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What to Do (and Not Do) When Speaking for Court Reporters
By Tana M. Fye
While working as a law clerk after graduation from law school, I took on a part-time job working with a court reporting
program at a local technical school. My primary role was to dictate materials for court-reporting students to take down on
their stenography machines. I had no experience with court reporting prior to that part-time job, but certainly now know
quite a bit about court reporters' preferences. That part-time job was such a valuable experience because it taught me
skills to ensure that the court reporters that I encounter are able to create a solid record. So, as most people are not
fortunate enough to get the opportunity to hear straight from the court reporter's mouth, I thought I'd pass along the
valuable advice that I received, advice which applies both to attorneys and to witnesses.
#1: Speak slowly.
Most people speak too quickly, especially when they are nervous. People are more likely to be nervous when in court or
in a deposition, and this is when court reporters are trying to take down every word that you say. Therefore, if you would
like the court reporter to take down every word, speak slowly. Chances are that you are probably still speaking more
quickly than you think, anyway. This rule is even more important if you are using medical terminology or other specialized
terms which the court reporter is not likely to encounter very often.
#2: Read even more slowly.
People read much more quickly than they typically speak. If the document that you are reading is important (and it
probably is, or you wouldn't bother to read from it), then you should slow down while reading to make sure that the words
are on the record.
#3: Spell difficult names and specialized terms of art.
If your name is Smith or Jones, you don't need to spell it. However, if your name is more complicated, spell it for the
court reporter (and don't forget to spell slowly). The same rule holds true for medical terms or other specialized terms. If
you would like the transcript of the hearing/deposition/etc. to have correctly spelled words, and those words are not in the
lay person's vocabulary, spell them for the court reporter.
#4: Don't go off on tangents.
If the court reporter asks you to repeat something that you have said, do just that—repeat only what you said. Do not go
off on a tangent explaining the concept or background story to the court reporter. The court reporter was not asking you
to repeat yourself because s/he did not understand the concept, but only because s/he did not hear or understand the
words that you said.
#5: Do not interrupt or speak over another person.
A court reporter can only take down the words of one speaker at a time. When people talk over one another or interrupt
each other, the record becomes muddled and may even be missing some of what was said. Wait until one person has
finished speaking before you speak.
#6: Answer out loud, using real words.
Do not nod or shake your head, as a court reporter can only take down verbal responses. Try to minimize mmm-hmm,
hmm-mmm, uh-huh, and huh-uh, as these can be taken down by the court reporter but are open to interpretation by
readers of the transcript. Use "yes," "no," and other real word verbal responses.
#7: If the court reporter is marking an exhibit, do not speak.
When the court reporter's hands are off of the machine, s/he cannot take down what is being said. Therefore, when the
court reporter is marking an exhibit (i.e. writing on an exhibit sticker and placing that exhibit sticker on a document or
other type of exhibit), s/he cannot possibly take down what is being said, and attorneys and parties should not speak at
this time.
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