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A cultural liaison is a person who has knowledge in the following areas:
e School systems (policies, procedures, activities, structures, etc.);

o Cultural differences, such as differences in customs, relationships between people and
institutions, norms and roles, assumptions about rules of conduct, values, etc.;

o Experiences of newly arriving students and families; and
e The local community.

Cultural liaisons have broader roles than interpreters and typically have autonomy to
communicate with families or school personnel independently. A trained liaison may explain
school programs to parents or help them to fill out forms. A liaison may also provide information
about culture and language to school staff members. Cultural liaisons can be LEA employees,
volunteers, or be employed under contract. Additional information regarding their roles is
provided below.

Training and Certification

There are no specific certification or training requirements for interpreters, translators, or
liaisons working in or for public schools in Pennsylvania. LEAs are advised to work with
interpreters, translators, and liaisons who have had some type of training whenever possible,
though. At a minimum, LEAs should ensure that those engaged in the various activities
associated with their role are qualified to do so based on the intended goal of their work and
with regard to the guidance contained in this document.

Several commercial organizations offer training and certification for interpreters and cultural
liaisons. Many of these focus on medical interpreting, but some offer additional focus areas.
LEAs may research these options if they do not wish to employ a screening process locally. The
Pennsylvania Department of Education does not endorse any particular organization or service.
The decision to engage with a commercial organization, which requires the appropriate due
diligence, is at the sole discretion of the LEA.

Selecting and Hiring Interpreters

LEAs may employ interpreters and/or translators full time or may contract as needed. This will
depend largely on the nature of the populations served and available resources. When hiring
employees or contracting with individuals, it is up to the LEA to screen an individual’s
qualifications, including an assessment of the person’s language proficiency. LEAs may use
formal measures such as the Oral Proficiency Interview (OPI), which is an over-the-phone
language proficiency testing program developed by the American Council on the Teaching of
Foreign Languages (ACTFL), or they may use less formal measures such as screening by a
qualified staff member or other contracted personnel or with a locally developed screening
instrument. LEAs may also contract with an interpreting agency. When contracting with an
agency, LEAs should ask for information about the process used to screen interpreters and
about any training provided by the agency.
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The salient features of this code are as follows:

Confidentiality: The interpreter treats as confidential all information learned in the performance
of their professional duties, while observing relevant legal requirements regarding
disclosure.!

Accuracy: The interpreter strives to render the message accurately, conveying the content and
spirit of the original message, taking into consideration its cultural context.!

Impatrtiality: The interpreter strives to maintain impartiality and refrains from counseling,
advising, or projecting personal opinions, biases, or beliefs."

Respect: The interpreter treats all parties with respect.”

Professional boundaries: The interpreter maintains the boundaries of the professional role,
refraining from other types of involvement.’

Advocacy: When the student’s health, well-being or dignity is at risk, or when student
educational access and outcomes would be compromised, the interpreter may be justified in
acting as an advocate."

Cultural awareness: The interpreter promotes and maintains respect for the cultural beliefs and
practices of all parties involved in the interpreting encounter and continuously strives to
develop awareness of potential cultural conflicts."

Professionalism: The interpreter must, at all times, act in a professional manner.""
Continuing education: The interpreter strives to continually further his/her knowledge and skills.*

LEAs should consider these tenets when hiring and/or engaging with interpreters. This
information should be shared with interpreters, and they should agree on adherence to them
prior to any communication.

Cultural Liaisons

When licensed education staff do not have enough in-depth knowledge of specific ethnic or
cultural groups, schools may draw upon the expertise of staff who are hired or volunteer to
serve as cultural guides or bridges. Schools may employ a single person who fulfills both the
liaison and interpreting roles, or they may separate these functions.

“Cultural liaison” means a person who is of the same racial, cultural, socioeconomic, or linguistic
background as the student, and who:

1. Provides information to school staff about the student’s racial, cultural, socioeconomic,
and/or linguistic background;

2. Assists school staff in understanding how racial, cultural, socioeconomic, and/or
linguistic factors impact educational progress; and

3. Facilitates the family’s understanding and involvement in school activities and
processes.

If a person who is of the same racial, cultural, socioeconomic, or linguistic background as the
student is not available, then a person who has knowledge of the student’s racial, cultural,
socioeconomic, and linguistic background may act as a cultural liaison.
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time. In conversations with other staff members, they can serve as the liaison and answer
cultural questions. During meetings with parents, their primary role is to serve as an interpreter.
Other staff should not ask questions or ask for their opinion during meetings with parents. For
example, if staff want the cultural liaison to give you background information about Islamic
religious practices, these questions should be asked and answered at a separate time. Do not
ask the liaison to provide this type of background information during a meeting with the parents
when he or she is serving as the interpreter. During meetings, it is more appropriate to direct
questions about cultural practices to the family.

Below are tips to help interpreters/cultural liaisons balance their competing roles:

¢ At the beginning of a meeting with parents, the interpreter/liaison should introduce
him/herself and explain what the role will be in the meeting. Make sure family members
know that decisions will be made by the parents and the licensed staff, not by the
interpreter or liaison.

o Tell parents ahead of time that they can bring someone to the meeting (i.e., a family
member, a friend or an advocate).

o |If school staff has a general interest in learning about a student’s language or culture,
they should talk with the interpreter at a time other than a parent meeting or arrange for
a speaker for a staff development event.

* In a complicated situation, the team may need to have both a cultural liaison and an
interpreter. For example, if a student is having severe behavior problems, school
personnel and the family may not agree on whether the behavior is related to cultural
differences, lack of appropriate instruction, racism, stress at home, or a mental health
problem. It would be appropriate in this situation to include one person who serves as
the cultural liaison and another person who interprets.

o |If a cultural question comes up during the meeting and there is no cultural liaison, the
team can first ask the parents to explain the cultural issue via the interpreter. If needed,
they can then ask if it is acceptable for the interpreter to also share some cultural
information. The team needs to give the interpreter time to “switch gears” and give him
or her time to interpret back to the parents.

Reminder: An interpreter or translator who is not familiar with the LEA or public education in
general should not be expected to automatically function as a cultural liaison without training
and support from the LEA. Some professional interpreters feel comfortable with this role, but
others do not. Discuss your expectations ahead of time.

Culturally Responsive Schools

Culture is a complex concept. It cannot be reduced to a well-defined set of precepts, and no one
can completely understand and/or represent an entire culture. It is difficult to understand one’s
own culture and the ways in which it impacts daily life, let alone someone else’s that may be far
removed. Culture is a way of knowing and understanding the world shaped by a multitude of
factors. Two people who speak the same language, are from the same country, are of the same
race and ethnicity, and even belong to the same religion may have diverging beliefs, views, and
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General Principles for Working with an Interpreter

Interpreters and translators need many different skills. English speakers also need skill and
knowledge to work effectively with an interpreter. School staff should consider an interpreter a
member of the team: their mutual goal is to communicate as effectively as possible. Below is a
list of things staff can do to make communication go smoothly.

Brief the interpreter ahead of time. Explain the purpose of the meeting or encounter,
discuss the interpreter’s role and go over any materials that will be used.

Allow enough time for the interpreting session. Interpreted conversations typically run
longer because every statement must be made twice.

If seated in a formal meeting, arrange the seating so that the interpreter is close to the
parent but can also see and hear other participants at the meeting.

Introduce everyone present at the meeting, including the interpreter, and explain their
role.

Avoid excessive use of jargon, slang, idioms, double negatives, passive voice, or
ambiguous language to the greatest extent possible. This requires some pre-planning
and practice on the part of school staff. Make sure that everyone is aware of this and
prepares well in advance of any meetings if possible.

Explain any technical terms or jargon that must be used.
Speak clearly and pause for interpretation after every three or four sentences.
Allow the interpreter to take notes to help with the interpretation.

Arrange a signal for the interpreter to stop the speaker if something is not clear or if the
speaker needs to pause for interpretation.

Speak directly to the parents (for example, in English say, “what do you think about...”
instead of “ask the parents what they think about...”). This shows respect to the parents
and also makes the interpreter's work much easier.

Face the parents, not the interpreter.

Have only one person speak at a time and avoid side conversations. The interpreter will
interpret everything that is said at a meeting.

If you suspect mistranslation, rephrase your question, or ask the interpreter to repeat
your question back to you.

Say the same thing in different words if your question or statement is misunderstood.

After the evaluation or meeting, privately ask the interpreter for feedback on the
interaction or their observations regarding the student’s performance. This is the
debriefing.
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Notes on Special Situations

Parents Who Do Not Want An Interpreter

Many adults who are native speakers of another language are very fluent in English. But cultural
values, personal pride, and the desire to not create a burden for the school may lead some
parents to claim a greater degree of English proficiency than they actually possess. There may
be situations where the parents refuse the right to an interpreter, but staff members suspect that
they do not fully understand the complex information being presented. There also may be
situations where parents prefer to use a friend or relative as an interpreter, but the school is not
certain whether that person is skilled to serve in this role. In these cases, LEAs may wish to try
the following steps. In all cases, it is important for the school staff and parents to take some time
to get to know each other and develop a trusting relationship.

o Consult with the English as a Second Language (ESL) or Bilingual Education staff. These
staff members usually have the greatest knowledge of the family’s circumstances and may
be able to mediate.

o Consider whether the parents have a conflict with one particular interpreter. There are
sometimes issues of dialect, ethnic group, or clan affiliations that make a given interpreter
unacceptable to a family. Families also may be concerned that an interpreter will not
maintain confidentiality. Gender can also be an issue for the family or the interpreter.

o Explain to parents that certain educational contexts can be very complicated and that many
English-speaking parents have trouble understanding it.

o Explain that the school needs help to understand their language and culture. Place
responsibility for communication barriers on the school rather than on the family.

o Consider the best interests of the child. Is the school missing critical pieces of information
that can only be obtained from the family via an interpreter? It is important to be sensitive,
but the student's interests may override those of the parents.

o Remember that having an interpreter does not guarantee good communication if the parents
and the school do not have a good relationship.

o |f the family prefers to have a friend or relative interpret, the school might consider involving
its own interpreter attend the meeting so that communication is fully transparent.

Parents Are Unable to Read

Because of lack of opportunity for education, some parents of English Learner (EL) students are
unable to read or write in their first language. Other languages, such as Hmong, did not
historically have a written form and many speakers of these languages do not read or write
them. LEAs should provide oral interpretation in these cases so that parents can be involved in
their child's education in a meaningful way.

Even when parents are unable to read, LEAs are advised to have their interpreter use translated
forms when they are available for communicating certain standard information. This is
recommended for the following reasons:
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