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TRANSLATION: IS IT A TESTING TECHNIQUE?

Doç.Dr. F. Özden EKMEKÇİ

Çukurova University, Adana

Introduction

The purpose of this paper is to investigate whether individuals who have received the same amount of university level English instruction for at least two years show similar performance when they are asked to write on the same topic via translation and composition tasks.

For each technique 34 students were randomly chosen from composition and translation classes in the fall semester of their sophomore year of the English Language Teaching Program at Çukurova University. These students had been accepted to the Program without any preparatory instruction at the University.

For the purpose of data collection, students in the composition group were given a sequence of pictures (Croom et al. 1978: 38-43) illustrating the daily activities of a workingwoman and then were asked to write a paragraph on these pictures. For the translation group, the course instructor, taking into consideration the structures, composed a Turkish text based on the same sequence of pictures and the vocabulary students had so far acquired. The purpose in asking the teacher to compose the Turkish text was to ensure that students were tested on what they were expected to know.

In the evaluation process, each student’s papers for the two different tasks were analyzed to determine whether there is any variance in the individual’s performance due to the shift in the testing technique. The analysis focused on the essay length and complexity of sentences (Reid 1986) and types of errors observed in each group. Moreover, relevant discourse elements were selected to discuss the degree of interference reflected in each student’s performances.

Analysis

Essay Length

Students in he translation group (TG) produced as many sentences as there were in he Turkish text. There were ten complex sentences in the Turkish text, and the mean sentence length of translated essays was 10.43 (see Table 1). The number of sentences in each paper ranged from 8 to 12.

In the composition group (CG), however, the number of sentences per paper varied a great deal since there was no sentence number restriction imposed on them. For instance, at one extreme, there was a composition consisting of only nine long sentences of which six contained compounding and three adverbial clauses. At he other end, there was a paper of 32 sentences,  21 of which were simple statements. The mean sentence length of the essays for the group was 17.81. The mean of the simple sentences was 4.93, and it was simply zero for the TG because there was no occurrence of simple sentences in he Turkish text to be translated.
TABLE 1

	MEAN OF OCCURENCE OF DIFFERENT STRUCTURES

	                                                                            Composition Group             Translation Group

	Essay Length (sentences Per essay)                      17.81                                  10.43

Simple Sentences                                                    4.93                                      -

Complex Sentences                                                5.75                                     7.43

Compounding (and, or, but)                                   9.06                                     5.43

                        with and                                          8.50                                     5.37

                        with or                                            0.12                                       -

                        with but                                          0.43                                      0.06

Adverbial Clauses                                                  4.18                                      4.37

Adjectival Clauses                                                 1.06                                       3.06

Noun Clauses                                                         0.50                                        -


In the analysis of compound and complex sentences, a different application strategy was observed. The TG, due to strict reliance on he structures of the Turkish text, tended to use dependent clauses rather than independent clauses. Thus, the mean of the complex sentences was 7.43, whereas the mean of compounding was only 5.43. In the CG, while the mean of occurrence for compounding was as high as 9.06, the mean of occurrence for complex sentences were only 5.75.

Due to the nature of the story, the adverbial clauses were used to almost the same degree in both groups: 4.18 for the CG and 4.37 for the TG. The CG avoided using adjectival clauses (M: 1.06). This may be due to the fact that they focused mainly on the sequence of events rather than the presented situation. The TG, however, had to reflect the writer’s mind; thus students tended to apply as many adjectival clauses as they observed in he Turkish text.

Types of Errors

The errors were analyzed in two different categories:  grammatical errors originating from insufficient knowledge of the syntax of the target language, and other errors, the source of which was mostly based on discourse.

Discourse Errors

When papers were analyzed from a discourse perspective, there were several main differences between the two groups. For instance, the name of the working lady was provided for them as Ayşe in the Turkish text; thus, all the students in the TG maintained that name in giving an account of her daily activities. In the CG, however, all except one student gave an English name to the lady.

The second important difference observed was connected with the use of a title. Since the Turkish text had no title, the TG students did not include any title because their task was to translate, not to compose. In the CG, however, 13 students out of 16 assigned a title relevant to the text they composed.

The third difference was related to the account of the story. The Turkish text gave an account of Ayşe’s daily activities for one particular day. Therefore, the past tense marker was heavily employed. Students in the TG used the same tense in their own text. On the other hand, the majority   of the students in the CG preferred to use the simple present tense in giving the account of the lady’s routine activities.

The fourth difference dealt with the use of details given in the story. The story in he Turkish text focused on the sequence of actions only, without describing the physical or the emotional aspects of the character. Students in the CG, on the other hand, included more details regarding the age, marital status, and feelings of the lady.

The fifth difference concerned the lack of use of the visual material by the CG. Although students in this group failed to make use of the phrase “Dr, Cleaner’s” given in the picture, all the TG students used the verb phrase “went to the dry cleaner”, yet omitting the apostrophe in the process.

Discussion and Conclusion

On the whole, when both the CG and the TG papers are analyzed, one observes that individuals perform better when they try to convey information in their own words through the use of visual cues rather than through the translation of such information from the native language. In fact, various examples in the data indicate that students’ native language causes interference during the translation process.

The reason why interference is minimal in the CG may have to do with students looking at the pictures and referring to their knowledge of the target language (not their native language) in the process of composing. As such, they become more creative and try to write more naturally. This way teachers have a better chance of constructing more realistic tests.

In the translation technique, however, students are forced to rely on their native language as they write in he target language. Therefore, all the expressions they have learned so far slip their minds. In other words, they try to translate the text word by word, avoiding its information value. For this reason one can state that translation is not a good technique to test the communicative competence of an individual.

Students who have acquired o second language through a method geared to the development of communicative competence in the target language are more likely to perform better in composition. In composing, they easily recall the idiomatic expressions they have learned and utilize them appropriately. In the translation task, however, the same students do not perform so well as a result of interference from their native language. Thus, for these students, translation does not prove to be a good technique to manifest their performance.
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