert scale of 0 to 4, with 0 indicating that there was no language barrier 

(i.e., the traffic stop was conducted in fluent English or fluent Spanish) and 4 representing a major 

language barrier.  Accordingly, we trained our team of undergraduate student coders that 1 was a 

minor barrier, such that communication and understanding was possible with minimal confusion, 

whereas 4 was a major barrier, such that communication was severely impeded and/or 
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misunderstandings were occurring; however, we left it open as to what constituted a 2 or 3 

language barrier, noting that 2 was worse than a minor barrier and 3 was better than a severe barrier.  

However, we quickly learned that this approach reduced our interrater reliability, since two 

undergraduate student coders would independently watch the same video and would disagree as 

to whether the stop constituted a 2 or 3-level language barrier; however, both levels 2 and 3 

represented a “moderate” language barrier.  Thus, collapsing codes 2 and 3 into a “moderate” 

category facilitated inter-rater reliability. In addition, and as described in more detail in the next 

section, “Quantitative Coding and Analysis,” the first author conducted a third round of coding for 

all videos to check for students’ coding consistency and to make final decisions in areas where 

were coding discrepancies occurred, which could be anything from whether a language barrier was 

a 2 or a 3 to whether the reason for a stop was given at minute 1:05 versus 1:09 in a video. 

To summarize, we initially believed a Likert scale to be helpful, as it would allow for more 

nuance in coding; however, we ended up collapsing numbers 2 and 3, such that 1 = minor barrier, 

2 & 3 = moderate barrier, and 4 = major barrier.  We did this when the first author conducted a 

third round of coding and realized there was insufficient interrater reliability between student 

coders for what constituted a 2 versus a 3-level language barrier, although both levels 2 and 3 

represented a moderate language barrier.  Accordingly, the 43 stops containing language barriers 

were ultimately coded on a three-category scale of minor, moderate, or major language barriers to 

facilitate inter-rater reliability.  

We also coded for whether the language barrier was for Spanish or another language, as 

well as whether an officer attempted to speak to a driver in Spanish, and if so, how well the officer 

was able to communicate on a scale of 1 to 5, with 5 representing fluent Spanish.  (This variable 

was later re-named as “Survival Spanish” for purposes of the Findings & Recommendations 

section of this report). We also captured how well a driver was perceived to understand the officer 

speaking in Spanish on a scale of 1 to 5, with 5 indicating the driver fully understood the officer.  

In addition, we coded for how well the driver understood the officer speaking in English and how 

well the driver was able to speak in English, both on 1 to 5 scales with 5 representing full 

understanding for the former and complete comprehension for the latter. 

 Third, for “Getting By,” we coded for whether, when, and how often an officer repeated 

themselves, including a text box where we could type what information was repeated. We also 
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coded for whether, when, and how often an officer spoke louder, with a text box allowing us to 

describe this information, as well as whether, when, and how often an officer spoke more slowly 

to a driver, accompanied by a text box where we could detail these occurrences. Finally, we coded 

for whether, when, and how often an officer pantomimed to a driver, accompanied by a text box 

where we could detail when and how the pantomiming occurred.  

 Fourth, for “Types of Resources,” we coded for whether and when an officer used Google 

Translate, along with a text box in which we could describe the circumstances when Google 

Translate was used, as well as whether Google Translate was accurate or not. We also coded for 

whether and when a bilingual officer supported a primary officer, how well the bilingual officer 

interpreted on a scale of 1 to 5 (with 5 representing fully accurate interpretation), accompanied by 

a text box where we could explain what the bilingual officer conveyed (e.g., expired registration, 

a field sobriety test, etc.). We repeated this for the variable “Civilian Interpret,” such that we coded 

for the same information (i.e., if a civilian was asked to interpret, and if so, when and for what 

reason, along with a text box that permitted us to describe the circumstances under which a civilian 

was used as an interpreter, as well as how accurately the civilian interpreted the information). We 

also captured if the civilian was an adult or a minor. We did the same for the variable 

“LanguageLine,” which is a telephonic language resource that provides professional interpreters 

to the entities with which it contracts, such as law enforcement agencies.   Finally, we included a 

variable for “Other Interpret” that allowed us to capture any other interpretation or translation tools 

used that were not a bilingual officer, bilingual civilian, Google Translate, or LanguageLine, as 

well as when and under what circumstances these interpretation or translation tools were used.  

 Fifth, for “End of Stop,” we coded for the perceived emotions of the driver and officer at 

the end of the stop, whether the officer explained the outcome of the stop, whether the officer 

verified the driver’s understanding of the outcome of the stop, and whether a driver seemed to 

understand the outcome of the stop, coded on a scale of 1 to 3, with 3 representing full 

understanding.  We also included text boxes for each of these variables such that we could provide 

additional explanation if needed (e.g., “Driver appeared to understand that they were being given 

a ticket for expired registration but did not seem to fully understand the information on the ticket, 

based on their confused facial expression and them asking the officer if the ticket meant that they 

were going to be sent to jail”).   
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 In the below section, titled “Quantitative Coding & Analysis,” we explain how we used 

this codebook. Specifically, we detail how we, along with a team of undergraduate students, coded 

BWC footage for the above-described variables of interest.  Thereafter, in the following section, 

titled “Qualitative Coding,” we explain how the first author of this report re-watched each video 

and did additional rounds of qualitative coding to expand on variables of interest, as well as capture 

new variables that were not included in the codebook.  

Quantitative Coding & Analysis 

 In this section, we describe how we, alongside undergraduate students in Washington State 

University (WSU)’s Complex Social Interactions (CSI) Laboratory, coded and analyzed the BWC 

videos using this codebook.  The Appendix contains the “Quantitative Language Barrier 

Codebook” that was used to code the BWC footage of the 84 traffic stops included in this study.  

This codebook, along with the “Qualitative Language Barrier Codebook” described in the next 

section of this report, comprise the full range of ways in which we coded the stops for this report. 

Out of recognition that data coding can never be fully objective, the CSI Laboratory uses 

procedures to quality-check coding as much as possible.  Specifically, the CSI Laboratory requires 

numerous individuals, which may include undergraduate students, graduate students, and faculty 

members, to code the same video. The exact number of rounds of coding varies according to the 

complexity of the research project, but is a minimum of three rounds; for the present study, the 

first author (who is the Principal Investigator (PI) / Lead Researcher) performed the final round of 

coding and cast the “tie breaking vote” in situations where coding disparities occurred (e.g., 

Student Coder A and Student Coder B disagreed on whether the level of a language barrier was a 

“2” or a “3”; the first author then made the final decision about the level of the language barrier).  

This approach to coding police body-worn camera (BWC) footage is based on “systematic 

social event modeling” (SSEM) and was developed by Dr. David Makin and Dr. Dale Willits, who 

are the CSI Laboratory’s co-founders.  Readers who would like additional information about how 

the CSI Laboratory uses SSEM to code BWC videos can refer to an academic publication co-

written by Dr. Makin and Dr. Willits on this topic (Makin et al., 2021).  For purposes of this report, 

we briefly summarize the SSEM approach in the below three paragraphs.  
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First, after determining the “Final Project Sample” of BWC videos for the present study, 

we assembled a team of undergraduate students and trained them on how to use our codebook.  We 

ensured that the team of undergraduate students included individuals who were either highly 

proficient or fluent in Spanish; this is also true of the two authors of this report.  In addition, and 

as explained at the beginning of this chapter, individuals cannot work in the CSI Laboratory 

without first completing background checks, confidentiality agreements, and rigorous trainings. 

As such, the research team for this project had the language capability and training necessary to 

code BWC footage according to the codebook that was developed for this project. 

Second, two students independently watched the BWC videos and completed the codebook 

as described in the prior section (e.g., marking “yes” for if there was a language barrier, and then 

scoring that language barrier on a 1 to 4 scale, with 4 representing a major language barrier).  In 

addition to the text boxes associated with many of the variables in the codebook, students were 

also given a larger, “notes box” at the end of the codebook that they could use to share any 

additional information that they believed was relevant to their coding process.  For example, a 

student might write, “I think this would be a good training video for this agency because of how 

the officer handled the language barrier” or “There was a visual block at time marker 1:30 in the 

video where I thought the officer was pantomiming something, but I could not clearly see it.”33   

Third, the first author watched the BWC videos and served as the “tiebreaker” in instances 

where any coding disparities occurred.  In addition, the first author also checked the veracity of 

Axon-generated transcripts for the stops and, if necessary, re-typed the transcripts herself in 

situations where Axon could not do so (e.g., Axon did not provide clear transcripts of stops where 

“Spanglish,” or a combination of Spanish and English, was spoken, or where the audio was not 

clear due to highway noise or other reasons).  The first author also expanded on variables of interest 

(e.g., elaborating on what students noted or coded for a variable in the codebook), or created new 

variables of interest as needed; this is described in-depth in the next section, titled “Qualitative 

Coding & Analysis”. 

The above three-step process describes how we quantitatively coded and analyzed the 

BWC videos in the CSI Laboratory per the codebook developed for this project.  We made every 

 
33 Please note that these are paraphrased examples of what students wrote in the text box.   
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effort to code as objectively as possible and with multiple quality checks to ensure inter-rater 

reliability, as established by the CSI Laboratory’s approach to SSEM (Makin et al., 2021). Even 

so, we recognize that no coding is entirely impartial, as discussed in the “Limitations” section of 

this chapter. 

Qualitative Coding & Analysis 

 The first author conducted iterative, in-depth, inductive qualitative coding for the 84 traffic 

stops included in the “Final Project Sample” for this study. This occurred after the 84 traffic stops 

were coded by two student coders and by the first author.  The purpose of the qualitative coding 

was to expand on initially identified variables of interest (in the “Quantitative Language Barriers 

Codebook”) and to capture additional, unforeseen variables of interest.  The first author’s 

“Qualitative Language Barriers Codebook” is included in the Appendix. 

 We will briefly re-summarize how we quantitatively coded and analyzed the BWC footage 

of the 84 traffic stops, as we had to do this before the first author could qualitatively code and 

analyze the same data. For our quantitative approach, the first author watched the BWC footage 

of the 84 traffic stops after the two undergraduate students finished their own independent coding 

of the stops.  In so doing, the first author was the third coder for the stops and also served as the 

tiebreaker for any variables in which Student Coder A and Student Coder B disagreed, such as the 

level of the language barrier or the extent to which a driver understood the outcome of the stop.  

This meant that all 84 traffic stops were coded by three individuals for purposes of interrater 

reliability. 

For our qualitative approach, while the first author was performing the third and final round 

of quantitative coding, she also engaged in iterative rounds of in-depth, inductive qualitative 

coding to expand upon existing variables of interest and to capture any unforeseen variables of 

interest.  An example of each of these, “existing variables of interest” and “new, unforeseen 

variables of interest” is described in the below two paragraphs.  Taken together, the “Quantitative 

Language Barriers Codebook” and “Qualitative Language Barriers Codebook” in the Appendix 

shows the full range of ways in which the 84 traffic stops were coded.  

Regarding the former, we knew that “Survival Spanish” (labeled in our Quantitative 

Codebook as simply “Officer_Speak_Any_Spanish”) was an important variable of interest.  
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However, until watching the videos, we did not realize the full range of ways in which officers 

spoke in Spanish.  Some officers used brief and simple “Survival Spanish” vocabulary (e.g., “muy 

rápido” [very fast]); other officers attempted entire Spanish sentences, some of which were not 

always grammatically correct; yet other officers incorrectly pronounced a Spanish word, 

sometimes to the point where it was not comprehensible; and a handful of other officers combined 

“Survival Spanish” and English in the same sentence, producing a form of “Spanglish” that was 

sometimes understandable and other times not easily understood.  This meant that our initial 

variable of interest, “Officer_Speak_Any_Spanish,” expanded into a “Survival Spanish” variable 

with four subthemes: “key words,” “grammar” “pronunciation” and “Spanglish.”   

Regarding the latter, “capturing unforeseen variables of interest,” we knew that we would 

watch the videos and identify variables that we wished we had included in our codebook, but that 

we could not have easily known about in advance.  For example, the first author created a variable 

for “Technology” in which she noted any unique uses of technological devices, such as drivers 

giving their cell phone numbers to officers by entering those numbers into their cell phones’ 

keypads, thereby overcoming a language barrier.   

Importantly, every time the first author identified an area in which an existing variable 

needed to be expanded, or a new variable of interest added, she would “go back” and re-watch 

prior videos to see if she had missed anything of interest in the videos she had previously coded.  

For example, after watching about 15 videos, the first author realized that officers sometimes 

explicitly asked drivers, “Do you have any questions?” at the end of the stop, and other times 

simply asked them, “All good?” or “Okay?” at the end of the stop.  She thus began coding for this 

information after watching 15 of the 84 stops, and in so doing, expanded upon the existing variable 

“Outcome_Understand_Ensure” in the Quantitative Codebook; she also went back and re-watched 

all prior stops to explicitly capture this information.  

The above iterative and inductive process describes how the first author qualitatively coded 

and analyzed the BWC footage of the 84 traffic stops included in this study.  While the first author 

made every attempt to code as thoroughly as possible, qualitative coding is inherently subjective, 

as what information is coded is entirely dependent upon what the person doing the coding 

considers to be of interest or worthy of being captured.  Even so, no coding approach can be 

entirely unbiased, and as such, we believe that the first author made every effort to be as judicious 
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and conscientious as possible in her coding decisions, and to be transparent about those decisions 

by sharing the final “Qualitative Language Barriers Codebook” in the Appendix.  

III. Interview Analysis  

 The first author used convenience sampling to conduct interviews with 15 officers in 

Summer 2025 from the law enforcement agency that we collaborated with for this study. The 

Appendix contains our fourteen “Interview Questions,” which spans everything from how officers 

“got by” in traffic stops with language barriers, to what they considered to be helpful versus less 

productive strategies for navigating language barriers, to what supports (e.g., more bilingual 

officers) they thought would be helpful to them so that they could better respond to language 

barriers in the future.  In addition to these fourteen interview questions, officers were invited, but 

not required, to provide optional demographic information that included their gender, race, 

whether they were bilingual, the number of years they were in law enforcement, and the amount 

of time they were with the law enforcement agency with which we were partnering for this study.   

All 15 interviewees were male; ten identified as white, four identified as Hispanic, and one 

preferred not to disclose his racial identity.  Five of the fifteen interviewees were bilingual (fluent 

in Spanish and English) and received a pay incentive from the agency in recognition of their 

language skills and the additional workload associated with it.  The fifteen interviewees’ 

experience as police officers ranged from 1.5 years to 14 years, with three interviewees lateral 

transferring to the agency with which we collaborated for this study; those three interviewees had 

at least two years of experience at the prior agencies where they had worked.   

The first author chose to conduct a convenience sample of 15 interviewees, rather than a 

random sample, out of the belief that most officers at this specific agency would have had some 

prior level of experience with navigating language barriers during traffic stops, given that the 

agency served a predominantly Hispanic population, many of whom spoke a language other than 

English at home.  The first author’s assumption was correct; she asked all fifteen interviewees 

whether and how often they had to communicate in a language other than English during traffic 

stops, and all fifteen interviewees confirmed they did this on a routine basis, with the specific 

frequency of language barriers depending on their shift (day, afternoon / evening, or overnight) 

and on the area of town they patrolled, since some neighborhoods had larger proportions of 

Spanish-speaking individuals compared to other neighborhoods.  
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The first author’s only request of the agency for the convenience sample was that at least 

5 of 15 interviewees, or one third of interviewees, be bilingual officers.  Beyond that, the first 

author did not provide any parameters as to whom to interview in terms of race, gender, years of 

experience, or other areas of interest. The first author adopted this strategy for two reasons.  First, 

the first author wanted to capture a range of officers’ views and experiences, rather than focusing 

solely on officers with more years of experience or specific identity characteristics.  Second, the 

first author wanted to respect that this agency’s officers were in almost constant demand, 

particularly if they were a bilingual officer.  As such, a convenience sample allowed the first author 

to invite a wide range of prospective interviewees to participate in the present study, while also 

respecting the workload and demands of this agency’s officers.  Nevertheless, these strengths of a 

convenience sample come with several limitations, the most important of which is that 

convenience samples are inherently biased, since they are based on individuals who are available 

and willing to participate in a study, rather than on some other criteria, such as who may hold the 

most years of experience; this limitation is addressed more in the “limitations” section at the end 

of this chapter.  

The first author qualitatively coded the interview transcripts via “flexible coding” 

(Deterding & Waters, 2018). According to this method, the first author created an initial list of 

themes that were drawn from the fourteen interview questions themselves, such that each interview 

question corresponded to a theme (e.g., question one asked officers if they received an incentive 

from their police agency for speaking any language(s) other than English; the theme associated 

with this question was “Incentive”; question two asked officers how often they needed to 

communicate in a language other than English during traffic stops, and the theme associated with 

this question was “Frequency of Language Barrier”, etc.).  The first author next created a list of 

sub-themes to organize the information that came from open-ended interview questions (e.g., 

question five asked officers to share helpful strategies or tools for navigating language barriers; 

the list of sub-themes corresponded with officers’ answers, and included sub-themes such as “be 

patient,” “develop linguistic and cultural awareness,” etc.). This two-part coding approach allowed 

the first author to develop an initial list of themes prior to coding the interview transcripts, while 

remaining open to additional sub-themes of interest based on interviewees’ answers. While this 

coding approach is widely accepted within the social sciences, one limitation of this coding 
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approach, and of qualitative coding methods in general, is that it is generally subjective in nature, 

a point we return to in the “limitations” section at the end of this chapter.  

IV. Limitations 

 No project is without limitations, and the present study is no exception. In the prior 

sections, we briefly discussed some of the limitations of our methodological approaches. In this 

section, we will briefly restate and expand on those limitations. 

 Perhaps the biggest limitation of our quantitative and qualitative coding and analysis is 

bias.  We sought to limit bias as much as possible in our quantitative coding by having three 

different people code each traffic stop in an effort to ensure interrater reliability.  We sought to 

limit bias in our qualitative coding by having the first author engage in iterative rounds of inductive 

coding, in which she watched and re-watched videos numerous times to capture as much 

information as possible, thereby expanding on and adding to the variables initially identified in 

our “Quantitative Language Barriers Codebook.”  Our quantitative coding was arguably more 

objective than our qualitative coding, as the former relied on a codebook without many degrees of 

interpretation (e.g., “Indicate on a scale of 1 to 3 if the driver understood the reason for the stop, 

with 3 representing full comprehension”), whereas the latter relied on the first author inductively 

coding to expand upon existing themes of interest or identity new themes of interest, both of which 

are much more subjective.  Ultimately, we recognize that both quantitative and qualitative coding 

includes some level of bias, and that the best we can do is be forthcoming about the coding 

decisions we made, and why we made them.  

 While there are many different types of possible coding biases, we would like to briefly 

focus on two of them: omitted variable bias and perception bias.  The former entails us not 

identifying a variable that should have been included in our study. This could occur for numerous 

reasons.  For example, perhaps the BWC footage did not capture something due to it being outside 

of the camera’s field of view, or perhaps the audio was unclear.  Likewise, omitted variable bias 

also occurs when we, as researchers, consciously choose not to collect certain types of data, such 

as a driver’s perceived race, and instead collect other types of data, such as the driver’s spoken 

language.  The latter, perception bias, can occur if we misinterpret a driver’s facial expression as 

being indicative of them not understanding the reason for the stop, when perhaps they did 

understand the reason for the stop.  We tried to overcome the latter by having each video undergo 
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three rounds of coding by three separate individuals, including the first author, and by including 

videos with and without language barriers in our sample so we could  compare them against each 

other; even so, we can only make informed assessments of certain phenomenon, such as an 

individuals’ facial expression or body language, as well as the possible causes of that phenomenon 

(e.g., a language barrier versus technical vocabulary, such as “third brake light”).  Because of this, 

our study makes no causal claims or inferences, and instead primarily focuses on what language 

resources officers used. 

 Another limitation of our study, for both the BWC footage of the 84 traffic stops and the 

15 interviews with officers, is sampling bias.  In the below two paragraphs, we first discuss the 

limitations of our sampling strategy for the BWC footage of the 84 traffic stops and then discuss 

the limitations of our 15 interviews with officers.  In so doing, we emphasize that no research is 

without limitations; as such, while our study is imperfect, it nonetheless adds to the existing body 

of knowledge about how officers navigate language barriers in traffic stops and provides an 

important foundation for future research in this area.  

Regarding our analysis of 84 traffic stops, while a random sample has less bias than a 

nonrandom sample, it may still not accurately reflect the population from which it came.  In other 

words, perhaps the population of videos from which we drew our random sample contained 

patterns of language barriers occurring in particular scenarios, but none of those scenarios made it 

into our random sample.  Alternatively, perhaps the population of videos from which we took our 

random sample had occasional phenomenon of interest that, while not frequently occurring, were 

nonetheless important. One example of this is LanguageLine being used in traffic stops.  A few of 

our fifteen interviewees shared that they had, on occasion, used LanguageLine, even if it was not 

their preferred language access resource; however, none of the 43 videos involving language 

barriers (in our total sample of 84 videos) included instances of LanguageLine being leveraged by 

an officer.  We thus suspect that our random sample did not capture all the ways that officers used 

language resources, like LanguageLine, and that BWC videos of officers using LanguageLine may 

have been in the entire population of traffic stops. Additionally, when we made our random sample, 

we did not “control” for officers, which likely affects our assumption of independence; in 

quantitative terminology, this simply means that numerous traffic stops could have been conducted 

by the same officer(s) or involved the same driver(s).  Indeed, judging by voices, we believe two 
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officers may have conducted several traffic stops in our sample; moreover, it is reasonable for us 

to assume that stops conducted by the same officer are more likely to be similar to each other than 

stops conducted by different officers.  At the end of the day, it is impossible to know how much 

our random sample may have differed from the entire population of traffic stops from which it 

came, or what might have had happened had we controlled for the officer conducting the stop; 

what we can do, however, is transparently report our findings from our random sample, and 

acknowledge this limitation.   

Our 15 interviews with officers were a convenience sample, which is inherently biased, as 

it relies on individuals who are available and willing to participate in a study, rather than on 

individuals who may have the most expertise or knowledge about a given subject. This means that 

these 15 interviewees’ answers cannot be generalized to other officers within this agency, as the 

15 interviewees did not constitute a representative sample of all the officers who worked at this 

agency.  While we fully recognize this limitation, we nonetheless believe a convenience sample 

was acceptable for this study, as we did not want to infringe upon the ability of the agency with 

which we were working to have officers, particularly bilingual officers, available to do traffic 

stops.  Moreover, because this agency serves a predominantly Hispanic population, the majority 

of whom speaks a language other than English at home, we believed most officers would have 

insights into navigating language barriers. In addition, while our convenience sample precluded us 

from focusing on officers with the most years of experience or other possible criteria of interest, it 

allowed us capture a range of officers’ views and experiences across variables such as race, number 

of years in law enforcement, number of years serving that particular community, and spoken 

language (i.e., if the officer was bilingual or not).  Thus, while our convenience sample was biased, 

it was not without value.    

Finally, we would like to acknowledge that all the data for this study came from one law 

enforcement agency in Washington state, and this agency is not reflective of all agencies or all 

communities within Washington state or within the entire United States. However, given 

Washington state’s growing linguistic and cultural diversity, as well as the prevalence of Spanish 

as a spoken language across the continental United States, we believe this study provides useful 

insights.  We hope that future researchers build on our findings, and that they identify novel forms 
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of data analysis or methodological approaches to understanding how officers navigate language 

barriers during traffic stops.  

 

4. DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS 

 
This chapter provides descriptive statistics of the 84 traffic stops that we coded for the 

present study, of which 43 contained language barriers, 10 were in fluent Spanish, and 31 were in 

fluent English. We organized this chapter into four sections.   

First, we provide descriptive statistics of our “Final Project Sample” by providing one table 

and three charts that visually show the 84 traffic stops organized by spoken language and level of 

language barrier.  Second, we present the “Five Language Access Resources” used by officers in 

the BWC footage in both a table and a chart; we discuss these five language access resources in 

greater depth in our “Findings & Recommendations” chapter, which synthesizes the findings from 

the BWC footage and our 15 interviews with officers. Third, we share how often officers chose to 

“Pantomime” across all 84 traffic stops by providing a table and two charts to illustrate whether 

pantomiming occurred more in stops with language barriers compared to stops without language 

barriers. Fourth, we assess whether the reason for the stop was given less often in stops with 

language barriers compared to stops without language barriers.  

While this chapter is solely focused on descriptive statistics, readers should be assured that 

the information visually presented here is discussed in-depth in the following chapter, titled 

“Findings and Recommendations.”  In this next chapter, we synthesize our 15 interviewees’ 

insights on navigating language barriers with our analysis of the BWC footage of the 84 traffic 

stops.  As such, the present chapter is meant to provide a useful, visual reference for the frequency 

and level of language barriers, the type of language access resources used, and the occurrence of 

pantomiming, but without delving into the nuances of the strengths or limitations of each of these 

resources, as that is the focus of the next chapter.  
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I. Descriptive Statistics of 84 Traffic Stops 

Our “Final Project Sample” contained 84 traffic stops, of which 43 contained language 

barriers, 10 were in fluent Spanish, and 31 were in fluent English. Chart 2, shown below, displays 

this information: 

Chart 2. Traffic Stops with and without Language Barrier 

After coding the 43 stops with language barriers, we determined that 15 of them had a 

minor language barrier, 19 had a moderate language barrier, and 7 had a major language barrier.  

This information is shown in Table 1 and Chart 3 below; both the table and chart display the same 

information, just visually represented in two different formats. 

Table 1. Traffic Stops by Spoken Language and Level of Language Barrier 
 Driver’s Language  
Incident Language Barrier English Spanish Other Language Total 
Fluent English 31 0 0 31 (37%) 
Fluent Spanish 0 10 0 10 (12%) 
Minor Language Barrier 0 15 1 16 (19%) 
Moderate Language Barrier 0 19 1 20 (24%) 
Major Language Barrier 0 7 0 7 (8%) 
Total 31 51 2 84 (100.0%) 
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Chart 3. Traffic Stops by Spoken Language and Level of Language Barrier  

Finally, we coded the 43 stops with language barriers for whether or not the driver spoke 

Spanish or another language.  Of the 43 stops with language barriers, only two of them were for a 

language other than Spanish; this makes sense, since English and Spanish were the two most 

commonly spoken languages in the community that was the focus of the present study.  This 

information is shown in Chart 4 below: 

Chart 4: Driver’s Spoken Language 

One of the two stops with a non-Spanish language barrier was coded as having a minor 

level of language barrier. In this stop, the driver spoke with an accent when speaking in English.  

When the officer asked the driver their preferred spoken language, the driver responded, but what 
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they said was not clearly audible to either the first author or the two undergraduate students who 

coded the video.  In addition, while the driver answered the officer’s question about their preferred 

spoken language, they continued to speak English using short, simple phrases, and did not ask for 

an interpreter.  The officer and driver were able to communicate with each other this way. 

The second of the two stops with a non-Spanish language barrier was coded as having a 

major level of language barrier.  This stop was for an individual whom the primary officer deemed 

to be driving under the influence following both a breathalyzer test and a field sobriety test.  The 

driver spoke in Spanish to the primary officer as well as bilingual secondary officer throughout the 

entirety of the stop.  While the driver correctly responds to the commands made by the primary 

officer and bilingual secondary officers (e.g., “please blow into this straw” or “please follow my 

finger with your eyes,”), the driver seems somewhat confused.  However, it is unclear if the driver’s 

confusion is due to possible intoxication or another reason.  Towards the end of the stop, a female 

pedestrian with two minor children walks towards the driver and speaks to him in a language that 

is not Spanish.  The primary officer then asks the woman, “Hablas, Senora, hable Quiché?” [Do 

you speak, ma’am, do you speak Quiché?”] The woman responds with a long, drawn-out, “Siiiii” 

[“Yesssssss”].  The woman identifies the driver as her partner and proceeds to speak to the officers 

in understandable, but not always grammatically correct, Spanish.  The primary officer and 

bilingual secondary officer answer the woman’s questions about where her partner will be taken 

(jail), how she can communicate with her partner, and next steps.  While the first author and two 

undergraduate students who coded this video perceived the driver to generally understand all the 

information and commands conveyed to him, we nonetheless coded the stop as a major language 

barrier since it was determined at the end of the stop that the driver’s primary language was Quiché, 

and since we could not independently ascertain whether any confusion the driver may have had 

during the stop was due to intoxication or a language barrier.  

II. Descriptive Statistics of Five Language Access Resources 

 In this section, we focus on the 43 stops with language barriers and share how often officers 

used the following five language access resources in these stops: (1) bilingual officers; (2) 

“Survival Spanish”; (3) adult passengers or civilians serving as interpreters; (4) LanguageLine; 

and (5) Google Translate. We first provide a frequency table (see Table 2 below) where we show 
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the number of stops with language barriers associated with each language access resource.  

Thereafter, we separately discuss each language access resource and describe its frequency of use.  

Language Resource Frequencies in Stops with Language Barriers  

After coding the 43 stops with language barriers, we determined that 5 of them involved a 

bilingual officer, 34 of them had an officer use “Survival Spanish,” 9 of them had an adult 

passenger or civilian act as an interpreter, none of them relied on LanguageLine, and 3 of them 

used Google Translate.  This information is shown in Table 2 below. Importantly, a single stop 

could involve multiple language access resources; accordingly, one stop could account for one or 

more language access resources within the below table.  

Table 2: Traffic Stops by Spoken Language and Level of Language Barrier 
Language 
Barrier 

Number 
of Stops 

Bilingual 
Officer 

Survival 
Spanish 

Adult Civilian 
or Passenger 

Language 
Line 

Google 
Translate 

Minor 16    0 (0%) 10 (63%)         3 (19%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 
Moderate 20 2 (10%) 18 (90%)         5 (25%) 0 (0%)  2 (10%) 
Major 7 3 (43%)  6 (86%)         1 (14%) 0 (0%) 1 (14%) 
Total 43 5 (12%) 34 (79%)      9 (21%)** 0 (0%) 3 (7%) 
* The 43 stops with language barriers may have used more than one language resource during the same stop.  
** Not included in this table is a fluent Spanish stop in which a bilingual primary officer initiated the stop, spoke 
to the driver in English, and overheard a passenger interpret to the driver.  In response, the bilingual officer 
conducted the remainder of the stop in fluent Spanish.  Thus, a total of 10 adult civilians or passengers served as an 
interpreter across all 84 traffic stops, but only 9 of them were for stops involving a true language barrier.   

 

Bilingual Officers 

 We found that 5 of 43 traffic stops with a language barrier involved a bilingual officer 

arriving in-person to support the primary officer who conducted the stop.  Per Table 2 above, of 

these five stops, two involved moderate language barriers and three involved major language 

barriers.  This suggests that primary officers (i.e., those who initiated the traffic stop) generally did 

not rely on their bilingual counterparts unless the traffic stop involved a higher level of a language 

barrier (i.e., moderate or major language barriers).   

This inference was confirmed by the fifteen officers who were interviewed for this study 

and whose views are discussed in the next chapter. Briefly, however, we will note that all fifteen 

interviewees stated that bilingual officers were their preferred language access resource. 

Nevertheless, many of the fifteen interviewees indicated that they generally did not rely on 
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bilingual officers unless it was necessary to do so, out of recognition that they were a finite resource 

and that they had their own workloads.  

“Survival Spanish” 

Primary officers, defined as the officers who initiated the traffic stops, used “Survival 

Spanish” in 34 of 43 stops with a language barrier.  Of the 34 stops where primary officers used 

“Survival Spanish,” 10 of them had a minor language barrier, 18 had a moderate language barrier, 

and 6 had a major language barrier.  This information is displayed in Table 2 above. 

Importantly, the above table only shows that “Survival Spanish” was used by the primary 

officer in 34 of 43 stops with language barriers and does not indicate whether or not “Survival 

Spanish” was accompanied by another language access tool.  As discussed in the next chapter of 

this report, the BWC footage showed that primary officers often used “Survival Spanish” in 

addition to other language access tools. Moreover, primary officers’ decisions whether or not to 

use an additional language access tool depended upon the complexity and nature of the traffic stop, 

as well as the driver’s perceived level of understanding of the officer’s speech.   

Adult Passengers or Civilians 

We found that 9 of 43 traffic stops with a language barrier involved an adult passenger or 

civilian serving as an interpreter. Specifically, 8 stops involved an adult passenger and 1 stop 

involved a civilian serving as an interpreter. Of the 9 stops in which an adult passenger or civilian 

acted as an interpreter, 3 were for minor language barriers, 5 were for moderate language barriers, 

and 1 was for a major language barrier.  This is shown in Table 2 above. 

In addition, and per the note that accompanies the double asterisk in Table 2 above, an adult 

passenger served as an interpreter in one stop that was coded as being fluent Spanish. In this stop, 

a primary, bilingual officer initiated the stop and spoke to the driver in English.  In response, a 

bilingual passenger began to interpret on the driver’s behalf.  The primary, bilingual officer 

recognized that this indicated a language barrier was present and conducted the remainder of the 

stop in fluent Spanish, resulting in this stop being coded as “fluent Spanish” rather than as 

involving a language barrier. Thus, across all 84 traffic stops, there were ten instances in which an 

adult passenger or civilian served as an interpreter; however, only nine of these instances were 

associated with stops involving actual language barriers.  
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Finally, and as discussed in the next chapter of this report, the BWC footage showed that 

in 3 of the 10 stops where an adult passenger or civilian served as the interpreter (if we include all 

stops with language barriers and the one fluent Spanish stop referenced above), the primary officer 

used a second, additional language intervention beyond relying on an adult passenger or civilian 

as an interpreter.  This is consistent with what we found in the BWC footage for primary officers 

who used “Survival Spanish,” and suggests that officers often used more than one language access 

tool within the same traffic stop.  Interviewees shed some light on this finding; as the next chapter 

details, interviewees stated that they were strategic in which language access tools they used and 

were quick to pivot to additional or alternative tools as needed.  

LanguageLine 

 None of the 43 stops with language barriers involve an officer using LanguageLine.  This 

is displayed in Table 2 above.  This finding is elucidated in the next chapter, in which we share 

interviewees’ concerns about LanguageLine within the specific context of traffic stops.  

Google Translate 

We found that 3 of 43 traffic stops with a language barrier involved the use of Google 

Translate, initiated twice by the officer, and once by the driver. Per Table 2 above, of these three 

stops, two involved moderate language barriers and one involved a major language barrier.  We 

describe the specific circumstances under which Google Translate was used in the following 

chapter and contextualize its use with interviewees’ statements about the strengths and limitations 

of Google Translate during traffic stops.  

In addition, all three of the traffic stops that involved Google Translate included at least 

one additional language access resource, such as an officer using “Survival Spanish” or an adult 

passenger or civilian serving as an interpreter.  This aligns with our earlier findings that officers 

sometimes use more than one language access tool within the same traffic stop.  This finding is 

also discussed more in the next chapter.  

III. Pantomime 

In this section, we depict how often officers chose to “pantomime” across all 84 traffic 

stops in Table 3.  We found that officers pantomimed more in stops with language barriers 

compared to stops without language barriers. Specifically, we found that 27 of 43 stops with a 
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language barrier (or 63 percent of stops with a language barrier) involved an officer pantomiming 

compared to only 6 of 41 stops without a language barrier (or 15 percent of stops without a 

language barrier).  This suggests that pantomiming is used more frequently in stops with language 

barriers than in stops without language barriers.   

Table 3. Pantomime Frequency in All Traffic Stops 
Pantomime Fluent Minor Moderate Major Total 
Yes 6 (19%) 10 (63%) 13 (65%) 4 (57%) 33 (39%) 
No 36 (81%) 6 (37%) 7 (35%) 3 (43%) 51 (61%) 
Total Stops 41 (100%) 16 (100%) 20 (100%) 7 (100%) 84 (100%) 

 

IV. Reason for Stop 

We found that officers consistently provided drivers with a reason for the stop regardless 

of whether the stop involved a language barrier or not.  Specifically, an officer gave a reason for 

the stop in 81of 84 stops, or 96 percent of the time.  Thus, we did not find any differences in 

officers’ providing a reason for the stop regardless of whether a language barrier existed or not, or 

the level of a language barrier. We shed more light on this finding in the paragraphs below. 

An officer did not give a reason for the traffic stop in 3 of 84 traffic stops, or 4 percent of 

the time. Of these three stops, one had a driver who spoke fluent English, one had a driver who 

spoke fluent Spanish, and one had a driver who was coded as having a moderate language barrier 

when trying to communicate with the officer.  Thus, there were no unifying characteristics across 

these three stops, at least in terms of our coding protocol, for why a reason for a stop was not given. 

 In 40 of 43 stops with language barriers, the primary officer (i.e., the officer who initiated 

the traffic stop) gave the reason for the stop. In 2 of 43 stops with language barriers, a secondary 

bilingual officer (i.e., not the officer who initiated the stop) gave the reason for the stop.  Thus, a 

total of 42 of 43 stops with language barriers involved the driver being informed of the reason for 

the stop, either by the primary officer who initiated the stop or through the support of a secondary, 

bilingual officer.  

 In addition, in the 40 of 43 stops with language barriers where the primary officer gave the 

reason for the stop, he or she used “Survival Spanish” to do so in 17 of 40 stops, or about 43 

percent of the time.  We also found that primary officers used “Survival Spanish” to give the reason 

for the stop more frequently in stops with minor or moderate language barriers compared to stops 
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with major language barriers.  Specifically, in the 17 of 40 stops in which the primary officer used 

“Survival Spanish” to give the reason for the stop, 2 were for minor language barriers, 12 were for 

moderate language barriers, and 3 were for major language barriers.  

 We can draw three conclusions from the above descriptive data regarding whether or not 

officers gave the reason for the traffic stop. First, officers overwhelmingly gave a reason for the 

stop regardless of whether there was a language barrier or not, with 81 of 84 stops, or 96 percent 

of stops, involving a driver being informed of why they were stopped.  Second, in stops with 

language barriers, a primary officer used “Survival Spanish” to give the reason for the stop in 17 

of 40 stops, or about 43 percent of the time.  Third, a secondary, bilingual officer was sometimes 

used to give the reason for the stop, but this was rare, occurring in only 2 of 43 stops with language 

barriers.  Thus, for this agency, the reason for the stop was consistently given regardless of whether 

or not there was a language barrier, with “Survival Spanish” being a frequently used tool, and 

bilingual officers being a rarer, but also leveraged, resource.  

Finally, a brief caveat to the above findings: primary officers may have used additional 

language access tools (beyond “Survival Spanish” and bilingual officers), such as Google Translate 

or an adult passenger or civilian serving as an interpreter, to convey the reason for the stop.  In the 

above paragraphs, we describe how an officer initially conveyed the reason for the stop, not 

whether an officer later used an additional tool (such as Google Translate) to repeat the reason for 

the stop if they perceived a driver to not understand the reason that was initially conveyed to them. 

In the next chapter, we describe how interviewees gauged a driver’s understanding of the reason 

for the stop, and what actions interviewees took in response to driver’s perceived lack of 

understanding.  For purposes of this section of our descriptive statistics, however, it is important 

to emphasize that of the 84 traffic stops coded for this study, officers gave the reason for the stop 

81 of 84 stops, or 96 percent of the time.  

 

5. FINDINGS & RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

In this chapter, we share our findings and recommendations for ensuring meaningful 

language access to individuals with Limited English Proficiency (LEP) during traffic stops based 

on our analysis of body-worn camera footage from 84 traffic stops and fifteen interviews with 
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officers from a medium-sized law enforcement agency in Washington state that serves a 

predominantly Hispanic community.  In so doing, we recognize that other law enforcement 

agencies may operate in contexts with fewer or greater resources or may serve communities whose 

demographics differ from those of the agency that partnered with us on this project.  As such, our 

findings and recommendations are not meant to be a “one size fits all” approach; rather, we hope 

they provide a useful starting point for other law enforcement agencies to think through their own 

approaches to ensuring meaningful language access to the individuals with LEP that they serve.  

 

We organized this chapter into four parts: (1) a “Know Your Resources” section that 

compares five different language interventions’ strengths and limitations; (2) a “Scripts for Traffic 

Stops” section, in which we share interviewees’ advice for how to begin and end a traffic stop; (3) 

a “Helpful Strategies” section in which we share interviewees’ tips for rapport-building, increasing 

drivers’ understanding, and minimizing language-barriers based frustration; (4) an “Unproductive 

Practices” section in which we disclose interviewees’ thoughts on less helpful approaches for 

navigating language barriers; and (5) a “Strengthening Supports” section in which we discuss 

interviewees’ views on the resources, trainings, and outreach that help officers and community 

members alike improve their communication with one another.  

 

 

I. Know Your Resources 

Traffic stops pose unique safety concerns to officers and civilians compared to other types 

of police encounters, particularly when language barriers are involved (Venkatraman, 2006). When 

officers approach a vehicle, they do not know who is inside, what language(s) the vehicle’s 

inhabitants speak, or what their intentions are. To make matters more challenging, officers cannot 

fully control the environment outside of the vehicle they stopped, in terms of the speed of the 

vehicles that pass by, whether civilians choose to approach the stopped vehicle, or even the degree 

of visibility they have due to changing weather patterns.  In the context of these dynamic 

environments, officers must constantly scan their surroundings, monitor the flow of traffic, assess 

the behavior of individuals within the stopped vehicle and around it, gauge the driver’s degree of 

comprehension of the reason for the stop as well as what is required of them, and determine 

whether – and if so, what type – of language intervention might be needed.  
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In this section, we compare the strengths and limitations of the following five language 

access resources: (1) bilingual officers; (2) “Survival Spanish”; (3) adult passengers or civilians 

serving as interpreters; (4) LanguageLine; and (5) Google Translate or other types of Artificial 

Intelligence (AI).  In discussing these tools, we acknowledge that officers must use their discretion 

to determine which language access intervention is most appropriate for a given situation; there is 

no “one size fits all” approach, and as such, we refrain from making specific recommendations.   

Instead, we maintain that officers can increase the efficacy of their decision-making, as well as the 

likelihood of a positive outcome in terms of a driver’s understanding of and compliance with the 

outcome of a traffic stop, if they are aware of the language resources available to them, as well as 

the tradeoffs of different approaches for ensuring meaningful language access.   

 

Please refer to the Appendix, which contains a table, titled "Language Access Resources: 

Strengths and Limitations," that summarizes the information provided by interviewees and 

corresponds to the "Findings & Recommendations" chapter of this report. As shown in this table, 

three of the five interventions (bilingual officers, “Survival Spanish” and adult passengers or 

civilians) have the advantage of being in-person and immediate, but with tradeoffs regarding 

possible time delays, accuracy of interpretation, or potential bias; two of the five interventions 

have the strength of being from professionals (bilingual officers and LanguageLine) but may 

require additional time and cost, while not necessarily being in-person; and one of the five 

interventions is relatively timely and cost-effective (Google Translate or other AI), but is 

insufficiently vetted.  Below, we discuss each of these five language access resources and their 

tradeoffs so that law enforcement officers have the information they need to make informed 

decisions about how to provide meaningful language access during traffic stops.  Before 

continuing, however, we should note that traffic stops that go beyond field enforcement and include 

an arrest and/or investigation are beyond the scope of this report.34  

 

 

 

 
34 67 Fed. Reg. 41455 (2002) 



45 
 

 

Bilingual Officers 

All fifteen officers who were interviewed emphasized the value of bilingual officers during 

traffic stops for two main reasons: (1) bilingual officers speak English and the driver’s language; 

(2) bilingual officers understand traffic stops from a law enforcement perspective. As one 

interviewee summarized, “having a Spanish-speaking officer come to your location is always the 

most dependable because generally they understand that you're going to translate word for word 

but also have the law enforcement perspective” (Officer 7).  Accordingly, all fifteen interviewees 

placed high value on bilingual officers as a top preference for a language access resource.  

 

Some interviewees discussed a third benefit bilingual officers provided during traffic stop, 

which is providing in-person assistance compared to telephonic assistance. The former allows an 

officer to communicate with a driver face-to-face, whereas the latter leaves the officer unable to 

assess the driver’s body language or other nonverbal forms of communication.  One interviewee 

described the value of in-person bilingual officer as the following: “you can only say so much over 

the phone, you can't read their [the driver’s] facial expression” (Officer 12).  Nevertheless, while 

it may be advantageous for a bilingual officer to come to a traffic stop in-person, even telephonic 

interpretation by a bilingual officer is preferable over other telephonic language services, such as 

LanguageLine, that might lack law enforcement expertise.  As one interviewee explained:  

 

“even if I haven't been able to have a Spanish-speaking officer show up on scene, I've been 

able to call them from my cell phone and explain to them. And the difference between 

doing that, having an officer on the phone explaining to them… as opposed to 

LanguageLine. LanguageLine, like I said, they do a good job…. [But with] an officer, I 

can say, "Hey Officer So-and-So, I pulled this person over for speed. I'm going to issue 

them a warning. Can you please explain that to them?" And then they're officers, and so 

they know how to explain that to them [from a law enforcement perspective] ... as opposed 

to LanguageLine” (Officer 15).  

 

Several other interviewees voiced a preference for telephonic bilingual officers over 

LanguageLine, not just because bilingual officers have specialized knowledge, but also because 
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LanguageLine can be more time-consuming versus simply calling a fellow officer on the phone; 

these limitations are discussed more in the “LanguageLine” section of this chapter. 

 

A fourth and final benefit discussed by some interviewees is that bilingual officers are 

generally tested for their competency to interpret in another language, which is particularly useful 

should a traffic case be scrutinized by a court.  As one interviewee noted, “If I'm issuing an 

infraction or it's criminal or [I’m] making an arrest, I'll have another officer, a Spanish-speaking 

officer come” (Officer 12). Indeed, the law enforcement agency that allowed us to interview their 

officers and watch their body-worn camera footage vetted their bilingual officers for language 

proficiency and paid them an incentive; this provided a “quality control” mechanism to ensure that 

bilingual officers accurately interpreted and that they were compensated for this additional skillset.  

 

Thus, in an ideal world with infinite resources, having a bilingual officer was preferable 

for interviewees over other language access resources; as one interviewee noted, “The go-to 

[during misunderstandings] is always having the officer that's able to speak Spanish, it makes it 

very easy” (Officer 3). This was echoed by another interviewee: “I mean the best is getting an 

officer that could speak that language to come over [to the stop]” (Officer 9).  Yet another 

interviewee emphasized the education component of traffic stops when they stated, “we want to 

make sure that we're translating and getting the communication across efficiently because a lot of 

times we're educating people that might not understand fully why they're being stopped… you 

want to know, "This is the reason why you're being stopped. This is the outcome of that stop” 

(Officer 10). Interviewees rated bilingual officers highly as being able to facilitate the education 

component of a traffic stop, while also ensuring drivers understood any enforcement consequences 

associated with a stop. 

 

While all fifteen interviewees recognized the value of bilingual officers, several of them 

acknowledged that bilingual officers are not a finite resource and that they are juggling their own 

workloads; this was the primary limitation identified by interviewees for relying on bilingual 

officers as a language access resource.  As one interviewee explained, “I don't want to lean on a 

Spanish-speaking officer too much unless it's something that I absolutely have to do… I don't want 

to take that other officer from dealing with all the things that they have to deal with [if there are 



47 
 

 

other viable language access tools]” (Officer 11).  To that end, several interviewees refrained from 

using a bilingual officer unless they deemed it necessary for the traffic stop. We explore this topic 

more in the fifth section of this chapter, titled “Strengthening Supports,” in which we recommend 

that law enforcement agencies ensure bilingual officers do not have disproportionately higher 

workloads compared to their monolingual counterparts.    

 

Interviewees’ statements aligned with the body-worn camera footage of the 43 traffic stops 

with a language barrier that we analyzed; we found that bilingual officers were only used as a 

resource for major language barriers, for traffic stops that were potentially dangerous or that turned 

into an arrest, and for traffic stops in which there was a significant education component.  

Specifically, five of the 43 traffic stops involved a bilingual officer arriving in-person to support 

the primary officer who conducted the stop.  Of these five stops, three had a major language barrier 

and two had a moderate language barrier.  Of the three stops involving major language barriers, 

the first involved an individual who was arrested for Driving Under the Influence (DUI), the 

second involved a driver reaching for something in his car and the officer requesting back-up, and 

the third was for a driver who committed numerous traffic infractions. The first stop involving a 

moderate language barrier was for an individual whose license plate was not clearly visible and 

who had temporary tabs; this driver had several questions for the officer about obtaining permanent 

tabs amongst other challenges the driver was experiencing with the Department of Licensing which 

prompted the primary officer to request the support of a bilingual officer. The second stop 

involving a moderate language barrier was for an individual who was receiving two tickets, one 

for expired registration, and the other for driving without proof of insurance; the bilingual officer 

interpreted the outcome of the stop (two tickets) as well as basic information about the ticket itself 

(having 15 days to respond to it, etc.).  These five stops affirm what interviewees said about 

bilingual officers being an indispensable resource for purposes of education and enforcement, but 

a resource that they used sparingly and only when absolutely necessary. 

 

Finally, while none of the interviewees discussed this within the specific context of traffic 

stops, a second limitation of bilingual officers is that they are not neutral, third-party professional 

interpreters, and as such, they may experience “role conflict,” which means they are fulfilling 

multiple professional roles at the same time (e.g., officer, detective/investigator, interpreter), each 
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of which has its own objectives.  The professional roles of officer and detective/investigator have 

different goals than the professional role of interpreter. The former requires an individual to engage 

in a deliberate line of questioning for the purpose of ascertaining the facts of a situation, whereas 

the latter requires an individual to interpret word-for-word without being invested in a case’s 

outcome or the information that the line of questioning does or does not produce (Filipović & 

Vergara, 2018). 

 

As described in the preceding paragraphs, four of the 43 traffic stops involved a bilingual 

officer arriving in-person to support the primary officer who conducted the stop; in one of those 

four stops, the bilingual officer did more than interpret for the primary officer.  In this particular 

stop, the primary officer elected to give a warning rather than write a ticket for the driver’s traffic 

infractions.  While the bilingual officer accurately interpreted everything the primary officer said, 

he also chided the driver and stated that if he were the primary officer, he would have given the 

driver a ticket.  The bilingual officer urged the driver to heed the primary officer’s explanation of 

traffic rules, and re-emphasized that primary officer was being education-oriented, whereas the 

bilingual officer would have added an enforcement component (i.e., a ticket) were he to decide the 

stop’s outcome. Other than adding these admonishments, the bilingual officer faithfully interpreted 

word-for-word for the primary officer.  At the end of the stop, the driver thanked both officers and 

appeared to understand the reason for the traffic stop as well as the stop’s outcome.  While this 

stop can be considered “successful” in terms of educating a driver, it is also a good example of 

how role conflict can occur when a bilingual officer performs the dual roles of interpreter and law 

enforcement official.  

 

This type of role conflict is particularly relevant for criminal cases, in which “assuming 

two roles, interrogator and interpreter, creates numerous difficulties: linguistic, ethical, and 

potentially, legal” (Filipović & Vergara, 2018, pg. 62; Institute for Intergovernmental Research, 

2020).  For this reason, the 2002 USDOJ guidance states that “agencies should consider whether 

law enforcement personnel themselves ought to serve as interpreters during custodial 

interrogation, or whether a qualified independent interpreter would be more appropriate.”35 Since 

the focus of this report is on traffic stops, the majority of which entail civil infractions rather than 

 
35 67 Fed. Reg. 41455 (2002) 



49 
 

 

criminal violations, we do not delve into the nuances of role conflict. Nevertheless, we wanted to 

flag it as an important matter that law enforcement agencies should consider when training officers 

on what types of language services are appropriate for different types of situations.  

 

“Survival Spanish” 

A few interviewees stated that they used “Survival Spanish,” which they described as basic, 

law enforcement-oriented Spanish vocabulary (e.g., “licencia, registro, aseguranza” for “license, 

registration, and insurance”, or “no luz” for a headlight being out), often in conjunction with 

pantomiming (e.g., putting together a thumb and an index finger as if holding a driver’s license; 

pointing to the front of a vehicle while saying “no luz”, etc.), for routine, straightforward traffic 

stops, because it provided immediate, in-person language assistance.  As one interviewee 

explained, they would use “Survival Spanish” for “something pretty minimal, a routine thing. I'm 

just mainly given a warning or an education part… especially if they [the driver] kind of know[s] 

English, I'll definitely use my hand a lot [to] add to what I'm saying and that can help a lot” (Officer 

1).  A second interviewee echoed the usefulness of “survival Spanish” for straightforward stops, 

and stated, “So if it is a Spanish-speaking person, I know enough traffic stuff to do a basic 

situation” (Officer 5).  Yet another interview highlighted the usefulness of law enforcement-

oriented “phrases in Spanish… [Such as] I need to see your license, your registration and your 

insurance” (Officer 7). Thus, several interviewees found “Survival Spanish” to be helpful for 

routine stops, particularly if used in combination with pantomiming.   

 

This was confirmed by the body-worn camera footage, in which 34 of 43 stops with 

language barriers involved some amount of “Survival Spanish” on officers’ part; moreover, over 

half of these stops also included pantomiming, most frequently to indicate a burned-out headlight 

or taillight. In particular, officers leveraged basic Spanish law enforcement vocabulary and 

gestures to orient drivers as to what documents were needed during a traffic stop.  For example, 

an officer might ask a driver for their registration by using the Spanish word “registro”; if the 

driver continued to look confused, the officer might instruct them to look for a “green paper,” or 

“verde papel”, while pointing towards any documents in the driver’s hands.  These 43 stops with 

language barriers illustrate how helpful even basic “Survival Spanish” and pantomiming can be, 

particularly for routine traffic infractions.  
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That said, interviewees recognized three significant limitations of “Survival Spanish” 

during traffic stops: (1) it can cause confusion or create misunderstanding if used incorrectly; (2) 

it is not appropriate for complex, sensitive, or potentially criminal matters; and (3) nonbilingual 

officers who use “Survival Spanish” have not been tested or vetted for Spanish language 

proficiency, which – connecting back to limitations one and two – can increase the likelihood of 

confusion or have legal ramifications for criminal cases.   In the below paragraphs, we separately 

discuss the first and second limitations of “Survival Spanish.”  We do not dedicate an entire 

paragraph towards addressing the third limitation, as the consequences of interpretation by 

nonbilingual officers can briefly be summarized as posing challenges for a driver’s understanding 

of traffic laws, an officer’s enforcement of those laws, and the justice system’s ability to hold 

individuals legally accountable for civil or criminal infractions while complying with Title VI of 

the Civil Rights Act of 1964.36 

 

Regarding the first limitation of “Survival Spanish,” which is that it can exacerbate 

misunderstandings if leveraged ineffectively, several interviewees noted that they were careful to 

monitor a driver’s speech, facial expressions, and body language to gauge their understanding of 

the reasons for a stop. If interviewees perceived a driver to not understand the reason(s) for a stop, 

they were quick to use a language tool other than “Survival Spanish.”  For example, as one 

interviewee who used “Survival Spanish” stated, he would “try to work through it [the language 

barrier] that way…[but] I start noticing things. If they start saying, "si" to every question... 

Sometimes they do that to try to keep the conversation going, I’m immediately like, "Okay, let's 

try something else."” This approach was seconded by another interviewee, who expressed, “I think 

it all boils down to just basic communication. Are you able to communicate with them?... Have 

you heard of the three E's of traffic? One of those, the big one is education, education and 

enforcement, really... Are we able to do either one of those effectively if we can't communicate 

with somebody?” (Officer 15).  Thus, interviewees were cognizant of both the usefulness and 

limitations of “Survival Spanish,” and were quick to change language access strategies when 

needed.  

 

 
36 67 Fed. Reg. 41455 (2002) 
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The adoption of multiple language access strategies was also featured in the body-worn 

camera footage, in which several of the 43 stops with language barriers involved multiple language 

access tools, some of which are initiated by passengers rather that by officers. For example, in one 

stop that had a minimal language barrier, an officer used “Survival Spanish” to ask for a driver’s 

address.  The driver hesitated, possibly trying to remember their address, and said, “es de….” (“It 

is…”).  Before the driver could finish their sentence, an English-speaking passenger provided the 

address.  In another stop with a moderate language barrier, an officer used “Survival Spanish” to 

inform a driver that they were speeding. The driver seemed to understand the officer, but when the 

officer returned to the driver’s vehicle with a ticket, the driver used their cell phone to call an 

English-speaking individual and put them on speakerphone.  Ultimately, this driver wanted to 

make a joke about why they were speeding, and they wanted their English-speaking friend to 

interpret the joke; the officer took it in stride and accepted the driver’s preferred language 

intervention.  As these traffic stops and interviewees’ accounts illustrate, multiple tools can be used 

within traffic stops, as they are fluid situations in which officers must continuously assess drivers’ 

comprehension, as well as the potential legal and educational consequences that could arise from 

drivers’ lack of understanding.   

 

For this reason, interviewees emphasized that “Survival Spanish” was not an appropriate 

tool for complex, sensitive, or potentially criminal situations.  As one interviewee stated, “If it's 

anything more complicated where there might be an arrest or a ticket, you have a bilingual officer” 

(Officer 12). This aligns with what was discussed in the prior section, titled “Bilingual Officers;” 

both interviewees and the body-worn camera footage from traffic stops showed examples where 

bilingual officers were deemed to be the preferred language access resource for stops involving a 

moderate or major language barrier and in which “Survival Spanish” was an insufficient tool for 

the entire duration of the stop.  

 

Adult Passengers or Civilians 

A majority of interviewees discussed using adult passengers or civilians (e.g., the driver 

calls an adult friend or family member) as interpreters for standard, simple traffic stops for the 

same reasons that they relied upon “Survival Spanish”: both tools facilitated immediate, in-person 

interpretation. Interviewees noted that drivers sometimes initiated this language resource, rather 
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than officers; as one interviewee explained, “A lot of times it's them [the driver] calling a relative 

that understands. Because they will ask that. Sometimes it's another person in the car” (Officer 5).  

A second interviewee described his preference for using a bilingual officer or professional 

interpreter such as LanguageLine as a language resource but accepted using an adult passenger or 

civilian serve as an interpreter in certain situations; as he noted, “numerous times there's been 

somebody else in the car that spoke English that was willing to help translate” (Officer 7).  A third 

interviewee opined, “I think family members is oftentimes appropriate [for routine traffic stops] 

and works very well and they do fine” (Officer 9).  A fourth interviewee stated, “you can use a 

family member if that person [the driver] that doesn't speak English well to mitigate your way 

through that conversation” (Officer 10).  Yet another interviewee confirmed this, and remarked, 

“sometimes the driver will have a passenger in the car that speaks English. Other times they'll be 

able to get a relative on the phone who speaks English” (Officer 11).  Whether initiated by the 

officer or by the driver, interviewees viewed it as sometimes acceptable to rely on adult passengers 

or civilians as interpreters; however, they generally only used this language resource for routine 

traffic stops.  

 

The body-worn camera footage of the 43 stops with language barriers shows eight stops in 

which an adult passenger served as the interpreter, and one stop in which a driver called an adult 

civilian to serve as an interpreter, for a total of nine stops in which an adult passenger or civilian 

acted as the interpreter.  All nine of these stops were for minor or moderate language barriers; none 

were for major language barriers.  In addition, two of these nine stops involved the use of a second, 

additional language intervention. In the first of the two stops that involved a second language 

intervention, the officer requested a bilingual officer to come in-person to answer a driver’s 

questions, and in the second of the two stops that used a second language intervention, the officer 

used Google Translate for purposes of conveying numbers in Spanish (specifically, “54 miles por 

hora en un 40” or “54 miles per hour in a 40”).   

 

In addition, a stop coded as being fluent Spanish (in other words, as not involving a 

language barrier) also involved a passenger serving as an interpreter.  In this stop, a primary, 

bilingual officer conducted a traffic stop in which the officer began speaking to the driver in 

English.  When a bilingual passenger began to interpret for the driver, the primary, bilingual officer 
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recognized that there was a language barrier and accordingly conducted the remainder of the stop 

in fluent Spanish.  Importantly, the first language resource used in this stop was a bilingual 

passenger serving as an interpreter; a second language resource in the form of the primary, 

bilingual officer speaking in Spanish was only introduced in response to the driver receiving 

language assistance from the passenger.  

 

To summarize, in 10 of 84 traffic stops, an adult passenger or civilian served as an 

interpreter; however, only 9 of these stops involved a true language barrier.  Moreover, 9 of 43 

stops with a language barrier involved an adult passenger or civilian serving as an interpreter.  The 

body-worn camera footage thus confirms that officers strategically used adult passengers or 

civilians as interpreters, but only when they deemed it appropriate to do so; moreover, officers did 

not hesitate to use more than one language intervention when necessary. 

 

As with “Survival Spanish,” interviewees were aware of three limitations of using an adult 

passenger or civilian as an interpreter: (1) they could potentially be biased, which may prevent 

them from interpreting in a complete or accurate manner; (2) they are not appropriate for complex, 

sensitive, or potentially criminal matters; and (3) they have not been tested or vetted for Spanish 

language proficiency, which – as with limitations one and two – could have legal ramifications, 

especially for criminal cases.  In the below paragraphs, we focus on the first and second limitations. 

We do not discuss the third limitation, as we have addressed it in prior sections.  

 

Two interviewees described their concerns with using an adult passenger or civilian as an 

interpreter due to potentially biased interpretations.  As one interviewee expressed, “if it's going to 

be something that I feel like there's going to be bias involved, we don't usually do that. But [if] it's 

something pretty minimal, a routine thing... I'll see if I can use maybe another rider if there is one” 

(Officer 1).  A second interviewee also expressed concern about an adult passenger or civilian 

having a biased interpretation: “acquaintances, family members, whoever they are in the car. That 

does work and it can be pretty fast, but you never know exactly what that person is specifically 

telling the driver. They may be adding stuff [in] or leaving stuff out, and I am not aware if they 

are” (Officer 7). Both these interviewees were willing to use an adult passenger or civilian as an 
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interpreter, but they remained vigilant to the driver’s facial expressions, body language, and other 

nonverbal cues to assess whether the interpretation was inaccurate, incomplete, or biased. 

 

Three interviewees stated that adult passengers or civilians should not be used as 

interpreters for traffic stops with potential criminal consequences.  As one interviewee explained, 

“how much I use [an adult passenger or civilian interpreter] depends on the level of burden that is 

present that I need. If it is a criminal investigation, I'm getting an officer that speaks Spanish” 

(Officer 5).  This was confirmed by another interviewee, who stated that he only permitted an adult 

passenger or civilian to serve as an interpreter for “just a warning… and [if] you feel like it's simple 

enough where they can explain… [But] if it's anything more complicated where there might be an 

arrest or a ticket, you have a bilingual officer” (Officer 12). A third interviewee asserted, 

“Sometimes there's other people in the car that speak English, and I can go that way. [But] I don't 

like to do that if I feel like it's going to evolve into more of a criminal investigation type thing” 

(Officer 15). Interviewees’ views around using an adult passenger or civilian as an interpreter can 

perhaps best be summarized as it being something they were willing to do, but with caution; as 

discussed above with the body-worn camera footage, officers pivoted to other language 

interventions as merited by the specific situation of each traffic stop. 

 

LanguageLine 

While a few interviewees had positive feedback about LanguageLine, the majority of 

interviewees refrained from using it for traffic stops for five reasons; we identified an additional, 

sixth reason that interviewees did not discuss, for a total of six limitations: (1) LanguageLine is 

telephonic rather than in-person; (2) LanguageLine is more time-intensive than other, more readily 

available resources; (3) LanguageLine’s interpreters generally lack law enforcement knowledge; 

(4) LanguageLine can be challenging for traffic stops due to safety concerns and traffic noise; (5) 

LanguageLine’s interpreters may vary in their quality-level; and (6) LanguageLine may pose an 

additional cost to law enforcement agencies.  In the below paragraphs, we first share why a few 

interviews found LanguageLine to be a valuable resource, before discussing each of these 

limitations. 
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Perhaps tellingly, only one interview disclosed using LanguageLine within the specific 

context of traffic stops. This interviewee was a bilingual officer who could conduct both English 

and Spanish traffic stops in those languages, and thus only used LanguageLine for traffic stops 

involving other languages.  As this interviewee succinctly stated, “Usually, I'm able to get through 

the traffic stop by using LanguageLine” (Officer 11).  Two other interviewees agreed that 

LanguageLine was helpful for languages in which a bilingual officer was unlikely to be available, 

although neither of these interviewees specifically gave examples of using LanguageLine in traffic 

stops.  As one of the two interviewees explained, “I think the LanguageLine is a great tool that the 

department has provided, especially for a lot of the languages where we don't have bilingual 

officers, Vietnamese, Russian, those type of things. It's difficult to find people that speak that” 

(Officer 9).  This sentiment was shared by the second interviewee, who noted that the languages 

spoken within a given community can fluctuate over time; as this interviewee opined, “[E]very 

agency should have…a LanguageLine just for that reason” (Officer 13).  These three interviewees 

all highlighted the value of having a language resource that encompassed numerous languages.  

 

The first limitation of LanguageLine discussed by interviewees was that it provides 

telephonic rather than in-person interpretation.  As one interviewee asserted, “I'd much rather have 

someone present because getting over the phone and then going through a third party, it can be 

difficult and confusing” (Officer 12).  Since we previously discussed interviewees’ preferences for 

in-person interpretation earlier in this chapter, we will not expand on this drawback of Language 

Line.  However, we felt it was important to mention, since whether or not a language resource is 

telephonic versus in-person is an important consideration for officers to weigh when determining 

which language resource to use.  

 

The second limitation of LanguageLine identified by interviewees is that it can be more 

time-intensive than other, more readily available language resources.  Four of the fifteen 

interviewees remarked on the time associated with using LanguageLine.  For two of these 

interviewees, the amount of time seemed to only be a slight inconvenience. As the first of these 

interviewees explained, “[If you] call LanguageLine… you got to work through that process, get 

somebody on the line… It's going to add more time” (Officer 6). The second of these interviewees 

seconded this: “Yeah, so LanguageLine, it takes a little bit longer just to get someone on the line” 
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(Officer 13).  For the remaining two interviewees, the time delay was concerning rather than a 

mere inconvenience.  As the first of these two interviewees explained: 

 

“So LanguageLine in a traffic stop for me is more difficult because of the amount of a 

reasonable detention, and sometimes it's [time-consuming] ... I mean, a lot of times it can 

be right away, but it's also that safety factor. If we're in the point of I can detain someone, 

I'm much more comfortable using LanguageLine. The positive thing, though, is we 

generally have someone who can speak Spanish [and come to the stop], and it is generally 

more efficient to do that as far as time goes” (Officer 5). 

 

The second of these two interviewees expanded on this, and stated, “I depend on LanguageLine a 

lot and it's really successful, whether it's civil disputes, cold burglaries, cold thefts, it works really 

well, … [but] in-progress situations are obviously a little bit more time-sensitive. Traffic stops 

would be included in that” (Officer 7). Thus, as these four interviewees explained, LanguageLine 

was not their preferred language resource for traffic stops because of time delays amongst other 

limitations; interviewees would have preferred a bilingual officer or another language tool. 

 

 Two interviewees discussed a third limitation of LanguageLine, which is that its 

interpreters typically lack law enforcement knowledge.  As the first of these two interviewees 

explained, “sometimes LanguageLine is tough because they're not cops, so they don't really know. 

I'll tell them what to ask, but they're not asking it in the way that we need to ask it or the context 

of things” (Officer 1).  This was expanded on by the second of these two interviewees, who 

remarked, “LanguageLine, like I said, they do a good job… [But with] an officer, I can say, "Hey 

Officer So-and-So, I pulled this person over for speed. I'm going to issue them a warning. Can you 

please explain that to them?" And then they're officers, and so they know how to explain that to 

them” (Officer 15).  These two interviewees’ preference for an interpreter with law enforcement 

expertise is aligned with interviewees’ preferences for a bilingual officer, which we discussed at 

the beginning of this chapter.  

 

 Two interviewees discussed a fourth limitation of LanguageLine, which is that it can be 

problematic for traffic stops due to safety considerations and traffic noise.  Regarding the former, 
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as one interviewee pointed out, “LanguageLine is helpful for certain investigations, [but] on a 

traffic stop, you have to divert your attention away from the driver and the occupants of the car so 

much that it presents an officer safety risk” (Officer 15). Regarding the latter, a second interviewee 

succinctly stated, “one downside to LanguageLine with traffic stops is when their traffic is loud 

you can't hear them on the phone anyway” (Officer 13).  Hence, the time delays associated with 

LanguageLine are compounded by the additional considerations of it posing a potential safety risk, 

since an officer’s attention is diverted away from a vehicle’s occupants, as well as any highway 

noise that may overpower the telephonic interpreter’s speech. 

 

 Three interviewees commented on the fifth Limitation of LanguageLine, which is that its 

interpreters have varying quality levels.  One of the three interviewees defined “quality” as whether 

or not the telephonic interpreter recounted what a driver said word-for-word or whether they 

simply provide a summary of the driver’s speech.  As this interviewee recounted, “there has been 

times where the individual will make a large statement, and the translator will summarize, 

basically” (Officer 8). The second of the three interviewees struggled to follow the dialogue 

between the interpreter and the driver but was uncertain if this was due to the interpreter going 

“off script,” the driver not directly answering a question, or some other reason.  For this second 

interviewee, some LanguageLine interpreters were more effective at mediating language barriers 

than others.  This second interviewee succinctly summarized their views of LanguageLine as the 

following: “I guess it depends on the translator that you're working with a lot of times” (Officer 

10). The third interviewee overall had positive experiences with LanguageLine but noted that some 

of its interpreters spoke English with a stronger accent than others, which could pose a 

communication challenge in and of itself.  As this third interviewee remarked, “I feel like 9 times 

out of 10 it's a great service. There are some times where I can't understand the interpreter so well 

because English is their second language as well... But those have been few and far between for 

the most part” (Interview 13).”  According to these three interviewees’ experiences, not all 

LanguageLine interpreters were of the same caliber. 

 

 A final, sixth limitation is that LanguageLine may pose an additional cost to law 

enforcement agencies.  None of the fifteen interviewees discussed this potential limitation, likely 

because their agency had invested in LanguageLine as a resource for numerous years prior to us 
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conducting this research.  However, since this report will be read by officers from other agencies, 

we felt it important to note that LanguageLine is not free; for this reason, law enforcement agencies 

may wish to conduct a cost-benefit analysis before adding this resource to their language access 

toolkit.  

 

 The body-worn camera footage of the 43 stops with language barriers aligns with 

interviewees’ reservations about using LanguageLine during traffic stops; none of these 43 stops 

involved LanguageLine.  Because we randomly sampled traffic stops for this research project, it 

is possible that LanguageLine was used by officers in traffic stops separately from the 43 stops we 

watched.  Nevertheless, we believe the fact that LanguageLine was not used in our random sample 

comports with interviewees’ views regarding the limitations of this language access resource 

within the specific context of traffic stops.  

 

Google Translate / Artificial Intelligence (AI) 

 More interviewees than not focused on the limitations of Google Translate and Artificial 

Intelligence (AI) rather than their strengths. Specifically, four of 15 interviewees discussed two 

possible uses and one advantage of Google Translate and AI, seven of 15 interviewees described 

five limitations of Google Translate and AI, and four of 15 interviewees did not offer an explicit 

benefit or limitation associated with either.  In the below paragraphs, we first explore the two 

potential uses and one advantage of Google Translate and AI identified by interviewees, before 

delving into the five limitations of Google Translate and AI described by interviewees; we also 

discuss a sixth limitation not explicitly discussed by interviewees, but which we believe they would 

agree with, which is that Google Translate and AI lack law enforcement expertise. 

 

 Four of fifteen interviewees focused on two possible uses of Google Translate and AI, with 

a third benefit attached to these two uses.  First, Google Translate and AI can sometimes be useful 

for routine traffic stops, with the caveat that they should only be used to convey short, simple 

messages.  Second, Google Translate and AI can sometimes identify the language someone speaks.  

Third, Google Translate and AI offer relatively immediate assistance, insofar as the only delay is 

the amount of time it takes an officer, driver, or passenger to retrieve the resource from their cell 

phone; this third benefit is “attached” to each of the two prospective uses of Google Translate and 
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AI, as these language resources’ ability to translate or identify a language is also connected to the 

immediacy with which they can be used for these purposes.37  

 

 The first use of Google Translate and AI, discussed by three of 15 interviewees, was that it 

can be helpful during routine traffic stops.  As one of the interviewees noted, “I wouldn't use it to 

have in-depth, detailed conversations, but just to convey a message or two, it works” (Officer 12).  

The second of the two interviewees gave a concrete example of this and stated that he had used 

Google Translate during a traffic stop with a driver and passenger who spoke Vietnamese.  As this 

interviewee related: 

 

“I stopped a Vietnamese couple for speeding and they told me they spoke a little English…I 

was able to communicate enough pointing at the speedometer, like, "Oh too fast." And so 

they got that much. I knew we were on the same page then, but when I'm going back up to 

get the ticket, there's more that I need to communicate. So I used Google Translate in the 

car before I got up there and then played the audio for them in Vietnamese. And they, from 

my understanding and their reaction, they understood the information that was 

communicated through the translation” (Officer 6). 

 

The third of the three interviewees noted that drivers or passengers often use Google Translate for 

this purpose. As this interviewee stated, “sometimes people will even use their phone and talk or 

text into the phone and then hand it to me and I'm able to respond. That is actually a good tool…[but 

only] if it's a basic type incident that you're dealing with” (Officer 10).  For these three 

interviewees, Google Translate was useful for language barriers, but with important caveats: it 

should be used for brief, simple messages, and only for straightforward traffic stops. These two 

caveats are the same as two of the limitations discussed by seven of the 15 interviewees, which is 

that Google Translate might translate longer sentences in unclear ways, and that Google Translate 

 
37 It is also possible that Google Translate or AI could result in a traffic stop being more time-consuming, if this is 
the sole language access resource being used and if the resource is translating in a way that is potentially confusing; 
however, since this section of our report focuses on what interviewees told us and what we saw in body-worn 
camera footage, we do not discuss potential time delays, as they did not come up in either interviewees of the body-
worn camera recordings that we watched.  
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should not be used for complex, sensitive, or criminal stops; these limitations will be revisited later 

in this section.  

 

 The second use of Google Translate and AI, flagged by one interviewee, is that it can be 

used to detect spoken languages.  As this interviewee remarked, “I think there's a language detect 

option too… So that would be really helpful if you don't know what language they [the driver or 

passengers] speak” (Officer 9).  Despite sharing this useful application for Google Translate AI, 

this interviewee also acknowledged, “I haven't used it on the road [for a traffic stop]” (Officer 9).  

Nevertheless, as this interviewee explained, this is a promising application for Google Translate 

and AI; their capacity to detect many spoken languages, and then to “speak” them out loud (insofar 

as users can press a “speak” button to have Google Translate or AI pronounce a translation) can be 

very useful.   

 

 Finally, the third benefit of Google Translate and AI, which is inextricably attached to their 

uses, is that is it relatively immediate.  It does not require officers or drivers to wait for prolonged 

periods of time to provide language assistance, even if it is limited. These two uses and one benefit 

of Google Translate and AI are important for officers to consider when assessing which language 

resources are most appropriate for different traffic stop scenarios.  

 

Seven interviewees shared five limitations of Google Translate and AI: (1) they are 

insufficiently vetted as a language resource; (2) they can be challenging for traffic stops due to 

safety concerns and traffic noise; (3) they can unintentionally contribute to confusion or 

misunderstandings; (4) they are not appropriate for complex, sensitive, or potentially criminal 

matters; and (5) they can be inconsistent in the quality or accuracy of their translations; a sixth 

limitation not explicitly addressed by interviewees, but with which we believe they would agree, 

is that Google Translate and AI lack law enforcement expertise. This sixth limitation is a concern 

that interviewees expressed about other non-law enforcement language access resources, such as 

LanguageLine, which is why we believe it is relevant for Google Translate and AI.  We discuss 

each of these limitations separately below.  
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The first limitation of Google Translate and AI is that it has been insufficiently vetted as a 

language access resource; while only one of the seven interviewees who shared limitations 

discussed this, we believe it is an important point to emphasize.  Indeed, this one interviewee 

generally refrained from using Google Translate because of this limitation.  As this interviewee 

explained, “I can't think of the last time I used Google Translate on any call, whether that was a 

traffic stop or not. And the main reason for that is because it hasn't been vetted” (Officer 15).  Thus, 

while technology remains promising and could be used to mitigate language barriers, it bears 

keeping in mind that is still in the process of being vetted.  

 

The second limitation is that Google Translate and AI can be challenging for traffic stops 

due to safety concerns and / or traffic noise; three of the seven interviewees who discussed 

limitations focused on this.  Two of the three interviewees focused on safety, with the first of the 

two interviewees noting that they would only use Google Translate in a traffic stop “depending on 

the safety of the situation for the person and me” (Officer 5), and the second of the two interviewees 

remarking, “If I do have to get on LanguageLine or Google Translate, I try to go to the opposite 

side of traffic and handle it all from there instead of being in the roadway” (Officer 13).  One of 

the three interviewees addressed noise concerns, and stated, “I am not a fan of Google Translate… 

especially in traffic stops. You have a lot of background noise, usually you're on the side of the 

road, you have cars passing, you have the wind... So I don't love it” (Officer 1).  For these 

interviewees, the safety and noise concerns associated with Google Translate and AI made them 

less preferential as language resource tools during traffic stops.  

 

The third limitation of Google Translate and AI, identified by three of the seven 

interviewees who addressed limitations, is that both can unintentionally exacerbate confusion or 

misunderstandings during traffic stops rather than mitigate them; this occurs due to variations in 

vocabulary in formality across languages and geographies.  As one of the three interviewees 

explained, “vocabulary in general is different country to country. And so things can get lost in the 

AI…if I use Google Translate… certain things are wrong. It just doesn't fit” (Officer 14). Because 

this interviewee was bilingual, they offered specific examples where Google Translate used 

vocabulary that was specific to certain countries or regions and thus could be confusing to people 

who were not from those countries or regions.  Two of the three interviewees focused on the 
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formality of Google Translate, with the first of the two interviewees noting that “it's very formal” 

(Officer 5) and the second of the two interviewees agreeing with this point, noting that, “Google 

Translate, to my understanding, is proper [formal] Spanish, and some people don't speak proper 

Spanish… So there's those nuances there” (Officer 5).  Three interviewees were thus aware of the 

ways in which Google Translate and AI could unintentionally contribute to confusion or 

misunderstandings during traffic stops depending on the vocabulary used and the formality of 

translations.  

 

The fourth limitation of Google Translate and AI, explicitly addressed by one of the seven 

interviewees who addressed limitations, was that they were not appropriate for complex, sensitive, 

or potentially criminal matters.  As this one interviewee emphasized, “If I'm giving a warning… 

I'll use Google Translate. If I'm issuing an infraction or it's criminal or [I’m] making an arrest, I'll 

have another officer, a Spanish-speaking officer come translate” (Officer 12). While only one of 

the seven interviewees specifically mentioned this limitation within the context of using Google 

Translate, it is worth noting that many other interviewees also voiced a concern about the 

complexity, sensitivity, or potential criminality of a traffic stop and the appropriateness of different 

language access tools, though without invoking Google Translate in particular.  For this reason, 

other interviewees might have felt similarly to the one interviewee who explicitly voiced their 

concern as it pertained to Google Translate; indeed, as the preceding paragraphs attest, this concern 

was voiced by many interviewees across several language access resources, not just Google 

Translate and AI. 

 

The fifth limitation of Google Translate and AI, shared by three of the seven interviewees 

who discussed limitations, was that they can be inconsistent in the quality or accuracy of their 

translations.  Importantly, while this is related to the third limitation of Google Translate and AI 

increasing confusion or misunderstandings during traffic stops, it is nonetheless a distinct 

limitation in its own right, as the third limitation refers to correct translations that may use 

vocabulary or formal communication that is less familiar to drivers, whereas the fifth limitation 

pertains to inaccurate or lower quality translations that could prompt confusion or 

misunderstandings across any speakers of a given language, not just speakers who were more 

familiar with specific vocabulary or less formal speech.   
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The three interviewees who discussed inconsistencies in Google Translate and AI’s 

translations focused on these technologies’ ability to accurately “hear” the words spoken to them, 

as well as their capacity to accurately translate messages that were longer or more complex.  

Regarding the former, as one interviewee remarked, “I've used Google Translate on a traffic stop… 

It sometimes works, it sometimes doesn't. Or it hears something a little bit off and doesn't translate 

it correctly, then you have to go back and do it again” (Officer 7).  Regarding the latter, one 

interviewee had discussed Google Translate with other officers, and they had concurred that 

“Google Translate works better when it is really basic because… the more words you add, the 

more… [it might] not necessarily make sense [when translated]” (Officer 10). This interviewee 

went on to explain that “verbatim” translations might technically be correct word-for-word, but 

that the overall meaning of the sentence could nonetheless literally get lost in translation.  For 

example, the English question “How old are you?”, if directly translated from Spanish, would be: 

“How many years do you have?” Thus, literal translations are not always high-quality translations.  

Sometimes, though, Google Translate and AI simply get things wrong, not just because they “hear” 

incorrectly or translate verbatim, but because they sometimes provide lower-quality translations.  

As the third of the three interviewees succinctly stated, “Sometimes, it is a mess-up” (Officer 13).  

These three interviewees’ experiences with Google Translate illustrate that technology, just like 

human interpreters, can occasionally provide lower quality or inaccurate translations. 

 

The final limitation, not discussed by interviewees but instead flagged by us, is that Google 

Translate and AI lack law enforcement expertise.  As mentioned earlier, this is not unique to Google 

Translate and AI but is rather a limitation of many language access tools, including Language Line.  

As one interviewee noted, when asked about language access tools in general, the “law 

enforcement perspective” is helpful because it “streamlines the process”; this is why “having a 

Spanish-speaking officer come to your location is always the most dependable [method of 

providing language access]” (Officer 7).  We wanted to re-mention this limitation for Google 

Translate and AI, since law enforcement expertise was valued highly by many interviewees.   

 

Interviewees’ statements aligned with the body-worn camera footage of the 43 stops with 

language barriers, insofar as only three of the traffic stops involved Google Translate being used. 
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Two of the three stops were for moderate language barriers, and one of the three stops was for a 

major language barrier.  All three of these stops also involved at least one other language access 

tool, such as an officer using “Survival Spanish”, or a driver asking a passenger or a civilian (via 

telephone) to serve as an interpreter. Each of these stops is briefly described below. 

 

Stop 1 of 3 with Google Translate – As stated above, three of the 43 stops with language 

barriers involved Google Translate; one of these three stops involved a major language barrier, 

during which the officer used Google Translate and Survival Spanish with pantomiming / gesturing 

to explain to the driver that her registration was expired.  In this video, the officer first gave the 

reason for the stop in English.  When the driver looked at the officer with a confused face, the 

officer pulled out his cell phone and typed into Google Translate. The driver then read out loud the 

message on the officer’s phone: “su registro vencio…” [your registration expired]. The driver 

immediately had a shocked facial expression, as illustrated by her looking at the officer with wide 

eyes and a slightly agape mouth.  She then told the officer, in English, “I'm so sorry."  Ultimately, 

the driver understood the reason for the stop, and she and the officer were able to communicate 

with each other via Google Translate, the officer’s Survival Spanish with pantomiming, and the 

driver’s basic English.  

 

Stop 2 of 3 with Google Translate – In the second of the three stops that involved Google 

Translate, the officer informed the driver in English that they were traveling 50 miles per hour 

when the speed limit was 40 miles per hour. The driver asked the officer, “sabe español? [do you 

know Spanish?”]. In response, the officer used Google Translate for the following two sentences: 

“Sabes porque te detengo? Te tenia haciendo 54 miles por hora en un 40.” [ Do you know why I 

stopped you? I had you doing 54 miles an hour in a 40].”  

 

This is a very clunky translation and is an example of Google Translate verbatim 

translating word-for-word, which does not always result in the clearest meaning.  In English, we 

might say: “I had you going 50 in a 40” or “I had you doing 50 in a 40,” but this manner of 

speech does not exist in Spanish; something may literally get lost in translation.  Nevertheless, 

the driver understood what Google Translate was trying to convey.  This is an example where 

Google Translate may have produced a clearer translation if the officer had used the phrase: 
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“You were speeding” or “The speed limit is 40.  You drove 50.”  As will be discussed in section 

two of this chapter, using short and simple phrases may be useful, particularly for overcoming 

language barriers and especially when using Google Translate.  

 

The officer then tried to use Survival Spanish to ask the driver for his license, 

registration, and insurance, but the officer mispronounced “aseguranza” (the Spanish word for 

insurance).  The driver seemed very appreciative of the officer’s efforts to speak Spanish and 

responded by smiling and repeating the word “aseguranza” (insurance).  The officer then 

repeated it back to the driver, improving his pronunciation. In response, the driver gave the 

officer a big smile and said, “Ah, si, hablas español!” [“oh, yes, you speak Spanish!]”.  The 

officer returned to his car to process the paperwork for the ticket. When the officer returned to 

the driver’s car, the body-worn camera footage shows the driver holding up his cell phone with a 

civilian on speakerphone to act as an interpreter.   This stop is a good example of Google 

Translate being understandable but somewhat unclear; even so, the driver understood the reason 

for the stop via a combination of language tools that included Google Translate, the officer’s 

Survival Spanish, and the driver calling a civilian to serve as an interpreter.  

 

Stop 3 of 3 with Google Translate – In the third of the three stops that involved Google 

Translate, the officer gives the reason for the stop in English, but the driver appears confused.  The 

officer asks the driver, “Hablas inglés?” [do you speak English?”], and the driver responds, “no.” 

The officer then attempts to use Survival Spanish to speak to the driver but hesitates when he tries 

to give the reason for the stop (no headlights) in Spanish.  Eventually, the officer shines his 

flashlight towards the front of the vehicle and says, “No lights.” The driver replies, “Ohhhhh” in a 

drawn-out manner, then smiles, touches something on the steering wheel, and looks at the officer.  

While it is not possible to see the front of the vehicle from the body-worn camera footage, the 

impression for viewers is that the driver must have turned his headlights on.  

 

At the end of the stop, the officer tried to tell the driver that it is “just a warning” and that 

there was “no ticket.” A passenger in the vehicle immediately interpreted “no ticket” as “no 

tickete” using informal Spanish.  The driver seemed to understand “no tickete” [no ticket], but 

neither the driver nor the passenger understood the word “warning,” as exhibited by the passenger 
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pulling out their cell phone, typing into it, and showing it to the officer. The officer read part of the 

message out loud, and exclaimed, “The warning? Oh!... It doesn’t go on his record…”.  The driver 

immediately seemed to comprehend this, since he queried back, “no record?” to which the officer 

replied, “nope” at the same time as the passenger said, “no.” All three people – the officer, the 

driver, and the passenger – then laughed simultaneously, and the traffic stop ended by the driver 

and the passenger chorusing “thank you!” together.    

 

 This third stop shows multiple language tools, including Survival Spanish, a passenger 

serving as an interpreter, and Google Translate.  While the body-worn camera footage did not 

clearly display what sentence the passenger typed into Google Translate on their phone, the speech 

and body language that was visible on the body-worn camera footage suggested that the officer 

and driver were able to use this tool to explain what “warning” meant in English.  Taken together, 

these three stops seem to indicate that Google Translate is often not the sole language access tool 

used during a traffic stop.  Moreover, these three stops also fit with interviewees’ statements that 

they generally refrained from using Google Translate during stops except for specific 

circumstances, such as translating a short sentence or two, and only for routine traffic infractions.  

 

“It Just Depends” 

 In the above paragraphs, we discussed five different language resource tools, interviewees’ 

views of them, and the ways in which they were used in the 43 stops with language barriers; we 

also included a table in the Appendix in which we provided a visual depiction of the strengths and 

limitations of each of these five language resources.  As we conclude this section, we want to 

acknowledge that each of these language resource tools should be used on a case-by-case basis, 

and sometimes in multiple combinations with each other.  One interviewee provided a very detailed 

answer when asked how they navigated language barriers, and concluded their answer by stating, 

“it's kind of a loaded answer because [there are] a lot of different options we use [that are] situation 

dependent… it's a big deal” (Officer 1). As this interviewee recognized, providing language access 

is essential, but is situation specific.   

 

Indeed, this point was made by most interviewees, who explained that their decisions 

regarding which language resource to use and when was often determined by the specific 
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circumstances of any given stop. One interviewee summarized their general approach to ensuring 

meaningful language access in a succinct but powerful manner: “Fastest and safest is how I do it” 

(Officer 14). This interviewee’s quote is how we conclude this section, and we urge law 

enforcement agencies to consider how they can provide meaningful language access in a manner 

that is efficient but safe, which are two of the most important considerations for traffic stops.  

 

II. Script for Traffic Stops 

In this section, we discuss three components of a successful script for a traffic stop as 

shared by some interviewees: (1) a comprehensive introduction that includes the officer stating 

their name, the name of the agency they represent, whether or not the driver is being audio and 

video recorded, and the reason(s) for the stop; (2) a closing statement that reiterates the reason(s) 

for the stop, the outcome of the stop (such as a warning, citation, or arrest), as well as any next 

steps the driver should take (such as paying a fine, mitigating the ticket, or contesting the ticket), 

and (3) an assessment of the driver’s understanding of the stop, as well as explicitly asking the 

driver if they have any questions about the reason(s) for the stop or next steps.   

 

Undoubtedly, readers of this report, particularly if they are law enforcement officers, will 

be familiar with the aforementioned script; even so, we mention it here because it was brought up 

by a few interviewees as being integral for rapport-building, addressing questions the driver may 

have, and achieving the education and enforcement aspects of traffic stops. As these interviewees 

noted, while these goals matter for all stops, they may be more challenging to accomplish if there 

are language barriers.  Moreover, in watching the body-worn camera footage of the 43 stops with 

language barriers, we noticed that drivers would sometimes interrupt officers’ introductory 

statements (e.g., “The reason I stopped you was…) to explain that there was a language barrier, 

and this derailment would occasionally (albeit rarely) throw officers off, such that they would have 

to regroup and return to the integral components of their introductory scripts, which (for this 

agency) included informing the driver that they were being audio and video recorded.   

 

We have two goals in mind when sharing the three components of a script for a traffic stop, 

as identified by some interviewees. First, we hope the script will be useful for officers, particularly 

if there are slight regional variations in how officers are trained for traffic stops. Second, we want 
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to prepare officers that drivers may interrupt their introductory script in order to disclose a 

language barrier (e.g., “Hello, I’m Officer –-” “Hablas español?” (“Do you speak Spanish?”)); if 

this occurs, we hope officers can return to the introductory script when it is feasible to do so. 

Ultimately, we hope this section of our report will support officers so that drivers with language 

barriers do not receive substantively different scripts than drivers without language barriers during 

traffic stops.  

 

In addition, while the Washington State Criminal Justice Training Commission (WSCJTC) 

covers the topic of traffic stops and the scripts used within them as part of its Basic Law 

Enforcement Academy (BLEA), each of the WSCJTC’s five training academics may have their 

own, localized manner in which they deliver the content in the WSCJTC’s curriculum.38  This 

point was emphasized by one interviewee, who explained, “the content [for how to conduct a 

traffic stop]….is set by the state, but then there's certain ways that regions do things I think a little 

bit different” (Officer 9).  This interviewee went on to describe how the BLEA curriculum on 

traffic stops was delivered in the training academy that was geographically closest to the specific 

police department that he worked for, noting that one “benefit of having more local academies is 

that the local departments can train them [officers]. And so we can all be more uniform at least 

regionally” (Officer 9).  Out of recognition that the manner in which the BLEA curriculum is 

conveyed may vary from location to location, we take this opportunity to briefly discuss the three 

components of a successful script for a traffic stop, as identified by some interviewees.  

 

First, some interviewees explicitly stated that a script for a traffic stop should entail a 

comprehensive introduction that includes the officer stating their name, the name of the agency 

they represent, whether or not the driver is being audio and video recorded, and the reason(s) for 

the stop.  A few interviewees considered this script to also be part of rapport-building, as having a 

friendly and professional demeanor at the beginning of the stop, along with not making a driver 

“guess” the reason for the stop, could help to deescalate a potentially stressful situation.  Having a 

set script also allowed some interviewees to assess a driver’s English proficiency.  As one interview 

explained,  

 
38 The Washington State Criminal Justice Training Commission (WSCJTC)’s prior syllabi for the Basic Law 
Enforcement Academy (BLEA) course can be found at https://cjtc.wa.gov/resources/wscjtc-curriculum. 
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“The way we do it is you always just be forthcoming. You tell them who you are, why you 

stopped them, and then that they're being video and audio recorded as kind of your 

introduction and then you can ask for their license, registration, insurance. But when they're 

giving you that blank stare after you do all that, then sometimes they'll ask or they'll say 

that they don't speak English and then ask, "Do you speak Spanish?" And then when they're 

like, "Oh, yes," then I transition to the whole thing over again in Spanish” (Officer 9). 

 

Regarding not making drivers identify the reason for the stop, another interviewee stated, “I think 

with the ambiguity of a stop and already it's a stressful thing for a lot of people. You're already 

putting somebody on the defensive… versus just being upfront [and stating the reason for the 

stop]” (Officer 9).  Another interviewee agreed with the suggestion of not asking a driver, “Do you 

know why I stopped you?”  As this interviewee asserted,  

 

“don't use rhetorical questions. Let me rephrase that. I don't use that. I pretty much do it 

the same way every time if I'm able to, from when I approached the vehicle… I walk up, I 

give them the greeting of the day, "Morning, afternoon. I'm Officer [Last Name], [Agency 

Name] Police. The reason I pulled you over is this portion of [Name] Avenue, the speed 

limit is 25 and I had you go on 37. Also, just to let you know, you're being audio and video 

recorded. Do you have your license and registration and your insurance?" I don't do that 

stuff, the, "Do you know why I pulled you over?"… I do it the same way and I keep it as 

simple as I can so there's no room for interpretation” (Officer 12) 

 

A third interviewee agreed with this approach, and stated, “I think that the question of, "Do you 

know why I pulled you over?”… used to be more prevalent back in the day… But I found, and I 

think that industry standard has generally found, that while that information can be valuable, it's 

kind of irrelevant, and it can lead to strife in the contact” (Officer 7).  To summarize, these 

interviewees’ advice about the beginning script for a traffic stop was designed to build rapport, 

identity if a language barrier was present, and give a short and simple explanation for the stop to 

minimize the possibility of miscommunication.  
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Second, a few interviewees shared that a script for a traffic stop should include a closing 

statement that reiterates the reason(s) for the stop, the outcome of the stop (such as a warning, 

citation, or arrest), as well as any next steps the driver should take (such as paying a fine, mitigating 

the ticket, or contesting the ticket). In particular, a few interviewees emphasized this last portion 

of the script, noting how important it was for drivers to understand next steps for a ticket.  As one 

interviewee explained, “On our tickets, on the upper right-hand corner, it tells you how to handle 

that ticket and I say exactly that… I'll just go through my spiel. "Hey, you're going to be receiving 

a ticket for speeding, you were going 15 over. On the upper right-hand corner of this ticket, it tells 

you how to handle it… Do you have any questions for me?"… I'll go through it… I'll explain it’ 

(Officer 12).  A second interviewee agreed and stated,  

 

“how I teach my student officers when I have a student officer is you will explain the three 

options to the driver and at the end of that you should ask them, do you understand yes or 

no? And then at the end, do you have any other questions for me? That is my, I guess, 

experience and interpretation of how to properly end a traffic stop. I don't like it when 

officers generally just say, here's your three options [on the ticket], drive safe. Because 

first, those notices of infraction, it's quite a bit of information clogged into one 8 by 11 

piece of paper… And so I think it's extremely helpful to thoroughly explain it…. Just 

explain and that generally builds a better rapport with people anyways” (Officer 7). 

 

As these interviewees noted, taking the time to reiterate the reason for the stop, the outcome of the 

stop, and any next steps are necessary for the education and enforcement aspects of traffic stops.  

 

Third, some interviewees stated that a script for a traffic stop should involve an assessment 

of the driver’s understanding of the stop, as well as explicitly asking the driver if they have any 

questions about the reason(s) for the stop or next steps.  As one interviewee noted, “I typically will 

ask him [the driver], "Do you understand? Do you have anything for me?" And it allows them to 

ask questions, right?” (Officer 8). This was echoed by a second interviewee, who stated, “I just try 

to ask, "Do you have questions?"” (Officer 6).  A third interviewee noted explicitly asking a driver 

if they have any questions is also helpful to document on the body-worn camera; as this interviewee 

explained, “it looks better on body cam because then they can't say that, "The officer didn't explain 
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it to me." "I explained it to you and I gave you the option to ask if you had any questions and you 

didn't” (Officer 12).  Thus, these interviewees found ending a stop by explicitly asking a driver 

“Do you have any questions?” to be a helpful practice.  

 

III. Helpful Strategies 

In this section, we discuss the following five strategies that some interviewees identified 

as being helpful to them when navigating language barriers during traffic stops: (1) adopting short 

and simple phrases; (2) speaking in a measured cadence and with a friendly tone of voice; (3) 

exercising patience; (4) building rapport; and (5) developing linguistic and cultural awareness.  All 

fifteen interviewees were invited to share helpful strategies or tools that they used when confronted 

with language barriers, or to share an anecdote of when they believed that had successfully 

mitigated a language barrier during a traffic stops.  In the below paragraphs, we synthesize 

interviewees’ answers to these two questions.  

 

Keep It Short and Simple (KISS) 

First, a few interviewees recommended that officers use short, simple phrases during traffic 

stops, as illustrated by the acronym “KISS”: Keep It Short and Simple.  (This acronym represents 

different words when used in the military, which was the context within which one interviewee 

discussed it; we slightly changed the acronym’s meaning to use more formal language in this 

report).39 As the interviewee who discussed the “KISS” acronym with us explained, “You gotta 

keep it simple” (Officer 12).  A second interviewee also drew on military phrases when he 

recommended that officers “speak concisely, slowly and to the point and calmly… It's kind of like 

the whole [military] mantra of slow is smooth, smooth is fast” (Officer 7).  A third interviewee 

used the “short and simple” approach when using “Survival Spanish;” as this interviewee 

explained, “successful is simplicity… I try not to get into the grammar of things… I'll just say 

"teléfono [telephone],” right?... And they'll write it for me” (Officer 5).  A fourth interviewee, who 

also erred on the side of conciseness when speaking in “Survival Spanish,” agreed and gave 

another example: “I'll use simpler words, see if they understand […] "Manos," so I'll just say that 

 
39 Readers are welcome to do an internet search of the KISS acronym as used in a military context. We believe we 
have maintained the spirit of the acronym’s meaning as well as the interviewee’s intent, even though we slightly 
changed the words the acronym represents to be more formal for purposes of this report. 
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and they know what I'm referring to” (Officer 1).  For these interviewees, less was more; they 

recognized that being an effective communicator during language barriers sometimes required 

strategically using simple vocabulary, be it in English or “Survival Spanish.” 

 

The body-worn camera footage of the 43 traffic stops with language barriers often showed 

officers applying this “short and simple” strategy, especially when they had to use “Survival 

Spanish.”  For example, an officer might say “licencia” or “license” rather than the longer phrase, 

“Favor de darme su licencia” (“Please give me your license”).  As one of the interviewees 

described, this was particularly common with "teléfono” (telephone); drivers would sometimes 

“type” their phone numbers into their cell phones so that neither party (officer or driver) had to 

verbally state the number in English or Spanish; alternatively, drivers could write their phone 

numbers down on paper, thereby removing the verbal aspects of language barriers. 

 

Based on the body-worn camera footage of the 48 stops with language barriers, we noticed 

many Spanish-speaking drivers seemingly applying the “KISS” (keep it short and simple) strategy 

when giving their telephone numbers.  For example, in English, telephone numbers as stated as 

single digits (e.g., 5782 or five-seven-eight-two), whereas in Spanish, they are given as double 

digits (e.g., 5782 or fifty-seven, eighty-two). Many Spanish-speaking drivers were attentive to 

English-speaking officers’ facial expressions and would accordingly adjust their strategy when 

giving their telephone numbers; for example, a Spanish-speaking driver might initially say 

“cincuentiocho” (fifty-eight) but then change their answer to “cinco ocho” (five-eight) in response 

to an English-speaking officer’s confused facial expression.  Thus, drivers and officers often 

adopted a “meet in the middle” strategy when using KISS, such that the officer kept their phrases 

short and simple in Spanish, and the driver would do the same. 

 

The same interviewee who discussed the KISS acronym also provided an anecdote of a 

recent traffic stop in which he used both Google Translate and “Survival Spanish” to mitigate a 

language barrier.  At the beginning of the stop, the interviewee used Google Translate to inform 

the driver, “You are ten miles per hour over the limit.”  At the end of the stop, the interviewee used 

a mixture of Survival Spanish and English and said, “Senor, slow, cálmate. [calm down] Slow, 

slow." And he nodded his head in agreement as he understood, to indicate he understood what I 
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was saying” (Officer 12); this same interviewee also stated, “why use 20 words when five will 

do?” (Officer 12).  While this anecdote technically involves incorrect Survival Spanish, as 

“cálmate” directly translates to “calm down” rather than “slow down,” a Spanish speaker could 

easily infer an officer’s meaning within the context of a traffic stop.  

 

Measured Cadence and Friendly Tone 

Second, a small number of interviewees recommend that officers speak in a measured 

cadence when speaking to drivers with limited English proficiency, while assessing their level of 

understanding. Importantly, by “measured cadence,” interviewees were not recommending that 

officers speak at a glacial speed, or that they communicate with a driver as they would a younger 

child, much less speak in an infantilizing manner; they simply meant that officers should monitor 

the speed with which they speak to drivers, and communicate at a slower pace if needed.  As one 

interviewee explained,  

 

“if they tell me they speak little English, then we will try to work through it that way. I'll 

speak of slower cadence, I'll use simpler words, see if they understand… I start noticing 

things. If they start saying, "si" [yes] to every question… I [am] immediately like, “Okay, 

let’s try something else.” Because I’m not going to be taking their answers of yes or not 

that they’re probably not understanding me correctly” (Officer 1) 

 

Likewise, another interviewee stated, “Yeah, don't speak quickly… Or slow down the regular 

cadence of your speech… there are a lot of people out there that can speak quickly. Or there's a lot 

of filler in their sentences. That can cause hurdles with LanguageLine, [and] can definitely mess 

up Google Translate” (Officer 7).  Thus, this latter officer connected a slower cadence of voice 

with a driver’s understanding within the context of using language access tools such as 

LanguageLine or Google Translate, in which speaking quickly can result in words being missed 

by either a human interpreter or the Artificial Intelligence interpreter that is “listening in” (if 

officers are using the microphone option in Google Translate).   
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Exercise Patience 

Third, a majority of the 15 interviewees discussed the importance of being patient when 

communicating with drivers, especially with language barriers. One interviewee offered the below 

recommendation to his fellow officers: 

 

“even though we're busy, [you] really gotta… take your time and not rush through that 

[traffic stop] because a misunderstanding in our job can be the difference of a lot of things. 

And… we see bad situations happen all the time because of miscommunication. And that's 

even just with English-speaking people, a lot of times. There's thousands of videos for that. 

So especially when you have a language barrier, you're in an area where that's a high 

percentage [of individuals with LEP]. I think just being patient even when you feel like 

you can't, and doing your best to make sure that person understands what you're saying, it's 

the best advice I can give I think” (Officer 1). 

 

Another interviewee echoed this advice and stated, “If they're stopped and they're compliant, there 

is no rush. We can wait for an officer that speaks Spanish, we can have other things [language 

access tool] available to us... We can slow the situation down to the point where we're able to 

communicate effectively” (Officer 3).  A third interviewee agreed, and when asked what strategies 

or tools were helpful to officers during traffic stops, stated that one strategy included: “being okay 

with the traffic stop taking a little longer than it would normally” (Officer 6).  A fourth interviewee 

also emphasized this point, and remarked, “Patience is the key. You have to be more patient than 

sometimes you want to be because you're always feeling like you're in a time crunch, but you just 

have to be patient” (Officer 7).  A fifth interviewee made this point, as well, and stated, “Allow 

time, whatever time is necessary to be able to communicate accurately. Really hear out the 

person… You can't be narrow-minded and, "I'm in a hurry to get this traffic stop done." It's really, 

take the time and do it right” (Officer 8).  This sentiment was repeated by several other 

interviewees, ranging from interviewees making a general observation about time (e.g., “just know 

that it's going to take a little bit longer to maybe do the traffic stop” (Officer 9)) to urging other 

officers to exercise patience (e.g., “just be patient with the person you're interacting with… slow 

down a little bit and just be patient, right?” (Officer 14)).  Indeed, being patient and taking the time 
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to communicate fully and accurately was one of the most frequently emphasized pieces of advice 

that interviewees made to their fellow officers.  

 

Build Rapport 

Fourth, some interviewees discussed using rapport-building strategies, despite language 

barriers; this included everything from sharing stickers with children in the vehicle to having a 

friendly tone of voice and pleasant facial expression to using body language, gestures, or language 

access tools to convey to the driver that an officer was genuinely making the effort to communicate 

during a traffic stop.  As one interviewee stated,  

 

“I try to be very approachable and kind just because a lot of times people who don't speak 

English… just your demeanor when you're dealing with people that don't understand what 

you're saying is super important just in my experience, just so that they understand, "Hey, 

listen, I know we can't communicate super well with each other, but we're going to figure 

this out." And then that makes them feel a little more comfortable and makes it go by easier 

in my opinion” (Officer 3). 

 

Another interviewee also stressed that simply making the effort to communicate was a form of 

rapport-building in and of itself; as this interviewee noted, “I think making an effort to use some 

form of translation establishes rapport. It shows that… I want to understand you [the driver] and I 

want you to understand what I'm trying to communicate to you right now” (Officer 6).  A third 

interviewee agreed with this, and stated, “I really do feel like using LanguageLine helps a great 

deal because it shows that I care enough to make sure that there is a conversation that's had, and I 

don't just kind of throw up my hands and say, “Well, figure it out” kind of thing” (Officer 11).  

Beyond making the effort to use language tools, other interviewees discussed the importance of 

body language and other nonverbal cues as form of rapport-building.  As one interviewee pointed 

out, “not all communication is verbal. So hand gestures, facial gestures, that kind of thing helps 

establish rapport and shows that you care” (Officer 14).  Thus, while interviewees’ answers varied 

in terms of how they established rapport (e.g., stickers, using language tools, nonverbal 

communication), several interviewees deemed rapport-building to be an important strategy for 

navigating traffic stops, specifically if they involved language barriers.  
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Develop Linguistic and Cultural Awareness 

Fifth, two of fifteen interviewees suggested that officers should develop a linguistic and 

cultural awareness for the community they serve, noting that even learning basic vocabulary words 

for the language(s) spoken by community members, as well as cultural values and practices, could 

make a positive difference during traffic stops.  As one of the two interviewees explained, “lots of 

our officers too, because there is more than just the language piece, they understand the cultural 

piece of it as well, which sometimes we don't want to talk about. We just want to say that it's a 

language thing. But there's a cultural thing there too” (Officer 15).  The other interviewee agreed, 

and stated: 

 

“if you have a large [population of] Spanish-speaking community members in your 

community, then at the very least do the very basics to try to fumble through [a traffic stop], 

learn basic questions or basic statements on what to say for that specific culture. Because 

I could tell you that at least from what I've been told, like Minneapolis, Minnesota, there's 

a large Somalian population. If I was a police officer there, I would at the very least do my 

best to do some research in that culture and learn some basic questions… That way at the 

very least, you have a little bit of dialogue until your [language access] resources are 

available to you” (Officer 2). 

 

As these two interviewees explain, language and culture are intertwined, and it is helpful to have 

a basic understanding of both.  While the primary purpose of this report is to describe how officers 

navigated language barriers during traffic stop, we did ask interviewees if they could think of any 

relevant examples of cultural misunderstandings that arose within a traffic stop context.  For most 

interviewees, this was difficult, as they were rightfully hesitant to ascribe certain behaviors or 

practices to specific languages or cultures; moreover, most examples they could think of were 

outside the scope of a traffic stop (e.g., taking shoes off before entering an individual’s home, 

which is sometimes cultural and sometimes a preferred practice for people regardless of culture).  

Ultimately, interviewees discussed the importance of law enforcement officers developing a 

situational awareness, which encompassed being aware of linguistic or cultural misunderstandings, 

regardless of whether they occurred in the context of a traffic stop or different type of police 

encounter.  
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IV. Unproductive Practices 

 In this section, we share the following seven strategies that some interviewees viewed as 

being less productive for navigating language barriers during traffic stops: (1) speaking in a way 

that was unclear, technical, or confusing; (2) speaking louder or in a manner that could connote 

frustration or condescension; (3) adopting a negative mindset towards problem-solving; (4) using 

unclear or incorrect “Survival Spanish”; (5) making assumptions; (6) stopping someone without 

giving them the reason for the stop; and (7) using a potentially biased interpreter.  We primarily 

focus on items four through seven, because items one through three are essentially the converse 

version of the prior section of this report.  In other words, of the seven strategies identified by 

interviewees, the first three are “mirror images” of the helpful strategies we already discussed, but 

in their opposing form (e.g., “be clear” versus “don’t speak unclearly”).  

Readers may recall that in the prior section, we discussed five strategies that interviewees 

considered to be helpful, based on interviewees’ answers to two questions we asked them 

(specifically, what strategies were helpful to them in navigating language barriers, and whether 

they could share an anecdote of positively navigating a language barrier during a traffic stop); 

however, we also asked interviewees’ the converse two questions, which are: (1) What strategies 

or tools were unproductive or less helpful when navigating language barriers in traffic stops, and 

(2) Whether interviewees could share an example of a traffic stop involving a language barrier in 

which they thought there was room for improvement.  For the most part, the fifteen interviewees 

responded to these “converse questions” (i.e., what is an unhelpful strategy rather than a helpful 

strategy) by providing a “mirror” form of their earlier answers (e.g., if a helpful strategy was to 

use short and simple phrases, then a less productive strategy would be to use long, unclear, or 

technical sentences).  

In the below paragraphs, we briefly summarize items one through three, before engaging 

in a more robust discussion of items four through seven. The first, second, and third unhelpful 

strategies discussed by some interviews can be summarized as the following: (1) do not use 

unclear, technical, or confusing speech; (2) do not speak louder or in a manner that could be 

perceived as condescending; and (3) do not adopt a negative mindset.  They are discussed below. 
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Unclear, Technical, or Confusing Speech 

Regarding item one, a few interviewees recommended that officers refrain from unclear, 

technical, or confusing speech. As one interview noted, “don’t use lane numbers… [use] a 

description that accompanies it in more layman's terms, if you will” (Officer 6).  This interviewee 

proceeded to give other examples of technical or unclear language, such as “high center mounted 

brake light” rather than “third brake light.”  

Speaking Louder 

For item two, six of fifteen interviewees acknowledged that a human gut instinct might be 

to speak louder or in an exaggeratedly simplified manner in response to a language barrier, when 

in reality, the lack of understanding is due to different spoken languages rather than a hearing 

challenge or a mental impairment.  As one of these six interviewees stated, “you definitely don't 

want to yell at them, but you also don't want to talk to them like they are a little kid” (Officer 13). 

Another of the six interviewees agreed with this sentiment when they said, “It's not going to help 

them [the driver] by you talking louder. If there's a language barrier, it's not going to help by yelling 

at them, if that makes sense. That's something that I've noticed that is kind of a pet peeve of mine” 

(Officer 2).   

Negative Mindsets 

For item three, five of fifteen interviewees discussed adopting a problem-solving mindset 

rather than being frustrated at a language barrier.  As one of these five interviewees suggested, 

“find ways to use your resources and tools to solve a problem. We're problem solvers. So if you 

are unable to solve the problem, call someone who maybe might have an idea that will help you 

out” (Officer 3). A second of the five interviewees echoed this when they stated, “we need to make 

sure that we get the right communication and not show frustration and make sure that they 

understand what the goal of whatever that stop was for” (Officer 10).  To summarize, items one 

through three identified by interviewees were essentially the converse of the “do’s” explained in 

this prior section of this report: (1) do be short and simple (don’t  be unclear, technical, of 

confusing); (2) do speak in a slower cadence and with a friendly tone of voice (don’t speak louder 

or in a manner that could be perceived as condescending); and (3) do exercise patience (don’t 

adopt a negative mindset).  
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Unclear or Incorrect "Survival Spanish" 

 The fourth “less productive” strategy shared by two of fifteen interviewees was to use 

unclear or incorrect “Survival Spanish,” since this could ultimately hinder rather than help 

language barriers; both of these interviewees also specifically identified “false cognates” (which 

are words that sound similar in two languages but mean two different things, such as “embarazado” 

in Spanish sounding like the English word “embarrassed,” when it actually means “pregnant”) as 

being harmful for language barriers in traffic stops.  For this reason, one of the two interviewees 

emphasized how important it is to have a qualified interpreter, particularly for traffic stops 

involving driving under the influence or other serious infractions, and concluded that “unless you 

are getting paid the incentive [for being a bilingual officer] and have done the requirements to get 

that incentive, you probably shouldn't act like you know how to use Spanish” (Officer 5).  This 

was echoed by the second of the two interviewees, who simply stated, “Those kinds of things 

[misunderstandings from false cognates] can create miscommunications and problems and can 

escalate situations” (Officer 15).  For these two interviewees, officers were better off not using 

“Survival Spanish” or attempting to speak in Spanish if they believed that they were insufficiently 

capable of doing so in a correct or clear manner.  

These two interviewees’ advice was mirrored by footage in eight of the 43 stops with 

language barriers, in which officers use of “Survival Spanish” resulted in additional confusion, 

due to officers using incorrect Spanish vocabulary or by mixing “Survival Spanish” and English 

together such that it resulted in a confusing form of “Spanglish” (Spanish and English)  

Specifically, two of the eight stops featured officers using an incorrect word in Spanish (e.g., 

“viejo” (old) instead of “vencido” (expired), and “silencia” (quiet) instead of “su licencia” (your 

license), two of the eight stops featured confusing but somewhat understandable Spanglish, three 

of the eight stops featured completely unintelligible “Survival Spanish”, and one of the eight stops 

involved an officer using “Survival Spanish” to communicate with a driver, but in a way that 

clearly conveyed that the officer did not understand the driver (in other words, the officer’s 

“Survival Spanish” was technically correct in terms of Spanish vocabulary, but was not actually 

addressing the matter in which the driver was seeking clarification).  While these eight stops were 



80 
 

 

ultimately successfully resolved, officers’ use of “Survival Spanish” or “Spanglish” briefly added 

to, rather than detracted from, the confusion caused by the language barrier.   

Making Assumptions 

 The fifth “less helpful” strategy, discussed by only one of fifteen interviewees but is 

nonetheless very valuable, is making incorrect assumptions about whether or not a driver is 

noncompliant with commands; in fact, this one interviewee urged officers not to assume, since 

assumptions may carry dire consequences.  This interviewee’s advice to “not assume” included 

everything from not assuming a driver was noncompliant with a command (when perhaps they 

simply did not understand the command when stated in English) to not assuming a driver 

understood the reason for a stop.  Regarding the former, this interviewee shared an anecdote 

involving a high-risk traffic stop with a Spanish-speaking driver.  As this interviewee narrated, 

“We get out, we get into a high-risk formation, which is like you're not going to the car. 

And we start shouting command to this guy, and… he was very confused what was going 

on and he wasn't listening to our command. And there was sometimes in that moment, if 

you're not picking up that he might be Spanish speaking, it looks like he's not complying 

right. And what's nice about our areas, most of us expect that there's going to be a language 

barrier. So that's usually an option. Anyway, … we had an officer that was Spanish-

speaking and then we kind of were like, Hey, let's try that. He [the driver] understood 

[Spanish]” (Officer 1). 

Regarding the latter, this interviewee’s advice to not assume a driver understood the reason for the 

stop is in alignment with other interviewees’ advice (discussed in the prior section) to be patient.  

In this interviewee’s words, “you shouldn't assume that they're understanding you… read their 

body language, think about how quick they're replying and if they're saying "si" [yes] to every 

question… Because I've seen that a lot on both languages [English and Spanish] … sometimes you 

just agree because you're uncomfortable” (Officer 1).  To summarize, this interviewee’s advice 

was to be wary of assumptions since they have the potential to result in everything from 

misunderstandings in traffic stops to potential use of force (if a driver is deemed noncompliant 

with commands).   
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Not Giving the Reason for the Stop 

The sixth “less helpful” strategy, discussed by two of fifteen interviewees, was letting a 

driver go without providing a reason for a stop in a language the driver could understand; both 

these interviewees shared anecdotes in which circumstances had resulted in them concluding 

traffic stops as quickly as possible, without being able to verify if the driver understood the reason 

for the stop and the warning that they were given.  The first of the two interviewees stated that he 

still thinks about a prior early morning traffic stop involving several agricultural workers whose 

preferred language was Spanish.  As this interviewee recounted, “I stopped them for a minor 

infraction, [and] just got them moving on about their day… it wasn't the best outcome that possibly 

could have happened because there was just no communication. I just said, "Okay, adios, have a 

good day" kind of thing… [due to] a time crunch” (Officer 10).  The second of the two interviewees 

recalled a traffic stop involving a Spanish-speaking driver and no passengers in the vehicle with 

her.  The stop was for something minor, and neither a bilingual officer nor a bilingual passenger 

was available to help.  The officer tried to use Google Translate, since in his experience it could 

correctly translate the reason for a routine traffic stop, but the driver still seemed confused.  As this 

interviewee recalled,  

“I pulled over a Spanish-speaking person… Nothing I could do at that time, nothing was 

available [in terms of a bilingual officer or passenger]. And they [the driver] were probably 

more confused when they left than when they were pulled over… I don't think she could 

read. LanguageLine, I don't remember why the LanguageLine was not an option at the 

time. We might not have had that access to it yet, but nothing was working” (Officer 12).  

For both these interviewees, these stops had occurred in the past, but they still remembered them 

because they were still in problem-solving mode, thinking of how they could have navigated the 

language barrier in a different manner, and how that might inform their approach to stops involving 

language barriers in the future.  

Using Potentially Biased Interpreters 

The seventh “less helpful” strategy, discussed by two of fifteen interviewees, was to not 

use biased interpreters.  While other interviewees discussed this in terms of the strengths and 

limitations of different language access tools, these two interviewees chose to explicitly re-mention 
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this point within the context of less productive strategies for navigating language barriers.  The 

first of the two interviewees described a traffic collision in which the driver’s adult son tried to 

interpreter for his father, the driver. As this interviewee recounted, “it became a disagreement rather 

than him [the son] just translating for us. And so of course his best interest is for his dad, but I 

found his dad … committed a [traffic] violation” (Officer 11).  This interviewee ultimately had to 

adjust his strategy for navigating this language barrier, and he consented to us sharing this story in 

this report since, as he noted, “I know every situation is different. I don't know that other officers 

have gone into that sort of situation… [but] now I'm just disagreeing with this individual [the son] 

when I need to get this information relayed to the other person [the driver] … and it's not helpful” 

(Officer 11). The interviewee hoped other officers might benefit from his learning experience 

should this situation ever arise for them.  The second of the two interviewees (without knowing 

what the first interviewee shared) simply echoed the importance of lived, professional experience 

when handling traffic stops with language barriers and assessing who may be biased as an 

interpreter; as this interviewee stated, “Watch out for who might be biased, who has ulterior 

motives, who wants one person to be right more than the other. And again, that's experience you 

got to learn” (Officer 12).  These interviewees raise an important point, which is that every 

situation is different and that officers are problem-solving to the best of their ability for each traffic 

stop involving a language barrier; in so doing, their advice to their fellow officers was to be mindful 

of potential bias from an interpreter. 

V. Strengthening Supports  

 In this section, we discuss interviewees’ answers to the question, “What does support when 

navigating language barriers look like to you?  In your answer, consider what your agency can do 

to support you, what your fellow officers can do to support you, and what drivers who do not speak 

fluent English can do to support you.”  In asking this question, we recognized that addressing 

language barriers requires engagement from law enforcement agencies, officers, and drivers; in 

other words, we do not expect officers to solve language barriers on their own, but rather in 

communication (pun intended) with the agencies they represent and the community members they 

serve.   

 Accordingly, we organized this section into three parts.  First, we share interviewees’ 

answers to how their agency can support them, focusing on three areas: (1) hiring bilingual 
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officers; (2) encouraging Spanish language proficiency; and (3) investing in technology that 

supports language access.  Second, we describe interviewees’ thoughts on how they can support 

their fellow officers, focusing specifically on interviewees’ acknowledgement that their bilingual 

counterparts may have higher workloads.  Third, we share four ways in which drivers can support 

officers, including: (1) being aware of traffic rules and what documents are needed for a traffic 

stop; (2) speaking in basic English if they have the capacity to do so; (3) showing patience with 

officers; and (4) being mindful that media outlets are biased, and as such, choosing to collect 

information about police from multiple information outlets, including police outreach events.  

Agency Support 

 Interviewees identified the following three ways that their agency supported them: (1) by 

hiring bilingual officers; (2) by encouraging Spanish language proficiency; and (3) by investing in 

technology that supported language access.   While many interviewees applauded their agency for 

ensuring these supports, some interviewees noted that in an ideal world (i.e., in a world free of 

resource constraints), these supports could be deepened (e.g., their agency could hire even more 

bilingual officers, invest in additional technological tools for language access, and create additional 

incentives for officers to develop Spanish language proficiency); however, these interviewees did 

not expect this of their agency, and instead voiced deep gratitude for the numerous ways in which 

their agency supported them. In the below paragraphs, we address each of the three areas identified 

by interviewees, in the hopes that it will be a useful starting point for other law enforcement 

agencies who seek to strengthen agency-level supports for their officers. 

 First, eight of fifteen interviewees, four of whom were bilingual, acknowledged the 

multifaceted roles that bilingual officers held within the agency as well as in the community, and 

expressed that in a perfect world, they would want even more bilingual officers to work within 

their agency.  For some of these eight interviewees, bilingual officers not only reduced or removed 

language barriers, but also strengthened an agency’s ties to the community. One bilingual 

interviewee explained how his ability to speak fluent Spanish and English did more than just 

support traffic stops:  

“[Having] more bilingual officers is great. The more officers we have that can speak, in 

our community, majority is Spanish-speaking. So having officers that can interact with the 

community, not just on stops or everything, but we do community events to build 
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relationships with the community. So the more bilingual officers you have that can speak 

those languages, the better at building this bridge… when you can speak someone's 

language, it opens so many doors for building relationships with the community. So it's a 

big one” (Officer 9).  

While all eight interviewees viewed bilingual officers as a crucial source of support, many of them 

also recognized that just because someone is bilingual does not mean they can be an officer, and 

vice versa; for this reason, many of the eight interviewees recognized that agencies’ ability to hire 

additional bilingual officers is easier said than done.  As one interviewee noted, “obviously hiring 

more. But it's a balance of hiring more that are also qualified in other aspects” (Officer 1).  Another 

interviewee agreed with this, and stated, “it's easy to say, hard to do… Not everybody that's 

applying [to be an officer] is a bilingual, and there's a criteria that needs to be met” (Officer 8).  To 

summarize, these eight interviewees expressed gratitude to their agency for its efforts in ensuring 

at least one bilingual officer would be available for each shift and for recognizing the value of 

hiring additional bilingual officers, even as many interviewees realized that their agency’s ability 

to hire more was constrained by the candidate pool that it received.  

Second, eight of fifteen interviewees, two of whom were bilingual, appreciated their 

agency’s financial incentive to officers who were assessed and deemed professionally capable of 

interpreting in Spanish, as well as their agency’s efforts at encouraging officers to develop Spanish 

language proficiency; in addition, these eight interviewees suggested that their agency could 

deepen its support of bilingualism and Spanish proficiency by incorporating even more paid 

Spanish language learning opportunities into officers’ workdays, such as having occasional 

trainings on “Survival Spanish for Law Enforcement”.  As one interviewee noted, “if they had 

another way to do incentives for more of us to learn [Spanish] in our own time… it would just be 

tremendously helpful for myself and my other partners to have another guy who can speak 

Spanish” (Officer 1).  A second interviewee agreed and thought that it would be helpful if the 

agency offered “Spanish classes”, although this interviewee was quick to add, “I think what the 

agency is currently doing, I think they're doing a good job” (Officer 2).  A third interviewee 

enthusiastically recalled a prior time when the agency had offered a Survival Spanish class, noting 

that, “It was a week long, you had homework. It was the best Spanish class I ever [had]… programs 

like that I think are imperative” (Officer 5).  A fourth interview also mentioned this class and stated 
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that the “Survival Spanish course was awesome… they tested us and we had scenarios and I wish 

they would do that again. I'd sign up again for it if I could” Officer 12). A fifth, bilingual 

interviewee also referenced this prior class, and remarked, “Well, I didn't go to it [as a bilingual 

officer], but I heard the basic [Spanish] commands that they were given and those type of thing. 

So I think that's helpful” (Officer 9). A sixth interviewee succinctly stated, “I think having key 

Spanish survival training would be useful” (Officer 6).  A seventh interviewee suggested that a 

“Survival Spanish” class be added to an existing training, if time allowed, noting, “I don't see why 

we couldn't put a survival Spanish block in there. That'd be pretty awesome, actually” (Officer 7). 

An eighth interviewee identified learning more Spanish as a personal goal of his and agreed that 

having a “Survival Spanish” training would be helpful but ultimately noted that the agency was 

already doing a lot to support officers in their educational goals; as this interviewee explained, 

“our department encourages people to get a higher education and that's a carrot that's dangled in 

front of me, so I've been considering it. So, all those things, I think the department is doing a great 

job to help us” (Officer 11).  Altogether, these eight interviewees expressed gratitude for the 

agency’s incentivization for bilingual officers and its efforts to encourage its officers to become 

proficient in Spanish; these eight interviewees also expressed enthusiasm towards their agency for 

deepening those initiatives and efforts, as they viewed them as integral to their ability as officers 

to serve their predominantly Hispanic, Spanish-speaking community.  

Third, eight of fifteen interviewees, three of whom were bilingual, discussed their agency’s 

investment in technology that supported language access, and encouraged their agency to continue 

these investments and to explore additional technological innovations.  Two interviewees 

expressed a desire for better technology than LanguageLine, which, as discussed earlier in this 

chapter, was not interviewees’ preferred tool for navigating language barriers during traffic stops 

due to safety concerns and traffic noise; even so, these two interviewees appreciated that 

LanguageLine existed, with one of the two interviewees noting,  

“I don't know if there's any other programs besides LanguageLine. I don't know if there's 

anything better than that. But they [the agency] could explore more options to see if there's 

anything better, more accurate, more effective. But I think what the agency is currently 

doing, I think they're doing a good job” (Officer 4). 
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A third interviewee, whose current role in the agency meant he did fewer traffic stops than in the 

past, agreed and expressed his appreciation for the agency ensuring that officers had access to 

LanguageLine should they need it; as this interviewee stated, “I don't know if we're getting charged 

per call or per minute. I don't know what it is, but I use it [LanguageLine] a lot and I'm glad the 

department or the city provides that for us because otherwise I'd seriously be up a creek” (Officer 

11). Similarly, two other interviewees explicitly discussed their agency’s provision of language 

access tools, particularly technological innovations, as being essential sources of support.  As one 

of these two interviewees stated, “Support from the agency just, to me, looks like dependable 

access to those tools, which we do have, I think” (Officer 7).  The second of these two interviewees 

agreed with this sentiment, and noted, “support for my agency comes in the forms of, well, hiring 

the bilingual officers, having access to LanguageLine, giving me tools, i.e. the department cell 

phones to contact, whether that's LanguageLine or bilingual officers” (Officer 15).  

In addition, in terms of their agency’s investments in technology that supports language 

access, three of 15 interviewees were aware of Axon making advancements in its BWC technology 

to facilitate real-time interpretation during police encounters. As one interviewee stated, “I've 

heard that there are plans that we're going to get translation services through the Axon cameras? 

That would be very helpful” (Officer 6).  The second of these three interviewees also mentioned 

Axon, and remarked, “Well, I think technology is going to help out with translation in the near 

future with these Axon body cameras that are supposed to help translate stuff. I think that's coming 

and that's going to be awesome” (Officer 10). The third of the three interviewees agreed and 

recommended that all law enforcement “agencies need to consider different technologies and 

having resources available for officers, whether that's LanguageLine, Axon body cameras that help 

you translate or having bilingual officers available on each shift to respond” (Officer 14). 

Ultimately, these eight interviewees were grateful for their agency’s commitment to technology 

that supported language access, be it LanguageLine, Axon body-worn cameras with interpretation 

capabilities, or even a departmental cell phone that they could use to call a bilingual counterpart. 

Fellow Officer Support 

 When asked how they could support their fellow officers in navigating language barriers, 

many interviewees expressed an awareness of their bilingual counterparts’ workloads and stated 

that officers should be considerate of each other to ensure that while language access is provided, 
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the default assumption is not that it is provided via bilingual officers. Instead, interviewees 

recommended that officers engage in a thoughtful deliberation of what language access tool was 

most appropriate for a given situation, and only use bilingual officers when it was necessary, such 

as for complex, sensitive, or potentially criminal matters.  Because this topic was addressed earlier 

in this chapter, we will only briefly revisit this matter here. 

 All fifteen interviewees viewed bilingual officers as their preferred language access 

resource, yet many interviewees attempted other language access tools first in an effort to not 

overextend their bilingual counterparts.  As one interviewee stated, “I don't want to lean on a 

Spanish-speaking officer too much unless it's something that I absolutely have to do” (Officer 11).  

Another interviewee agreed and noted many officers at the agency only “utilize[d] their Spanish-

speaking officers… when they want to explain why they stopped them and what the ticket is for” 

(Officer 2).  Thus, interviewees sought to rely on their bilingual counterparts only when it was 

necessary to do so.  

Other interviewees described how they tried to offset the additional workloads taken on by 

their bilingual counterparts.  As one interviewee explained, “If you know that your partner, 

bilingual officer, is taking a bunch of calls for you, I think you should do the same for him. So kind 

of help each other” (Officer 4).  A second interviewee agreed, and noted that the bilingual officer 

on his shift:  

“helps a ton…So then when he is helping me… I'll pick up pending calls on his and we are 

pretty good about it. Just that back and forth. So yeah, your chemistry with your partner is 

a huge one, and I think just using your discretion on each situation and what you think 

would be more effective, I just don't think you should be, every call needs to have a Spanish 

speaker… it just depends on all the variables” (Officer 1). 

Moreover, when bilingual officers did come to traffic stops, several interviewees stated that they 

tried to only use them as interpreters, rather than having them take over the stop, in an effort to 

minimize their bilingual counterpart’s additional workload. As one interviewee explained, “We 

want to be able to utilize his [a bilingual officer’s] skills and abilities, but we don't want to abuse 

that. And sometimes that might be like, hey, he's free so he can come translate. But it's still my 

report. I'm just having him translate so we can facilitate the process” (Officer 6).  To summarize, 

interviewees stated that they could best support their fellow officers by judiciously using their 
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bilingual counterparts and by taking steps to mitigate bilingual officers’ disproportionate 

workloads, such as by taking some of their calls or using them solely as an interpreter, rather than 

as the officer handling the stop. 

 

Driver Support 

 Interviewees discussed the following four ways that drivers could support them in 

navigating language barriers: (1) by being aware of traffic rules and what documents would be 

needed for a traffic stop; (2) by speaking in basic English if they had the capacity to do so; (3) by 

showing patience with officers; and (4) by being mindful that media outlets are biased, and by 

seeking multiple sources of information, including by attending police outreach events.  Each of 

these is discussed below. 

 First, 10 of fifteen interviewees stated that it would be helpful if drivers cultivated an 

awareness of U.S. traffic rules, including what documents are needed for a traffic stop. As one 

interviewee stated, “at least know what documents to have ready when you're stopped by the 

police, which are typically your driver's license, registration, and insurance… So, if they know 

what to expect if they get stopped, I think that helps the officers, and it helps the community 

member, as well” (Officer 8).  Another officer agreed and suggested that it might be helpful to 

work with community organizations that have outreach events and ask them to convey this 

information to drivers; as this interviewee explained: 

“They [community organizations] have lots of things they're doing, getting kids ready, back 

to school. Maybe they slip into one of those session[s], "As a reminder, back to school 

speed limits. If you happen to get pulled over, these are the three documents. Registration 

will be a green piece of paper." But it can be a dialogue in different agencies, different 

states of who gives that FAQ” (Officer 12). 

A third interviewee talked about how helpful it was when drivers knew what was expected of them; 

as this interviewee recalled, “You know what? I've had two [Spanish-speaking] drivers have like 

a binder with all of their necessary items, whether it be their proof of insurance, their registration, 

but it also had definitions of certain things… I've had a couple instances where that's occurred and 

it's been super helpful” (Officer 11). Thus, for a majority of interviewees, one way that drivers 
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could support them was by being aware of traffic rules (e.g., speed limits in school zones), as well 

as what documents are necessary during traffic stops (e.g., license, registration, and proof of 

insurance). 

 Second, four of fifteen interviewees, two of whom were bilingual officers, expressed 

appreciation for drivers’ efforts to speak basic English when they had the skill or capacity to do 

so, noting that it was especially meaningful when an officer and a driver could “meet halfway” 

when navigating a language barrier, such that the officer used a language tool even as a driver 

spoke some words in basic English. One bilingual interviewee encouraged drivers who tried to 

speak some English; as this interviewee stated, “I don't know if that helps them, but I feel like it 

does. It's kind of like a compliment. You're complimenting them on the fact that they're trying, 

they're putting effort into it” (Officer 2). While this interviewee was quick to switch the 

conversation to fluent Spanish if needed, he would try to follow a driver’s lead, such that if a driver 

began a stop by speaking in English, he would allow them to continue speaking in English until 

he felt like a miscommunication was occurring or it was overly hindering the driver’s ability to 

convey themselves.  For this interviewee, honoring a driver’s spoken language preference and 

acknowledging their efforts, while providing them with language access support when needed, was 

important.  Another interviewee, who only knew basic “Survival Spanish,” noted that he 

appreciated it when drivers tried to speak to him in English while he tried to speak to them in basic 

Spanish, and that it had a rapport-building effect; as this interviewee explained, “that's a rapport 

building technique actually I've used… when I'm really putting an effort to try to meet them 

halfway” (Officer 1).  As these quotes illustrate, a few interviewees explicitly addressed how 

helpful it was when drivers did their best to communicate, even if it was just a few English words, 

and how they tried to support drivers in their communication efforts, be that by “meeting them 

halfway” with “Survival Spanish” or by commending them on their efforts. 

 Third, four of fifteen interviewees, one of whom was a bilingual officer, requested that 

drivers with limited English proficiency be patient with officers, who are doing their best to 

conduct the traffic stop as efficiently and safely as possible, while also ensuring that a driver 

understands the reason for the stop and any consequences of the stop (e.g., a warning, infraction, 

or arrest). As one bilingual interviewee stated,  
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“I would like them [drivers] to understand that we're doing the best we can with the limited 

resources that we have. And with that in mind, just give us a little grace, a little patience 

while we get those resources on scene. A traffic stop that's going to require an officer to 

come across town who speaks your language. You're going to be there for a little bit longer 

and realize that that's going to happen. We're going to use the resources we have, but it's 

going to require a little more patience from the driver and maybe a little more time and 

convenience” (Officer 14). 

This was seconded by a second interviewee, who stated, “I would say just patience, I think is the 

best thing… I feel like if they were to have patience with me as we navigate through the situation, 

it's helpful… So, yeah, both parties need to make sure they have the patience” (Officer 11).  This 

sentiment was reiterated by a third interviewee, who noted, “I'm trying to work through this, just 

like you are trying to work through it. I've got some tools, give me the opportunity to communicate 

with you and we can work this all out” (Officer 15). A fourth interviewee echoed the importance 

of patience, along with “staying calm and… trying to work through it” with the driver (Officer 13).  

Thus, for these four interviewees, it was not solely the prerogative of officers to exercise patience 

during traffic stops involving language barriers but was also the responsibility of drivers.  

 Fourth, three of fifteen interviewees, none of whom were bilingual officers, acknowledged 

that community members, particularly agricultural workers or newer arrivals to the U.S., might 

have a fear of the police or perceive the police as being unhelpful, particularly if their only source 

of information about law enforcement came from the media. These interviewees hoped that drivers 

would seek multiple sources of information and would consider participating in some of the 

agency’s outreach events so that they could cultivate a more nuanced view of the agency and of 

police in general.  As one interviewee stated, 

“And then the community, a lot of it is just education and understanding what our job is 

and what we do, and then spreading outward and not believing everything they see on 

TV… seeing firsthand, meeting actual officers, going to the Coffee with a Cop events, 

actually having a interaction with some of us” (Officer 3). 

As another interviewee remarked, “There's all kinds of different platforms where people get news 

and sometimes it's negative and sometimes it's deservedly so. But… I guess, the key to everybody 

understanding each other is education really” (Officer 10).  For these three interviewees, just as 
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officers tried to develop their own linguistic and cultural awareness of community members, they 

hoped community members would seek out multiple sources of information and attend outreach 

events to know more about their local law enforcement agency, as well.  

 We chose to end our “Findings & Recommendations” section with “Strengthening 

Supports” because addressing language barriers requires a multi-pronged approach that cannot 

solely pertain to officers.  As one interviewee told the first author, “I think it's cool that you're 

asking, that you asked all three of those questions [about support from the agency, officers, and 

drivers] because it needs to be both sides and be putting in some effort, like any relationship. So I 

think that's important” (Officer 1).  While the focus of this report has been on officers’ BWC 

footage of traffic stops and officers’ strategies for navigating language barriers, we believe that 

collaborating with the broader community on these issues is imperative.  While not discussed in 

the present report, the first author has begun conversations with community members and 

organizations on this matter. We encourage all readers of this report, particularly law enforcement 

agencies, to do the same, since – to paraphrase the interviewee who began this paragraph – 

relationships go both ways.  

6. CONCLUSION 

 

 In this report, we analyzed body-worn camera (BWC) footage from 84 traffic stops, 43 of 

which involved language barriers, as well as fifteen interviews with officers from a medium-sized 

law enforcement agency in Washington state that serves a predominantly Hispanic community.  In 

the below paragraphs, we briefly summarize these findings. First, we focus on officers’ use of 

language access tools in the BWC footage and contextualize this with interviewees’ statements 

about these tools. Second, we share interviewees’ insights on how they navigate language barriers.  

Third, we suggest productive avenues for future research.   

I. Findings from BWC Footage of 84 Traffic Stops 

We found that officers relied on five tools to mitigate language barriers: bilingual officers, 

“Survival Spanish,” adult passengers or civilians serving as interpreters, LanguageLine, and 

Google Translate.  The BWC footage showed that the most used language access resource was 

“Survival Spanish” (i.e., officers using strategic Spanish vocabulary, such as “licencia” or 

“license”), with officers using it in 34 of 43 stops with a language barrier.  The second most 
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leveraged resource was adult passengers or civilians serving as interpreters, occurring in 9 of 43 

stops involving language barriers.  The third most used resource was bilingual officers, who 

appeared in 5 of 43 stops involving language barriers and who supported the primary officer (i.e., 

the officer who initiated the traffic stop) in addressing a language barrier. Interestingly, while 

interviewees considered bilingual officers to be their preferred resource for mitigating language 

barriers, they generally only used them for serious or complex traffic stops due to resource 

constraints (i.e., insufficient bilingual officers), which may explain why bilingual officers were 

only seen in 5 of 43 stops involving language barriers.  The fourth most used language access tool 

was Google Translate, featured in 3 of 43 stops with a language barrier.  Finally, the least leveraged 

language access resource was LanguageLine, appearing in none of the 43 stops with a language 

barrier; this comports with interviewees’ statements that they used LanguageLine less due to 

challenges related to safety concerns and traffic noise. 

An additional finding from the BWC footage, which was confirmed by interviewees, was 

that a single traffic stop can involve multiple language access tools.  We also found that officers 

pantomimed more frequently in stops with language barriers compared to stops without language 

barriers. Finally, we learned that officers consistently provided drivers with a reason for the stop 

regardless of whether the stop involved a language barrier or not, with 81 of 84 traffic stops (or 96 

percent of stops) involving the reason for the stop being given to the driver.   

II. Findings from 15 Interviews 

 We also had four findings from our 15 interviews with officers.  The first finding centers 

on interviewees’ identification of helpful strategies for navigating language barriers.  The second 

finding discusses what some interviewees believed to be useful scripts for traffic stops.  The third 

finding addresses what interviewees deemed to be less productive approaches to language barriers.  

The fourth finding discusses interviewees’ thoughts on how agencies, their fellow officers, and 

drivers can support them in mitigating language barriers.  

First, interviewees had five pieces of advice for their fellow officers for addressing 

language barriers: (1) keep statements short and simple, (2) speak in a measured cadence, (3) be 

patient, (4) build rapport, and (5) develop linguistic and cultural awareness.   

Second, a few interviewees focused on the importance of the beginning and ending scripts 

of traffic stops, and recommended that they include the following three components: (1) a 
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comprehensive introduction that includes the officer stating their name, the name of the agency 

they represent, whether or not the driver is being audio and video recorded, and the reason(s) for 

the stop; (2) a closing statement that reiterates the reason(s) for the stop, the outcome of the stop 

(such as a warning, citation, or arrest), as well as any next steps the driver should take (such as 

paying a fine, mitigating the ticket, or contesting the ticket), and (3) an assessment of the driver’s 

understanding of the stop, as well as explicitly asking the driver if they have any questions about 

the reason(s) for the stop or next steps.   

Third, interviewees identified the following seven practices as being less productive for 

navigating language barriers during traffic stops: (1) speaking in a way that was unclear, technical, 

or confusing; (2) speaking louder or in a manner that could connote frustration or condescension; 

(3) adopting a negative mindset towards problem-solving; (4) using unclear or incorrect “Survival 

Spanish”; (5) making assumptions; (6) stopping someone without giving them the reason for the 

stop; and (7) using a potentially biased interpreter.     

Fourth, interviewees discussed the ways that their agency, fellow officers, and drivers could 

support them in addressing language barriers.  Regarding their agency, interviewees stated that it 

could support them in three ways: (1) by hiring bilingual officers; (2) by encouraging Spanish 

language proficiency; and (3) by investing in technology that supported language access.  In terms 

of their fellow officers, interviewees stated that officers should assess which language access tools 

were most appropriate for a given situation, and generally only rely on bilingual officers for 

complex, sensitive, or potentially criminal matters, out of recognition of their workloads and 

potentially higher demands on their time.  As far as drivers, interviewees identified the following 

four ways that drivers could support them during traffic stops: (1) by being aware of traffic rules 

and what documents would be needed for a traffic stop; (2) by speaking in basic English if they 

had the capacity to do so; (3) by showing patience with officers; and (4) by being mindful that 

media outlets are biased, and as such, they should seek multiple sources of information and should 

consider attending police outreach events.   

III. Future Research 

 Law enforcement officers’ and community members’ navigation of language barriers 

remains relatively under-researched.  This is concerning given that officers increasingly have more 

and more roles added to their job descriptions in addition to their main task of enforcing the law; 
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officers also educate the public, provide emotional support, and facilitate the provision of medical 

treatment.  Given the growing linguistic and cultural diversity of the United States, law 

enforcement officers are increasingly likely to do these things while also navigating language 

barriers or other challenging circumstances. Moreover, law enforcement officers must do this 

while staying apprised of laws, policies, procedures, and regulations at the local, state, and federal 

levels, some of which fluctuate over time. 

Simultaneously, technological tools and AI are rapidly advancing, often at a pace that 

supersedes their ability to be thoroughly vetted. Indeed, many of the interviewees in this study 

expressed some level of reservation over using Google Translate due to their perception that it was 

insufficiently vetted, even as they expressed enthusiasm for and interest in new Axon BWC 

technology that allows for real-time interpretation, translation, and transcription during police 

encounters.  Taken together, we are entering a world in which officers are being tasked with doing 

more, communities’ linguistic and cultural identities are changing, and technological 

advancements are swiftly evolving. 

All this is occurring without the world pausing long enough for agencies, officers, 

community members, or technological innovators to fully assess how to respond to these changes. 

We do not fully know whether technological language access tools are up to the task, nor have we 

sufficiently studied which language access interventions are most useful for different types of 

encounters, much less officers’ and community members’ views on how those tools are used. As 

we enter this new technological, linguistic, cultural, and legal landscape, it behooves researchers 

to support law enforcement agencies and the communities they serve by spending more time 

assessing how language access is provided and how law enforcement agencies, officers, and 

community members can come together to address this growing need.  We hope this report helps 

to advance this goal both within Washington state and beyond. 

 



95 
 

 

STATUTES, REGULATIONS, AND RULES CITED 

 
Exec. Order No. 13,166, 65 Fed. Reg. 50,121 (2000) 
 
Exec. Order No. 14,224, 90 Fed. Reg. 11,363 (2025) 
 
Omnibus Crime Control and Safe Streets Act of 1968, 34 U.S.C. § 10228(c) (2024) 
 
Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, 42 U.S.C. § 2000d (2018) 
 
67 Fed. Reg. 41455 (2002), USDOJ “Guidance to Federal Financial Assistance Recipients 

Regarding Title VI Prohibition Against National Origin Discrimination Affecting Limited 
English Proficient Persons” 

 
76 Fed. Reg. 21755 (2011), USDHS “Guidance to Federal Financial Assistance Recipients 

Regarding Title VI Prohibition Against National Origin Discrimination Affecting Limited 
English Proficient Persons” 

 
90 Fed. Reg. 15721 (2025), USDOJ, “Notice of Rescission of Guidance to Federal Financial 

Assistance Recipients Regarding Title VI Prohibition Against National Origin 
Discrimination Affecting Limited English Proficient Persons” 

 
91 Fed. Reg. 43108 (2026), USDHS “Notice of Rescission of Guidance to Federal Financial 

Assistance Recipients Regarding Title VI Prohibition Against National Origin 
Discrimination Affecting Limited English Proficient Persons” 

 
 
 
 
 



96 
 

 

LEGAL CASES CITED 

 
Lau v. Nichols, 414 U.S. 563 (1974) 
 
Moreno v. State, 944 S.W.2d 685 (1997) 
 
Xieng v. Peoples Nat. Bank of Washington, 120 Wash. 2d 512 (1993) 
 

 



97 
 

 

WORKS CITED 

 
Breul, N., & Luongo, D. (2017). Making It Safer: A Study of Law Enforcement Fatalities 

Between 2010-2016. Community Oriented Policing Services (COPS) of the U.S. 
Department of Justice and the National Law Enforcement Officers Memorial Fund 
(NLEOMF). https://portal.cops.usdoj.gov/resourcecenter/ric/Publications/cops-w0858-
pub.pdf 

Community Oriented Policing Services (COPS). (n.d.). COPS Office Language Access Policy 
and Plan. https://cops.usdoj.gov/cops-office-language-access-policy-and-plan 

Denver Police Department (DPD). (2022). Language Access Policy and Plan. 
https://denver.prelive.opencities.com/files/assets/public/v/2/police-
department/documents/district-pages/language-access-policy-and-plan.pdf 

Deterding, N. M., & Waters, M. C. (2018). Flexible Coding of In-Depth Interviews: A Twenty-
First-Century Approach. Sociological Methods & Research 50(2), 708–
39. https://doi.org/10.1177/0049124118799377. 

Filipović, L., & Vergara, S. A. (2018). Juggling Investigation and Interpretation. Language and 
Law, 5(1), 62-79.    

Hofstetter, J., McHugh, M., & O’Toole, A. (2021). A Framework for Language Access: Key 
Features of U.S. State and Local Language Access Laws and Policies. Migration Policy 
Institute. https://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/state-local-language-access-policies 

Hofstetter, J. (2025). Shifting Priorities: How the Official English Executive Order Could Affect 
Language Access Efforts. Migration Policy Institute. 
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/news/official-english-order-language-access 

Institute for Intergovernmental Research (IIR). (2020). Working with Interpreters: Key 
Considerations for Law Enforcement Investigators. Community Oriented Policing 
Services (COPS) of the U.S. Department of Justice. 
https://portal.cops.usdoj.gov/resourcecenter?item=cops-w0923 

King County Sheriff. (2024). Language Access Services for Persons Who Are Limited English 
Proficient (LEP).  General Orders Manual (Public) Chapter 16.04.100 
https://public.powerdms.com/KCSO/tree/documents/1834830 

Makin, D. A., Willits, D., Brooks, R. (2021). Systematic Social Event Modeling: A Methodology 
for Analyzing Body-Worn Camera Footage. International Journal of Social Research 
Methodology, 24(2), 163-176. https://doi.org/10.1080/13645579.2020.1766775 

McNeil, H. (2017, May 23). “Buffalo police 'I speak' cards held up as model for police across 
New York.” The Buffalo News. https://buffalonews.com/news/local/buffalo-police-i-



98 
 

 

speak-cards-held-up-as-model-for-police-across-new-york/article_d1eaae04-4e00-5837-
b801-635c2477c3a9.html 

Migration Policy Institute (MPI). (2026). Limited English Proficient Population: Number and 
Share, by State, 1990-Present. 
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/sites/default/files/datahub/MPI-Data-Hub_LEP-
Population_US-States_1990-2024.xlsx 

National Immigrant Women’s Advocacy Project (NIWAP). (2019). Language Access 
Requirements and Effective Strategies to Remove Barriers for Limited English Proficient 
(LEP) Survivors. American University Washington College of Law. 
https://niwaplibrary.wcl.american.edu/wp-content/uploads/Language-Access-Municipal-
Network-11.19.19-FINAL.pdf  

Police Executive Research Forum. (2017). Building Interdisciplinary Partnerships to Prevent 
Violent Extremism. Washington, DC: Community Oriented Policing Services (COPS) of 
the U.S. Department of Justice. 

Schanzer, D., Kurzman, C., Toliver, J., & Miller, E. (2016). The Challenge and Promise of Using 
Community Policing Strategies to Prevent Violent Extremism: A Call for Community 
Partnerships with Law Enforcement to Enhance Public Safety. Triangle Center on 
Terrorism and Homeland Security, Sanford School of Public Policy, Duke University, and 
Community Oriented Policing Services (COPS) of the U.S. Department of Justice.  
https://www.policechiefmagazine.org/research-in-brief-the-challenge-and-promise-of-
using-community-policing-strategies-to-prevent-violent-extremism/  

Shah, S., Rahman, I., & Khashu, A. (2007). Overcoming Language Barriers: Solutions for Law 
Enforcement. Vera Institute of Justice and Community Oriented Policing Services 
(COPS) of the U.S. Department of Justice. https://www.ojp.gov/ncjrs/virtual-
library/abstracts/overcoming-language-barriers-solutions-law-enforcement 

Shah, S., & Estrada, R. (2009). Bridging the Language Divide: Promising Practices for Law 
Enforcement. Vera Institute of Justice and Community Oriented Policing Services 
(COPS) of the U.S. Department of Justice. 
https://www.theiacp.org/sites/default/files/2018-08/Bridging-Language-Divide.pdf 

United States Department of Justice (USDOJ). (2001). Guidance to Federal Financial Assistance 
Recipients Regarding Title VI Prohibition Against Origin Discrimination Affecting 
Limited English Proficient Persons.  

United States Department of Justice (USDOJ). (2011). Commonly Asked Questions and Answers 
Regarding Limited English Proficient (LEP) Individuals. https://www.lep.gov/faq/faqs-
rights-lep-individuals/commonly-asked-questions-and-answers-regarding-limited-english 



99 
 

 

United States Department of Justice (USDOJ). (2021). Justice Department Settles Investigation 
into Language Barriers in the Hazleton Police Department. https://www.justice.gov/usao-
mdpa/pr/justice-department-settles-investigation-language-barriers-hazleton-police-
department 

United States Department of Justice (USDOJ). (2022a). FIFTEEN QUESTIONS FOR THE 
FIFTEENTH ANNIVERSARY OF EXECUTIVE ORDER 13166. 
https://www.justice.gov/crt/fcs/newsletters/summer-
2015/FIFTEEN%20QUESTIONS%20FOR%20THE%20FIFTEENTH%20ANNIVERSA
RY%20OF%20EXECUTIVE%20ORDER%2013166 

United States Department of Justice (USDOJ). (2022b). Limited English Proficiency (LEP) 
Factsheet. https://cops.usdoj.gov/pdf/LEP-recipient-factsheet.pdf 

United States Department of Justice (USDOJ). (2022c). Strengthening the Federal Government’s 
Commitment to Language Access. Memorandum by USDOJ Attorney General Merrick 
Garland. 
https://www.justice.gov/d9/pages/attachments/2022/11/21/attorney_general_memorandu
m_-_strengthening_the_federal_governments_commitment_to_language_access_0.pdf 

United States Department of Justice (USDOJ). (2023a). Assistant Attorney General, Kristen 
Clarke’s, Letter to Law Enforcement Colleagues. (A PDF of this letter is on file with 
authors; this letter is temporarily removed from the USDOJ’s website pending guidance 
on EO 14224).  

United States Department of Justice (USDOJ). (2023b). Readout of Justice Department’s Law 
Enforcement Language Access Initiative Virtual Convening. Press Release Number: 23-
1409.  https://www.justice.gov/archives/opa/pr/readout-justice-departments-law-
enforcement-language-access-initiative-virtual-convening 

United States Department of Justice (USDOJ). (2024a). Justice Department Secures Language 
Access Agreement with Alameda County Sheriff’s Office in California. 
https://www.justice.gov/archives/opa/pr/justice-department-secures-language-access-
agreement-alameda-county-sheriffs-office  

United States Department of Justice (USDOJ). (2024b). Justice Department Secures Language 
Access Agreement with Sheriff’s Office in Washington State. 
https://www.justice.gov/archives/opa/pr/justice-department-secures-language-access-
agreement-sheriffs-office-washington-state 

United States Department of Justice (USDOJ). (2025). Implementation of Executive Order No. 
14,224: Designating English as the Official Language of the United States of America. 
Memorandum by USDOJ Attorney General Pamela Bondi. 
https://www.justice.gov/ag/media/1407776/dl?inline  



100 
 

 

Venkatraman, B. A. (2006). Lost in Translation: Limited English Proficient Populations and the 
Police. The Police Chief: The Professional Voice of Law Enforcement, 73(4), 1-7. 
https://www.policechiefmagazine.org/lost-in-translation-limited-english-proficient-
populations-and-the-police/  

Washington State Patrol (WSP). (2025). Title VI Language Access Plan 2025. 
https://wsp.wa.gov/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/WSP-Title-VI-Language-Access-Plan-
2025May.pdf 

Wilber, D. (2005, February 19).  D.C. Officer Unhurt in Exchange of Gunfire: Attackers Flee 
After Traffic Stop. Washington Post. 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/local/2005/02/19/dc-officer-unhurt-in-
exchange-of-gunfire/df27ca8e-1127-4815-a94a-0e9c8073af05/ 

Zong, J., & Batalova, J. (2018, July 8). The Limited English Proficient Population in the United 
States in 2013. Migration Policy Institute.  
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/limited-english-proficient-population-united-
states-2013



101 
 

 

Appendix 

I. Quantitative Language Barriers Codebook 

Variable Description Examples Options 
Beginning of the stop  
1. DriverSpeak  When was the first time 

the Person of Interest 
(POI) spoke?  

 • Driver never spoke  
• MM:SS 

2. DriverAskSpanish  Did the POI ever ask your 
officer if they spoke 
Spanish?  

 • Yes  
• No  

3. DriverAskSpanishTime  What time did the POI ask 
if your officer spoke 
Spanish?  

 • MM:SS  

4. DriverAskSpanishResponse  How did your officer 
respond to being asked if 
they spoke Spanish?  

• Officer laughed and 
said “muy poquito”  

• Officer said no then 
moved on to ask for a 
license  

• Officer started 
speaking in Spanish 
but not fluently  

• [Explain]  

5. OfficerAskLanguage  Did your officer ever ask 
the POI for their preferred 
language?  

 • Yes  
• No  

6. OfficerAskEnglish Time  What time did your officer 
ask if the POI spoke 
English?  

 • MM:SS  

7. OfficerAskEnglishResponse  How did the POI 
respond to being asked if 
they spoke English?  

• Shook their head  
• Did not react  

• [Explain]  



102 
 

 

• Said “No, lo siento”  
8. OfficerGiveReason1  Did your officer give the 

reason for the stop? This 
could also be implied.  

• I pulled you over 
because…  

• The reason I am talking 
to you is because…  

• Why didn’t you stop at 
the stop sign?  

• What did you do that 
for?  

• Yes  
• No  

9. OfficerGiveReasonTime1  What time did your officer 
give the reason for the 
stop?   

 
• MM:SS  

10. ReasonQuality1  What was the quality of 
the reason given in terms 
of specificity?  

• Example of high 
quality: “I pulled you 
over because you were 
going 35 in a 25 
between A Street and 
D Street;” “I pulled 
you over because your 
tabs expired on June 
25”  

• Example of medium 
quality: “I pulled you 
over for going 35 in a 
25;” “I pulled you over 
because your tabs 
expired over 2 months 
ago”  

• Example of low 
quality: “I pulled you 
over for speeding;” “I 
pulled you over 

• High Quality: Reasons that 
are highly specific and 
detailed, providing clear 
information about the 
behavior, location, and 
relevant context.  

• Medium Quality: Reasons 
that provide 
specific information but lack 
some contextual details or 
broader explanation.  

• Low Quality: Reasons that 
are vague or lack specificity, 
making it unclear exactly 
what behavior was being 
cited.  
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because your tabs are 
expired”  

11. POIUnderstandReason1  To what extent did the 
POI understand the reason 
for the stop when the 
officer first gave the 
reason?  

• A 1 would indicate a 
blank stare, “What?”, 
“I don’t understand”  

• A 2 is between 
complete confusion 
and an affirmative 
understanding  

• A 3 would indicate an 
affirmative response to 
the reason given  

• Did not appear to understand 
the reason at all  

• Appeared to somewhat 
understand the reason  

• Appeared to fully understand 
the reason  

12. OfficerGiveReason2  Did your officer explain 
the reason for the stop 
again?  

 
• No  
• Yes – In English  
• Yes- In Spanish (Fluent)  
• Yes- In Spanish (Survival)  

13. OfficerGiveReasonTime2  What time did your officer 
repeat the reason for the 
stop?   

 
• MM:SS  

14. ReasonQuality2  What was the quality of 
the repeated reason in 
terms of specificity?  

• See ReasonQuality1  • High Quality  
• Medium Quality  
• Low Quality  

15. POIUnderstandReason2  To what extent did the 
POI understand the reason 
for the stop when the 
officer gave the reason the 
again?  

 
• Did not appear to understand 

the reason at all  
• Appeared to somewhat 

understand the reason  
• Appeared to fully understand 

the reason  
16. OfficerGiveReason3  Did your officer explain 

the reason a third time?  

 
• No  
• Yes – In English  
• Yes- In Spanish (Fluent)  
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• Yes- In Spanish (Survival)  
17. OfficerGiveReasonTime3  What time did your 

officer give the reason for 
the stop the third time?   

 
• MM:SS  

18. ReasonQuality3  What was the quality of 
the reason when given a 
third time in terms of 
specificity?  

• See ReasonQuality1  • High Quality  
• Medium Quality  
• Low Quality  

19. POIUnderstandReason3  To what extent did the 
POI understand the reason 
for the stop when the 
officer gave the reason the 
third time?  

 
• Did not appear to understand 

the reason at all  
• Appeared to somewhat 

understand the reason  
• Appeared to fully understand 

the reason  
20. OfficerEmotionStart  Describe the emotions of 

the officer at the beginning 
of the stop (after the 
officer arrives at the 
window and before the 
officer leaves the window 
for the first time)  

• Officer had an upset 
tone because the driver 
sped through a school 
zone  

• Officer was friendly 
throughout the start  

• Officer started to 
become frustrated and 
sighed multiple times  

• [Explain]  

21. POIEmotionStart  Describe the emotions of 
the driver at the beginning 
of the stop (after the 
officer arrives at the 
window and before the 
officer leaves the window 
for the first time)  

• Driver seemed pretty 
calm after getting 
pulled over  

• Driver become visibly 
flustered because they 
could not find the 
paperwork  

• [Explain]  

Language Barrier Descriptions  
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22. LanguageBarrierIncident  What is the level of 
language barrier between 
the two parties?  

 • No language barrier-English  
• No language barrier-Spanish  
• Some language barrier  
•    
•    
• Major language barrier  

23. LanguageSpanish  Is the language barrier in 
Spanish or another 
language?  

 • Spanish  
• Other language  
• Unknown  

24. OfficerSpeakAnySpanish  If the other language is 
Spanish, does the 
officer attempt to speak in 
Spanish?  

 • Yes  
• No  

25. OfficerSpeakBarrier  To what extent is the 
officer able to 
communicate in Spanish?  

 • Officer spoke no Spanish  
•    
• Officer spoke some key 

words in Spanish  
•     
• Officer spoke fluent Spanish  

26. POIUnderstandEnglish  To what extent does the 
POI understand the officer 
speaking English?  

 
• NA- Officer did not speak 

any English  
• POI did not appear to 

understand any English  
•    
• POI seemed to 

understand some English  
•    
• POI appeared to fully 

understand English  
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27. POIUnderstandSpanish  To what extent does the 
POI understand the officer 
speaking in Spanish?  

 
• NA- Officer did not speak 

any Spanish  
• NA- Language barrier is not 

Spanish  
• POI did not understand the 

officer speaking Spanish  
•    
• POI somewhat 

understood the officer 
speaking Spanish  

•    
• POI fully understood the 

officer speaking Spanish  
28. POISpeakEnglish  To what extent was the 

POI able to communicate 
in English?  

 
• POI did not speak any 

English  
•    
• POI spoke some key words in 

English  
•    
• POI was able to fully 

communicate in English  
Getting by (both the driver and officer)  
29. Repeat  Besides the reason, did 

your officer ever repeat a 
statement?  

 
• Yes  
• No  

30. RepeatTime  What times did your 
officer repeat a statement?  

 
• MM:SS  

31. RepeatDescribe  Please explain what was 
repeated and the context of 
how and why it was 

 
• [Explain]  
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repeated. Include times 
when applicable  

32. SpeakLouder  Did your officer ever 
speak louder than usual?  

 
• Yes  
• No  

33. SpeakLouderTimes  What times did your 
officer speak louder than 
usual?  

 
• MM:SS; MM:SS  

34. SpeakLouderDescribe  Please provide the context 
for why the officer spoke 
louder than usual for each 
instance. Include times 
when relevant  

 
• [Explain]  

35. SpeakSlower  Did your officer ever 
speak slower than usual?  

 
• Yes  
• No  

36. SpeakSlowerTimes  What times did your 
officer speak louder than 
usual?  

 
• MM:SS  

37. SpeakSlowerDescribe  Please provide the context 
for why the officer spoke 
louder than usual for each 
instance. Include times 
when relevant  

 
• [Explain]  

38. Pantomime  Did your officer ever use 
hand gestures to explain 
something? (This does not 
include conversational 
hand gestures. This refers 
to using hands to explain 
something)  

 
• Yes  
• No  
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39. PantomimeTimes  What times did your 
officer use hand 
gestures/pantomime?  

 
• MM:SS  

40. PantomimeDescribe  Please provide the context 
for why the officer used 
pantomime. Include times 
where relevant  

 
• [Explain]  

Types of resources  
41. GoogleTranslate  Did your officer ever use 

Google Translate to 
explain something?  

 
• Yes  
• No  

42. GoogleTranslateTime  When did your officer first 
use Google Translate?  

 
• MM:SS  

43. GoogleTranslateDescribe  Please provide the context 
of your officer using 
Google Translate  

• Officer used google 
translate to explain the 
ticket  

• Officer used google 
translate to explain 
how to register vehicle  

• [Explain]  
•  

44. GoogleTranslateQuality  To what extent did Google 
Translate accurately 
interpret what the officer 
wanted the POI to know?  

• Google Translate did 
not accurately translate 
the word “ticket” and 
used “boleto” instead  

• [Explain]  
• Unknown [Explain why]  

45. GoogleTranslateQualityRating  On a scale from 1-5, to 
what extent did Google 
Translate accurately 
interpret what the officer 
wanted the POI to know?  

 
• 1- Complete 

misinterpretation  
• …  
• 5-  Completely accurate  

46. OtherOfficerInterpret  Did your officer ever have 
an officer explain 

 
• Yes  
• No  



109 
 

 

something to the POI in a 
different language?  

47. OtherOfficerInterpretHow  How did your 
officer request for an 
officer to interpret for 
them?  

 
• Called over dispatch for an 

officer  
• Called an officer directly  
• The officer was already on 

scene  
• Other [Explain]  

48. OtherOfficerInterpretHowTime  When did the 
officer request 
for an additional officer?  

 
• MM:SS  

49. OtherOfficerInterpretWhat  What was the other officer 
used for in terms of 
interpretation? Please 
include relevant time 
points if applicable  

• Officer had other 
officer interpret 
outcomes  

• Officer had other 
officer ask for more 
information  

• [Explain]  
• Unknown [Explain why]  

50. OtherOfficerInterpretQuality  To what extent did the 
other officer accurately 
interpret what your officer 
wanted the POI to know?  

• Officer accurately 
interpreted everything 
my officer wanted to 
know   

• [Explain]  
• Unknown [Explain why]  

51. OtherOfficerInterpretQualityRating  On a scale from 1 to 5, to 
what extent did the other 
officer accurately interpret 
what your officer wanted 
the POI to know?  

 
• 1- Complete 

misinterpretation  
• …  
• 5-  Completely accurate  

52. CivilianInterpret  Did your officer 
ever utilize a Civilian to 
interpret what the officer 
says?  

 
• Yes  
• No  
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53. CivilianInterpretHow  How did the Civilian 
become involved as a 
translator?  

• Officer asked 
passenger to help 
interpret  

• Passenger started 
interpreting without the 
officer asking  

• POI called someone  

• [Explain]  
• Unknown [Explain why]  

54. CivilianInterpretHowTime  When did the Civilian 
become involved as an 
interpreter?  

 
• MM:SS  

55. CivilianInterpretMinor  Was the Civilian who 
translated a minor or an 
adult?  

 
• Adult  
• Minor  
• Unknown/Cannot determine  

56. CivilianInterpretWhat  Please explain the role the 
Civilian took when 
interpreting  

• Bystander explained 
everything to the 
driver, including the 
reason for the stop and 
outcomes  

• [Explain]  

57. CivilianInterpretQuality  To what extent did the 
civilian accurately 
interpret what your officer 
wanted the POI to know?  

• The civilian 
information about the 
ticket but did not 
include that the driver 
needed to go to the 
DOL like the officer 
said  

• [Explain]  
• Unknown [Explain why]  

58. CivilianInterpretQualityRating  On a scale from 1 to 5, to 
what extent did the 
civilian accurately 
interpret what your officer 
wanted the POI to know?  

 
• 1- Complete 

misinterpretation  
• …  
• 5-  Completely accurate  



111 
 

 

59. LanguageLineInterpret  Did your officer ever call 
the language line 
to explain something to 
the POI in a different 
language?  

 
• Yes  
• No  

60. LanguageLineTime  What time did your officer 
first start talking to the 
language line?  

 
• MM:SS  

61. LanguageLineInterpretWhat  What was the language 
line used for in terms of 
interpretation? Please 
include relevant time 
points if applicable  

• Officer had language 
line interpret outcomes  

• Officer had language 
line ask for more 
information  

• [Explain]  
• Unknown [Explain why]  

62. LanguageLineInterpretQuality  To what extent did 
the language 
line accurately interpret 
what your officer wanted 
the POI to know?  

• Language 
line accurately 
interpreted everything 
my officer wanted 
to tell the driver   

• [Explain]  
• Unknown [Explain why]  

63. LanguageLineInterpretQualityRating  On a scale from 1 to 5, to 
what extent did 
the language 
line accurately interpret 
what your officer wanted 
the POI to know?  

 
• 1- Complete 

misinterpretation  
• …  
• 5-  Completely accurate  

64. OtherInterpret  Were there any other 
interpretation or 
translation services used 
outside of Google 
Translate, another officer, 
or civilian?  

 
• Yes  
• No  
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65. OtherInterpretDescribe  Please explain the other 
interpretation or 
translation services used 
outside of Google 
Translate, another officer, 
or civilian. Be as detailed 
as possible and use time 
points as necessary  

 
• [Explain]  

End of Stop and Outcomes  
66. OfficerEmotionEnd  Describe the emotions of 

the officer at the end of the 
stop (between the officer 
arriving to the window to 
give the outcome of the 
stop and the officer 
leaving the window for the 
final time)  

• Officer had an upset 
tone because the driver 
sped through a school 
zone  

• Officer was friendly 
throughout the start  

• Officer started to 
become frustrated and 
sighed multiple times  

• [Explain]  

67. POIEmotionEnd  Describe the emotions of 
the driver at the end of the 
stop (between the officer 
arriving to the window to 
give the outcome of the 
stop and the officer 
leaving the window for the 
final time)  

• Driver seemed pretty 
calm after getting 
pulled over  

• Driver become visibly 
flustered because they 
could not find the 
paperwork  

• [Explain]  

68. OutcomeExplanation  To what extent did the 
officer explain the 
outcome of the stop and 
any future actions that 
need to be taken?  

• Officer explained that 
the POI needs to go to 
the DMV using some 
Spanish and English  

• Officer explained that 
it was a warning and 

• [Explain]  



113 
 

 

there is no cost 
associated with the 
stop  

69. OutcomeUnderstandEnsure  To what extent did your 
officer verify that the 
driver understood the 
outcome and any future 
actions they need to take?  

• Officer asked the 
driver if they had any 
questions  

• Officer asked “Do you 
understand?” and 
continued to explain 
that they need to go to 
the DMV to register 
the vehicle  

• POI affirmatively said 
they will go to the 
DMV the next day  

• [Explain]  

70. OutcomeUnderstand  To what extent do you 
believe the POI 
understood the outcome 
by the time the officer 
concluded the stop?  

 
• Did not appear to understand 

the outcome or 
actions required at all  

• Appeared to somewhat 
understand the outcome and 
if an action was required  

• Appeared to fully understand 
the outcome and 
actions required  

71. Notes  Please provide any notes 
you believe would be 
important for this project  

 
• [Text]  
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II. Qualitative Language Barriers Codebook 

GENERAL THEMES 

Reason for Stop – Officer did / did not give reason for stop at the beginning of the stop. Officer 
did / did not give reason for stop at the end of the stop. I will briefly describe the beginning of 
the stop, then I will discuss the end of the stop. 

Beginning of Stop – XXX 

End of Stop – XXX 

Issue not Addressed – Example: During the course of the traffic stop, the officer learns 
that the POI's address is not accurate on her license but does not discuss this with her or 
tell her how to update it. Instead, he focuses on the speeding aspect of the stop.  

Introductory Statement – The officer did / did not state one of the following: (1) their 
name, (2) the agency they were from, (3) that the POI40 was being audio and video 
recorded.  

Questions – Officer did / did not explicitly ask POI if he had any questions at the end of the 
stop. (Alternatively: Officer used the semi-rhetorical “Okay?” at the end of the stop to gauge the 
POI’s understanding, and the POI did / did not respond affirmatively (e.g., “Okay”). 

Understanding – Coded on 1 to 3 scale by student coders but elaborated upon in the qualitative 
coding to contextualize this numerical value.  (Example: POI said "okay I will" to the officer 
after he told him to be careful and come to a complete stop, thereby indicating he understood the 
reason for the stop).  

OTHER 

Secondary Officer arrives on scene – Examples: The primary officer calls for backup; A 
secondary officer appeared on the BWC footage without (to the viewer’s knowledge) being 
called.  

Officer Chatter (to each other) Officer Chatter 

Frustrated Speech – Officers expression frustration to one another (Example: “Lots of 
people are speeding today”).  

Rude Speech – Officers discuss a topic in a way that could be considered rude.   

Remorse Speech – Officers express remorse over a topic to one another.  

Computer Confusion – Officers discuss with each other how to use the computer / laptop 
and what code to enter for a ticket.  

 
40 POI = Person of Interest; for purposes of the present study, this refers to the driver. 
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Interpretation / Language Access – Officers discuss an interpretation / language access 
need with each other.  For example, the officers might describe an earlier stop / call 
where a bilingual officer interpreted for them.  Alternatively, an officer may ask for 
interpretation support over radio / dispatch. 

Dangerous Situation – Officers discuss whether a situation may be dangerous (such as if 
the POI reaches for something).  

Other – This category is for miscellaneous topics discussed by officers that do not fit in 
the above category. 

Questioning – This code is for if / when an officer asks a question to a bystander.  (Example: In 
one traffic stop, a pedestrian tries to speak to the driver, and the officer requests space but also 
asks, “Do you know him?”).  

 

VOCABULARY  

*These themes are specifically for when the officer speaks with the POI (rather than officers 
speaking to each other).  

Technical Vocabulary – Officer used words that may not have been familiar to POI (e.g., “third 
brake light,” “lane 3,” “dash cam,” etc.).  

Confusing Vocabulary – Officer used shorthand versions of words that may have confused POI 
(e.g., “Poplar” instead of “Poplar Street”; this is a hypothetical street not a real street name given 
in a traffic stop).  

Rapport Speech – Officer used rapport speech with POI. (Example: “Hey man, it’s going to be 
okay, I know this is a stressful situation”). Officer used rapport-building language with POI.  

Distancing Speech – Example: Officer refers to POI as “young lady,” thereby distancing himself 
from POI and creating more of a hierarchy. 

Rude Speech – Officer speaks to POI in a way that could be considered rude.   

Frustrated Speech – Officer speaks to POI in a way that could be construed as frustrated or 
annoyed.  

Dangerous Situation Speech – Officer educates POI about why a particular behavior could be 
considered dangerous.  (Example: “Hey there, in the future, please don’t reach for something 
without asking first”).  
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LANGUAGE BARRIER 

ALL PARTIES 

Pantomime – Describe if officer or POI pantomimed (e.g., “Officer held up thumb and index 
finger as if holding an ID card or license, while asking the POI for their license (licencia) in 
“Survival Spanish”).  

Culture – Example: Officer understood the purpose of QR code on the back of Mexican 
consular identification card and explains what the QR code’s purpose is to another officer.  

Accent – Officer / POI spoke in English but also had one of the following: (1) an accent that 
suggested they spoke another language in addition to English; (2) spoke to someone else in a 
language other than English, even if they themselves spoke in English.  

SPANISH INITIATION 

Officer Initiates – The officer does one of the following: (1) Starts speaking in Spanish without 
being prompted to do so by the POI; (2) Asks POI if they speak Spanish or if they speak / 
understand English; (3) Invites POI to speak Spanish. 

POI Initiates – POI does one of the following: (1) speaks in Spanish, or (2) asks officer if they 
Speak Spanish, or (3) says they speak very little English 

No Spanish, but 1 of 4 Barrier – POI had an accent and seemed to be Spanish-speaking but 
navigated the stop entirely in English. 

NON-SPANISH LANGUAGE 

Indigenous Language – The POI speaks an indigenous language (Mam, Quiché, Kanjobal, etc.) 

Asian Language – The POI seems to speak an Asian language (this is based on my perception of 
how POI appears / speaks, or if the POI themselves states that they speak an Asian language). 

Unknown Language – The POI speaks an unknown language.   

OFFICER 

Officer is Fluent in Spanish – Select “Yes” officer did not use “Survival Spanish” or 
“Interpreter” (this option should be selected for fluent Spanish stops).  

Miranda Rights – The officer gave the POI their Miranda Rights by (1) reading a laminated 
card that had the rights written on it in Spanish; (2) verbally stating the rights, without reading a 
card; (3) having a bilingual officer state the rights, or (4) playing a recording in the police car 
that had an audio recording of the Miranda Rights in Spanish. 
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Survival Spanish used by officer (4 sub-points) ---  

Key Words - Comprehensible – Yes / No / Somewhat – [Explain and copy / paste relevant 
 portion of transcript from traffic stop] 

Yes – POI understood survival Spanish words.  

No -- Some Survival Spanish words are incorrect and not understandable (for example, 
the officer says "restrasio" rather than “registro” for "registration"].  

Somewhat – Example: The officer points to the driver's expired registration paperwork (a 
green piece of paper in Washington state) and tells the driver "viejo" (old) rather than 
"vencido" (expired) in Spanish. The driver seems a bit confused. However, the officer 
later tells the POI, “Let me show you,” and takes the POI to the back of their car and 
points to their license plate. This pantomiming, in conjunction with the Spanish word 
(“viejo”), results in the POI understanding the reason for the stop, as the POI’s eyes light 
up and they say “Ohhhhhhh.” 

Incorrect Grammar – Comprehensible – Yes / No / Somewhat – [Explain and copy / 
paste relevant portion of transcript from traffic stop]  

Yes – POI understood grammatically incorrect survival Spanish sentences. 

Some Survival Spanish phrases are grammatically not understandable, but the POI 
nonetheless picks up on key words to understand (for example, the officer asks "Que es tu 
nombre de teléfono?" Rather than "Cual es tu numero de teléfono?". The POI focuses on 
the word "teléfono" and seeks verification by asking, "Teléfono?". After the officer 
confirms with a "Si," the POI provides his phone number. Thus, even a key word in 
Spanish (teléfono) may sometimes have explanatory power over an otherwise potential 
confusing or grammatically incorrect Spanish phrase. 

No – POI did not understand grammatically incorrect survival Spanish sentences. 

Incorrect Pronunciation – Comprehensible – Yes / No / Somewhat – [Explain and copy / 
paste relevant portion of transcript from traffic stop] 

Yes – POI understood incorrect pronunciation.  

[Example #1: Some Spanish words were pronounced as they would be in English, but the 
POI could also figure these out (for example, the officer pronounced "teléfono" as 
"telephone" in English with an "-o" at the end, like “telephone-o”)]. 

[Example #2: Some Spanish words were pronounced incorrectly (e.g., “manejar” was 
pronounced as "man-ih-jar" instead of "man-ee-jar"), but the POI understood anyway].  

No – POI did not understand incorrect pronunciation.  
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Spanglish – Comprehensible – Yes / No / Somewhat – [Explain and copy / paste relevant 
portion of transcript from traffic stop] 

Yes – POI understood Spanglish. 

No – Some sentences were Spanglish, and POI did not seem to be understanding these 
(Example: Tu vayas treintinueve miles per hour, pero [street name] es veintecinco miles 
per hour"). Explain how the officer responded when the POI did not seem to understand. 

POI 

Part-Way -- POI meets officer part-way with language barrier -- The POI tries to say some 
words in English. (Example: The POI says his telephone number in Spanish, and the officer does 
not understand "cincuenta" [fifty] and the POI, after repeating "cincuenta" and realizing the 
officer does not understand it, says "five zero," at which point I can hear the officer chuckle 
good-naturedly on the BWC footage before saying "Gracias, señor”. 

Survival English used by POI -- (Example: After an officer states the reason for the stop as 
speeding, he asks the POI if everything is okay, or if there is a reason for the speeding.  The POI 
says, “late school” and points to a child).  

Simplified Spanish – When the officer asks for the POI's address, she gives it to him in Spanish, 
but seems to think through how she is giving the information based on her simplifying the way 
she gives him numbers. Specifically, she tells the officer: ""Es… diez y sei--… es uno seis, dos 
tres…. [gives name of street]."  

Interpreter 

Bilingual officer interprets -- [Describe / Explain circumstances] 

Bilingual Officer Dual Role – Explain if bilingual officer ends up having to take over stop and 
thus perform a dual role (beyond just interpreting). 

Passenger (Adult) Interprets – [Describe / Explain circumstances] – XX 

Passenger (Minor) Interprets – [Describe / Explain circumstances] 

Civilian Phone Interpretation – POI called someone on their phone to serve as the interpreter 
[Describe / Explain circumstances] 

Google Translate – [Describe / Explain circumstances] 

Other -- [Describe / Explain circumstances] 
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Technology 

Telephone – e.g., the POI inputs his phone number into his phone so that the officer can read it 
(this helps, because the POI can’t give numbers that the officer understands in Spanish, and the 
POI doesn’t speak English).  

NOTES FROM STUDENT CODERS 

Student Coder A – [Copy / paste any notes Student Coder A left at the end of their codebook, 
such as “This video would be good for training” or “This is an interesting example of a multiple 
language access tools being used in a traffic stop”).] 

Student Coder B -- [Copy / paste any notes Student Coder A left at the end of their codebook, 
such as “This video would be good for training” or “This is an interesting example of a multiple 
language access tools being used in a traffic stop”).] 

TRANSCRIPT 

[Copy / Paste the Axon transcript of the stop or manually type the transcript if Axon’s transcript 
is not clear. In both scenarios, add to the transcript nonverbal cues such as facial expressions, 
body language, pantomiming, and any other indicators of the officer’s or driver’s understanding 
of each other, as well as how they navigate language barriers].  
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III. Interview Questions 

1. Do you speak any languages other than English, and if so, are you compensated for it?  
 

2. How often do you communicate in a language other than English during traffic stops?  
 

3. How do you “get by” when you have a language barrier in a traffic stop? 
 

4. Can you give an example of successfully navigating a language barrier in a traffic stop?  
 

5. What are helpful strategies / tools that officers can use when dealing with language 
barriers?  
 

6. Can you give an example of the opposite – when there was room for improvement in 
navigating a language barrier during a traffic stop? 
 

7. What are less productive / less helpful strategies for navigating language barriers?  
 

8. What are some of the consequences of being unable to communicate during traffic stops? 
 

9. Can you give an example of a cultural misunderstanding during a traffic stop?  
 

10. How do officers establish rapport while navigating language and cultural differences 
during traffic stops? 
 

11. What should agencies consider so that bilingual officers don’t have disproportionate 
workloads?  
 

12. What does support, specifically when navigating language barriers, look like to you? 
Consider: 

a. What can your agency do to support you? 
b. What can your fellow officers do to support you? 
c. What can drivers (who do not speak fluent English) do to support you?  

 
13. What are pressure points or challenges in you receiving the support that you need to be 

able to more effectively and accurately communicate with the community you serve?   
 

14. Is there anything we did not discuss today that you would like to add?  
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IV. Language Access Resources: Strengths & Limitations 

 
 

Bilingual 
Officer 

Survival 
Spanish 

Adult Passenger 
or Civilian 

Language 
Line 

Google Translate 
or AI Tool 

ST
R

E
N

G
T

H
S 

In-Person* * X *   
Immediate Assistance X X X  X 
Vetted for Language Proficiency X   X  
Law Enforcement Expertise X     
Useful for Routine Stops X X X  X 
Available for Numerous Languages    X  
Can Identify & “Speak” Language     X 

L
IM

IT
AT

IO
N

S  

Not In-Person X  X X  
Possible Time Delay to Access Resource X   X  
Not Vetted for Language Proficiency  X X  X 
Lacks Law Enforcement Expertise   X X X 
Difficult Due to Traffic Noise & Safety Concerns    X X 
Finite Resources / Workload Considerations X     
Role Conflict (i.e., doing two roles at once) X X    
Possible Bias    X   
May Cause Confusion / Misunderstanding  X X  X 
Not for Complex, Sensitive or Criminal Matters  X X  X 
Inconsistent Interpretation or Translation Quality    X X 
Additional Cost to Law Enforcement Agencies** **   X  

* In-Person: This is a language resource that is generally available in-person, but not always; it can be provided telephonically, as in the case of an officer 
calling a bilingual partner, or a driver calling an adult friend or family member to serve as an interpreter.   
** Additional Cost: Some law enforcement agencies provide a salary increase to bilingual officers as an incentive, whereas other agencies do not. 
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