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Non-Professional Translation: A Think-Aloud
Protocol Study

Riitta Jiafskeliinen
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In recent years second language research as well as rans-
fation theory have started to employ introspective methods in
studying language phenomena, Translation as a form of lan-
guage use has frequently been involved in this type of research,

cither as the object of study or as the means of cliciting data.”

The introspeetive method most often employed in rescarch has
heen the method of thinking aloud where “the subject just lets
the thoughts flow verbally withoui trying to contxoi, direct, or
observe them (beyond certain instructions which an outside in-
vestigator may have given). Thus think-aloud data are, by their
very nature, unanalyzed and without abstraction” (Cohen and
Hosenfeld 1981: 286). “The data collected by this method are
then transcribed into protocols which are a description of the
activities, ordered in time, which a subject engages in while
performing a tagk” (Hayes and Flower 1980: 4).

Even though using introspective methods in research is rather

a controversial issue, particularly as regards the question of

which mental processes arc accessible to verbal reposts (the ar-
guments put forward by various schools of psychology arc
briefly summarized in Bérsch 1986: 195-200), it is generally
agreed that thinking aloud does yield data about the mental
processes underlying, for instance, language usage, and that it
is particularly suitable for pilot studies and for generating hy-
" polheses {Bérsch 1986: 203-202). Now that translation theory
is beginning to show interest in whal goes on in a translator’s
mind while he or she is translating, the method of thinking
aloud is practically the only way of gaining access to the actual
iranslation process.

The present paper is based on a series of experiments which
were carried out at the Savonlinna Schoeol of Translation

Siudies in 1985-1986. In the experiments four students of
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translation, twe f{irst year (non-professional translators) and
two fifth year students (professional transiators), translated an
English text into Finnish and were asked to think aloud while
they were translating.!

The sessions were tape-recorded and later transcribed into
protocols. There were some shortcomings in the seiting of the
experiment, most notably a lack of a preliminary think-alond
session and a follow-up interview. Both of these are recom-
mended by Ericsson and Simon (1984 37511.), and in the anal-
ysis it became obvious that they wounld have been uvseful
Nevertheless, the study (eported i detwl 1y Jddskeldinen:
1987) vyiclded considerable data about the transiation process.
As it was essentially a pilot study, 1ts resuits should be consid-
ered as hypotheses to be tested in [urther research.

The purposc of the stady (in addition Lo the general purpose
of acquiring more knowledge of what happens in the trans-
lation process in general) was to find out the differences be-
tween professional and non-professional translators” (e, fifth
year and first year students’) translation processes as regards
thelr sensifivily to the requirements of the translation assign-
ment, as well as their use of dictionarics and other reference
material, The present paper will conceniraie on desenbing the
subjects’” behaviour in relation to the translation assignment.

The Assignment

The central importance of the translation assignment in a
translator’'s decision-making process has been emphasised by
Reiss and Vermeer. In their opinion it 18 more imporiant (o
attain the purpose of the transtation than to translate the text
in a certain manner (1984: 100). Morcover, it is the fransiator’s
task to decide what will be translated, and this decision depends
on the translator’s evaluation of the transiation situation, i.c.
the translation assignment (1984: 86-87). In other words. if the

I Even thouph the filth year students had not yet really worked as transla-
tors, their experience in translating was considered sufficient te call them
“professional”™. By their {i{th - and final - year at the university, they had
attended several translation exercise courses, as well as courses on the
theory of translation. Morcover, the two subjects were selected on the
basis of their good marks in translation courses. The first year students
were clearly pon-professional: they had had no previous experience in
translating (excepl short excerpts as grammar exercises at school), and they
had not vet familiarized themselves with the theory of transhation.
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function of the target text is different (rom that of the source
text, even great modifications may be justified. The purpésc for
whz‘cl.l a text s transiated plays a major role in the translators
decxsmn—mz}kmg and also forms the background against which
the trzm.gla‘txon. can be assessed. This view.is stressed in trans-
lator training in Finland, and sensitivity to the requirements of
the transiation assignment is considered an important indicator
of a translator’s degree of prefessionality,

In order to find out how the translation agsignment is re-
flected in the subjects’ translation processes and in their trans-
Ifi,tloxll products, the target text was given a stightly cliﬂ’ere[rl[
i'LlIlCUIOI] from that of the source text. The assignment sheet
coniam@d, in addition to the source text, a description of t§‘1c
translation assignment and the source of the (ext printed as
follows (the latter two are transiated {rom I‘*‘innish); ' )

N ;_Soz.;r(:(f: New Scientist 21 February 1985, Science colurmn
.]f'a?{r.;{{ifzr{ir)(f.s‘srgnn-zem: To appear in the column “Maailman
thmisic” (“People Around the W orld™) in Helsingin Sanomai

Stay slim - et gartie

li-._\:t}:{ry(,)nc knows that cating fatty foods is no good for you, especially il you have a
L‘ 1(.}‘ warl. However, the seirch for o mivacte drug that could safely mop alb the ex-
cess fals has been somewhat difficult .. but could gitrlie come 1o the reseue?

0. .‘)ociunlu‘ P, Josepl and K. Aagosti at the University of Maidugari in Nigeria, fed
an exeeptionally fatty diet to rats. Not surprisi ; ated che
tnrbuonally, ally d o rals. Mot surprisingly, the creatures accumulated cho-
:,iuo i1 {heir bood. I;vn_‘.r and k]dl)cys. But adding garlic oif to the same high-ai diet
p:g.vcnln:d the rise in the fully constituents: cholesterol, riglyeerides, and total

lipids {Experientia, vol 40, P S). ’ '

]\l(-)w doe§ the g:u'ljc wor',’c? 'E"hc suthors speculate that it knocks out some of (he key
ltln/,ymes involved in making fatly acid or cholesterol, Alternatively, garlic may nobble

IIC caergy-carying . compound  NADPIH  (nicotinesmide adenine  dinucleolide
phosphate hybride), which is necessary lor making lipids.

The readership of the source text can be assumed to consist
of people with a relatively high level of education. but mﬁ
necessanly experts in medicine (i.c. interested layn';cn too).
I'his particuiar news item was written in a rather hurz’}orcms
style. ﬂI-"hc‘intcndcd audience of the translation consists of av-
crage {*mmsh newspaper readers, e, a wide variety of people
\Ylth chffeycnt backgrounds and levels of education. Helsingin
:S:anonlmf Is the biggest Finnish newspaper, and the column
ﬂffarz‘zh')?mz ihisid” (“People Around the World™} usually
coni};tims short and often humorous news jtems from all over the
waorld,
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The slightly different functions ol the source toxi and the
translation provide an opportunity to observe how the assign-
ment is reflected in the subiects’ protocols and translations.
The hypothesis was that the fifth year students would take the
assipnment into account throughout Lh_csr enlire translation
process, while the first year students might approach{ the as-
signment less systematically or ignore it 51110g,et11el'. fhis hy-
pothesis was partly based on the results of Krings” study (1986)
in which the subjects were cight advanced German students of
French. They were studying for careers as langnage teachers 11
secondary schools, and not as transiators, which mzll{g:s thcm
“non-professional” translators.  Morcover, the subjects m
Krings’ study were notl given any specific translation assign-
ment, bul were only asked to translate {he text according to
thetr normal routine. This point will be diseussed o little later
in this paper.

Fifth Year Students
The yesults of the study confirmed the original hypothesis as
far as the [ifth year students were concerned, Yol there were
some interesting difforences in how the translation assignrment
was refleeted in cach of their protocels and translations.
Roth Bertha and BEmily (the subjects were given fictional
names for purposes of anonymity) frequently used the trans-
lation assignment as a decision-making criterion, particularly
in cases where they decided to leave out something from the
source text that wis not necessary ot cven desirable in the
rranslation.  They also used the translation agsipnment as a
criterion when they made decisions on what kind of style they
should use.  This was not, however, verbalized in all the
decision-making points, but once they had commcmeq on the
watyle at the beginning of the transiation process, they followed
this “rule” in their translations. ‘
The translations were evaluated by an evaluation teum which

consisted of two leachers from  ihe Savonlinna School of

Yeansiation Studics and a students’ panel {three Hith year stu-
dents of Tnelish).  Bertha's translation was 1;111(%.0(}.‘?01' s so-
leelivity,  She  decided  to leave oul the reference to
“Experieniia” in Jine 10 on the basis of the assignment, as
shown by an extract [rom hey protocol 1n axampic | (u:m‘zs]a‘._c‘:d.
from Finnish; capitals indicate items that were onginally n
English in the protocol). .

oG
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Bxumple 11 ol yes that EXPFRERIENTIA (4.0)

but it is not really necessary there (4.0)

a reader of NEW SCIEN-SCIENTIST might go and

cheek i out but (1.0) researchers (1.0)

I won’t put anything in brackets (4.0

Here Bertha stops to think about the refercnce and very
quickly decides to leave it out. The sccond “but™ in the extract
scems to indicate that a reader of the column “Maailman
ioizic” would not check the resuits in any source. This omis-
ston was certainly Justified, considering the translation assign-
ment 2l hand (see also cxample 2 below from Emily’s protecol).
Bertha alse left out ¢he list of various faity constitvents i fines
9-10 (“cholesterol, triglycerides, and total lpids”). On the basis
of the assignment this omission was probably justified; the in-
formation given in the list s too detailed for the target colurmn,
However, Bertha's decision becomes somewhat problematic
fater on in the text (line 15), where “Hpids” come up again and
where Rertha decides not 1o leave them cul. Due to the earlier
omission, the “lipids” come up rather abruptly in the last sen-
tence of Hertha’s translation, bat obviously she did not notice
{his discrepancy.  This problem might have been avoided by
adding a gualificr when “lipids™ ocenrred again in the text, c.g.
“harmful lipids”. Bertha also omitled the long and awlkward
cxplanation of “NADPH” which was undoubtedly a good sol-
ution in this case, It should be noted here that the deciston to
feave out the reference to “Experientia” was very unproblematic
for hoth Bertha and Emily, as indicated by examples 1 and 2.
This shows that they both had a clear idea of what this kind
of a translation assignment requires [rom the translator.

The evaluation team were particularly impressed by the style
of Emity's translation. The language she used is colourful and
colloquial, which is exactly the kind of style normally found in
this particular column.  Thus she transiated, for instance, “a
dicky  heart™  with a  phrase  “spddn on taipuvainen
reistailermeaan”™, which can be hack-translated as “heart which
tends 1o be on the blink” and “the creatures”™  with
Seldinparar” (Cpoor animals™). She justilicd her transiation of
“uodicky heart” by saying that this variant was all right in this
column, bul not clsewhere m this newspaper.  She made no
furthor comments on the style with regard o the ranslation

“

The fignres in brackels indicate the length of pauses in seconds.
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assigniment, but continued to look for coltoquial and colourful
translation vanants. Emily also decided to omitl the reference
to “Lxperientia”, as shown by example 2.

Example 20 I won't put that reference anywhere = = nobgdy is
mterested m it or il somebody is he can look for
it himsell hiy (11.0)

Example 2 illustrates how self-evident the decision to emit
the reference was for Emily; it created no problem. However,
Emuly did not omit the list of falty constituents nor the expla-
nation of “NADPH”. Considering the intended readership of
the transiation, the explanation of “NADPH” should hzi\fc been
left out in the translation, and its inclusion can therclore be
regarded as a mistake. In spite of this, Emily’s translation was
unanimously rated as the best by the evaluation team.

However, as one of the members of the cv:‘iilml,]pn team
pointed out, even the fifth year students were too faithful to the
forms and cxpressions of the source text 1 their translations.
This was particularly obvious i the unimagmative headlines
of alf the translations. This powt wall be discussed a little later
in this paper.

Fiyst year students

The first yewr students were expected to 1‘;.11'gf:!y‘ ig_z_nforc the
{ranslation assignmeni, as did the subjects in Kz‘mg,s study.
However, even though the first year students, Clara and
Dorothy, were ciearly inexperienced as translators and therefore
ignorant of the implications of the translation assignment, they
showed a lar greater degree of awareness of the possible impli-
cations than did any of Krings” subjects. There were, however,
some differences in how cach of the first year students re-
sponded 1o the translation assignment. _ _

It scems that Clara did not pay any attention to the trans-
lation assignment to begin with, but once she encountered a
problem that could only be solved on that basis, she used it in
her decision-making.,  This happencd when she wondered how
to transiate the explanation of “NADPH™ (lines 14-15), as
shown by cxample 3.

Example 3; wouldn’t dare to franslate at all l)c_czmsc (3.0)
it could be that {3 AT P but “cos it's not (1.0)
! don’t remember all that biology stuffl (S.Q) ]
or naturally I might transtate these how this (2.0)
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NAZODDPHis then something (1.0) nicotine
adenine fidio- (1.0) eh (6.0) or maybe it could he
feft just fike that if this yes (2.03 yes this won't
appear in any (2.0) actual (2.0 any science {)
seientific publication (21.0)

Clara was nol quite sure of what the translation of
“NADPH™ was, and when she noticed that the transiation was
not intended for scientists, she suggested that perhaps the ex-
planation could be left in the transiation in English. This is
what she decided (o do eventually; she put the explanation in
the translation in a footnote in English. This shows clearly that
Clara was not aware of the most basic principles in translation.
Leaving the explanation in the transiation in English wouid
perhaps be justified if the transiation were intended for experts.
Here it should have been lefy out, or at least transiated mto
TFinnish.

On the other hand, Dorothy scemed to be aware of the pos-
sible implications of an instance in which the function of the
transtation differed from that of the source text, but lor some
reason she faiied to notice the translation assignment at hand.
This became evident when Baorothy was trying to figure our
how to iranslate the explanation of “NADPH”. When she was
translating the explanation, she was wondering whether she
ought to add “nicotine acid” in the explanation, since such a
long st of words means little to ordinary people. This is i)
lustrated by example 4.

Bxample 4: 1 think that if this is (3.0) a paper that ()
is meant lor ordinary people then you might add an
explanation there that it is nicoting acid = = znd
not or that () such a fong list doesn’t say any-
thing (7.0)

A litle later Dorothy noticed that the text had been talken
from New Scientist, and she pointed out that the addition
would be “too much”. In the end she decided to add nicotine
acid after 21l so that even a layman might be able to understand
it, “i" one happens to read this™. Tt would scem that Porothy
simply failed to notice the translation assignment description
on the assipnment sheet. However, she had a fairly clear gen-
cral ydea of what might be necessary when the readership
changes,

Nevertheless, both Clara and Dorothy had great difficulties
in {rying to translate the reference to “Experientia”, because
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ihey did not realise that on the basis of the translation e%s:ﬁignm
ment it could, and even should, be left ont. Morcovcr, (,,?nm.
scemed to pay little attention to the style of the u.'zmslc:;nmn.
She was only concerned about the ilrzmsln.taon. being, gqod
Finnish”. Derothy, however, spent quite some ime pondcrm_g_.t
more colloquial variants for, ¢.g., “to mop” and “to come to
(he reseuce”, as shown by example 5.

Example 5: i have to think about jt () Jaler because i (1,(?)\ _
I suppose I should get more colour into st = =
use (1.0) such words that (1.0) remove fats and (1.OY
oarlic becomes the right alternative then it will
heeome terribly boring ()

On the basis of several extracts from Dorothy’s protocol,
most clearly the remarks concerning the addition ol “nicotine
aeid” it is Fairdy safe to assume here thal she is not reacting 1o
e veauirements of the transiation assignment, bul to the style
of the source text. since 1t is obvious that she did not notice the
ranslation assionment af hand. Anyway, a follow-up micrview
would have beer usefud {for clarifying such unclear mstances.

However, even the above consideraiions jabon t Ehc farget text
show that the first year students were 1\f()1:!<m;g; with produe I‘fof]‘
rather than pure comprehension goals in mind, and " that
sense they were more professional than the subjects in mF 1}vo
major think-aloud protocol studies .m{!nc;}cmg‘; Hn\.\‘:"sl.miy,
wamcely the studies of Gerloff and Krings. In Gerloff's .slludy
only onc subject, a compeient bitingual, was conccm.cd zz\aogt
ihe target text, trying to find the best way Lo Cxpress 1}1‘(, (312:
winal French text in English,  The rest of the subjects (hv.(,
iniermediale-level students of French) _c:(}ch:prltl‘zltcci 0.1‘1\ 13.11‘1'(‘.
comprehension purposes in the anaiys;:‘: of lhc_. so‘ui ce, tc\i
(Grerloff, forthcoming, ). Oun the other hand, K nes uliii.{.lft,i
fhe subjects in his study for what he calllf; m:u,;(:(.g‘lldu:
cranslational problem awnrcncss’f\ (/(:’hhe-;fde.\'_ 1![)(.’.",‘.’0(2(?)‘!.\(.'f?\('?.s-

Problembevwnsstsein).  This s manifested, for instance, b;\,: E.h_m
tendeney to transtate without really Bz}d(:rst;md1:1;;_&110. tm "”,S,{’
not paying any atiention to‘thc (.mz-t.my-eof the ng_;ci. EL:\!, 1 L]\ en
when they were translating into thelr n'xolt,hcr tongue - .,11131_1 1Cit
indifTerence as regards the intended :11,1(_!1cncc of the transation
S rnes 10860 468-478). Duc to thelr inadequate i,r:-uml:,mox_mi_
Arohlom awareness, the subiects resoried to rather peeuhio

1
HH

areblem ) ed pec
Ceamsation nrinciples, which included, for imstance, the io:io\‘vn
“ie gl competing potential cguivalents turm out 1o be
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cqually appropriate or inappropriate, ilake the most literal
one!”, or alternatively, “Take the shortest one!” (Krings 1986a;
273). Using such arbitrary criteria in choosing a variant in the
translation shows that the subjects were not interested in the
quality of the produet, i.c. the target text, but were solely con-
cerned about getting through the source text one way or the
other, In comparison with GerloiT’s and Krings’ subjects, the
first year students could be deseribed as “semi-professional”,
sinee they did pay quite a lot of attention to the quality of the
farget text. As could be expected, they were not familiar with
the basic translation principies, and were therefore not always
very suecessiul in their efforts,

Conchusion

in the discussions on which mental nrocesses are aceessible
to verbai reports, it has been emphasized that “only coenitively
controlled processes can be reported, whereas antomatic proc-
osses are not accessible to verbalization™ (Bdrseh 19860 202).
Therelore, “what is available to the novice may be unavailable
Lo the expert™ (Hricsson and Shmon 1980: 235). For this reason
profussional translators” translation processes inevitably include
thought processes and decisions which cannot be verbalived.
It would scem, on the basis of the present data as well as
Tirkkenen-Condit’s data (1987), that professional translators’
decisions concerning the translation assignment are in the ma-
Jonty of cases automatized and therefore not observable in Lthe
protocols. This is the case, for instance, with Emily’s decision
on what kind of style she is going to use. After menlioning at
the beginnimg of the translation process that the style scoms (o
be fairly simifar in both columng, she consistently looks lor
colloquial translation variants without referring back to the
translation assignment, Tn other words, after the intiial decision
o use a certain style, for instance, o professional translator
creates a set of rules which he or she then follows thronghout
the translation process. Fxamples 1 and 2 illustrate another
difficulty concerning almost automatized processes.  In exam-
ples Tand 2 the fifth year students made decisions to omit the
reference Lo " xperientia”. This decision was apparently very
unprobicmaiic for both of them. Now, Krings' pioncering
protecol analysis is based on the notion of a translation prob-
lem (it was also used in Jddskcldinen:  1987), which s
operationatized by various problem indicators (see Krings:
1986: 121). This appreach might leave some cssential features
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of the professional translation process nnnoticed, i the notion
of translation problem is not delined broadly enough. On the
whole, it is extremely difficult to study the professional trans-
lation process on a more or less numerical basis, counting the
number of translation problems, etc. Nevertheless, studying the
automatized processes in professional translators’ translation
processes seems a very interesting arca [or future research (this
has been suggested also by Borsch 1986: 207).

As was mentioned earlier, the subjects in Krings’ study ig-
nored the possible audience of the translation compiletely. But
in fact, there was no specific translation assignment description
in his study. It was left out on purpose in order to find out
whether any questions in that respect would arise (Krings: 1986:
468). However, as the subjects were instrucied to translate “the
way they normally do”, they did in fact bave a specific audience
in mind when they were iranslating: thelr normal audience, a
university teacher. Considering this, it is possible that Krings’
subjects were not as “unprofessional” as they appeared to be,
and perhaps students of transiation are not so much more sen-
sitized to )I()b emns of this kind right from the beginning of their

ar(‘cm Ehc results of the present study, as well as the resuits

Tirkkonen-Condit’s study (1989), indicate that even non-
pmfcsmondi transiators start asking questions about the in-
terided aundience of the transiation once they encounter
probiems which can only be solved on that basis. This hy-
pothcsu should be tested in further research.

One of the members of the evaluation team criticized all the
translations for being too faithful to the source text, which is
probably a justified criticism. This problem is associated with
the fact that students of translation are not free to usc their
imagination and the reason for that is obvious: there 1s too little

variety in the transiation ds';lg,nmcnis in (ranslator training.
Even though the translation excrcises always have a Lranslation
assignment description, this is often so similar to the function
of the source text that no major changes are necessary. But as
Tomy points out, “it is only natural that each type of translat-
ing situation should produce a different set of constraints and
norms, C“onscqumtly, the greater the varicty of situations that

a translator is put into, the greater the range and flexibility of

his or her ability to perform, or adapt to changing norms is
going to be” (Toury 1984: 191). Therefore it might be a good
idea to have more translation exereises with a clearty different
function from that of the source text to encourage the
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translators-to-be to forget the confin
es of the structure and the
style of the source text.
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