GUIDE FOR EFFECTIVE COMMUNICATION WHEN USING AN INTERPRETER
This guide provides some suggestions that may make client interviewing, facilitated by interpreters, easier, more efficient, and more effective.
Basic Information: The Role of an Interpreter
(http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=skw9vWIpZjQ&list=PL6RfVtgIjURPmWVO66qJLY87e6pwoUx7L&index=2)
· A qualified interpreter brings language skills, interpretation ability and cultural sensitivity.
· TIP!  Recognize the value of an interpreter’s advice that a question or statement may not be appropriate. The interpreter may have suggestions of how to reword a question to improve communication with the client.   

· Speaking English does not mean thinking in English.  Allow the interpreter time to restructure information in his or her mind and to present it in a culturally and linguistically appropriate manner.

· Meet with the interpreter before and after a session for comments and clarification of issues that arise during interviews. (Examples: emotional clients, confusion about a certain topic, cultural differences.)

· TIP!  Feel free to request the interpreter’s advice on the best ways to present issues, information, or questions to the client.
Helpful Suggestions: How to Work with an Interpreter
(http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pVm27HLLiiQ&list=PL6RfVtgIjURPmWVO66qJLY87e6pwoUx7L&index=1)

· Speak directly to and make eye contact with the client using first person.
· TIP!  Remember that everything you say will be interpreted as it is said, so avoid statements like “tell her” (the client) or “ask her”.
· Use the interpreter as you would a telephone.  Do not ask the interpreter to meet alone with the client to prepare any documents or to discuss the case.  The interpreter is your intermediary to communicate with your client. 
· Avoid needless lawyerisms, legalese, and wordiness.
· TIP!  Use simple sentence constructions and plain English that laypeople can easily understand.  Avoid vague, generalized statements or questions when you want to elicit information.  Interpreters may ask you to clarify some terms in order to interpret the meaning accurately. 
· Example: "On Monday, we will to go to Court and talk to the judge. The judge will decide how much child support you will get after the judge reads your financial statement."
· Adjust your vocabulary level to that of the client.
· TIP!  Use concrete examples and visual images to express complex legal concepts.  Breaking down legal concepts and using one sentence per idea will give you better control of the interview and will make interpretation easier.  
· Language is better understood when spoken slower rather than louder.  Plan ahead for the additional time needed to communicate with a client through an interpreter.  
· Make use of any knowledge of the client’s language you may have at appropriate times, such as when greeting a client.  Many clients will see your attempt as a gesture of friendliness and caring.  

· Relax and take your time.    

· TIP!  The client may be nervous about having a serious legal problem and uncomfortable about working with a lawyer.  Keep in mind that to the client, you and the interpreter are strangers.  

Important Reminders: 
· English is a rather direct and economical language.  Other languages, such as Spanish and some Asian languages, can be more figurative or indirect, and may require extra words to express meaning.

· Be patient.  Do not expect a literal translation.  Legal concepts or terms may not have exact equivalents in another language.  Even when they do, the client may not be familiar with the words.  Therefore, sometimes a longer conversation is needed in a foreign language to communicate a seemingly simple point.  
· TIP!  Encourage the interpreter and client to ask questions.

· Listen attentively to your client’s answers.  The interpreted answers will alert you to misunderstandings, miscommunication or errors on the part of the client or the interpreter.  It will also help you evaluate whether a clarification is necessary.
· TIP!  Make it a habit to think of legal ethics, consequences, and responsibilities.  What if you missed or misunderstood an important fact?  Is the client expressing herself as fully as she would in his or her own language?

· TIP! Ask the client to “teach back” important concepts or tasks that you ask the client to do in order to ensure client’s complete understanding.  

· If you find that an interpreter’s competence or professionalism is in question, please contact VLP.  VLP is committed to using linguistically competent and culturally sensitive interpreters.

Additional Resources:
· Language Access Rights and Regulations
(http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4WlHnF8Q6KQ&list=PL6RfVtgIjURPmWVO66qJLY87e6pwoUx7L&index=3) 
· Understanding Language Barriers and Access Issues
(http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IrZZee4ilNQ&list=PL6RfVtgIjURPmWVO66qJLY87e6pwoUx7L&index=4) 

Adapted from materials prepared by Aura Suarez, Spanish Interpreter, Hale and Dorr Legal Services Center, Jamaica Plain, MA.

