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Professional vs, Non-Professional Translation: A
Think-Aloud Protocol Study

Sonja Tirkkonen-Condit

Savontinna School of Transtation Studies
University of Joensnn

1. Introduction

In a concurrent protocol study of translation, the subject
“thinks aloud” whatever goes on in her head when she translates.
Only parts of the translation process are verbalizable, and
therefore the subject is allowed to have pauses in the
verbalization, when these are necessary, The experiment con-
ditions can be made fairly natural by allowing access 1o dic-
tionaries and other reference material and by allowing the
subject to make notes, to produce a written draft, and to change
the manuscript whenever necessary, The subject 13 not specif-
ically asked to justify what she is doing; she is only asked to
verbalize what she is thinking when she performs the task. Her
behaviour is recorded on tape or videotape, and the protecols
are transcribed from the tape.

Protocol studies have a much Jonger tradition in the study
of some other cognitive tasks, such as the solving of math-
ematical problems or the writing of academic picces of work {cf.
Hayes and Flower 1980; Cohen and Hosenfeld 1981). It is only
in translation studies that this method is still a novelly.
Translation is, however, quite well suited for protocol study,
because it s a relatively controlled process. The behaviours of
various subjects can be compared in respect of particular stages
or aspects of the process, and the products of the process are
also reasonably well comparable.

Earlier protocol studies of translation have been confined to
non-professional translation.  Of these, Gerloff (1986) and
Krings (1986) will be briefly discussed bere. Pamela GerlofT is
working on a protocol study for a doctoral dissertation at
Harvard University,  Her pitot study, reported in House and
Blum-Kulka (1986), i1s mainly concerned with developing a way
ol cading (he data in such a way as to make inter-subject and
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intra-subjeet comparisons possiblie. Gerloff has (,icvcl..o‘pcd. L\?c_)
systems of coding.  One system s i:or c:—atcgons_mg_ 1‘101
verbalizations into ‘processing strategics and the (31:}1?1 ‘flm
identifying the uvmts for alnﬂlysm used in tranpslation. The pilot
5 ~overs iwo protocols. )
bmgicmi1111,‘)01‘&3m}: finding is that a betier Im':msiu‘iagzl‘\‘w‘z.l‘f,:
produced by the subject who rcl_zcc! more hc:-zy;ly on II'JfL.l (,151‘9{@‘.\
based on world-knowledge, carried oul more infensive pl\(‘){,(..‘},.%—
ing, and showed a steady and continual cffort at accuraic
omprehension.

Loi?izfzdlnosl comprehensive work that has c;o_?'u:f(‘).m: ..Of lhlc.
protocol stidies of translation is that of Hans 1-3 . I\;z_:‘mgs;‘ ‘1,.l_}n_\
2 doctoral thesis published in the sommer of 1936,’ fo clgscn )f‘
the verbalizations recorded in the protocols, Krings uses i\ht..
concept of transtation problem. A transiatiogproblem is iden-

sified by means of specific indicators in the profocols:

an item is pointed out as a problem

2. a dictionary is consulted

a gap is left in the translation

Lo%)

4. there is a pause of 3 scconds or more

5 there are paralinguistic indicators (laughs, sighs,
mumblings)

6. competitive tentative transiation variants are produced
7. the source text is nnderlined

9. transiation principles are discussed

9. immediate cquivalent is reporied missing

10. negative evaluation is given of produced transtation
11, changes are made in the translation manuseript

Krings classifics translation problems into »C('H-mjn%h???]m-]
problcxﬁs, combined comprchcnmgn and prod_uc_l]m? pz f)»)'-L-n:i?_’_
and pure production probiems. I"he translation -p.l‘()b(.,i.fstlbr
vided into three stages: the preparatory lsmgt‘_, winc.._h'x.s 3.c’c(},1‘g
the subject produces the written transiation; the V:’lll'l.l'ng 51{3(1(,
when the written translation 1s 13]?()(;“1()(3(1; and the cditing stage,
when the written product is finalized.

Professional vs. Non-Professionat Translation

Krings” subjects were university students of French, but their
proficicney in French turned out to be inadequate for the task
at hand. Morcover, they had no experience in transiation into
Goerman, In translation from French into German, a great
majority of their translation problems were comprehension
problems, and more preciscly, problems cauvsed by unknown
lexical items or idioms in the source text. The subjects’ first and
foremost strategy in solving comprehension as well as pro-
duction problems was the use of a bilingual dictionary rather
than contexinal or extratextual information. Most problems
were solved in block, at one time and in one stage of the proc-
css. The nstructions did not coniain a description of the
transintion assignment, and therefore it was made impossible
from the outset for any soch problems to emerge which relate
to aspects of the transiation assignment. Largely because of the
expertmental design, Krings” study had to confine itself to the
deseription of  typically non-professional translation.  is
method, however, can well be used in professional vs. nons
professional comparisons as well. 1t was used in earlier stages
of the present study (see Tirkkonen-Condit 1987), and it is also
ased, with siight modifications, by Jiiiskeliinen (1987).

Z. 'Fhe aim and experimental design of the present study

The amm of the present study is to identify the major differ-
ences in the processes of franslation between professional and
non-professional translators, and (o identily processes which
correlale with suceessful products.  The subjects arc students
of translation.  Of these, the first-year students represent the
non-professional group and the fifth-year students the profes-
sional group. The pilot study reported here covers three pro-
tocols:  two lirst-year protocols and one fifth-year protocol.
The translation in the experiment 18 from English into Finnish.
The translation assignment and (he source text are given in (1)

1
1

below:
(1) Transintion assignment and source fexi

Dr. Richard Dawking lecture on evolution is introduced on
the attached page of the New Scientist.  The lecture took
place on November 2, 1985, in Bloomsbury Science Lecture
Theatre, London, It was {ilmed for TV, and the film was
bought by the Finnish Television Company to be shown in
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an introduction of this programme for the Radio and TV
pages of Helsingin Sanomat, using the attached introduction
s a source lext. The maximum length of your introduction
may be roughty the same as in the source text.

The subjects had access to dictionaries and they were told
that other reference material would be provided il necessary.
The time of the experiment was not limited. The three subjects
whose protocols were analyscd for this pilot study soon got
used to talking Lo the tape, and theiy performance did not seem
{0 be disturbed by the necessity to think aloud.

In a protocol produced in this way there is a wealth of ma-
terial, and the analyst must face a choice as to what is included
in the analysis. The present, study does not classify all the
verbalizations as GerlolT (1986) did, Tt focusses on particular
passages in the verbalizations, namely on those passages which
suggest that the process is at a decision point, 1.¢. at a point
where a choice is made between alternative ways to carry on the
process (cf, Enkvist 1982). The choice may be, for instance,
whether to leave a gap or whether to search for an equivalent;
whether to omit or incinde an item; whether to change the m-
ear order or not, ete. Whereas Krings (1986) focusses on what
arc identified as translation problems in the verbalizations, the
present study aims at identifying all the decisions made by the
subjects in the course of carrying out the franstation assign-
ment, whether they appear as problems in Krings’ sense or not.
“The aim i¢ 1o look at the number of particular types of deci-
sions as well as their distribution on particuiar stages of the
process.  Special attention is paid to decisions relating to the
planning of the task. Deciston criteria are also looked at, pay-
ing attention to whether the decision criteria verbalized by the
subjects are mainly linguistic or non-linguistic.

The aim is to lest the hypothesis that the professional and
non-professional processes might differ most significantly m
terms of the decision criteria they use. On the basis of Krings’
study it seems that non-professional translators approach the
task mainly as a linguistic exercise.  As to professional transla-
tors, this hypothesis does not get support from existing empir-
eal research.  Although Gerloff’s subjects  were non-
professional, the onc who produced a better translation was
found to rely heavily on inferences based on world-knowiedge.

In a rescarch project reported by Gibb (1985), professional
rranslators” work was observed and analyscd for two
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MOLECULE DISCUSSIONS
Evolution Step by Step,
or Why we Exist
Richard Dawking

Bloomsbury Science Lecture Theatre

We are the most complicated
things in the known Universe,
We could not possibly have
Just suddenly sprung into
being as the Bible says. Com-

Discussi : :

Shte rgﬁ;““ plicated things have to be put

2 together in stages, by slow,

Ia\iogz%nabcr, gradual degrees. We cannot
W pm o denow what the first creatures

looked like, 4000 million years
ago. All we can be sure about is thatythzgs
must have been far simpler than us, simple
enough to have arisen by random luck.
Then they changed into something a tiny
bit different, which changed into some-
thing a tiny bit different again, which
changed...and so on until they finally
changed mto us. In his discussion, Dr
Dawkins will illustrate the principle of lots
of small changes adding up to one big
change and this he will do by making weird
computer creatures evolve into even
weirder cc;mputer creatures,
W e
Dr Dawkins teaches zoology at New Col-
ie%e, Oxford University. He is};he author of
The .Sgl):zzsh Gene (the subject of a
Horizon” programme on BBC television)
and The Exiended Phenotype. Hisnewbook,
called The Blind Watchmaker, published
by Longmans, is coming out next year.
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years 10 find out what exactly proi”cssi{m:-ﬂ translators 4o and
“the extent to which (heir work cowid be computerized. Only
35% of thelr work turned out to be such that it could be
principle specded 1P by computerizalion. This work related
dircctly to languagt and physical text production. The re-
maining 65% was (ypically human work which involves human
Aecision-making. i.c. research, planning, gyaluation, yeviewing,
editing. On the pasis of this rescarch 1t would seem that pro-
fessional (ransiation is @ Process not very different from an ac-
ademic writing process as thisis described in Hayes and Flower
(1980). Professionals bring to the task their world-knowledge
and concentrafe ob those aspects which reguire 2 pypicatly hu-
man contribuiion. Moreover, profcssiona% (ranstators’ profi-
siency in the working languages ig normally 50 good that the
Hnguistic deeisions are made automatically and might not sur-
face in e protecols. According 0 Fricsson and Simon (1980:
235), automatized Processes are nol available to CcONSCIOUNS
analysis and therefore cannot be captured by the protocol. It
would seem justified, therefore, 10 nypothesize ¢hat the profes-
sionat VS rson-professiona] difference would show in the con-
SCLOUS decision-making in that profussionals{ turn out more
‘non-linguistic’ decisions, 1.6 decisions which are based prima-
rily on other wnowledge than the knowledge of the two lan-
guage systems OF the immediate context of the souree text. In
principle, of course, even those decisions which are based pri-
marily on extralinguistic criteria can DECOME automatic. This
will probably Le the case U a trapslator specializes in a partic-
wlar type of assignment. However, the assignment 10 the pros-
ent experiment cannot be expected L0 e @ merc routine task
oven for the 'proi'cssi(mai’ subjects.

3, The method

The decisions ‘dentified in the protocols ar¢ divided nto
(hree categories which are labelled planning, monitoring and
interpretation. These categorics ai¢ defined in Table 1, in
which some of {heir main markers are tisted as well

To find out the proportion of non-linguistic decisions in the
protocols, each decision 18 clagsificd on the basis of 118 decision
criteria, 1 8O far as these show in the protocols. 10 non-
finguisiic decision criteria can be identified the protocol, &
decision 18 classificd as non-linguistic; it not, it 18 classificd as
finguistic. A decision about (e placement of an adverb, for
ipstance, may have primatily Pnguistic oriferia, as in example

Professional vs. Non-Professional Translation

1, in \'vh]ch case it is categorised as a linguistic decision I
some instances, such as in example 2, it is not poeeiﬁ]e 0 t?l
;;n wh‘a‘t grounds a ‘dcci‘sion is made, i.¢. whether i‘t‘is made ;z}
jrr}g?ll'llll.lc or'nonluh'ngmstoic criteria; these decisions are also
classified as Hnguistic decisions. k

Table §. Decision cateparies anad thelr maskers

Catewory Delinition Markers
arkers

Planaing Pecisions concerning, th
1 stons rning, thi Reference s agsi ‘ -
rranstation ninent 4§ pur:{;;;ellml(c,\"::; T(}::}'l‘rlwsziigx’:xtu‘l” "
i w'heh:: decisions as principle which affects e
whitt the assigmuent ye- performande ‘
quires, what ¢an be o
awitted, how the
1 I_r:msi:uion will be
tinearly organised @nd
{ what stylistic solutions
are appropriate.

wionitonne Dgeisions concerning the
transtation of a paricu-
lar itemn: choices
belwoun competing trans-
lation variants; decisions
1 opt for a temporary
solution unif a better
one comes Lo mind.

(.‘_nn_m::liliw: variants proguaced;
(h‘::lmn;n'y checks; expressions
of uncertainty or i nes
evahizgtion about a vagania
gap in iranslalion] a pesilive
cvaluation of o chosen trans-
lntion variant.

Litarpreiatton _Dc(:isinns coneerning the
interpretation of a parti-
culaf item Or pagsage in
the source lext. :

Ll:)n‘king up word meanings in i
dictionary; wondering i @
variant ‘niakes sense’

nF!}.zniyc cvaluition of a pre-
vious interpretation;
verbalisalion of eureka,

fhe extracts from the protocols given in the examples arc
translated mio English. They ar¢e originaily spoken in i'«‘inhni:;h'
beeause Finnish is the mother tongue of the subjetts ’Iilaé
Finnish translations produced by the subjects wlhich "t‘)'j(:’ll‘ I
’U}c extracts have been hack-transtated as literally m;‘ I)i)%:sibl]cl‘l
I'he bz‘\ck—tmnslaicd DASSALCS are in block ]eucﬁs o c‘iisl'tir}‘vui‘alh
{hem from the rest of the verbalizations. The - in the cxwir; N X
point to the markers of decision. The length of pauses Lin lﬂacﬁ{::?
onds, is given in brackets. Underlined pauses are those dun“intY
£

which the subject writes the manuseript.

Example 1. A linguistic decision; monitoring; linguistic eriteria

WE CANNOT JUST HAVE RISEN (8.0) PN THE .
VE CAR ¢ FRISEN (8.0) THE BIBLICAL
SORT {50 MMM £2.0} OF WAY (5.0) SUDDENLY (2 0) Al 8
- here [ must still think about the word order but {2.0) )

raughly the sentence {2.0) hh (1.0} the idea is Lhere
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but the werding is not yet (1.0) necessarily perfect {1.0)

Fxample 2. A linguistic decision; monitoring; unidentifiable cri-
teria

and then this end which is here = = simple enough {o have
isen (2.0% by random Inck {6.0) ) e
li‘\d)SU]S'(l‘ I-g/\.{’f?. BEEN MUCH MORE SIMPLE SO THAT {2.0) THEY CAN
HAVE
ARISEN (1.0} )
then (his (3.0) to have risen {) arisen by () randow luck
3.0 X
random means BY CHANCE () luck (1.0)
Y CHANCE WITH TUCK (3.6) o ren
~+ a dreadful {way to put i) (( ) COULD HAVE ARISEN
BY CHANCE no () WITH LUCK (10.0) .
THAT THEY CAN HAVE ARISEN BY CHANCE (5.0)
perhaps VI just put it like that (2.0) hh (4.0)

Examples 1 and 2 relate to naonitorin_g,'and th..ey are both
coded as linguistic decisions,  Non-linguistic monitoring deci-
sions are illustrated by example 3; non-linguistic interpretation
by example 4, linguistic mterpretation by example 5, and non-
Jinguistic planning by examples 6 and 7. All plannimg decisions
in the materal are based on non-linguistic criteria.

Example 3. A nen-linguistic decision; moniloring

FAR {4.0) SIMPLER (6,0) THAN US (1L8)

yes itis all right to put there HUMAN BEING insiead

of here () )
- but here I should also put HUMAN BEING because if

one put- says ) SIMPLER TIHHAN US then perhaps it

er sounds er intellectually and it does not mean

Example 4. A non-linguistic decision; interpretation

BY MAKING(.) making (.} by making weird computer

(4.0) i)l?,::V[{I.,E)I’lN(] pechaps (16.0) BY MEANS OFF A

COMPUTER (3.0) perhaps (I.) no bu(tqlé;;)sc ()

wer creatures (2.0) evolve into (2. -

?30\:’”}.)35‘\"]31,()[’]1‘46 (2.0) BY MEANS OF A COMPUTER (3.0)
- what on earth are compuler creatures () that

kind of thing does not cxist (6.0)

perhaps it means those litile ereatures that they

now have in alb those (4.0) games {1.0) bul what

could one call them (2.0) () (6.0)

mm (3.0) hh 'mostill pendering about those

computer creatures (4.0) ) i

mm i{})._[)\ what about that weird {(5.0) STRANGE () WEIRD

(36.03 .
~r well() one does not know of course i it means these

(4.0) er iU means (1.0) compulter ¢reatures, in olh_(:r

words () erequres which are computers = = nouit

80
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cannot mean that {4.0) wetll let's put = = COMPUYTER
CREATURYE creature there (2.0)

Example 5. A linguistic decision ; interpretation; unidentifiable
criteria

and this he will do by making weird computer erealures
(1.0) evolve (2.0) into ever weirder () compuler
creatures(2.0)

evolve (4.0) this must be checked (1,0) it meaning
{12.0} (looks up in a diclionary)

cause to unfold, develop (1.0) be developed naturally
and (1.0) gradually {7.0)

yes {3 develop (1.0) & synonym (3.9)

Example 6. A non-linguistic decision: planning

we are the most complicated things v (1 5.0)

this textis tervibly (2.0) terribly spoken-like (2.

and in general in hels- hesari () on the radio and v
pages {) pages they are as il () in some way more
personil those texts {) hlk one immediately looks at
the bottorn whe has written it and {) then it sounds
(2,09 as if (2.0) he had said it =

= in @ way there should in fact be () some name 2.0
{hugh) (7.0) mm {5.0)

Iexample 7. A non-finguistic decision; pPlanning

1 will not mention this publisher at all because it

will probably anyhow, when translated in Finfand, be
published by « completely different company so that
it is pot importan( probably (1.0}

In order to foliow up the distribution of decisions on the
various stages of the translation process, the process is divided
into three stages along the lines suggested by Krings (1986).
As was mentioned above in section 1, these are the preparatory
stage, the writing stage and the editing stage. Rach subject’s
performance is timed so that the use of time can also be in-
cluded in the comparison. The results of the study are reported
in what follows,

4, The resulfs
On the basis of the finalized translations alone it would scem
Justified to classify the three subjects of the experiment into

three categories:  professional, semi-professional and non-
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professional.t The fifth-year student is, as expected, the pro-
fessional; one of the first-year students the semi-professional,
whereas the other first-year student is the non-professional.
As will be shown shortly, some aspects of the processes, as re-
vealed by the protocols, scem fo make this cursory division
justified.

The distribution of decisions to the various categories is given
in Table 2, which shows cach of the three snbjects’ performance
separately. The overall number of decisions is highest, 70, in
the professional protocol; the semi-professional turns out 53
and the non-professional 58 decisions. The tme spent by the
professional to carry out the task is 77 minutes, by the semi-
professional 86 minutes and by the non-professional 94.5 min-
ntes.  The ‘intensity’ of the process s greafest in the
vrofessional, who needs one minute and 4 seconds o make a
decision, whercas  the  semi-professional and  the non-
professional nced one minute and 36 scconds to make a deci-
sion, The professional and semi-professional spend about one
half of the total time on the writing stage, as aganst the non-
professional, who spends less than one third of the time on the
writing stage but more than hall of her time on the cditing
stage. These comparisons reveal some tendencies which may
point to systematic differences in professional versus non-
professional practices.

The fact that the professional transiator malkes maere dect-
sions in a shorter time, for instance, may be indicative ol the
professional translators” greater consciousness of the range of
choices available in translation. While they are more sensitized
io potential problems, they have also developed routines to
solve them., More interesting than looking into the global re-
sulis, however, will be to look at the distribution of decisions

to various catcgories.

U Tt will not be possible to discuss the transkitions and their evaluation within
the scope of this paper. The lubles professional, semi-professional and
non- professional will be used in the following discussion for convemence
of reference rather than as official categorisation of proficiency,

3 e p . 4 'l
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Table 2. pls!ribuh’on of decigions to categories and translation
stages: professionad, semi-professional and non-professional pesformances

Stage Preparatory Writing Editing  Totul
Time 6:34 37:34 32:52 7700
Plan N 3 4

A _. ) !
Mon N . 4] 9 ] 5

I, 2 20 20 y
N ‘ 2 ), 42

nt ?j : :3 } O

Total 3 s a0 70

Semi-professional subiject

Stage Preparatory Writing Editing  Total
Time ja:12 47:26 24:20 85:58
Plan N 2 5 5 12

L ; - . )
Mon N - § 4 IO

1. 6 11 )
meoN > : 2’

L 6 : i 5
Total 14 24 15 53
MNon-professional subject
Stage Preparatory Writling Editing  Total
Time 11:07 3G:27 32:52 G4:26
Plan N 3 2 3

I - ’ i
Mon N | - 3 ;1

L. | 13 ; :
int N - - ?] _;5

i 1 5 4 10
Total 6 20 32 58

J
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Table 2 shows that there are only seven planning decisions
in the professional protocol. These appear in the preparatory
stage and in the writing stage. Planning for the professional
seems to be relatively automatised so that it surfaces in the
protocol relatively scldom: it accounts for only 10% of all de-
cisions. In the semi-professional protoco! the proportion of
planning decisions is quite high, about 22%; in the non- pro-
fessional protocol the figure i3 8 and the proportion 14%. 1t
is perhaps even more significant, however, that whereas in the
professional protocol planning appears in the preparatory and
writing stages, it appears throughout the senmi-professional and
non-professional protocols. This indicaies a lack of cconomy
in the latter. I, for instance, the omission of a particular Hem
from the translation is decided at the beginning of the process,
this saves time and cffort at the later stages. In this particular
assignment, for instance, a lot of cffort was spent by the non-
professional subject on the translation of book titles at the early
stapes, although towards the end she decided not to transiate
the titles at all.

Another striking difference is in the share of non-linguistic
decisions in the category of monitoring.  The professional
transiator has 15 of these as against 10 and 4 for the semi-
professional and non-professional translators respectively. This
shows that awarencss of extralinguistic factors as determinants
of specific linguistic choices grows with professionality.

There is another difference worth mentioning in the distrib-
ution of nen-linguistic decisigns, namely in the mfterpretation
category. The professional subject has 6 instances of non-
linguistic interpretation and no instances of linguistic interpre-
tation. For the semi-professional these figures are 2 and 6, and
for the non-professional 1 and 10. The professional relies on
her encyclopacdic knowledge in solving problems of inferpre-
tation, whereas the non-professional lends to approach infer-
pretation as a linguistic task, In the protocels this approach
shows in verbalizations such as “this does not sound quite
right” or “I must check in the dictionary what this means”.

The original hypothesis of this study, ie. that the role of

non-linguistic decisions might grow with professionality, scems
to get support from the results of the pilot study. The overall
figure of non-linguistic decisions lor the professional is 28
(40%), for the semi-professtonal 24 (45%) and for the non-
profcssional 13 (22%).

§4
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Transiation Assipnment in Professional vs.
Non-Professional Translation: A Think-Aloud
Protocol Study

Riitta Jadskeliinen

Savoniinna School of Translation Studics
University of Jeensun

In recent years second language resecarch as well as trans-
Iation theory have started to employ introspective methods i
studying language phenomena. Translation as a form of lan-
guage use has frequently been involved in this type of research,
cither as the objeet of study or as the means of cliciting data.
The introgpective method most often employed in research has
ween rhe method of thinking alowd where “the subicet just Jets
the thoughts flow verbally without trying Lo control, direct, or
observe them (beyond certain mstructions which an ountside in-
vestigator may have given). Thus think-aloud datn are, by their
very nature, unanalyzed and without abstraction” (Cohen and
Wosenfold 1981 286). “The data collected by this method are
then transcribed into protocels which are a description ol the
activities, ordered in time, which a subject engages in while
performing a task” {Hayes and Flower 19801 4).

Fven though using introspective methods in research is rather
4 controversial issue, particularly as regards the guestion of
which menial processes are accessible Lo verbal reports (the ar-
guments put forward by various schools of psychology arc
briefly summarized in Borsch 1986: 195-200), it is generally
agreed that thinking aloud does vicld data about the mental
processes underlying, for imstance, lanpguage usage, and that it
is particularly suitabie for pitot studies and for generating hy-
potheses (Borsch 19806: 201-202). Now that transtation theory
is beginning to show interest in what goes on in a Lranslator’s
mind while he or she is translating, the method of thinking
aloud is practically the only way of paining access to the actual
transiation process.

“The present paper is based on a series of experiments which
were carried out at the Savonlinna School of Translation
Siudics in 1985-1986.  In the oxperiments Tour students of
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