
 

This is a summary of Expression Australia’s PD topic 3, Performance Coach: Practical hints for Auslan 
interpreters – enhancing performance and wellbeing; aimed at supporting Auslan Interpreters in TAFE. 
 

Slides Commentary 

 

Welcome to the third Professional development 
workshop, aimed at improving confidence and 
knowledge of Auslan interpreters in TAFE. 
 
This is our biggest audience yet with 39 attendees. 
Welcome all. 
 
Tonight we are fortunate to have Dr Patsy 
Tremayne, who is a trained performance 
psychologist, who will share some practical tips for 
Auslan interpreters from a performance point of 
view. 

 

 
This is what we hope to cover in tonight’s workshop. 
 
The workshop will be a mix of information and 
exercises to practice in small groups or pairs. 
 
 

 

You need to stop yourself from stopping yourself. The key 
factor to performing well in every aspect of life is the ability to 
control the quality and quantity of your internal dialogue. 
Performance improves if you reduce that internal interference 
– those sabotaging thoughts. 
Reflect after every performance, noting good points and bad 
points and planning to change it next time. Don’t do the same 
old same old! 
One big difference between an ordeal and a challenge is your 
attitude. Change your mindset – make the next performance a 
challenge – do things differently. 
 
This presentation gives you some techniques, tips and tricks 
(mostly evidence-based) which you can utilize. 



 

 

 
 

There has been a huge upheaval for society over the 
last 2 years due to COVID. 
Some consequences have been: 

• Mental wear and tare 
• Psychological fears arising from economic 

and social isolation 
• Being on edge all the time is emotionally 

exhausting 
• Minds can become choked with distractions 

It’s really hard to focus and be motivated to 
prepare for good performances under these 
abnormal conditions. Wellbeing is a priority, and is 
the key to success in your work. 

 

 
 

Wellbeing tips 
1. Simply pause to notice any tension in your body, 
(shoulders, hands, jaw) the depth and pace of your breath and 
how you are feeling. Purposefully allow your body to relax, 
deepen the breath, name whatever thought or feeling you are 
having (sad, worry, fear).  Benefits: Can make it more likely to 
release negative feelings, can provide some grounding.  
Naming what you’re feeling can help to break the cycle of 
COVID-19 anxiety.   
2. Singing activates the creative side of your brain, and 
naturally stimulates the release of positive neurochemicals too. 
It is difficult for both the fear and creative centres of the brain 
to be active at the same time. Sing in the car, empty halls, 
office etc.     
3. Create quick bursts of energetic movement. E.g. Run up 
flights of stairs, stand up and dance for a few seconds, run on 
the spot. There’s a direct connection between the amygdala 
the lungs and the heart, and if you do something energetic 
you’re having to take deep breaths to allow in more oxygen.  
You’re stimulating brain activity and triggering the release of 
positive neurochemicals     
4.Limit exposure to Newscycle: Get some sun and go out for a 
walk, Eat well, restrict comfort food.   
5. Being around nature directly benefits our mental health. In 
lockdown there is a disconnection from nature. This can lead to 
a decline in psychological health. So – large windows 
overlooking garden, potplants inside, look at wildlife 
photography, zoo cams, play with pets. 



 

 

 
 

Fight fatigue 
1.Drink water – have a bottle beside your bed, your desk, drink 
often to maintain hydration of cells. 
2. Sleep - A light high-fibre, low-fat meal at night leads to 
better sleep – metabolism of high energy foods at night leads 
to disturbed sleep.  
N.B. Eating sugary treats before bed causes blood sugar levels 
to rise and keep you up longer. Sleep restriction can help sleep 
deprivation. Get up and away from the bedroom if you can’t 
sleep and do some dull reading out in the lounge.  
3. Exercise  – even a couple of minutes of vigorous movement 
every hour or so each day works well for people who do too 
much sitting in front of a computer or Zoom screen. 
4. Regulate study and testing times – develop a pattern – you 
feel in control 
5. Technology – IT’S NOT just the blue light your devices emit 
which may be suppressing your body’s ability to secrete 
melatonin. It’s more likely the intensity of social media that is 
keeping you up.  Make a habit of disconnecting well before 
bedtime. 
6. Sugar intake -Less brain fog:   sugar impairs communication 
between your brain cells. Reducing sugar will strengthen your 
memory and learning abilities. 
7. Shift/Evening work – establish a good pattern.  Try to eat a 
balanced meal before arriving at work or within 2-3 hours of 
starting your shift. This will provide a strong 
foundation to get you through the evening. It may help 
prevent a late-night visit to the vending machines 

 

 
 

We all react differently to STRESS and here are some typical 
examples of reactions and triggers, which may occur during 
interpreting or being tested. 

• With FIGHT you may react aggressively or defensively 
to a question,  

• with FLIGHT you may gabble or write anything just to 
finish and get out of there.  

• With FRIGHT you may feel weak and shaky, and your 
thoughts are all over the place,  

• with FREEZE your brain seems to go numb, and you 
just can’t find the words.  

• FRANTIC you feel overwhelmed,  
• FATIGUE, feel flat and can’t be bothered  

By practising certain strategies, you can overcome these 
instinctive behaviours under stressful conditions.  Most of our 
stress occurs because the amygdyla in the brain fires up and 
causes body activation to be high a lot of the time. This just 
accentuates any  psychological or physical fatigue.  
The amygdyla is the source of all emotions -  



 

The Prefrontal Cortex in the front of the brain is for reasoning 
and decision making. Amygdyla automatically fires up – 
perceived threat – ½ second before PFC activates. Useful for 
evolutionary purposes –  The Fight or Flight response is an 
automatic, physiological response to danger, either real or 
perceived. These days it’s mostly a perceived threat – fires up a 
lot, not very useful, creates unreasonable stress 

 

 

Elite athletes often utilize a variety of strategies to stay in the 
present, rather than letting their mind wander. 
1. Thought stoppage is useful – if you have a cluster of 
negative thoughts, being aware of thinking them, having a 
technique to bring attention to them, e.g snapping your wrist 
with a rubber band, or pinching yourself, and replacing those 
negative thoughts with an image or a thought that makes you 
smile and is motivating for you. 
2. Imagery is a powerful technique – imagine performing well, 
it increases the likelihood of doing so 
3. Using cue words to remind yourself, perhaps of a technique 
or a procedure 
4. Focusing your eyes on the task – look at the eyes of that 
athlete in the picture 
5. Blink your eyes to maintain focus – this is easy and quick to 
do, and it works. This would be a useful technique when 
actually interpreting. 
6. Performance routines to develop some automaticity – we’ll 
practice a PPR later 
7. Breath to maintain  or recover equilibrium – I’ll teach you a 
breath to increase focus 
8. Meditation – that 15s meditation mentioned earlier is quick 
and effective 
9. Mind to body techniques – if you think words like “calm, 
loose, rhythm, it encourages body to follow 

 
 

 
 

Practicing mindfulness can enhance prefrontal activation, 
which is correlated with increased well-being and reduced 
anxiety. 
Research shows that individuals who practise mindfulness 
regularly suffer less burnout, and are generally calmer and not 
as stressed. 
We don’t have to spend lots of time on practising mindfulness 
– breathing and paying attention will do it.his is a better choice 
than sitting there, staring into space, and thinking sabotaging 
thoughts which can only bring you down, change your mood, 
and make you feel worse. 



 

 

 

But this is what we often do, when we have a few moments to 
rest. We start up with those sabotaging thoughts  
What if I don’t do well 
What if I miss a word or phrase (there are lots of “what if’s”) 
There’s too much to learn 

 
I’m too busy 
I’m too tired 
I can’t concentrate And before you know it, you feel lousy, and 
it de-motivates you – and all your good intentions go out the 
window. 

 

 
 

Take opportunities to be mindful every day, e.g in the shower; 
waiting for zoom members to arrive; waiting for the bus etc. 
Use these times. Tell your self ‘idle time is not wasted time.’ 
Lift your head and look at environment; let your body be 
relaxed and open; use your senses, smell-hear what is around 
you; feel the weight of your body on the chair/ground etc. 
That’s all you have to do, your brain will do the rest so leave it 
alone. These micro-moments can provide a sense of calm and 
control; deeper levels of awareness and reflection, essential for 
productivity, meaning and performance. 

 

 

Breathing deeply is a great way to remain calm. By managing 
your breath when you feel stressed or overwhelmed, you:  

• become more aware and are likely to pay attention to 
small details which may be omitted if over-anxious. 

• have better focus to decipher what is relevant – that 
is just doing what is normal and translating the 
material,  

• can access what is in your brain more readily and your 
self-confidence grows  

• gain energy and are able to focus even when you’ve 
been interpreting for several minutes and you’re 
normally quite drained and tired 

If you look at that cat, he’s relaxed, but not sleepy. He’s calm 
and alert – this is what that breath does for you. 



 

 

 
 

You may be worried about failing. If you are, then you’re not 
focusing on the task because you’re thinking about being 
worried. Your fight and flight response has kicked in.  
This is how you deal with it –you change your focus of 
attention by attending to the air you breathe in, where it’s 
going, then at the end of the breath put your focus back on the 
task. 
Activity- Reflection. 
Remember  the first time you stood up to use sign language in 
front of others? Imagine yourself back then, with everyone 
watching. Remember how nervous you were. Will you do it 
okay. Will you stuff up?  Thoughts race through your mind. 
You’re distracted, and you really need to concentrate on the 
task. How can you re-focus?  Just freeze, only for 2 seconds and 
focus internally.  
 

 

 
 

Tips for breathing properly  
Put one hand on your tummy and the other on your upper 
chest. If you are taking a deep, complete breath the hand on 
your tummy will move out as you breathe in,  and will move in 
as you breathe out, while the hand on the chest remains 
relatively still. 
OR  
Tips of fingers over tummy 
Remember – 

• Feet flat 
• Breathe in and out through mouth 
• Focus on physiological sensations 

 

 
 

Practise in familiar surroundings 
 
Like any new skill it requires practice. 
Practice 12-15 times per day, approx. I breathing exercise every 
hour. 
Reflect at the end of the day – have you done enough? – have 
you done them properly?  
Quantity versus Quality. 
Score yourself. 1-10 for quantity. 1-10 for quality 



 

 

 
 

Before a test 
First. Listen to how your body reacts when stressed. 
Recognize in yourself  the signs of increased activation, 
whether it be higher heart rate, starting to sweat, feeling tense 
in the shoulders and/or stomach.  
 
Everybody is different in the way they feel stress.  
 
Secondly start using breathing exercises in practice sessions 
and other tense work situations.  Don’t leave it till the test or 
performance.  

 

 
 

I’ve talked about our interpersonal characteristics and body 
activation and how they impact on behavior.   
 
Focus of attention is extremely important for studying, for 
testing, and for performance.  It’s important to know the 
different dimensions. 
 
You need to pay attention to what’s relevant in order to 
perform satisfactorily, you need to focus intently in order to 
read extra information fully,  
 

 

 
 

If you want to get the best from your performances, then your 
attention must be directed to the words you translate, not on 
the environment, not on how you feel. They are just 
distractions.   
 
The centering breath enables you to increase your attention to 
the task. The most important thing you can do is to remain 
cool, calm, and collected  and use that centering breath  as 
often as you need, so you can focus your attention.  
There are four dimensions of attention. 
 



 

 

 
 

Dimensions of Attention 
 
broad external SCAN, (who’s at work today, what have I got to 
do today) 
 
broad internal, ANALYZE (how are you planning and analyzing 
to perform well) 
 

 
narrow internal. PROBLEM SOLVING.e.g. missed a word, make 
sense of what is said.  
Under normal conditions where you are not being evaluated 
you seamlessly shift focus and maintain attention to the task. 
However, when emotions become intense, often because you 
are being evaluated in trying conditions, then it becomes 
challenging. That is when you use that Centering Breath to 
lower your heart rate and increase your ability to concentrate..   
 
Be aware of the non-essential elements which are distracting 
you from your task. 
 
Note any internal distractions such as self talk “I micked that 
up’; ‘I didn’t catch that word, I’ve failed?’ and external 
distractions e.g:  the noisy chatter of the audience or the cold 
air from the air-conditioning. 

 

 
 

Brain activity during the day 
This shows the usual prefrontal cortex activation from early 
morning to night. 

1. PFC activates up to about 12 noon, then fatigues , lifts 
a little by about 5 pm, and then slows down before 
bed.   

2. It’s a good idea to study in the morning if you can - 
Ideally you want to study when the PFC is increasing 
activation – you will integrate and synthesize material 
more easily into longterm memory 

3. But you also need to be testing  under exam 
conditions. Test in the late afternoon or evening. This 
is when you’re tired and have lots of self-sabotaging 
thoughts – therefore you’re under pressure, much the 
same as in the evaluation. If you can test yourself like 
this you can certainly handle the pressure on the day. 

4. Then go over your responses, make corrections, 
understand why you make those corrections, and test 
yourself again to see the improvement.   



 

5. Review your responses in the morning as your brain 
will be more receptive to corrections. 

 
 

 
 

We think of practice in sport and music primarily, both these 
fields constantly use deliberate practice. However, it can also  
be applied to other domains, such as science, business, 
interpreting, and medicine, where we don’t always think about 
practising in a deliberate fashion. 
Deliberate practice may include:  

• Setting up tutorials/ study groups to help you initially.  
• Identifying what needs improving and then work on it 

until it improves – get out of comfort zone into 
learning zone 

• High repetition makes the difference and l eads to 
consistency – Tiger Woods -bunker 

• If you don’t get feedback, you won’t get better and 
you’ll stop caring. Self-feedback is extremely useful 
and always available through recording 

Deliberate practice requires effort to focus and concentrate. 
So doing a practice monolog or dialog under normal conditions, 
assessing and correcting it, and then repeating the process, is 
mentally tiring but worthwhile. 
 
Doing things we know how to do is enjoyable, whereas 
deliberate practice means working on things that we don’t like, 
or can’t do well, then get feedback, and re-do process until we 
improve. 

 

 
 

One of my favourite phrases –  
        “Be comfortable being uncomfortable” 
Be willing and brave enough to try new things. Stay in the 
present, no matter how uncomfortable, because this is where 
you grow and improve. 
Keep putting yourself in uncomfortable situations, practise the 
tasks you don’t like and eventually you do them more easily, 
and may even learn to like them. 
Devise some noise or other stressors in practice situations, so 
you can learn to maintain focus and deal with them.  
However, for those of you with a test only 2 weeks away, only 
do this in the coming week, NOT in the week of the test. 
 



 

 

 
 

Practising interpreting under pressure. 
1. A little practice each day will increase fluency.  
2. Perhaps start with a slow speed to increase accuracy, then 
gradually speed up the recording but still maintain accuracy. 
3. It’s important to be able to translate the words, even if the 
pronunciation is different, or the person has an accent, or 
there are changes to voice volume. 
4. Deliberate practice = topics you don’t like or don’t know – 
these are the ones we avoid. 
5. There will always be a few phrases or words which need 
more practice. Make sure you give them the extra practice 
needed. 
6. Repeat the material you worked on, to see if there is 
improvement. 

 

 
 

E.g. Trainees perform badly, and are devastated.  They begin 
to think of themselves as a failure. The negative psychological 
changes can make it more likely they will perform poorly again.   
Change behaviour and the mind will follow. 
It’s easier to make a small change in behaviour than try to 
change thought processes. E.g: 
Body movements You could blink your eyes several times to 
increase focus while interpreting. 
Physiological or emotional – Dancing in empty lift or running 
up a flight of stairs. You start to feel better.   My own story – 
driving my car when I was on 11 points, and pretending I had a 
driving instructor in seat next to me. I kept calm. 
Speech – think the word “thumbtack” to straighten posture. Or 
use the words, calm, or rhythm when there’s a pause in 
translation. 
Sounds -Use a kitchen timer to clock on to practice and to clock 
off – avoids procrastination. When I worked on this 
presentation I would work for 50 mins. And when the bell went 
I set it for 10 mins. And got up and walked around. To recover. 
Then back for another 50 mins. A little bit like Russian 
physiologist Pavlov getting his dogs to salivate to a bell rather 
than food. 
 

 
Body movements You could blink your eyes several times to 
increase focus while interpreting. 
Physiological or emotional – Dancing in empty lift or running 
up a flight of stairs. You start to feel better.   E.g Picture a 
driving instructor in your car to slow down. 
Speech – think the word calm, or rhythm when there’s a pause 
in translation. 



 

Sounds -Use a kitchen timer to clock on to practice and to clock 
off – avoids procrastination. E.g. When I worked on this 
presentation I would work for 50 mins. And when the bell went 
I set it for 10 mins. And got up and walked around to recover. 
Then focussed for another 50 mins.  

 

 
 
  
 

More tips 
1. As mentioned – a Neurohack is a short cut for cognitive 
processes. You know what a thumbtack is – imagine it is 
pushed between your shoulder blades – shoulders go back and 
down. This should always be used – at the start, and anytime 
you have a short pause in translation. 
2. PPR – breath lowers the HR, and changes your thinking to a 
narrow external focus  - you’re ready to go. In other words, get 
out of your head and focus on what you need to do. 
3. When there is a pause, even just 2 or 3 seconds, learn to 
relax tension in arms and hands, and push your shoulders back 
and down. By pushing shoulders back you won’t hunch up. 
Saying “Thumbtack” to yourself, works. 
4. Everybody misses a word or phrase sometimes – just 
breathe and see if you can get the context of what is said a 
little further on.  Blinking eyes helps. 
N.B. You’ll always perform better if you stay calm. 
 

  
 

 
 

This is a picture of Michael Phelps.  Athletes have to develop a 
pre performance routine to develop a physical and mental 
routine to facilitate their performance. 
 I remember once being told of a very stressful situation that 
occurred as Ian Thorpe was about to go out for the Olympic 
400m  – I was so impressed with Ian;s ability to focus on his 
PPR.  
It was in the day when they wore full body suits, just before 
the final of the 400m in the 2000 Sydney Olympic Games, and 
every athlete needed help getting these zipped up.  Ian was 
having his suit zipped up, when the zip stuck.  His minders just 
could not get the zip up, and the names of all the competitors 
were being called.  It was really stressful.  But Ian Thorpe just 
stood there, in his own little world, calmly thinking through his 
pre performance routine.  People were buzzing around, all the 
names of the swimmers had been called, there was a long 
pause, as Ian Thorpe still had not come out, and finally the zip 
worked, and he calmly walked out, ready to go to the starting 
block.  His pre-performance routine had worked, he remained 
unfazed, and went on to win the event. 
 



 

 

 
 

A pre-performance routine is like a security blanket. It: 
• gives you a routine to do in order to get into the zone 
• prepares you psychologically to be ready to go – it 

allows for full focus on what you are doing. 
• Allows you to react appropriately in a crisis because 

the adrenalin rush won’t be as high if something goes 
wrong and you are more likely to recover well. 

 
If there are interruptions to the routine, and you need to re-
focus, do not assume everything is the same as before 
interruption. E.g. If somebody sneezes or the invigilator makes 
an announcement, take a breath and re-focus. 
5. By keeping calm you’re reducing the body’s need for energy 
because of stress. 

 

 
 

Activity/Reflection 

 

 
 

Tips for NAATI test preparation 
1. Give your brain a chance to recover and rest, 

especially in the last 24 hours. Otherwise you’ll be 
tired and flat on the day. 

2. You’ve worked hard so now is not the time for 
sabotaging thoughts. Sing, exercise, enjoy little 
moments – don’t focus on your fears 

3. Getting out into the garden, walking in a local park, 
looking at trees – all this helps to calm one’s fears and 
is good for mental health 

4. Plan your travel. If you’re travelling by public 
transport, make sure you plan it well, and leave early 
just in case there are delays. 

5. Plan to recover, rest or stretch out your shoulders, 
arms and hands, breathe deeply, sip some water, 
between dialogues and monologue. 



 

 

 
 

Test day tips 
1. If you were an Olympic athlete with an event at 9 am 

I would want you out of bed at 6 am  because that’s 
how long it takes to be fully alert physically and 
mentally. 

2. Smile at the ceiling for ¾ minutes and remind yourself 
that you know your stuff. Give examples. It’s priming 
yourself to do well. It’s setting the stage to perform.  

3. Don’t leave home late – better to be early and walk 
around outside before registering. 

4. Registration – if you happen to be waiting with others 
for the test,  sit with eyes shut and do priming and 
deep breathing. Don’t talk or watch other people – 
anxiety is catching.  

5. If you have unexpected breaks – stretch, drink water, 
maybe do priming exercise, breathe, and stay in the 
present. 

6. Talking to anxious people increases your anxiety 
7. Avoid any post-mortems with others, or even your 

own thoughts about part of your performance, until 
it’s all over. 

 
 

 
 

Afternoon sessions 
The prefrontal cortex is involved in managing complex 
processes like reason, logic, problem solving, planning, and 
memory. It is thought that, through the integration of these 
multiple processes, the prefrontal cortex plays a significant 
part in directing attention, developing and pursuing goals, and 
inhibiting counterproductive impulses. 
 
If your test is in the afternoon, you need to have body 
activation strategies: 
a) freshen up in the bathroom beforehand 
b) stretch your back, shoulders, fingers and wrists  
c) Sip sugary water before first test, and during any breaks 
before second test. 

 



 

 

 
 

In summary, here are a few things to do over the next couple 
of weeks 

1. More material will stick in long-term memory if you 
learn it in the morning.  

2. Take a Centering breath when you want to maintain 
focus 

3. There are lots of idle moments in your day when you 
can just briefly stop, and listen to your body, and be 
mindful  

4. Practise dialogs with distractions in background to 
learn to maintain focus no matter what. 

5. Diligently practice some of the strategies I’ve 
described (none of which are going to take up lots of 
your valuable time), you may well see a marked 
difference in your motivation, confidence, and 
concentration 

6. Focus on your wellbeing in the final week – wellbeing 
is key to successful performance. 

 

 

Finally, 
Keep reminding yourself that the way you react to any 
situation is always in your complete control.  

 
Focus on what you can control; actively look for ways to put 
the unexpected problem to work for you.  "What do you want 
to gain from this experience?"  

 
If you can do at least a couple of the abovementioned 
strategies on a daily basis you will encourage your brain to 
regain control when your mind wants to just worry and stress 
out. 
 
Find ways to thrive, not just survive.  

 
 

 
 

 
Thankyou! Dr Patsy Tremayne 



 

 

 
Here are some references for you. 
www.drpatsytremayne.com 
 

 

 
Thanks you for your participation.  
 

 
The next workshop will be on the DHH student experience of 
being in TAFE. 

 


