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Course Introduction  

Welcome

We’re glad you decided to take advantage of this challenging, yet rewarding experience as an important 
player in the tax administration process. This training material will introduce you to the major components of the 
Volunteer Income Tax Assistance and Tax Counseling for the Elderly (VITA/TCE) return preparation process.

Your course instructor will provide all the available technical publications and forms required for this course. 
If any of the suggested forms and publications are not available in the classroom or at the site, they can be 
viewed or downloaded at www.irs.gov. 

Objectives

At the end of this lesson you will be able to describe:

•	 The	various	course	levels	and	certification	process

• The responsibilities of a VITA/TCE volunteer, including due diligence

• The critical components involved in the return preparation process

• The resources available to assist you

• The procedures for helping a taxpayer with identity theft

What will I learn?

To successfully assist taxpayers in satisfying their tax responsibilities, you 
must understand tax law and the tools available to assist you in preparing 
and	filing	accurate	tax	returns	–	Forms	1040EZ,	1040A,	and	1040.	A	tax	
return is accurate when tax law is applied correctly and it is free from error 
based on the taxpayer’s interview and supporting documentation, and a 
completed Form	13614-C,	Intake/Interview	&	Quality	Review	Sheet.	

The VITA/TCE return preparation process consists of several critical 
components that will be taught in your training class or taken through Link 
&	Learn	Taxes:

•	 VITA/TCE	Volunteer	Standards	of	Conduct	–	Ethics	Training

•	 Tax	law	training	–	understanding	and	applying	tax	law

•	 Research	skills	–	using	references,	resources,	and	tools	including	return	preparation	software

•	 Intake/Interview	and	Quality	Review	Training	

• Tax return preparation (screening and interviewing taxpayers)

What do I need?

□ Publication 17
□	 Publication	4012,	Volunteer	

Resource	Guide	
□	 Publication	4491
□	 Publication	4491-W
□	 Publication	5101
□	 Form	6744	
□	 Intake	and	Interview	Sheet
□	 Form	13614-C	Job	Aid	in	

Publication	4012
□	 Form	13615
Optional:
□	 Publication	3	
□	 Publication	596
□	 Publication	972
□	 Publication	4299
□	 Publication	4403
□	 Publication	4575
□ Internet Access (optional 

but highly recommended)

Volunteer	Standards	of	Conduct	training	and	test	are	located	in	Publication	4961,	VITA/TCE	Volunteer	Standards	
of	Conduct	–	Ethics	Training,	and	on	Link	&	Learn	Taxes.	The	Intake/Interview	and	Quality	Review	Training	
(Publication	5101)	can	be	found	on	VITA/TCE	Central.	Form	6744,	VITA/TCE	Volunteer	Assistor’s	Test/Retest,	
contains	both	the	Volunteer	Standards	of	Conduct	and	Intake/Interview	and	Quality	Review	tests.
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Unlike most classes, there is no need to memorize a lot of information. You can use information from irs.
gov, your course materials, and other print and electronic sources to gain the knowledge and insights you 
need to serve the taxpayers you assist.

At the completion of your course of study, you will fully understand how to apply critical aspects of each 
component of the process and complete an accurate return for each taxpayer you assist.

Thank	you	for	your	interest	in	helping	the	IRS	achieve	its	mission	of	providing	America’s	taxpayers	with	top	
quality service by helping them understand their tax responsibilities and by applying the tax law with integ-
rity and fairness to all.

Let’s get started!

How is the course structured?

There	are	two	tax	law	certification	paths	and	two	optional	specialty	courses	presented	in	this	publication,	
each	representing	a	level	of	certification.	The	first	six	lessons	apply	to	all	levels	of	certification.	Beginning	
with the Income lessons, the course levels for the subject being covered will be indicated by the following 
icons: 

Basic	covers	the	completion	of	wage	earner	type	returns.

Advanced covers the completion of the full scope of VITA/TCE returns.

Military	covers	topics	applicable	to	members	of	the	Armed	Forces,	Reserve,	and	National	Guard.

 International covers topics applicable to military and nonmilitary taxpayers living outside the United 
States.

Volunteers	wishing	to	certify	in	Military	or	International	must	follow	the	Advanced	certification	path	and	
should also review the applicable specialty course. 

Health	Savings	Accounts	(HSA)	is	an	optional	specialty	course	available	electronically.	Volunteers	wishing	
to	certify	can	follow	the	Basic	or	higher	certification	path.	

At the beginning of each lesson, icons are displayed after the lesson title. If a section of a lesson is 
associated	with	only	one	certification	level,	the	corresponding	icon	is	displayed	at	the	beginning	of	that	
section. If no icons are displayed in a section, all icons displayed after the lesson title apply. 

Due to the production schedule for this training guide, draft forms may be used in illustrations. The draft forms 
should	never	be	used	for	actual	tax	preparation.	Final	forms	are	available	on	www.irs.gov,	in	the	tax	preparation	
software,	in	the	instruction	booklet	(e.g.,	Form	1040	Instructions),	or	in	other	publications.

The	Affordable	Care	Act	(ACA),	or	health	care	law,	contains	health	insurance	coverage	and	financial	assistance	
options	for	individuals	and	families.	The	IRS	administers	the	tax	provisions	included	in	the	law.	Refer	to	the	
Affordable Care Act (ACA) lesson presented in this publication for information on the advanced premium tax credit, 
the premium tax credit, and the individual shared responsibility payment.

http://www.irs.gov
http://www.irs.gov
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What is the training approach? 

Each	course	uses	the	process	based	training	(PBT)	approach.	PBT	is	a	structured	fact-gathering	process	
that combines tax software and tax law training to help you prepare an accurate return. To complete the 
process, you will use:

• The	questions	from	Form	13614-C	to	interview	the	taxpayer	for	filing	status,	dependency,	credits,	deduc-
tions, eligibility, validate the information provided, and prepare the return.

•	 Reference	materials,	such	as	Publication	4012,	Volunteer	Resource	Guide;	Publication	17,	Your	Federal	
Income	Tax	for	Individuals;	and	tax	software	help	features,	as	well	as	other	resources	available	at	your	
site, to prepare the return. These materials will provide you with standardized questions to ask taxpayers 
during	your	interview,	to	help	you	prepare	a	100%	accurate	tax	return.	

•	 Form	13614-C,	Quality	Review	section	to	conduct	a	quality	review	of	all	returns.	Adhering	to	a	quality	
review process helps ensure accurate returns are prepared at all VITA/TCE sites.

In	most	cases,	when	you	have	completed	the	return,	it	will	be	filed	electronically.	There	should	only	be	rare	
instances	when	the	taxpayer	may	need	to	mail	the	tax	return	to	the	IRS.

What do I need to get started?

In addition to this publication, VITA/TCE training materials include the following items:

•	 Publication	4491-W,	Comprehensive	Problems	and	Practice	Exercises	Workbook	(electronic	only)

•	 Publication	4012,	Volunteer	Resource	Guide

•	 Form	6744,	Volunteer	Assistor’s	Test/Retest	

•	 Publication	4961,	VITA/TCE	Volunteer	Standards	of	Conduct	–	Ethics	Training

•	 Publication	5101,	Intake/Interview	&	Quality	Review	Training

What other resources are available to help me learn?

Finalized	blank	forms	can	be	accessed	at	www.irs.gov/Forms-&-Pubs.

Publication	4491-W,	a	companion	book	to	this	course,	provides	many	opportunities	to	practice	tax	return	
preparation using the information taught in this guide.

Directions	at	the	end	of	many	lessons	suggest	using	Publication	4491-W	to	practice	the	lesson	mate-
rial. Although it might not be possible to work each exercise with the knowledge you have at that point, at 
the end of the course, you will have the opportunity to complete all of the 
comprehensive	problems	and	exercises	in	Publication	4491-W.

You may use the Practice Lab integrated with the online course, Link	&	
Learn Taxes, to complete exercises, practice returns, and test scenarios 
using tax software.

What happens after I complete this course?

After completing this course, you will have an understanding of tax law and the guidelines and tools needed 
to	prepare	an	accurate	return.	After	you	have	been	certified,	and	have	completed	and	signed	Form	13615,	
you will be ready to volunteer at a VITA/TCE site. 

Keep in mind that the Practice 
Lab contains current tax 
year calculations, but is not 
updated with late tax law 
changes.

http://www.irs.gov/Forms-&-Pubs
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How does this certification work?

To participate in the VITA/TCE programs, all volunteers must take the Volunteer	Standards	of	Conduct	
Training	and	pass	the	certification	test.	In	addition,	all	tax	preparers,	Quality	Reviewers,	instructors,	and	Site	
Coordinators	must	pass	the	Intake/Interview	and	Quality	Review	test.	To	prepare	tax	returns	in	the	VITA/
TCE	programs,	you	must	then	pass	at	least	the	Basic	certification	test.	Alternatively,	you	may	certify	at	the	
Advanced	level.	You	are	not	required	to	certify	in	Basic	before	taking	the	
Advanced	test.		A	minimum	score	of	80%	is	required	to	pass	any	certifi-
cation test. You may take online tests that are available in Link	&	Learn	
Taxes	on	www.irs.gov.	Online	testing	is	fast	and	efficient;	you	will	know	
immediately	if	you	passed,	and	can	print	out	the	certification	for	your	Site	
Coordinator.	Volunteers	who	do	not	pass	the	test	the	first	time	may	review	
the	course	material	and	try	again.	A	paper	test	option	(Form	6744)	may	
also	be	available.	Talk	with	your	instructor	or	Site	Coordinator	for	more	
information on these options.

All	designated	reviewers	and	peer-to-peer	reviewers	are	required	to	have	Basic	certification	at	a	minimum,	
or	higher	certification	based	on	the	complexity	of	the	return.	It	is	strongly	encouraged	for	volunteers	
to	certify	at	the	Advanced	level.	SPEC	encourages	the	Quality	Reviewers	to	be	the	most	experienced	
volunteers in tax law application. Volunteer instructors must certify at Advanced or higher depending on the 
tax topics instructed.

If a volunteer does not achieve the minimum required score on the test or the retest, the volunteer is 
encouraged to participate in the program in another capacity such as greeter, client facilitator, communica-
tion specialist, or technical support.

When	you	achieve	the	certification(s)	and	present	your	signed	Form	13615,	your	Site	Coordinator	or	instruc-
tor may provide you with a VITA/TCE programs Form	14509,	Volunteer ID Insert. The insert was created to 
acknowledge	the	accomplishment	of	certified	volunteers,	as	well	as	to	assist	internal	and	external	stakehold-
ers	in	identifying	certified	volunteers,	but	is	not	intended	to	be	used	as	proof	of	certification.	You	should	bring	
your	Form	13615	(and	Form	14509	if	you	have	one)	and	photo	ID	to	the	tax	preparation	site.

What types of returns can I prepare? 

It is important that you assist only with returns, supporting schedules, and forms for which you have been 
trained	and	certified.	You	are	protected	by	the	federal	Volunteer	Protection	Act	of	1997	as	long	as	you	are	
only	preparing	returns	within	the	scope	of	the	VITA/TCE	programs.	Refer	taxpayers	with	tax	situations	
outside	your	scope	of	training	and	certification	to	your	Site	Coordinator	and/or	a	professional	tax	return	
preparer. The training resources and tools discussed in this guide only support the completion of a basic 
Form	1040	and	associated	tax	forms.	A	complete	list	of	what	is	within	the	scope	of	the	VITA/TCE	programs	
can	be	found	in	the	front	of	the	Volunteer	Resource	Guide.	Do	not	prepare	returns	that	fall	outside	the	
scope of the VITA/TCE programs. Applicable lessons list some out of scope tax law topics for the VITA/TCE 
programs.

You must pass the Volunteer 
Standards	of	Conduct	and	
Intake/Interview	and	Quality	
Review	tests	prior	to	access-
ing	the	Basic	or	Advanced	
certification	test.	
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Am I legally liable for returns I prepare? 

VITA/TCE	program	volunteers	are	not	considered	paid	preparers;	therefore,	you	are	not	legally	liable	
under federal law for the return you prepare. This means you cannot accept payment of any kind from 
the taxpayer for preparing a federal tax return or for providing any other tax-related assistance. You are 
protected by the federal Volunteer	Protection	Act	of	1997,	as	long	as	all	of	the	following	conditions	are	true:

• You are acting within the scope of your volunteer responsibilities.  

•	 You	completed	the	level	of	training	and	certification	required	for	preparing	tax	returns	at	your	site.	

•	 The	harm	was	not	caused	by	willful,	criminal,	reckless,	grossly	negligent,	or	conscious,	flagrantly	
indifferent acts.

How does the IRS identify volunteer-prepared returns?

Each	return	should	be	identified	with	the	appropriate	site	identification	number	(SIDN)	to	ensure	it	is	read-
ily	identifiable	by	the	IRS.	Your	site’s	SIDN	is	an	8-digit	number	preceded	by	the	letter	“S”	that	must	appear	
in	the	Paid	Preparer	Use	Only	section	on	all	returns	you	prepare,	both	paper	and	electronic.	Your	Site	
Coordinator provides this number along with other necessary guidelines for completing the return.

Identity Protection PIN (IP PIN) Program

Nationwide,	identity	theft	continues	to	grow	at	an	alarming	rate.	In	2004,	the	IRS	developed	a	strategy	to	
address	the	problem	of	identity	theft-related	tax	administration	issues.	The	IRS	strategy	continues	to	evolve,	
but is focused on three priorities that are fundamental to addressing this challenge: victim assistance, 
outreach, and prevention. 

•	 Victim	assistance:	The	IRS	is	working	to	speed	up	case	resolution	and	provide	more	training	for	employ-
ees who assist victims of identity theft.

•	 Outreach:	The	IRS	is	educating	taxpayers	so	they	can	prevent	and	resolve	tax-related	identity	theft	
issues quickly.

•	 Prevention:	The	IRS	is	implementing	new	processes	for	handling	returns,	new	filters	to	detect	fraud,	new	
initiatives to partner with stakeholders, and a continued commitment to investigate the criminals who 
perpetrate these crimes. 

Refer	to	the	IRS	Identity	Protection	Home	Page	at	http://www.irs.gov/uac/Identity-Protection	to	stay	current	
on	IRS	efforts	to	combat	this	growing	problem.	A	wide	range	of	information	on	identity	theft	is	presented,	
ranging	from	how	to	contact	the	IRS	with	a	case	of	identity	theft	to	tips	for	keeping	taxpayer	records	safe.

How to assist taxpayers who may be victims of identity theft at VITA/TCE sites

Being	sensitive	towards	victims	of	identity	theft	is	critical	to	assisting	taxpayers	through	a	confusing	and	
frustrating	situation.	Remember	victims	of	identity	theft	are:

•	 Victimized	by	identity	thieves	–	mostly	through	no	fault	of	their	own	and	

•	 Trying	to	comply	with	tax	laws	–	file	tax	return	and	pay	their	fair	share	of	taxes

http://www.irs.gov/Individuals/Identity-Protection
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Use the following table when assisting taxpayers who are victims or may be victims of identity theft at a 
VITA/TCE site.

If… Then…
Identity	Protection	PIN	(IP)	
PIN	was	issued	to	primary/
secondary taxpayer and 
dependent.

Ensure	the	IP	PIN	is	input	correctly	on	the	tax	return.

Taxpayer received an IP 
PIN	but	did	not	bring	it.

1. Complete a paper tax return for the taxpayer.

2.		Provide	taxpayer	with	a	complete	copy	of	the	tax	return.	(Provide	two	
copies if the taxpayer will mail the tax return.)

3.	Refer	to	the	Replacing	Lost	or	Missing	IP	PIN	information	below.
Taxpayer received an IP 
PIN	but	misplaced	or	lost	it.

1. Complete a tax return for the taxpayer.

2.		Provide	taxpayer	with	a	complete	copy	of	the	tax	return.	(Provide	two	
copies if the taxpayer will mail the tax return.)

3.		Refer	to	the	Replacing	Lost	or	Missing	IP	PIN	information	below.

4.		If	the	taxpayer	receives	an	original	or	a	replacement	IP	PIN	and	wants	to	
e-file,	arrange	for	the	taxpayer	to	provide	the	IP	PIN	by	returning	to	the	
site or via telephone.

Taxpayer did not receive an 
IP	PIN,	but	IRS	rejected	the	
e-filed	tax	return	because	
the	IP	PIN	was	not	entered.

1.	Refer	to	the	Replacing	Lost	or	Missing	IP	PIN	information	below.

2.	Provide	taxpayer	with	two	complete	copies	of	the	tax	return.

3.		If	the	taxpayer	receives	the	original	or	a	replacement	IP	PIN	and	wants	
to	e-file,	advise	the	taxpayer	to	provide	the	IP	PIN	by	returning	to	the	site	
or via telephone.

4.		If	Identity	Protection	Specialized	Unit	(IPSU)	does	not	provide	the	IP	
PIN,	advise	taxpayer	to	follow	IPSU	instructions	in	mailing	the	tax	return.	
There	may	be	processing	delays	as	IRS	verifies	the	taxpayer’s	identity.

IRS	rejected	the	taxpayer’s	
tax return because the 
taxpayer’s primary/second-
ary	and	dependent	SSN	
was previously used.

1.		Advise	the	taxpayer	to	contact	the	IPSU	for	assistance.	If	required,	the	
IPSU	will	advise	the	taxpayer	to	complete	Form	14039	and	to	mail	it	with	
their	tax	return	to	the	IRS.

2.	Provide	the	taxpayer	with	two	copies	of	the	tax	return.

Replacing a Lost or Missing IP PIN

If	a	taxpayer	did	not	receive	a	new	IP	PIN	or	the	taxpayer	misplaced	it,	the	
taxpayer has two options:

1.	Register	and	create	a	user	profile	to	get	a	current	IP	PIN	at	http://irs.
gov/uac/Get-An-Identity-Protection-PIN.	The	registration	process	will	
require	the	taxpayer	to	provide	specific	personal	information	and	answer	a	
series of questions to validate his/her identity.

2.	Contact	IPSU	at	1-800-908-4490	to	receive	a	replacement	IP	PIN	if	the	
taxpayer	is	unable	or	unwilling	to	create	an	account	on	IRS.gov.	

Using	a	replacement	IP	PIN	
will cause a delay in process-
ing the tax return and the 
issuance of any refund the 
taxpayer may be entitled to. 

If	a	replacement	IP	PIN	letter	
is issued, the mailing date 
of	the	replacement	IP	PIN	is	
generally	4-5	business	days	
after the transaction comple-
tion date.
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Identity Protection PIN on Form 1040 Series Returns

The	Form	1040	series	(1040EZ,	1040A,	and	1040)	includes	a	series	of	six	boxes	just	to	the	right	of	the	
spouse’s	occupation.	These	boxes	are	clearly	marked	as	“Identity	Protection	PIN.”	Refer	to	the	Volunteer	
Resource	Guide	or	go	to	www.irs.gov	to	view	Form	1040.

If	taxpayers	choose	to	file	the	return	on	paper,	the	letter	issued	by	the	IRS	
will	instruct	them	to	write	the	six-digit	IP	PIN	in	the	area	just	to	the	right	of	
the spouse’s occupation. 

Effect of the IP PIN on Tax Administration

The	IP	PIN	acts	as	an	identity	validation	tool	only.	The	IP	PIN	indicates	that	taxpayers	previously	provided	
IRS	with	information	that	validates	their	identity	and	that	IRS	is	satisfied	that	the	taxpayers	are	the	valid	
owners	of	the	SSNs.	

Returns	that	are	filed	on	accounts	with	an	IP	PIN	indicator	present	are	processed	as	valid	returns	using	
standard processing procedures. 

Returns	that	are	filed	on	accounts	with	an	IP	PIN	indicator	present	that	do	not	have	an	IP	PIN,	or	the	IP	PIN	
was	not	input	correctly,	will	experience	delays	while	IRS	validates	the	identity	of	the	taxpayer	against	IRS	
records. 

What are my responsibilities as a VITA/TCE programs volunteer?

As a VITA/TCE programs volunteer, you have a responsibility to provide quality service and to uphold the 
ethical standards of the program. When you begin as a volunteer, you will be asked to sign Form	13615,	
which states that you will adhere to these standards: 

•	 Follow	the	Quality	Site	Requirements	(QSR)	

•	 Never	accept	payment	or	solicit	donations	for	tax	return	preparation		

•	 Never	solicit	business	from	taxpayers	you	assist	or	use	the	knowledge	gained	about	a	taxpayer	for	any	
direct	or	indirect	personal	benefit

•	 Never	knowingly	prepare	false	returns

•	 Never	engage	in	criminal,	infamous,	dishonest,	notoriously	disgraceful	conduct,	or	any	other	conduct	
deemed	to	have	a	negative	effect	on	the	IRS

• Treat all taxpayers in a professional, courteous, and respectful manner

As	a	volunteer,	follow	these	standards	for	return	preparation:	become	certified,	use	the	intake/interview	and	
quality	review	process,	use	reference	materials,	complete	the	steps	to	electronically	file	tax	returns,	and	
adhere	to	the	privacy	and	confidentiality	guidelines.	

What is due diligence?

Due	diligence	means	doing	your	part	to	ensure	tax	returns	are	correct.	As	an	IRS-certified	volunteer,	you	
ensure the information on the return you are preparing or reviewing is correct and complete.

Doing your part includes: 

•	 Confirming	a	taxpayer’s	(and	spouse	if	applicable)	identity	

• Providing top-quality service by helping taxpayers understand and meet their tax responsibilities 

• Making sure the facts presented by the taxpayer paint a reasonable picture 

Generally	you	can	rely	on	good	faith	for	taxpayer	information	without	requiring	documentation	as	verifica-
tion. However, exercise caution when taxpayers want to claim a refundable credit such as EIC or education 
credits, especially if these credits are maximized.

For	the	IP	PIN	to	be	accepted,	
all six digits must be input on 
Form	1040.	The	IP	PIN	may	
begin with a zero.
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Top 4 Things to Remember about Due Diligence 

1. Do your part to ensure a tax return is correct.

2.	 Question	any	unusual,	inconsistent,	or	incomplete	items.

3.	 If	you	are	unsure	about	a	deduction	or	credit,	make	an	effort	to	research	the	answer,	or	ask	another	certi-
fied	volunteer	for	assistance.	

4.	 Remind	taxpayers	that	when	they	sign	their	tax	returns,	they	are	stating	under	penalty	of	perjury	that	the	
return is accurate to the best of their knowledge.

The following examples illustrate unusual or questionable situations that call for more information from the 
taxpayer.

example

Larry goes to a VITA/TCE site to have his taxes prepared. Larry tells the tax preparer:

•		His	filing	status	is	Head	of	Household

•		He	wants	to	claim	his	2-year-old	nephew	for	EIC	

•  He has no child care expenses

•		He	earned	$19,000	in	wages

•		He	is	26	years	old	

Larry’s	information	regarding	his	qualifying	child	and	filing	status	is	questionable.	Further	inquiries	are	
needed to determine: 

•  Why the uncle is claiming the child and not the parents?

•  Why isn’t there child care expense and who cares for the child while the taxpayer works?

•  Is there anyone else living in the household that contributes?

•  Is there anyone else eligible to claim the child?

•  Do the tie-breaker rules apply?

•   If asked, can the taxpayer provide proof that the qualifying child lived with him for more than half of 
the year?

example

Steven	goes	to	a	VITA/TCE	site	to	have	his	taxes	prepared.	Steven	tells	the	tax	preparer:

•		He	is	22	years	old

•		He	has	two	sons,	ages	10	and	11

•		He	has	Social	Security	cards	for	both	boys	and	himself

•		His	W-2	wage	indicates	earnings	of	$20,000

Steven’s	age	and	the	age	of	the	qualifying	children	appear	to	be	inconsistent.	Further	inquiries	are	
needed to determine: 

•  Are the boys his sons by birth, foster sons, adopted sons, step-sons?

•  Is there anyone else eligible to claim the children as qualifying children?

•  Do the tie-breaker rules apply?

•   If asked, can the taxpayer provide proof that the qualifying children lived with him for more than half of 
the year?
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As	a	certified	volunteer,	remember	due	diligence	and	take	reasonable	steps	to	ensure	the	tax	return	is	
correct:

• Ask enough questions to determine if allowable expenses were incurred and that income reported is 
correct.

• Add all taxable income to the tax return, even if the taxpayer does not agree with you.

• If the item is questionable and/or unallowable, do not claim the deduction or credit on the tax return. 

• If you are uncomfortable with the information and/or documentation provided by a taxpayer, do not 
prepare the tax return.

• If the taxpayer does not agree with your advice, you should not prepare the return.

Tax return integrity means volunteers must take reasonable steps to ensure the tax return is correct, which 
includes: 

•	 Verifying	that	all	Social	Security	numbers	presented	by	the	taxpayer	match	the	Social	Security	numbers	
listed on the tax return.  

•	 Not	preparing	out	of	scope	returns.

•	 Not	preparing	returns	for	which	you	have	not	been	certified.			

•	 Explaining	to	the	taxpayer	why	the	deduction	or	credit	can	or	cannot	be	included	on	their	return.	Use	IRS	
reference materials to support your statements. 

•	 Having	a	second	certified	volunteer	review	the	completed	return	with	the	taxpayer.

•	 Not	making	changes	or	corrections	to	the	tax	return	after	the	taxpayer	leaves	the	site	without	notifying	
the taxpayer. 

In	conclusion,	as	an	IRS-certified	volunteer	preparer,	you	have	the	responsibility	to	perform	adequate	due	
diligence	on	EVERY	return.	The	goal	is	not	to	prepare	as	many	tax	returns	as	possible,	but	to	accurately	
report taxpayer income and deductions.

How do I maintain the taxpayer’s trust? 

You are the key to the integrity of the VITA/TCE programs. Taxpayers will trust that all information you 
receive from them is protected from disclosure. To maintain this trust:

• Do not disclose any personal tax information gained as a result of the service provided.

• Do not openly discuss taxpayers by name in the presence of other volunteers or taxpayers. You may 
discuss	tax	situations	with	other	volunteers.	For	example,	a	volunteer	may	refer	to	a	situation (not a 
taxpayer)	and	ask	or	give	advice	about	the	appropriate	tax	treatment	for	that	specific	situation.

• Do not retain taxpayers’ documents for a follow-up visit. If you cannot fully complete the taxpayer’s return 
at the time of service, return all documents to the taxpayer.

• Do not take taxpayers’ information for preparation of the return outside the presence of the taxpayer.

• Do not prepare a tax return when you suspect an individual is not providing truthful information. 

• Do not exclude any of the taxpayer’s relevant income or expenses, regardless of whether they increase 
or decrease the amount of tax due or refund.

Having the taxpayer present in the tax preparer’s site is not always possible. In these cases, Virtual VITA/
TCE	processes	can	be	used	to	prepare	returns	without	taxpayer	face-to-face	contact.	Certified	volunteers	
may interview taxpayers over the phone while preparing their return. The alternative process used to 
prepare	returns	must	be	approved	by	the	responsible	IRS	Territory	Manager	to	ensure	all	procedures	are	
in	place	as	described	in	the	QSR.	Most	importantly,	the	taxpayer’s	and	government’s	interests	must	be	
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properly protected. In some cases, the taxpayer information must be left at the site to be prepared and 
mailed to the taxpayer. Adequate security and privacy is expected to ensure taxpayer records are properly 
safeguarded. 

Some	individuals	may	attempt	to	defraud	the	government	by	filing	false	tax	returns.	If	you	have	any	ques-
tion about the validity of information provided by a taxpayer, or are uncomfortable with a taxpayer situation, 
discuss	your	concern	with	your	Site	Coordinator.

If you or a taxpayer should have a concern or issue regarding unethical behavior at a site, e-mail 
WI.Voltax@irs.gov.	Also,	see	Publications	730,	4454,	or	4053	for	reporting	Civil	Rights	(Title	VI)	and	EEO	
concerns.

Taxpayer Civil Rights 

The	Department	of	the	Treasury	–	Internal	Revenue	Service	will	not	tolerate	discrimination	based	on	race,	
color,	national	origin	(including	limited	English	proficiency),	disability,	reprisal,	sex	(in	education	programs	or	
activities)	or	age	in	programs	or	activities	receiving	federal	financial	assistance	from	the	Internal	Revenue	
Service.	

If a taxpayer believes that he or she has been discriminated against, a written complaint should be sent to:

Operations	Director,	Civil	Rights	Division 
Internal	Revenue	Service,	Room	2413 

1111	Constitution	Avenue,	NW 
Washington,	DC	20224

For	all	questions	about	taxpayer	civil	rights,	contact	us	at	the	above	address,	or	by	e-mail	at	 
edi.civil.rights.division@irs.gov

Do not send tax returns, payments, or other non-civil rights information to this address.

Low Income Tax Clinics

Low Income Taxpayer Clinics (LITCs) represent low income individuals in disputes with the Internal 
Revenue	Service,	including	audits,	appeals,	collection	matters,	and	federal	tax	litigation.	LITCs	can	also	
help	taxpayers	respond	to	IRS	notices	and	correct	account	problems.	Some	LITCs	provide	education	for	
low	income	taxpayers	and	taxpayers	who	speak	English	as	a	second	language	(ESL)	about	their	taxpayer	
rights and responsibilities.

LITC	services	are	free	or	low	cost	for	eligible	taxpayers.	LITCs	are	independent	from	the	IRS	but	receive	
some	of	their	funding	from	the	IRS	through	the	LITC	grant	program.	Each	clinic	determines	whether	
prospective clients meet income guidelines and other criteria before agreeing to represent them.

Find	a	clinic	near	you	on	the	LITC	Map		or	IRS	Publication	4134,	Low	Income	Taxpayer	Clinic	List.	This	
publication	is	also	available	by	calling	1-800-829-3676	or	at	your	local	IRS	office.

Taxpayer Advocate Service

The	Taxpayer	Advocate	Service	(TAS)	is	an	independent	organization	within	the	IRS,	led	by	the	National	
Taxpayer Advocate. Its job is to ensure every taxpayer is treated fairly and that taxpayers know and under-
stand	their	rights.	TAS	offers	free	help	to	taxpayers	in	dealing	with	the	often	confusing	process	of	resolving	
tax	problems	they	haven’t	been	able	to	resolve	on	their	own.	TAS	has	at	least	one	taxpayer	advocate	office	
located	in	every	state,	the	District	of	Columbia,	and	Puerto	Rico.	The	local	advocate’s	number	is	in	the	local	
directory and at taxpayeradvocate.irs.gov. 
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The	Taxpayer	Advocate	Service’s	website,	taxpayeradvocate.irs.gov,	is	a	resource	for	all	taxpayers.	The	
website covers a variety of tax-related concepts and problems, breaking each down to describe what the 
taxpayer should know, what they should do, and where they can get more help if needed. Taxpayers can 
also learn about their taxpayer rights. The site is mobile-responsive, so it’s easy to use on any device.

If a taxpayer comes into a VITA/TCE site with a tax problem for which they have been unsuccessful in 
resolving	with	the	IRS,	TAS	may	be	able	to	help.	

For	more	information,	the	taxpayer	can	call	toll-free	1-877-777-4778	(1-800-829-4059	for	TTY/TDD)	or	
locate the closest advocate at taxpayeradvocate.irs.gov.

Are there other materials available to assist me? 

When	you	arrive	at	the	tax	preparation	site,	your	Site	Coordinator	will	assist	you	with	your	resource	needs.	
Your site may even have a technical research library from which you can access various forms, publica-
tions, and worksheets. These materials can also be downloaded from www.irs.gov.  

You should not	use	this	guide	at	your	tax	preparation	site;	it	is	designed	for	training	purposes	only.	The	
Volunteer	Resource	Guide	and	Publication	17	will	be	available	for	use	in	printed	or	electronic	format.	Your	
Site	Coordinator	should	be	able	to	provide	access	to	the	following	key	resources	as	well:

•	 Instruction	booklets,	schedules,	and	worksheets	for	Form	1040

•	 Frequently	used	tax	publications	(e.g.,	Publication	596,	Earned	Income	
Credit;	Publication	972,	Child	Tax	Credit;	and	Publication	3,	Armed	
Forces’	Tax	Guide)

• Equipment and supplies along with security requirements and use 
restrictions

You may reinforce your knowledge of tax law by viewing online training 
courses such as Link	&	Learn	Taxes	and	Understanding	Taxes	on	 
www.irs.gov. 

A toll-free tax information hotline is available for volunteer use only. If you have a tax law question and 
cannot	get	the	answer	from	your	Site	Coordinator	or	your	reference	material,	call	1-800-829-8482	
(1-800-TAX-VITA).	Do not give this phone number to taxpayers. The volunteer hotline is generally avail-
able	from	February	1	until	the	filing	deadline.	

For	inquiries	about	refund	offsets,	taxpayers	can	call	the	Treasury	Offset	Program	toll-free	at	1-800-304-
3107.	Other	helpful	contact	information	can	be	found	near	the	back	of	the	Volunteer	Resource	Guide.

How do I get started using the tax software? 

The	majority	of	VITA/TCE	sites	use	IRS-sponsored	tax	preparation	software.	The	tax	software	is	used	to	
prepare	returns	and	includes	a	help	feature	to	assist	in	understanding	the	application	of	tax	law;	it	is	avail-
able in both desktop and online (Internet-based) versions.

Your	instructor	or	Site	Coordinator	will	provide	you	with	the	information,	user	names,	and	passwords	
required for logging into the program for training and tax preparation purposes. 

Where do I find information about the tax software?

The	Volunteer	Resource	Guide	contains	step-by-step	procedures	for	electronic	return	preparation	and	help-
ful hints for using the tax software within each applicable tax law topic. Information about completing the 
return	is	listed	in	the	Volunteer	Resource	Guide,	Preparing	the	Return	tab.	

Recipients	of	government	
property and equipment must 
certify that the equipment will 
be used for volunteer tax 
return preparation purposes. 
Commercial and certain 
personal uses of the property 
may terminate the agreement. 
This applies to hardware and 
software, as well as supplies.
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Summary

Welcome	to	the	VITA/TCE	programs.	Remember:

• Make sure you have the resources and support you need to provide each taxpayer with high-quality 
service and an accurate return.

• A return is accurate when tax law is applied correctly and the return is free from error based on the 
taxpayer’s	interview	and	supporting	documentation,	and	a	completed	Form	13614-C.

•	 Know	your	roles	and	responsibilities,	adhere	to	the	Volunteer	Standards	of	Conduct,	and	follow	due	
diligence.

• Prepare returns that are:

- within the scope of the VITA/TCE programs

-	 within	your	certification	level

• Use VITA/TCE equipment and supplies (including hardware and software) for their intended purposes.

• The procedures for helping a taxpayer with identity theft.


