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What is Translation Quality? 1

• Meaning/message/content is 
transferred accurately?
–How accurately?
–For whom?
–For what purpose?
–What you want to find out?

3

© 2016 Dr. Geoffrey S. Koby5/17/2016



Welsh Road Sign
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Found in the Supermarket: 
Knuspriges Krebsfleisch
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No Whores

5/17/2016 © 2016 Dr. Geoffrey S. Koby

6



Does it have to be perfect?
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• What is “a perfect 10”? 



No Errors
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No One’s Pefrect
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Done is Better Than 
Perfect
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What’s Translation Quality? 2

• Target language writing is correct?
–How correct?
–What problems must be fixed?
–What you want to find out?
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Naha Bus Commuter
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General Manager’s Remarks
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• TT1: This applies to R or A over 
the S, and even to V. 

• TT2: This ranges from R or A, to 
S, to V.

• ST: Dies reicht von R oder A über 
den S bis hin zu V.

Which is a well-formed text?
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Can these be ranked/“better”?

• ST: Der Handelskauf steht der Tausch gleich.
• TT1: Commercial sales are considered to be 

equivalent to barter.
• TT2: Sales transactions are equivalent to barter.
• TT3: Mercantile sale resembles barter.
• TT4: Commercial sales are equal to the 

exchange of goods and services.
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Various Evaluation Approaches

• From House 2015:
– Mentalist
– Behaviorist
– Functionalist
– Descriptive
– Philosophical, socio-cultural, socio-political
– Linguistics-oriented

5/17/2016 © 2016 Dr. Geoffrey S. Koby

16



Psycho-Social Approach

• Mentalist
– Schleiermacher (1813)
– Subjective, intuitive, anecdotal
– Impressions and feelings
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“Stairwell Grading”
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Response-Based Approaches
• Behaviorist

– Nida
• Equivalence of response  dynamic equivalence
• Bible translation

• Functionalist
– Reiss & Vermeer – extralinguistic

• Downplays or abandons “equivalence”
• ‘skopos’ (purpose) is most important
• Source text = ‘offer of information’
• ‘Foreignizing’ or ‘overt’ translation
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Text/Discourse Approaches – 1
• Descriptive Translation Studies – Toury

– Equivalence retained, but ‘of little importance’
– Not one-to-one relationship to original
– Translation as an independent text in the TC
– Target-text focus

• Philosophical, socio-cultural, socio-political
– Venuti’s macro-perspective, Robinson
– Discussion of ‘external pressures’ on 

translation, post-colonialism, deconstruction…
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Text/Discourse Approaches – 2
• Linguistics-oriented

– From Nida to Neubert to Baker to Hatim & 
Mason to Munday to House

– Expanding translation studies to speech act 
theory, discourse analysis, pragmalinguistics, 
sociopragmatics

– These approaches increasingly take into 
account the interconnectedness of context 
and text
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Reiss (1973)
• Determine function & text type

– Content oriented – news, science, technology
– Form-oriented – poems, literary texts
– Conative – advertising, rhetoric, polemics
– Audio-visual – opera, songs, etc.

– Text types must be kept equivalent
• Content = content, form = form, effect = effect
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What is the Standard?
• “Why do you want to know?” means…

– Teaching or testing?
• What is your standard for translation? Is it…

– Perfection? Good enough?
– On time? Early?
– Cheap? Free?
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How would you like your translation?
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From: “Recipe for the Perfect Translator”



Points-Off Systems
• Points-off systems assume a “perfect” 

translation and then take points off if it isn’t.
• Some systems start from 100 points and 

deduct to a threshold (70?, 60?)
• Other systems start from 0 and set a 

maximum number of acceptable points
– Question: Overall score? Or break down into 

subcomponents, each of which must pass?
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The Sical III System (Williams 1989)
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Canadian government rating system from 1985



Williams (2001)
• Reports Canadian government moving to 

“total quality”, “zero defects” approach.
• New idea based on argumentation theory

– Claim, grounds, warrant, 
backing, qualifier, rebuttal

• Assessment categories
1. Argument macrostructure – does TT 

structure match ST structure?
2. Not microtextual errors
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SAE J2450 (2001)
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ATA “Grading Practices” 1981-1
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• Major and minor errors (marked “E”/“e”)
• Major errors comprise:

– Mistranslations where the intent of the original 
is completely lost

– Omissions of needed words 
(including qualifiers that contribute to meaning)

– Additions of extraneous material not present in the original
– Serious failures in the use of target-language grammar
– Alternative translations where the choices are far apart 

or one is wrong



ATA “Grading Practices” 1981-2

5/17/2016 © 2016 Dr. Geoffrey S. Koby

30

• Minor errors comprise:
– Less serious mistranslations that are not 

completely misleading
– Minor inelegancies in target-language

diction, idiom and grammar
– Omission of minor words that contribute 

only slightly to meaning
– Alternative translations where the 

choices mean more or less the same



ATA “Grading Practices” 1981-3
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Standard:

A passage with more than one 
major error receives a mark of 

‘Fail.’
A passage with one major error and a whole 
series of minor ones (say 7 or more)
also gets a ‘Fail’ mark.



2001 – From E/e to 1/2/4/8/16
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• New five-point error marking system
– 1, 2, 4, 8, 16 point errors
– 18 points = fail

– Marked with error codes for 
category and severity

e E
1 2 4 8 16



ATA Flowchart
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Flowchart
2009



ATA Framework
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Framework 
2009



ATA Exam – Example ST

Source Text Excerpt: 
… Más aún, en algunas de esas propuestas
se adelantaba el punto de vista de que
Estados Unidos carecía de autoridad
constitucional para adquirir territorios a 
menos que éstos no estuviesen destinados
a ingresar finalmente como estados en la 
Unión. …
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ATA Exam – Good-quality TT
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ATA Exam – Poor-quality TT
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Call for Papers

• Translator Quality—Translation Quality: 
Empirical Approaches to Assessment and 
Evaluation

• Geoffrey S. Koby & Isabel Lacruz, eds.
• Translator/translation/post-editing quality from 

an empirical perspective using data-driven 
analyses and interpretations

• Abstracts by June 1, 2016.
• https://lans-tts.uantwerpen.be/index.php/LANS-

TTS/announcement/view/7
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The End
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