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HIAS Direct Service Program
Interpretation and Translation Volunteer
Handbook and Guide




Welcome to the HIAS Direct Service Volunteer Program! Thank you for deciding to volunteer with us and support asylum seekers’ access to the immigration legal process. Please read this handbook before completing translations and interpretations, to make sure you are aware of all standard operating procedures. At the end of the handbook, you will also find translation guidelines to refer to as you work on your translation assignments. 

1. Background 
The translation and interpretation team within the HIAS direct service volunteer program is designed assist asylum seekers in preparing necessary evidence for their asylum cases and to enable clients to communicate comfortably with their legal and social services teams through a trained, trauma-informed volunteer interpreter or translator. All asylum seekers are required to submit their asylum application and supporting documents in English, but often these individuals do not speak English and their documents, such as birth certificates and declarations, are in their native language. If their asylum package is not translated into English, the court will not accept it. As a translator, you will play a vital role in helping those fleeing persecution access legal processes and exercise their right to claim asylum as well as communicate effectively with critical staff and resources.

2. Confidentiality 
By now, you should have signed the Language Volunteer Confidentiality Agreement and Code of Conduct Form. If you have not, please go back and do so. It is crucial to maintain the identity of the asylum seekers we assist and the content of their documents confidential, especially due to the sensitive nature of asylum. Please keep in mind the following procedures:
· When working on translations, use a personal/private computer on a private and secure internet network;
· Use the communication system provided by the project coordinator; 
· If you must temporarily download or create any document that includes confidential information onto your computer’s hard-drive, you must delete these documents within one week of completing an assignment; 
· Do not release any client documents to anyone other than the project coordinator; 
· Do not discuss anything relating to the documents you have access to with anyone other than the project coordinator, or other interpretation and translation volunteers when applicable. When discussing a translation assignment, please only refer to asylum seeker by their initials; 
· Confidential personal information includes, but is not limited to: asylum seekers’ names, names referenced in any documents you translate, birth dates, social security numbers, passport numbers, criminal history, personal health information, or any other information which may, in any manner, identify an individual. 

3. Scheduling Assignments 
Assignments are sent out through Better Impact and will include the language requested, the timeline of an assignment, and a brief description of what is to be translated or when/where an interpretation meeting will be held (as well as an estimated duration).  For translation assignments, each request will include a secondary request for a peer review. 

To claim an assignment or to be a peer reviewer, simply respond to the email. Because it is difficult to anticipate the kind of response each request will generate, we will collect responses for a few hours to a full day, depending on the urgency of the assignment, before assigning it to a responder and subsequently to a peer reviewer. 

Please pay close attention to the timeline given for each assignment and do not respond to the request if you are unable to complete the assignment within the given timeline. 

4. Accessing and Turning in Documents 
All translations will be sent via encrypted email. You need a word processing application to access the necessary documents (Microsoft Word is the most popular – please do not use Google Docs for legal translations with confidential information. If you’re not sure what to use or when, please ask a member of the volunteer program staff. We can send you the document via a shared online folder if you don't have Microsoft Word). 

Please ensure that you are signing and returning a certificate of translation for any legal translation. When you are sent your assignment, you will also be sent a certificate of translation to be filled out along with it. If you were not sent a certificate of translation, it is not necessary to sign one. 

Please email the completed translation and, if applicable, certificate of translation, back through the encrypted email to the staff member who sent it. Once you receive confirmation that HIAS has received the documents, please delete them from your device.

All interpretation assignments will be scheduled through the staff member holding them. After confirming availability, a volunteer program staff member will connect you with the staff member holding the meeting, who will provide more information about the content of the meeting. If you wish to prepare any specific vocabulary, please feel free to reach out to the volunteer program team for resources. 
5. Translation Guidelines 
Please refer to the following guidelines[footnoteRef:1] when completing a translation. This will better ensure that the immigration court will find your work acceptable and will also provide consistency among all translations completed by the HIAS remote translations team. Legal translations that don’t follow these guidelines are at risk of being rejected by the court. [1:  These guidelines are adapted from ones originally created by Dr. Marie-Eve Monette for the Creating Puentes Language Access Service Pilot Program in collaboration with Las Americas Immigrant Advocacy Center. April 2022] 

i) Always ensure the accuracy of your translation. 
(1) All parts of the document should be translated. You cannot choose what is relevant or what you consider should be translated. A document that appears to be improperly translated (for instance, if it looks like it was summarized, or paraphrased) can be excluded from evidence in the asylum seeker’s case. While it is important to translate all the content of the document, being accurate does not always imply a literal, word-for-word translation. Translating the meaning of what the asylum seeker says should be your focus. This is especially important of idioms, for which you need to find equivalents in the target language. 
(2) It is important that you remember your role as a translator. Any biases, expectations, opinions, beliefs, political affiliations, etc., should not shape the translation you provide. Set aside your own political views, beliefs, etc., and only focus on the asylum-seeker. 
(3) When choosing words for which they exist multiple potential translations, especially in declarations written by the asylum seeker, make sure to use the English word that most appropriately communicates the meaning the asylum-seeker is attempting to convey. Factual accuracy of the translation is most important, but also try your best not to lose the asylum seeker’s voice in translation. 
(4) When unsure of meaning, look it up until you are certain of the translation (this can relate to dialect, regional, national language differences, terminology, etc.). Consult your fellow translators or other resources as elaborated in the following section. If you cannot translate something, use [brackets] and translator’s notes – if you come across a legal term or uncommon abbreviation that you can’t translate with confidence, please flag this for our team. 
ii) Style Guidelines 
(1) Any descriptions of text that do not represent the original text should be in [brackets] followed by “Tr. Note.” For example, [illegible – Tr. Note]” 
(2) All signatures should be included as a Tr. Note unless it is an i-589, in which they are omitted. [signature – Tr. Note] 
(3) If a document contains a spelling error but the intended word is still clear, translate it as if it were spelled correctly. Only include a Tr. Note if the spelling error or messy handwriting makes translation impossible. For Spanish translations, be on the lookout for words that start with “a” starting with “ha” or vice-versa, “c” and “s” switches, and “b” and “v” switches. 
(4) Some documents will be written in run-on sentences. If that is the case, feel free to break up the sentences so that they flow naturally in the English language. 
(5) The formatting of the original document should be followed as closely as possible. Words that are in bold, italicized, in large print, etc. should retain those characteristics. 
(6) Likewise, the layout of the page should be maintained—if text is centered, right justified, etc. 
(7) Sometimes, dates must be converted from a foreign version to the American calendar. Not all countries follow the month/day/year format. Stay alert to dates. 
(8) Abbreviations and acronyms should be translated, if and when possible. This may require some investigation on the translator’s part to figure out what it stands for. 
(a) If only the Spanish abbreviation or acronym is included in the original text, and there exists a commonly-known English acronym for the same organization, translate as follows: “ENACRONYM [Abbreviation/Acronym for Name Written Out in English, Spanish name is: Name Written Out in Spanish (SPACRONYM) – Tr. Note]”. 
(b) Ex: “Yo denuncié este incidente al CIDH el primer día de mayo” → “I reported this incident to the IACHR [Abbreviation for Inter-American Commission on Human Rights, Spanish name is: Comisión Interamericana de Derechos Humanos (CIDH) – Tr. Note] on May first.” 
(c) If both the abbreviated and expanded name are included in the original text, and there exists a commonly-known English acronym for the same organization, translate as follows: “ENACRONYM (Name Written Out in English) [Spanish name is: Name Written Out in Spanish (SPACRONYM) – Tr. Note]” 
(d) Ex: “I reported this incident to the IACHR (Inter-American Commission on Human Rights) [Spanish name is: Comisión Interamericana de Derechos Humanos (CIDH) – Tr. Note] on May first.” 
(e) If no commonly-known English acronym exists for that name, put the Spanish acronym in the text in place of the English acronym and omit the Spanish acronym from the Tr. Note. April 2022 
(f) Don’t do this for the i-589—leave Spanish acronyms written as-is. If the acronym is written out in the i-589, you can translate the written-out name. 
(g) If you’ve found a common acronym (political parties, government offices, etc) that you think would be helpful, please share them with the volunteer program staff! 
(9) Many official or notarized documents include seals, barcodes, or other non-text items and images. These should be roughly replicated in the translation, retaining/translating any included text. 
(a) For seals, create a text box and place it at the approximate location of the seal. Inside the text box, write in brackets [seal – Tr. Note], and the translated text of the seal, if legible. Often this will be the name of a municipality or church. If the text is illegible, simply include in brackets, [illegible seal – Tr. Note]. See any national ID template for reference. 
(b) For barcodes or other non-text items (ie a photo or stamp), you can either screen-capture the barcode/photo/stamp and insert the image in the appropriate location, or include a note [i.e. “barcode – Tr. Note”]. 
iii) Translating i-589s (Asylum Applications) 
Unlike client declarations, identity documents, medical records, and other originals that require a direct translation, asylum applications, known as i-589s, are approached slightly differently. 
(1) Do not include any Tr. Notes when translating an i-589. This will become the copy the asylum seeker is turning into the judge; it must look like an original. If you truly cannot translate something, ask the Project Coordinator. 
(2) Do not translate signatures, signature dates, or fields where asylum seekers are asked to print their name. Leave pages 9-10 of the i-589 blank. This will be completed by the asylum-seeker. 
(3) Only check boxes that are checked on the original. Even if you believe the asylum seeker has made a mistake in checking or failing to check a box, you cannot change this. You are not the asylum seeker’s lawyer and are not allowed to give legal advice or take actions that could be construed as legal advice. 
6. Peer Review
When you have finished a translation assignment, it will be assigned to peer review. This process is for the benefit of our program and clients – it is not indicative of a bad translation! Peer review ensures that our translations maintain a consistently excellent standard. 

If you are assigned a document for peer review, you will be sent a certificate of translation form, the original document, and the translated document over an encrypted email. 

Please respond to the encrypted email and attach the updated translated document as well as a signed certificate of translation form to complete the peer review process.
7. Live Interpretation

If you take on a live interpretation assignment for a legal appointment (for example, a meeting between an attorney and their client, a USCIS Interview, or an asylum appointment) you can expect to have a call beforehand with the attorney and their client to ensure that you and the client are able to communicate fluently with one another.

When providing live interpertation, it is essential to interpret everything that each party says, and not to summarize or abbreviate while interpreting.

Here are some important best practices for live interpretation:

Do interpret the words exactly as you hear them
Do ask the person speaking to repeat themselves if you didn’t understand them
Do ask the person speaking to pause and allow for interpretation if they are speaking for too long

Don’t have side conversations with one party without interpreting for the other
Don’t advise the client on how to answer questions
Don’t ask any direct questions to an asylum officer during an asylum interview

8. Certificates of Translation

If you are expected to complete a certificate of translation along with an assignment, a member of our staff will send you a blank certificate to fill out. If you are unable to complete and sign the certificate using the software on your computer, please let us know and we can send it along via Docusign for your completion. This certificate affirms that the translation is true to the best of your knowledge. Legal translations will not be accepted by the court without the certificate of translation.

The certificate of translation will ask for the title of the translated document – please note that this is not always the same as the name of the file. The title of the document is typically included within the document text (for example, you would list the title of a birth certificate as “Birth Certificate” even if the file name is “COB.”) If you are uncertain what the title of a document is, please ask a staff member!
8. Resources 
Translators and interpreters are always encouraged to reach out to program staff at any time for support or to request resources. To connect with other HIAS translators and interpreters if you’d like to consult on translation questions, please reach out to program staff at lilly.sandberg@hias.org to request peer support. Volunteers are encouraged to ask each other questions about tricky words, phrasings, or idioms they are struggling to translate, or to look over a passage they are unsure of. 
· Do not send attachments, photos or screenshots of confidential documents, as WhatsApp may save a picture of a confidential document to a volunteer’s phone without their knowledge. Additionally, please refrain from sending text messages that include personally identifying information, such as names or birth dates. Refer to asylum seekers by initials only when discussing an assignment with the project coordinator through WhatsApp. 
· Translators and interpreters can message the volunteer program staff individually via WhatsApp with quick questions about a translation during 9am-5pm EST. Please see the program staff for the relevant and most up-to-date WhatsApp number. 
· English resources for immigration terms:
· USCIS – Glossary of Terms
· Freedom for Immigrants – Glossary of Immigration Terms
· Spanish translators can use the following online dictionaries as reference. If you are ever unsure about the way you are translating a word, please look it up! 
· Word Reference www.wordreference.com  
· SpanishDict.com www.spanishdict.com 
· Cambridge Dictionary https://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english-spanish/  
· Venezolanismos http://projetbabel.org/internet/venezonalismos.htm  
· Jerga nicaragüense https://es.wiktionary.org/wiki/Wikcionario:Jerga_nicarag%C3%BCense 
· Vera Institute – Glossary of Legal Spanish
· Cuban American National Council, US Dept of Education, National Council for Community and Education Partnerships - Postsecondary Education English-Spanish Glossary
· US Social Security Administration – English-Spanish Wordbank Glossary
· Other Languages 
· French 
· Cambridge Dictionary https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/french-english/ 
· Collins Dictionary https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/french-english/
· L'Organisation internationale pour les migrations (OIM) - Glossaire de la Migration 
· Conseil canadien pour les réfugiés – Un Glossaire Terminologique 
· Canada Public Works and Govt Services – Immigration and Refugee Protection Vocabulary 
· Maryland AOC https://www.wicourts.gov/services/interpreter/docs/frenchglossary.pdf
· Haitian Creole 
· Legal terminology (not immigration-specific) https://www.njcourts.gov/forms/11783_glossary_haitian.pd 
· Amharic
· United Cultures of Canada   https://www.ucca.ca/coaching/legal-terminology-amharic/ 
· Arabic
· Superior Court of Sacramento
 https://www.saccourt.ca.gov/general/legal-glossaries/docs/arabic-legal-glossary.pdf 
· Wisconsin Courts
 https://wicourts.gov/services/interpreter/docs/arabicglossary.pdf 
· Burmese
· National Center for State Courts https://www.ncsc.org/__data/assets/pdf_file/0028/59293/English-Burmese-Legal-Glossary-1-20-21.pdf
· Cantonese
· Washington Courts
https://www.courts.wa.gov/programs_orgs/pos_interpret/content/glossary/Glossary%20of%20Legal%20Terms%20-%20English-Cantonese.PDF
· Chinese:
· Consortium for State Court Interpreter Testing https://www.ncsc.org/__data/assets/pdf_file/0019/18127/glossarymandarin-final2.pdf 
· Chuukese
· Multnomah County  https://www.courts.oregon.gov/programs/interpreters/i-am/Documents/chuukeseglossary.pdf
· German
· Wisconsin Courts
 https://wicourts.gov/services/interpreter/docs/germanglossary.pdf
· Hindi
· Superior Court of Sacramento Part I Part II Part III Part IV
· Hmong
· Superior Court of Sacramento https://www.saccourt.ca.gov/general/legal-glossaries/docs/hmong-legal-glossary.pdf 
· Wisconsin Court Interpreter Program https://www.wicourts.gov/services/interpreter/docs/hmongglossary.pdf
· Ilokano
· Consortium for State Court Interpreter Testing https://www.ncsc.org/__data/assets/pdf_file/0017/17270/ilokanoglossary.pdf
· Korean
· New Jersey Administrative Office of the Courts
http://njcourts.gov/forms/11783_glossary_korean.pdf 
· Washington Courts
 https://www.courts.wa.gov/programs_orgs/pos_interpret/content/glossary/Glossary%20of%20Legal%20Terms%20-%20English-Korean.PDF 
· Mien
· Superior Court of Sacramento
https://www.saccourt.ca.gov/general/legal-glossaries/docs/mien-legal-glossary.pdf
· Mong
· Superior Court of Sacramento
https://www.saccourt.ca.gov/general/legal-glossaries/docs/mong-legal-glossary.pdf 
· Polish
· New Jersey Administrative Office of the Courts https://njcourts.gov/forms/11783_glossary_polish.pdf
· Portuguese
· New Jersey Administrative Office of the Courts
https://www.judiciary.state.nj.us/forms/11783_glossary_portuguese.pdf
· Persian (Farsi)
· United Cultures of Canada https://www.ucca.ca/coaching/legal-terminology-persian/
· Punjabi
· Superior Court of Sacramento
https://www.saccourt.ca.gov/general/legal-glossaries/docs/punjabi-legal-glossary.pdf
· Romanian
· Superior Court of Sacramento
https://www.saccourt.ca.gov/general/legal-glossaries/docs/romanian-legal-glossary.pdf
· Russian
· Superior Court of Sacramento
https://www.saccourt.ca.gov/general/legal-glossaries/docs/russian-legal-glossary.pdf
· Somali
· Minnesota Judicial Branch http://www.mncourts.gov/mncourtsgov/media/assets/documents/language_access_plans/resources_somali/Somali_Glossary.pdf
· Tagalog
· United Cultures of Canada https://www.ucca.ca/coaching/legal-terminology-tagalog/
· Tigrinya
· United Cultures of Canada https://www.ucca.ca/coaching/legal-terminology-tigrinya/  
· Urdu: 
· Superior Court of Sacramento Part I Part II Part III Part IV Part V Part VI 
· Vietnamese
· Superior Court of Sacramento
https://www.saccourt.ca.gov/general/legal-glossaries/docs/vietnamese-legal-glossary.pdf
· Western Armenian
· Superior Court of Sacramento
https://www.saccourt.ca.gov/general/legal-glossaries/docs/armenian-western-legal-glossary.pdf

8. Sample Translation
A model translation, including the original document and a signed certificate of translation, are on the following pages. All confidential information has been redacted. 

We have taken every effort to ensure that the information in this handbook is accurate and up-to-date with our latest policies. If you are aware of any changes that should be made to this document or come across any resource to add, please email lilly.sandberg@hias.org
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