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A Model for Designing Decision-based
Translation Tests

Al Darwish

Introduction

For many educational institutions and accreditation bodies, written translation tests
have always been the primary if not the only criterion for assessing would-be
translators. Passing a one or two-hour test simply determines whether a candidate
qualifies as a translator. Certain institutions seek to assess the translation,
summarization and note-taking skills of translation candidates. Others go as far as
assessing the professional ethics and cultural perspectives of candidates.

At first blush, these tests might seem to be adequate. However, the poor standards of
many practising accredited translators (as frequently and in part attested by translation
users and clients), the general apprehension and antipathy in the community towards
translators and the translation profession, the high percentage of candidates who
contest their test results every year, and the vast discrepancy between the marks of
various examiners raise some serious doubts about the quality, reliability and validity
of these tests.

By and large, translation tests focus on linguistic data and on the extent of transfer
from source language to target language and are mainly concerned with the finished
product as the sole means of assessing the translation candidate’s aptitude. Because of
the constraining nature of these tests, no attention is given by the examiners to the
analytical techniques the translation candidate has employed, or to the paralinguistic
and extralinguistic factors that enter into the translation candidate’s decisions.

In addition, the translator’s work environment, the translation process and the
collaborative nature of the translator’s work seem to be totally overlooked. As such,
translation tests focus on text out of context — and although certain examination
authorities have recently introduced co-textual elements into the tests (before and
after passages), these tests still have not addressed the fundamental issues of
intertexutality, contexts of situation, and utility, or the critical questions of why a
translation is needed and who the primary and secondary users are, what the purpose
of the translation is vis-a-vis the original text, the target user and the environment(s)
in which the translation is going to be used, and what translation strategy is
appropriate for such a purpose.

These questions (and others) are important simply because they consider translation a
process of reengineering the transactional and interactive properties of discourse
within clearly defined parameters. These parameters should be set by the translation
test designer and should be considered by the assessor (or marker). They should also
be made clear to the translation candidate.
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How translation tests are assessed

Translation tests are generally based on the penalty system and deduction of marks for
errors. Marks are usually deducted from a total of 100 (or whichever marking scales
are adopted). The deducted marks are added up and subtracted from the total. In many
cases, by the time the marker has finished the deductions, there is nothing left to be
deducted (with negative marking sometimes used).

This penalty model is source text-focused and examiner-centred. It is largely
concerned with the microstructure of text — translation at word and sentence levels,
and with how word-pieces fit into their corresponding slots (as in a jigsaw puzzle).

This model raises the following fundamental question:

Does a translation, no matter how remote it may be from the deemed-correct
translation, really have a zero value?

If the answer is yes, it raises serious doubts about the test admission criteria. If no, a
more positive approach is needed, assuming that the candidates have already qualified
for the examination and have already attained a certain standard that will qualify them
for accreditation on passing the test.

Competence and performance assessment

What is the purpose of an accreditation translation test? First and foremost, an
accreditation translation test seeks to establish whether a candidate is qualified to
work as a professional translator. It validates this largely by evaluating a snapshot of
the translation product of a timed test—in other words, the outcome of the translation
process. The time factor is supposed to test the candidate's competence or adequate
ability and knowledge to carry out translation work within set time limits. But what it
really does is establish the candidate's level of performance within given parameters
for that instance only and does not go beyond the translation snapshot (that is the final
version of text on paper submitted for marking).

While a shift from product-oriented to process-oriented models has been recently
observed in translator training (Gile, 1993), translation tests, especially those run by
accreditation bodies, remain product-oriented. Generally speaking, any form of
translator performance assessment should have the following basic characteristics:
uniformity, validity and reliability.

Uniformity

Uniformity refers to a standardized procedure for designing, managing, and marking
tests that ensures the test designer and test marker follow the same norms and
standards and have the same expectations about the test. Uniformity also refers to the
consistency of interpretation by all examiners of such a procedure.

Validity
Validity refers to how well the test fulfils its function, the degree to which the
translation test actually measures what it is supposed to measure and the means and
techniques by which such measurement is achieved. As Kline (1991) confirms, a test
is valid if it measures what it claims to measure. What exactly does a translation test
measure?
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Reliability

Reliability refers to how objective and consistently dependable a test is. Kline (1991)
identifies two aspects of test reliability. One refers to reliability over time — the
consistency of scores obtained by the same person when re-examined with the same
translation test on different occasions and the correlation between scores by different
examiners of the same test taken by the same candidate. The other refers to the
internal consistency of the test (45). Accordingly, a translation test should enable the
candidate to produce more or less the same results under the same conditions. In other
words, it should bring out the best in the translator. It should also enable the marker to
replicate the resulting score consistently. Both aspects are extremely important in
translation tests.

Without appropriate criteria against which a translation test can be validated, it cannot
be a reliable tool for measuring the candidate’s competence.

Designer-candidate-marker relationship

One of the major problems, if not the main problem, in assessing translation
candidates is the mismatch between the test designer’s assumptions about the test, the
candidate’s analysis of the test requirements, strategies and intentions, and the test
marker’s expectations of the test.

Designer

Text
Candidate Marker

Figure 1—Designer-Candidate-Marker Triad

The translation test designer’s assumptions or design criteria are not apparent to the
translation candidate simply because they are not spelled out in the test paper. The
candidate’s intentions are not apparent to the test marker, and the marker’s
expectations and evaluation criteria are not defined. To illustrate, the following
scenario is always a possibility.

1. The test designer chooses a technical medical text that is aimed at medical
professionals assuming that the translated version will be aimed at the same
type of reader.

2. For whatever reason, the candidate translates the text for a non-technical
reader, and

3. The marker assesses the translation with another reader in mind.
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In this case, there is a clear mismatch between the criteria all three players apply to
each of their tasks. No doubt, this results in discrepancies and incorrect assessment
and does not reflect real-life situations.

The translation process

Translation is a dichotomous, cumulative and iterative process that musters a host of
cognitive activities relating to language, rhetoric, linguistics, communication, and
culture. It is dichotomous because it deals with two languages that have different
linguistic and cultural norms and patterns and different communication codes. It is
cumulative because knowledge gained in translating one piece of discourse is applied
to translating another piece of discourse. And it is iterative because it undergoes a
repetition of a sequence of events yielding results successively closer to the finished
text.

That is why finding out whether a translation candidate has selected the correct
equivalent of a word should not be the sole focus of a translation test. The focus
should rather be on how the candidate has gone about producing the translation.
Dwelling on isolated errors and dissecting these errors into spelling, grammatical and
syntactical within the same error is a gross error in itself. Many examiners are bogged
down in this area and completely lose sight of the purpose of the test.

Process, procedure and methodology

There is research evidence to indicate that most translators and translation theorists
fail to distinguish between the processes, procedures and methodologies that make up
the translation activity. The confusion seems to stem from the definition of the
translation process rather than from the relationship between object and conclusions.
While translation literature contains many references to the translation process, that
process refers to the process of producing translations outside the internal cognitive
world of the translator. In fact, the translation process is two processes in one that run
in parallel: internal process and external process. The internal process relates to the
translator’s cognitive processes while the external process relates to the activities that
yield a finished translation product (that is translation, editing, revision, and so on).
The lack of a clear distinction between the two processes seems to be responsible for
the confusion.

Translation as a decision-making Process under constraints

If we look at translation as a decision making process under constraints, we might be
tempted to say choosing a word or deciding to use a certain spelling, perhaps
erroneously but consistently throughout the translation, is probably far better than
choosing the correct word here and using another somewhere else so long as the
communicative value is not compromised.

A translation should be seen as an integral, holistic product. Shifting the emphasis
from one component to another within the overall entity of the product or focusing on
lexical units within the translation yields lopsided results and gives a false sense of
quality. A translation test should be analyzed in terms of strategies rather than lexical
units.
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A collaborative exercise

Translation is a collaborative exercise. In real-life situations, translators often work in
teams. They consult and collaborate with each other to produce the final translation.
They also consult authorities and specialists, or are at least supposed to in order to
solve problems, clarify ambiguities, and even check the accuracy of the information
content.

Therefore, translation tests should be concerned with more than just linguistic
competence and meaning transfer. Translation tests should examine the protocols and
processes employed by the translation candidate. That is why it is important to
analyze the draft copy of the test as wells as the finished product to gain insight into
the process.

There is no “right or wrong” translation

Barring mistranslations, errors of meaning, syntax, lexis and so on, no translation
strategy or approach should be deemed better than another except in terms of how
effective it is in meeting the requirements of the translation product. In this sense,
translation quality is relative to purpose. Therefore, irrespective of approach — be it
literal, communicative, semantic, reader-centred, text-oriented and so forth — the
main criterion in assessing the quality of a translation and in this instance a translation
test is to ascertain whether the translator has succeeded in applying the chosen
approach to the translation product to meet the information needs and requirements.

How translation is taught

Before testing would-be translators, we need to examine how translation is taught in
the classroom and what approaches are taken to train translation students to produce
translation work in the real work environment.

A typical translation course usually consists of the following components:

» Translation theory

» Contrastive analysis

» Discourse analysis

* Cultural studies

» Language skills

* Translation workshops

More often than not, these components are disjointed, unrelated and isolated as if
translator training is a matter of mere exposure to various disciplines and
specialities—a bit of this and a bit of that!

Translation theory is important. But theory alone is insufficient unless it has obvious
practical application. Many translation courses do not show the link between theory
and practice and discussion of theory is often esoteric and in the abstract. Translation
workshops are also useful drills to develop the student's skills of analysis and problem
solving. But workshops are limited if they do not tackle the basic issues.
Traditionally, translation workshops consist of translating a piece of text in fragments
and sentence by sentence. Sometimes the students take turns translating individual
sentences either offthand or after a brief review and sometimes a short text is
translated then the translation is discussed. The treatment of text is often restricted to
basic properties such as grammar, syntax and accuracy.
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The translation process in its practical sense is rarely discussed on translation courses.
Translation is presented as a single activity. The student translates, translates and
translates. No explanation of the various phases and stages is offered, except maybe
casually, and no attempt is made to provide a methodical approach to the iterative
process of translation. Furthermore, there is no distinction between the internal
(cognitive) processes, external (mechanical) processes, and procedures of translation.

A proposed translation syllabus
A translation syllabus should prepare the student in the following areas:

» Communication and writing strategies
* Translation strategies

* Research and analysis

* Terminology

* Information analysis

* Audience analysis

* Translation management

Communication and writing strategies should focus on the communication process
and rhetorical techniques within a system of meaning and should explain how these
affect translation. They should also focus on thought patterns and how these affect
communication as a whole and translation as a communication transaction.

Translation strategies should focus on the various approaches to translation and on the
advantages and disadvantages of each approach. They should also deal with code
switching and meaning making and remaking and with factors affecting loss of
information and loss of meaning in switching codes.

Research and analysis should focus on the various ways of research and on text
analysis. Text analysis should deal with the various types of text and with the various
types of paragraph. It should show the relationship between the types of
text/paragraph and their logical underlay. In this connection, text analysis should draw
upon logic, communication, contrastive analysis and rhetoric.

Terminology should focus on the methodologies for formulating terms. It should
develop an understanding and an awareness of terminology problems and techniques.
Terminology training should also deal with how concepts are expressed in a concept-
term relationship and how the system of concepts varies among languages and
cultures. This component, which is often overlooked by translation course designers,
is important because terminology is said to account for 50 to 60 percent of translation
errors and because the translators are in the forefront of those who are responsible for
information transfer and terminology formulation and who frequently have to deal
with terminological problems.

Information analysis should focus on techniques for analyzing the content of the text,
while audience analysis should focus on how to profile the translation user.

Finally, translation management should focus on how to organize research, use
dictionaries and references, validate information, estimate time and size up text.

A translation course should look at translation as a re-engineering process in totality.
It should cultivate an understanding of the purpose of translation in various settings
and environments.
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A decision-based translation process
The following flowchart shows the initial decisions in the translation process, from

the translator’s perspective.
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Figure 2—A model for designing decision-based translation tests
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Within this framework, a translation test [see appendix] should:

o Simulate a real-life situation
* Include a translation user profile

* Include a checklist of translation strategies indicating the choice a candidate
makes (semantic, communicative and so on)

» Insist on a draft copy to enable the examiner to analyze the approach taken by
the candidate

* Allow editing and other corrective conventions in the finished copy to enable
the examiner to analyze the conscious decisions made by the candidate

* A translation test should also answer the following questions:

*  Who is the audience of the source language?

»  Who is the audience of the target language?

e What are the source language audience's expectations?

*  What are the target language audience's expectations?

»  What are the source language audience's information needs?

*  What are the target language audience's information needs?

* How is the source language audience expected to use the text?

* How is the target language audience expected to use the translation?
*  What type of translation is appropriate in this case?

In marking tests, let us reverse the penalty system and assume that the translation
candidate develops the translation from scratch with a set of options and within
constraints. Instead of deducting marks, let us credit the candidate "for getting it right"
and then add the marks to produce the final result. In designing a translation test, the
passage can be selected to contain a number of sentences (or logical translation units).
Each unit is given a number of credits. The overall passage is given a total number of
credit marks, with extra credit marks reserved for overall performance. The
translation test should be assessed in terms of comprehension and production—that is
the candidate’s ability to comprehend the source language and to produce what is
comprehended in the target language. Within this overall division, the errors should
also be judged in terms of interference and intervention, that is whether the candidate
has unjustifiably interfered with the text or legitimately intervened, for linguistic,
cultural, or information needs considerations and so on, to render the text intelligible
to the target language reader.

Within this framework, the test should be marked on a rising scale from 1 to 5 as
follows:
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Table 1—Marking Criteria

Score Information Linguistic | Translation Fitness for | Aesthetic
Integrity Integrity Dexterity Purpose Effect

LI I %) I T R ]

Information integrity refers to the ability to retain the same information in terms of
accuracy, correctness, completeness and intention (both informative and
communicative).

Table 2—Information Integrity

Information infegrify Scale 1 to 5

Lceuracy

Careectness

Completeness

[t erron:

Linguistic integrity refers to the ability to render the text in a sound language in terms
of grammar, structure (both micro and macro levels), coherence and cohesion.

Table 3—Linguistic Integrity

Linguistic integrity Scale 1 te 5

Grarhthar

Spetling

Urutsy of sentencefparagraph

Cohesion

Cohwtence

Translation dexterity refers to the candidate’s translation skills and adroitness in terms
of strategies, comprehension, production, matchability, and approximation.

Table 4—Translation dexterity

Translation Dexterity Scale | to 5

Strategies

Comprehension

Froduction

M atchability

Approsimation

Fitness for purpose refers to the ability to render the text suitable for its purpose.
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Table S—Fitness for Purpose

Fitness for Purpose Scale 1 to 5

U zability

Setisfaction of specification

Satisfaction of user informalion needs

Readabality

Legthily

Cultural appropriatensss

Aesthetic effect refers to the ability to employ appropriate rhetorical techniques. This
is an overall artistic impression, in terms of "tellability".

Checklists, templates, prototypes and blueprints can be developed to ensure that these
factors are considered iteratively, that is on first, second and third passes etc. The first
pass for example considers these factors at sentence level, the second pass at
paragraph level, and the third pass at passage level (macro structure).

Informed performers

In real-life situations, professionals are supposed to be informed performers. In other
words, they are clearly briefed on what is expected of them and the tasks they are
assigned to perform. Translators should not be any different. As professionals who
know the processes, procedures and protocols of their profession, translators are
briefed on the task at hand or seek clear instructions from their clients and customers.
Therefore, translation tests should take this aspect into consideration if they are to be
realistic and not haphazard or erratic. Accordingly, a translation test should include a
clear brief about the purpose of the translation, a clear profile of the translation users
and a description of their information needs. This should enable the candidate to
perform better to meet specific user requirements, and produce usable translations that
should be so assessed.

Conclusion

Certainly, the proposed approach demands additional effort on the examiner's part. It
requires training and retraining in new methods of assessment and a total overhaul of
the accreditation approach to translation that will bring it into line with modern trends
in large international organizations. This approach focuses on translation engineering.
It takes the process of translator assessment out of the confines of the schoolteacher
mindset into the practical world of business and industry. Above all, this approach
helps ensure that translation tests are reliable and valid.
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It is inevitable in any objective endeavour to have an element of subjectivity.
However, the extent of such subjectivity can be controlled and the urge to inject one’s
own opinion into the process of assessment can be curbed by imposing stringent
measurement criteria. This paper has advocated a positive approach to translator
assessment that takes the issue of informed performers as its central point. In the age
of the information superhighway, it is no longer the translator’s sole responsibility to
unravel the mysteries of text and to wrestle with ambiguities and antiquated practices.
Accordingly, the translation test should reflect this reality. Accreditation bodies are in
the business of accrediting translators who are going to be working in the community,
who will have access to texts written for the community dealing with community
issues and who will have access to the authors of the original. As such, translation
tests should be in tune with real-life translation processes and requirements.
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Appendix
Translation Test Pro Forma
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Translation Test
Candidate NO....oovvveeeeeeeeeeeannnn.

A. Source Text Information

The text in Section C. Questions is aimed at readers who fit the following characteristics:
Educational Background

[J  University or college level [  High school level
[ Primary school level [  No formal education

Professional Background

[]  General (] Law []  Medicine

[J  Marketing [1 Management [1  Academic

[]  Researcher []  Student []  Science

[1  Other (specify)

The intended readers are expected to use the text to:

[]  Understand [  Makedecisions [] Operate machinery

[J  Perform tasks [ Trainpersonnel [ Pay bills
[]  Write reports [  Market product [  Other (specify)

Knowledge and Experience Levels
The intended readers are expected to know about the subject:

[J  Nothing at all []  Not much []  Something
[] A great deal ] Other (specify)

The intended readers consist of:
[1  Single-level groups [1  Multi-level groups
The intended readers have the following level(s) of knowledge and experience of subject-matter:

[J  Novice (with minimal knowledge and/or experience)
[] Intermediate (with some knowledge and/or experience)
[J  Expert (with knowledge and experience)

English Language Ability (Reading and Comprehension)
The intended readers are:

[]  Native speakers
[J  Non native speakers
[ Proficient in language of text

Reading Situation

The text is intended to be read in the following physical conditions:
[]  Office

[1 Home

[J  Workshop

[1  Other (specify)
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The text is intended to be read in the following psychological conditions:

[]  Relaxed atmosphere [  With interruptions
[]  While operating or maintaining the system []  Under pressure

Readers’ Objectives and Needs
After reading the text, the intended readers want to:

Operate machinery
Install equipment
Maintain equipment
Other (specify)

O godg

Immediately ] Later [J  Infuture

B. Target Text Information

The translation of the text in Section C. Questions will be aimed at readers who fit the following
characteristics:

Educational Background

[ University or college level []  High school level

[]  Primary school level []  No formal education
Professional Background

[J  General [J Law [J  Medicine

[]  Marketing []  Management []  Academic

[J  Researcher [J  Student [J  Science

[]  Other (specify)

The intended readers are expected to use the text to:

[  Understand []  Makedecisions [] Operate machinery

[]  Perform tasks [  Trainpersonnel [  Other (specify)
[]  Write reports [  Market product

Knowledge and Experience Levels

The intended readers are expected to know about the subject:

[  Nothing at all [J Notmuch [J Verylittle
[1 A great deal [1  Other (specify)

The intended readers consist of:
[J  Single-level groups ] Multi-level groups
The intended readers have the following level(s) of knowledge and experience of subject-matter:

[  Novice (with minimal knowledge and/or experience)
[J  Intermediate (with some knowledge and/or experience)
[  Expert (with knowledge and experience)
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English Language Ability (reading and comprehension)!

The intended readers are:

[J  Native speakers [J  Non native speakers [J  Proficient in language of text
Reading Situation

The text is intended to be read in the following physical conditions:

[J  Office

[J Home

[J  Workshop

] Other (specify)

The text is intended to be read in the following psychological conditions:

[]  Relaxed atmosphere

[J  With interruptions

[]  While operating or maintaining the system
[J  Under pressure

Readers’ Objectives and Needs
After reading the text, the intended readers want:

Operate machinery
Install equipment
Maintain equipment
Other (specify)

O dodg

Immediately 1 Later [J  Infuture

C.  Questions

Question 1 (... Marks)

Using the attached Worksheet, define the characteristics of the readers of the translated version.
Question 2 (...Marks)

Select one of the general translation strategies:

[J  Source text focused translation

Target language focused translation

Reader-centred translation

Other (define)

OO O

Question 3 ( ... Marks)

Using the information from Question 1, and adhering to the translation strategy chosen in Question 2,
translate the following passage into

I Or whichever the language pair is.
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Text to be translated (test designer, add text in this box)
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