
RESEARCH Open Access

How to evaluate the TEFL students’
translations: through analytic,
holistic or combined method?
Mojtaba Amini

Correspondence:
m.amini257@yahoo.com
Department of English Language,
University of Isfahan, Isfahan, Iran

Abstract

Background: Translation quality assessment (TQA) suffers from subjectivity in both
neighboring disciplines: ‘TEFL’ and ‘Translation Studies, and more empirical studies
are required to get closer to objectivity in this domain. The present study evaluated
the quality of the written translation of TEFL students through three different
approaches to translation quality assessment (TQA) in order to examine the
efficiency and reliability of the three methods and ultimately suggest the most
reliable one.

Methods: Thirty BA TEFL university students translated a text from English into
Persian, and three raters scored the translated texts through three different methods
of assessment.

Results: The results of statistical analysis indicated that, the error analysis method B
was more reliable than holistic method C, but was less reliable than combined
method D.

Conclusions: That is, when we combined the results of both error analysis and
holistic methods in a proportion of 70/30, the new combined error analysis-holistic
method got a better reliability rating, and accurate results than holistic and analytic
methods. Therefore, the combined method may be suggested as a reliable method
for evaluating and scoring the TEFL students’ translations.

Keywords: TEFL students, Translation quality assessment (TQA), Analytic method,
Holistic method, Combined method

Background
Assessment and evaluation play an important role in teaching English as a foreign lan-

guage (TEFL), because based on the reliable assessment, one can talk about the degree

of the efficiency of the teaching methods and improvement of the language learners. In

effective instructional programs, assessment provides convincing evidence to the par-

ticipants that the curriculum goals and objectives are being met. As Sawyer (2004) put,

high quality education is based upon sound assessment. There may be various circum-

stances for assessment; Sager (1989) distinguishes between two main and different set-

tings where evaluation occur: evaluation of professional and academic translation, and

Williams (1989) believes in difference between assessment in an academic environment

and assessment in the professional atmosphere as well.
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Translation quality assessment (TQA) suffers from subjectivity in both neighboring disci-

plines: “TEFL” and “translation studies.” Al-qinai (2000) states that over the last two dec-

ade, studies (House 1977; Wilss 1982; Hatim & Mason 1990, Baker 1992; Horton 1998)

have ventured to introduce objectivity instead of subjective impressionism in judging trans-

lation quality. Although different methods have been proposed to decrease the subjectivity

in translation evaluation and to get closer to objectivity and reliability, their findings have

not satisfied the experts of the field, and this domain calls for further studies.

Quality in translation is hard to define and may be regarded as controversial to some

extent. House (1997) states that evaluating the quality of a translation presupposes a the-

ory of translation. Therefore, different views of translation lead to different concepts of

quality in translation and hence different ways of assessing it. Koponen (2010) claims the

concept of quality covers accuracy, fluency, and fitness for the purpose, while Mateo

(2014) states that the search for quality in translation is still an unsolved issue today. From

the second half of the twentieth century onwards, there have been controversial issues re-

garding the quality concept and the way to determine it. It seems that there is no common

ground when it comes to defining quality in translation either from a practical or from a

theoretical viewpoint. As Colina (2009) put, it has been the excess of conflicting opinions

and the experts’ lack of consensus on the definition of quality that have hampered any

potential progress in the field, and many scholars still believe that quality in translation is

a relative and subjective concept (Horguelin & Brunette 1998; Larose 1998; Parra 2005).

Translation studies suggest that the trends of quality assessment can be broadly

grouped into two categories: those based on error analysis and those based on a holistic

approach, with some attempts to combine the two. That is, the common TQA methods

which are applied in academic settings include holistic, analytic, and combined

methods. In addition to these three approaches, the corpus-based methods have been

introduced recently, and they have turned to be efficient as well. McAlester (2000) ar-

gues that in study of assessment in translation, it is naturally desirable that the methods

used for assessment be reliable, valid, objective, and practical, while Williams (2004) be-

lieves that the most contentious issue in TQA is the lack of uniformity in assessment

of language errors, and Sager (1983) even goes beyond the errors and proposes that

translation assessment should take into account not only different types of error but

also the effect of a particular error on the whole text.

The reported results on the reliability and efficiency as well as the merits and demerits of

different methods of TQA are mixed but are slightly in favor of the analytic methods. Some

investigations have concluded the analytic methods as more efficient and reliable while others

have reported holistic methods as more reliable compared to analytic. As for the combined

methods, they have been almost untouched in empirical studies. Further, as Bahameed

(2014) put, the empirical studies examining the reliability of TQA methods have been rela-

tively few in number and have been touched mildly, some of which include (Waddington

2001, 2003; Garant, 2009; Zamani Delshad, 2012; Bahameed, 2014; Phelan 2017).

Waddington (2001) studied different methods of evaluating student translations, dur-

ing which supported the criterion-related validity of all four systems of assessment

(methods A, B, C, and D). In his probe to introduce the most reliable method of assess-

ment, Waddington (2003) applied methods A, B, C, and D for scoring Spanish-English

translations and concluded that the two error analysis methods A and B are equally re-

liable and more reliable than holistic method C. However, method D which is the

Amini Language Testing in Asia  (2018) 8:10 Page 2 of 8



combination of methods B and C in a proportion of 70/30 is the most reliable method.

Unlike Waddington, Garant (2009) during a case study reported the general trend to-

ward holistic method as a significant finding. In line with Waddington, Zamani Delshad

(2012) concluded that the error analysis method was more accurate and reliable than

the holistic one; she made comparison between error analysis and holistic approaches

in translation quality assessment of journalistic texts from English into Persian. Further,

she reported the holistic method as more practical which needed lesser time than error

analysis to be applied. Bahameed (2014) applied Hurtado’s method of evaluation (which

is based on error analysis) on female translators and supported the reliability and effi-

ciency of the error analysis method. The method was applied to the correction of 43 fe-

male students’ translations of the final exam containing different texts to be translated

in both directions between English and Arabic. The method was found out to be rea-

sonable to give impartial translation quality evaluation for the students’ translations.

Unlike Bahameed (2014), Phelan (2017) examined one of the analytic methods and re-

ported some demerits of it. Phelan (2017) during a case study applied the American

Translators Association framework (ATA) to assessment of legal translations; ten raters

scored the translations based on the framework. Raters’ feedback indicated that some

error categories overlapped or were vague and the flowchart was difficult to implement,

in particular when deciding the level of seriousness of errors. She concluded that at

first sight, the ATA framework gave the impression of being an analytical approach

with very little possibility of subjectivity on the part of the assessors, but it turned out

to be quite subjective when implemented. Waddington (2001) sent out a questionnaire

to 48 European and Canadian universities to examine the degree of application of various

methods of TQA by teachers. A total of 52 teachers replied from 20 of these universities;

the result was as follow: 36.5% of the teachers used a method based on error analysis, 38.

5% used a holistic method, and 23% used a combined error analysis with a holistic appre-

ciation. Based on his study, holistic methods are more common than the other types.

The small number of existing empirical studies in this domain as well as mixed reported

results calls for further investigations. In addition, studies with focus on English-Persian

language pair examining the efficiency of the combined methods of translation evaluation

were not found in the literature. Thus, the present empirical study intended to fill the gap

in this domain by focusing on English-Persian language pair which has been almost un-

touched. Hence, the error analysis method B, the holistic method C, and the combined

method D were examined to answer the following question:

“Can the quality of English-Persian translation be assessed more accurately if the

method of assessment combines error analysis with a holistic appreciation?”

Method B, C, and D

In this section, methods B, C, and D are introduced briefly:

Method B

Waddington’ method (Waddington 1999) which is called method B (See table 1), exam-

ines the penalty for each mistake according to the extent of its effect on the overall

quality of the concerned translation. The corrector first has to decide whether each

mistake is a translation mistake or just a language mistake; this is done by deciding
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whether or not the mistake affects the transfer of meaning from the source to the tar-

get text: if it does not, it is a language mistake (and is penalized with − 1 point), if it

does, it is a translation mistake (and is penalized with − 2 points). However, in the case

of translation mistakes, the corrector has to judge the importance of the negative effect

that each one of these mistakes has on the translation, taking into account the objective

and the target reader specified in the instructions to the translator for each translation.

In order to judge this importance, the corrector is given in Table 1.

Method C

Method C is a holistic method of correction with the following features (See Table 2):

1. It presents a unitary scale which considers the translation competence as a whole,

instead of dividing it into various sub-scales representing different sub-competences.

2. The descriptors do not use terminology that would presuppose specialist

knowledge (such as applied linguistics) on the part of the correctors.

3. It includes only five main levels in an attempt to achieve maximum consistency

between raters (see Pollitt 1991:90), although there are two marks within each level

in line with the traditional Spanish system of marking (from 0 to 10).

Method D

Method D is the combination of error analysis method B and holistic method C in a

proportion of 70/30, that is, method B accounts for 70% of the total result and method

C for the remaining 30%.

Method
Participants

Thirty BA EFL university students, both males and females and without any age limita-

tion, participated in the study and translated an English text into Persian.

Materials

Instruments of the study included an English text (with general content) including 266

words as a translation task(see Additional file 1: Appendix S1); students had 2 h to trans-

late it. Other instruments were laptop computer and SPSS software for data analysis.

Table 1 Marking system and typology of errors in method B (Waddington 1999)

Negative effect on words in ST Penalty for negative effect

On: 01–05 words 2

06–20 words 3

21–40 words 4

41–60 words 5

61–80 words 6

81–100 words 7

100+ words 8

The whole text 12
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Procedure

Thirty BA EFL students translated an English text into Persian then the translations

were collected for scoring and evaluating (see a sample of the translated Persian text in

Additional file 1: appendix 2). In addition to the researcher, two other raters (both PhD

candidates in translation studies) were trained regarding the application of these three

methods of translation assessment. Raters studied each method individually and in dif-

ferent orders (method B/C/D, D/C/B, C/D/B) to control the variable of one method in-

fluencing the following one. There was also an interval of 3 weeks between the

application of one method and the next. After finishing the scoring procedure, data

was analyzed through SPSS software.

Results
The inter-reliability

The results of inter-rater reliability indicated that error analysis method B (.93) was more

reliable than holistic method C (.88) and was less reliable than method D (.97) (see Table 3).

ANOVA and post-ANOVA

The discrepancy between marks turned out to be so mush. Therefore, through variance

analysis, the source of this variance could be determined: was this variance caused by the

students (the rows) or by the correctors applying the method (the columns)? One may

Table 2 Holistic method C

Level Accuracy of transfer of
source text content

Quality of expression in TL Degree of
task completion

Mark

5 Complete transfer of ST information;
only minor revision needed to reach
professional standard.

Almost all the translation reads like
a piece originally written in English.
There may be minor lexical,
grammatical, or spelling errors.

Successful 9, 10

4 Almost complete transfer; there
may be one or two insignificant
inaccuracies; requires certain
amount of revision to reach
professional standard.

Large sections read like a piece
originally written in English.
There are a number of lexical,
grammatical, or spelling errors.

Almost completely
successful

7, 8

3 Transfer of the general idea(s) but
with a number lapses in accuracy;
needs considerable revision to
reach professional standard.

Certain parts read like a piece
originally written in English but
others read like a translation.
There are a considerable number of
lexical, grammatical, or spelling errors.

Adequate 5, 6

2 Transfer undermined by serious
inaccuracies; thorough revision
required to reach professional
standard

Almost the entire text reads like a
translation; there are continual lexical,
grammatical, or spelling errors.

Inadequate 3, 4

1 Totally inadequate transfer of ST
content; the translation is not
worth revising.

The candidate reveals a total lack of
ability to express himself adequately
in English.

Totally inadequate 1, 2

Table 3 Results of inter-rater reliability

Method Inter-rater reliability

Method B .93

Method C .88

Method D .97
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claim the difference of the results of the three methods can be attributed to various stu-

dents’ translation competence, because translations may cover the wide range from excel-

lent to inadequate, and one would hope that the variance detected would be mainly

explained by these differences, and less variance would be caused by the correctors apply-

ing the methods. The analysis of the variance (ANOVA) was primarily consistent with the

results of inter-rater reliability, but it revealed significant amounts of variance in both

rows (the students) and columns (the correctors applying the methods).

To calculate the size of the two sources of variance, post-ANOVA analysis called eta-

squared was applied, which gave the results shown in Table 4. The analysis indicated that

with method B, 55% of the variance detected can be attributed to the rows, i.e., the differ-

ence between the students, whereas only 12% to the columns, i.e., the raters applying the

methods. These values were better compared to those of method C: 34% as against 19%.,

but with the combined method D, we achieved the best results of all: 76% as against 5%.

Discussion
The present study intended to answer the following question through examining three

methods of TQA and to suggest the most efficient and reliable one:

“Can the quality of English-Persian translation be assessed more accurately if the

method of assessment combines error analysis with a holistic appreciation?”

Based on the results of the statistical analysis, it was found that error analysis method

B was more reliable than holistic method C and less reliable than combined method D.

That is, combined method D turned out to be the most reliable of the three methods.

Considering the results approving the higher reliability of the analytic method compared

to the holistic one, the present study was in line with some studies in this domain, includ-

ing (a) Waddington (2003) who examined methods A, B, C, and D in Spanish-English lan-

guage pair and reported analytic methods as more reliable than holistic one, the main

difference was that he applied two error analysis methods instead of one; (b) Zamani

Delshad (2012) who made comparison between error analysis and holistic approaches in

translation quality assessment of journalistic texts from English into Persian and reported

error analysis as more reliable than holistic one, the difference was that Zamani Delshad

did not include the combined method in her study; and (c) Bahameed (2014) who applied

Hurtado’s error analysis method and reported the method as reliable and efficient.

It seems that in analytic methods, the precision and rigidity of various subcompo-

nents refrain the raters from deviation from the principles of the rubric, and such pre-

cision and detailed scrutiny leads to the efficiency of the method.

Table 4 Coefficients of eta-squared for methods B, C, and D
2Ƞ

Method B 2 rows =Ƞ 340
623:43 .545

Ƞ2 columns = 73:5
623:43 .117

Method C Ƞ2 rows = 240
714 .336

Ƞ2 columns = 132:5
714 .185

Method D Ƞ2 rows = 380
503:23 .755

Ƞ2 columns = 28
503:23 .05
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The present study approved the combined method D as the most reliable method

among the other ones which was consistent with Waddington (2003). This result allows

us to implicate that when error analysis method B is combined with holistic method C in

proportion of 70/30, the weaknesses of one method can be compensated with the

strengths of the other one, which decreases the subjectivity in evaluation and leads to the

highest reliability and efficiency of the combined method D compared to other methods.

The results of the three methods applied in the present study may be dependent

upon the direction of the translation. That is, if the direction of translation was from

native to the foreign language, the results might possibly be different, because translat-

ing into a foreign language can be more susceptible to making error than translating

from a foreign language. Furthermore, text type may have a role in the outcome of the

study, that is, different text types may be evaluated more efficiently by applying certain

TQA method rather than the other one which needs to be investigated.

Conclusion
Considering the mixed results of the previous empirical investigations on the analytic

and holistic methods of TQA and lack of enough studies dedicated to the combined

methods, the present study examined the reliability of three methods of TQA in

English-Persian translation. Statistical analysis including inter-rater reliability, ANOVA,

and post-ANOVA results supported the higher reliability of the analytic method than

the holistic one and also the highest reliability of the combined method.

The application of combined methods for scoring and evaluating translation may in-

crease the reliability of the TQA outcome in academic settings. Therefore, teachers and

professors can benefit more from combined methods to assure the reliability in their

scoring procedure. However, further empirical studies are required in order to enable

us to talk with certainty, because in different circumstances, various methods may turn

out to be helpful.

The result of the present study was primarily limited to the number of the partici-

pants and consequently to the number of translations. As was mentioned earlier, 30

translations were applied for analysis. Future studies can be carried out with more par-

ticipants who can provide the study with more data for analysis. Among the other limi-

tations of the study, it can be referred to the number of the raters. It is suggested that

other studies benefit from more raters if possible to come to a more reliable outcome.

It is also suggested that future studies be carried out by (a) changing the direction of

translation (from Persian into English) and (b) focusing on other language pairs which

have not been investigated so far in this domain.

Additional file

Additional file 1: Appendix S1. Sample of the original text in English. Appendix S2. Sample of the translated
text into Persian. (DOCX 32 kb)
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