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BEST PRACTICE GUIDELINES
 on the
 USE of INTERPRETERS

1. INTRODUCTION
1. The relatively recent phenomenon of net inward migration to Northern Ireland has brought challenges and opportunities for both pubic and private sector organisations here. One of these challenges is to continue to provide appropriate professional, quality and cost-effective services which meet the needs of all customers. Increasingly provision of interpreting services, when required, has become one of these needs as our society becomes more linguistically diverse with more than 50 languages now being spoken.

1. Competent interpreting makes a major contribution to effective and efficient conversations/discussions and good service provision. Good practice in interpreting is not the exclusive responsibility of the interpreter. It is a two-way process and quality can be affected by the contribution of other participants.

1. These guidelines, whilst not exhaustive, have been compiled to support service providers in the development of good practice when using interpreters.  Existing good practice, which has informed this work, is acknowledged gratefully.

Public Sector
1. Section 75 of the Northern Ireland Act 1998 places an obligation on designated public sector organisations to consider how their communication practices can be changed in order to better promote  equality of opportunity across nine equality grounds, namely - religious belief, political opinion, racial group, age, marital status, sexual orientation, gender, disability and between persons with dependants and persons without.

1. If the manner in which a public sector organisation communicates with the public actually hinders the ability of individuals to access or use a service or function those individuals will be denied equality of opportunity compared to other persons. For example, the effect of providing services in English only may deny a service to people, including some migrant workers, who are not able to communicate adequately, or at all, in English. Failure to meet a known language need may result in unlawful discrimination
Private Sector

1. Private Sector organisations are not required to comply with Section 75 but are prohibited from committing unlawful discrimination. Therefore it is important that these organisations also take reasonable practical steps to ensure that equal access is available to all their service users
2. DEFINITIONS

Interpreting

2. Interpreting is specific to relaying meaning across language and culture and involves the transfer of meaning between the spoken forms of different languages as opposed to translation which is concerned with written forms of language.

2. Sight translation refers to reading a document in one language and conveying the contents orally in another. This is an integral part of interpreting, where completion of forms or explanation of documents might be involved. It is not considered to be translation which requires transfer of written information in one language to the appropriate written form in another. Sight translation should not be used for long, highly technical or detailed documents e.g. medical files, health and safety documents. These should be subject to written translation

2. An Interpreter is a person who orally re-expresses, in another language, a message uttered in the original language. In Northern Ireland the interpreter will normally interpret to and from the English language.

Speakers
2. A Non-English Speaker is someone who speaks limited or no English.

2. An English Speaker is someone who speaks English as his/her first language but has limited or no capacity in the language of the non-English speaker with whom (s)he is communicating.

3. DIFFERENT TYPES of INTERPRETING

3. Different interpreting situations require different interpreting techniques.  It is important to remember that in all situations the role of the interpreter is to   communicate and accurately convey the meaning of what is said between two parties. The general rule of interpreting is ‘all that is said will be repeated’ to the other party. The interpreter is the conduit, not the filter, of the two-way communication.  If you do not wish comments to be repeated to the other party, don’t make them.

3. There are two main types of interpreting

· Simultaneous (which includes ‘whispering’); and   

· Consecutive 

The latter is the most frequently used in service provision in Northern Ireland. However, it is useful to understand the difference between the two techniques.
Simultaneous interpreting

3. This is when the interpreter is listening to the spoken word in one language, changing the content to the second language and speaking in the second language continuously so that the interpreted version is delivered almost at the same time as the original source. This is an extremely complex task requiring the highest level of interpreting skill, concentration and utmost fluency in both languages. It requires specific training and considerable experience. It is most appropriate for larger conferences and formal meetings where time is of the essence. Specialist equipment is required so that both speaker and interpreter can be heard by their appropriate listeners but not heard by others. Preferably, considerable joint preparation should take place before the session. Therefore simultaneous interpretation is not recommended unless the interpreter is appropriately skilled and experienced in this type of work. Additionally, interpreters working at this level command significant fees for their professional services.

3. ‘Whispering’ is a ‘low-tech’ version of simultaneous interpreting where the interpreter keeps, from one to three people, abreast of what is going on. More people than that are likely to require the interpreter to raise his/her voice above a whisper to ensure that everyone hears what the interpreter is saying. This can be disturbing for the speaker and other listeners in the first language. It usually involves summarising the key points of the message and therefore should not be used where it is paramount that the detail conveyed is understood.

Consecutive Interpreting

3. This is when the interpreter listens and takes appropriate notes while one party speaks and the interpreter then conveys the message in the other language. This technique is the one most frequently used in current service provision and is appropriate for one-to-one communication or small informal group interaction where it can be combined with the ‘whispering’ technique for effective two-way communication.   It requires no special equipment but is a relatively slow process since all contributions to the conversation are repeated in real time, effectively increasing the time taken for the discussion/interview by more than 100%.

4. SIGNPOSTING

4. Information on availability of interpreters by service providers needs to be provided in simple, concise terms in the required foreign language(s) otherwise clients will be unable to access the service.

5. CULTURAL SENSITIVITIES

5. In each instance and in advance of provision of interpreting services an organisation should identify any cultural sensitivities, pertaining to an individual service user, in order to avoid offensive or embarrassing situations for any of the parties participating in the interpreting session. For example, the gender of the interpreter may be important or any material which may require interpretation may contain cultural and/or religious sensitivities.

5. Using a male or female interpreter may be permissible in order to preserve privacy or decency or more effectively to deliver personal services which promote the service user’s welfare or education. Further information on this aspect can be obtained from the Equality Commission.

5. Therefore, it may be prudent for organisations to take advice from relevant sources to ensure cultural compliance.

6. FINDING an INTERPRETER

6. The task of interpreting is a complex, professional activity which involves an understanding of the important issues of communication and an appropriate range of vocabulary in both languages.  Do not assume that the only requirement to meet competently the gap in communication between two parties is the capacity to understand ‘some English’.

6. Use of a bilingual child as a channel for conducting business between adults is inappropriate, bad practice and not in the best interests of the child.

6. Many statutory bodies have contracts with Interpreter Providers and have procedures in place to provide access to qualified, quality assured and insured interpreters to their staff. Using a contracted provider is more cost-effective and minimises financial resource issues at local level. In addition there is a number of individual bilingual persons working independently to provide specific services which they advertise in their role as self-employed consultants.

6. Clearly identify the cost of provision, method of, and responsibility for, payment.

7. INTERPRETER QUALIFICATIONS
7. The Northern Ireland Open College Network (NIOCN) qualification in community interpreting at Level 3 is currently recognised as the baseline standard for consecutive interpreters and is accepted by the majority of public sector organisations in Northern Ireland. Interpreters with this qualification will have certification setting out the level at which they have been accredited.

7. Interpreters with Level 2 qualifications are appropriate to general basic interview/ discussion/information sessions where specialist vocabulary (e.g. medical; legal; technical terminology) is not required.

7. Interpreters with Level 3 qualifications are appropriate to sessions of a more specialised nature.

7. Holders of certified foreign qualification equivalents to the NIOCN qualification should also be considered.

7. Incompetent interpreting is not in your interest or that of your client.

8. CHECKLIST in respect of ALLOCATED INTERPRETER

8. Ensure that the interpreter:

· is appropriately skilled, qualified, and insured (public liability) for the work (s)he is undertaking; 

· speaks the same language as the non-English speaker(s) and also speaks English; 
· has no conflict of interest in undertaking the specific assignment;

· has, in both languages, the level of spoken competence required for any specialist terms and concepts involved in the assignment;

· is briefed properly - a short pre-briefing with the interpreter may also be useful in order that any relevant details can be provided;

· has enough information about the proposed conversation to allow time for  specialist terminology to be checked; and

· has allocated sufficient time for the assignment; the time required will be at least twice as long as it would be in English only. It is wholly unacceptable for interpreters unilaterally to cut short agreed assignments because of ‘unforeseen’ commitments.  It is also unreasonable to delay an interpreter beyond the agreed time as this may impact on subsequent assignments.
9. BEFORE the INTERPRETING SESSION BEGINS
NOTE: Where the client provides an interpreter you should satisfy yourself of the person’s role e.g. as a supportive ally (non-paid) or if the person is paying him/her.

· ensure that water, paper and pen/pencil, table to place dictionaries, glossaries etc., are available for use by the interpreter;

· introduce yourself and explain your role in your organisation;

· allow the interpreter to introduce him/herself and explain role;

· explain the purpose and potential outcome of the session;

· when general information will be provided to a client(s) it is often useful to provide any complementary written information, e.g. leaflets, to the interpreter in advance.  (This will make oral translation of the information easier and quicker);

· the service provider and interpreter should agree what is to be done with the notes taken by the interpreter during the session; 

· clarify any cultural differences in non-verbal communication e.g. degree of touching, gestures and posture in relation to the client;

· arrange seating to accommodate the most direct communication between you and the client(s):
            single client - sit opposite the client with the interpreter
            seated to form

            a triangle, or if not possible, at the client’s side;

           several clients - the interpreter should face the group and
           ideally be 

           slightly to the side and front of the service provider/speaker. 

· ensure that the interpreter can see everyone’s face, unless there are specific reasons for not doing so; and

· ensure that the interpreter can hear both parties clearly as background noise makes his/her job very difficult.

12. INTERPRETER’S ROLE and RESPONSIBILITIES

10.1. An interpreter is required to:
· observe and respect confidentiality at all times;
· be content that, having assessed his/her current skill level, (s)he is qualified to undertake the assignment; 

· ensure that all appropriate information about the subject matter to be interpreted is given by the service provider and/or the Interpreting Services Agency;

· be professional/provide an accurate, impartial and professional linguistic service at all times;

· adhere to the standard of the profession whether providing paid or unpaid services;
· convey accurately the meaning of what is being said by each party to the other(s);

· interpret everything that is said by all involved in the interaction without omitting, adding or changing the core meaning of anything;

· be impartial, refrain from providing counsel, advice or personal opinions;

· disclose any difficulty encountered with dialects or technical terms.(If these cannot be resolved satisfactorily (s)he should withdraw from the assignment as interpretation cannot be undertaken in respect of something which the interpreter does not understand);

· decline or withdraw from an assignment when unable to provide the requisite level of professional service;

· remain neutral; and

· refrain from promoting a religious or spiritual faith, or political ideology. 

10.2. The interpreter should NOT:

· take sides or give advice;

· make unnecessary repeated and persistent requests for clarification.  (Where this is necessary it is a clear indication of inadequate skill/preparation on the part of the provider, the interpreter or both);

· undertake other roles as part of the interpreting assignment e.g. driver, social worker, advocate, financial advisor. (A social worker would not be asked to mend the plumbing or the benefits advisor to drive the client to the Housing Executive);

· automatically undertake additional assignments raised as extensions to the agreed assignment. (A balanced judgement is required between application of common sense and abuse); and

· be expected to orally interpret videos and audio recordings as a ‘whisperer’ where (s)he has not been specifically engaged for this work.

13. INTERPRETER’S NOTES and RECORDS

11.1. Interpreters routinely take notes on what is said by both parties to ensure total recall when relaying information. These notes are specific to the context of the session and are subject to the same confidential treatment as if the session had been conducted without the need for an interpreter. At the end of the session the notes are not the property of the interpreter and must not be used outside the specific context for which they were recorded.  Therefore it is recommended that   notes be recovered from the interpreter at the end of the session.

11.2. Different organisations have different policies about the retention/disposal of notes. It is important to have an organisational policy and to adhere to it.  Where client files are retained manually the most straightforward, effective procedure, with the interpreter’s consent, is to retain interpreter notes in the client’s file with any other documentation relating to the session. This also accommodates a review should difficulties, about possible misinterpretation, arise at a later stage.  When notes are to be disposed of, organisational policy on disposal of confidential material should be followed strictly as an unauthorised person may understand the content.
Interpreters should record, and retain for public accountability purposes only, details of the date, time and duration of each assignment. 

14. The INTERPRETING SESSION
NOTE: You are the person accountable for the core information/advice service provided.

12.1. At the start:

· introduce all parties to each other;  

· explain to the client that the interpreter is not responsible for the source information which will be given and/or questions asked. Encourage the client to engage directly with you and look at you rather than the interpreter. Likewise you should engage directly with and address the client. This does not come naturally but with practice it is not hard to master. To do otherwise can lead to dialogue with the interpreter to the exclusion of the client, resulting in missed information;

· explain to the client that each of you will need to stop after a few sentences to allow the interpreter to convey what is being said to the other person, without losing the meaning; and

· reassure the client that (s)he can ask for information to be repeated or explained differently.  (Words and concepts can be unfamiliar).

12.2. During the session:
· look at and address the client directly, using “you” and “I”. (The interpreter will maintain these forms of address and will only use the third person to signal a need for clarification e.g. “the interpreter needs to stop because …….”);

· moderate the speed of speech;

· avoid using lengthy statements/questions; 
· use straightforward, simple language; 

· avoid complex grammar;

· finish the thought before stopping to allow the relay;

· avoid local slang, jargon and colloquialisms. Where this cannot be avoided allow time for the meaning to be explained;

· avoid ambiguity;

· beware of acronyms as they may not mean anything or could mean something totally different to the interpreter ;

· take care to put questions clearly to ensure successful transfer of meaning as there are many accents and speech styles;, 

· take extra care in explaining regulations and reasons for asking for certain types of information;

· avoid overlapping speech with the client and/or the interpreter;

· at regular intervals summarise and check that you have been understood correctly; 
· do not  make inappropriate comments to the interpreter about the client   or anything else as (s)he is expected to interpret everything that is said;

· allow the interpreter to complete interpretation of each period of speech by the client as crucial information or a key phrase may be at the end; 

· where necessary, an interpreter may interrupt to seek clarification of what (s)he is being asked to interpret or to point out that the client may not have understood the message given, although the interpretation was correct;

· be sensitive to the demands and pressures on the interpreter (interpreting requires massive concentration; the interpreter has to switch constantly between languages whilst accurately remembering content) and even more so if the circumstances are stressful and/or the information being conveyed is sensitive;

· do not expect interpreters to work indefinitely. In consecutive interpreting an interpreter may be employed for a number of back-to-back sessions or a specific session may be lengthy. Their work requires considerable concentration and breaks/rest times are important; 

· where appropriate, the interpreter should be given a separate table for meal breaks and should not be required to engage in the language switching process throughout the break. Otherwise (s)he will not have had the opportunity to eat or rest. This is likely to damage his/her subsequent interpreting performance; and

· ensure provision/availability of meals/refreshments, where appropriate.

12.3. At the end of the session:
· check that the client has understood everything; and

· give the client the opportunity to ask supplementary questions and/or seek clarification.

12.4. Following the Session:
12.4.1.
Where a public procurement contract is in place:

· provide feedback to the interpreter and/or contracting agency in accordance with the agreement and advise the interpreter whether  the session was satisfactory or if there have been any difficulties; 

· complete and sign the interpreter’s timesheet; and

· ensure that any other paperwork relating to the interpreting session is completed and signed by the interpreter and the interpreting service provider as required in order to facilitate appropriate payment.

NOTE:  the fee agreed between the contracting agency and the interpreter is the only compensation which the interpreter can accept. Additional money, considerations or favours should not be offered or accepted.

12.4.2.
Where an interpreter has been independently sourced ensure that:

· the interpreter is not paid by both the provider and client; and

· appropriate tracking documentation is provided and retained e.g.  a detailed invoice to enable appropriate payment and audit.

15. MONITORING/QUALITY ASSURANCE
13.1. All organisations should document their use of interpretation services and monitor this information for quality control purposes
13.2. In the interests of continuous improvement all organisations should seek feed-back from service users regarding their satisfaction with the interpreting service provided
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