
15

Hermes, Journal of Linguistics no. 26-2001

Christopher Waddington*

Should translations be assessed holistically or
through error analysis?

Abstract
Teachers of translation use a variety of methods to evaluate their students’ translations.
This paper discusses two kinds of methods typically used at European universities, those
based on error analysis and those based on a holistic approach. With the results of the
research carried out for his Ph.D. thesis, the author examines the quality of these ap-
proaches and suggests possible improvements in the assessment of student translations.

1. Introduction
Teachers of translation use a variety of methods to evaluate their stu-
dents’ translations. A survey of these methods in European faculties of
translation studies suggests that these 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. This paper, which is
based on research findings included in a Ph.D. thesis (Waddington 1999),
examines the quality of these approaches when applied to the correction
of a second-year exam of translation into the foreign language (Spanish-
English).

2. Evaluation in Faculties of Translation
A questionnaire was sent to 48 European and Canadian universities which
offer translation degree studies. The purpose of the survey was to find
out about three main aspects of the translation examinations being used
at these centres:
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(1) the type of translation exam (whether it involved just translating a
text or whether other types of test were used);

(2) the conditions under which the exam was carried out (the time avail-
able and whether students had access to reference books, etc.);

(3) how the student translations were corrected.

A total of 52 teachers replied from 20 of these universities and their
answers to the third question reflected the following situation:

(1) 19 teachers (36.5%) use a method based on error analysis;
(2) 20 teachers (38,5%) use a holistic method;
(3) 12 teachers (23%) combine error analysis with a holistic apprecia-

tion.

3. Evaluation in translation studies
To date, research in the field of translation quality assessment has been
mainly theoretical and descriptive, and has concentrated largely on the
following themes:

(1) Establishing the criteria for a “good translation” (Darbelnet 1977,
Newmark 1991).

(2) The nature of translation errors
· Defining the nature of translation errors as opposed to language

errors (House 1981, Gouadec 1989, Nord 1993, Kussmaul 1995);
· Drawing up a catalogue of possible translation errors (Gouadec

1981);
· Establishing the relative, as opposed to absolute, nature of transla-

tion errors (Gouadec 1989, Williams 1989, Pym 1992, Kussmaul
1995);

· The need to assess quality not only at the linguistic but also the
pragmatic level (Sager 1989, Williams 1989, Hewson 1995, Kuss-
maul 1995, Nord 1996, Hatim & Mason 1997).

(3) Basing quality assessment on text linguistic analysis (House 1981,
Larose 1989).

(4) Establishing various textual levels on a hierarchical basis and link-
ing the importance of mistakes to these levels (Dancette 1989, Larose
1989).
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(5) Assessment based on the psycholinguistic theory of “scenes and
frames” (Dancette 1989 & 1992, Bensoussan & Rosenhouse 1994,
Snell-Hornby 1995).

(6) Attempts to elaborate scales to describe different levels of transla-
tion competence (Mahn 1989, Stansfield et al. 1992).

Stansfield et al. (1992) constitute an exception to the general rule of the
publications cited above in the sense that it is the only one to present
findings based on empirical research into translation quality assessment.
Their article aims to “identify the variables that constitute translation
ability” (Stansfield et al. 1992:455) and is based on work which the
team carried out for the U.S. Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) to
develop and validate job-related tests of translation ability. The article
reports on their initial failure to find any mention in the literature on
translation of research which could help them to “understand translation
ability either as a psycholinguistic process or as a construct to be meas-
ured” (Stansfield et al. 1992:455).

Stansfield et al. claim that there are two basic translation skills: Accu-
racy and Expression. Accuracy has to do with the transfer of ST content
to the TT; Expression has to do with form, the quality of linguistic as-
pects of the TT. Since this article was published, there has been increas-
ing interest in looking beyond the assessment of the quality of a particu-
lar translation to the assessment of the underlying translator competence
as reflected in the translation test. Campbell (1991) studies the results of
a translation exam to see how far they evaluate the translation compe-
tence of the candidates and shed light on the translation processes fol-
lowed. Hatim & Mason (1997) insist on the need to distinguish between
translation quality assessment and translator performance assessment,
and they proceed to draw up a chart of translation skills which is based
on Bachman’s (1990) analysis of communicative language ability and
divides these into Source Text Processing Skills, Transfer Skills and Tar-
get Text Processing Skills. There are similar attempts to base models of
translation competence on models of communicative language compe-
tence in Beeby Lonsdale  (1996) and Bell (1991).
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4. Justification of the choice of research area
This brief overview of research carried out in the area of translation
quality assessment reveals an almost complete absence of empirical stud-
ies and explains why I chose my subject. However, translation quality
assessment is a large area and the next question I have to answer is why
I chose to research methods of assessment and not some other aspect.

Bachman (1990:40) lays down three steps which should be followed
in the development of foreign language tests if the tester wishes to link
the putative ability to the observed performance. These steps are as fol-
lows:

(1) Identifying and defining the construct theoretically (i.e. deciding
exactly what is to be tested).

(2) Defining the construct operationally (i.e. deciding how it is to be
tested).

(3) Establishing the procedure for quantifying observations (i.e. decid-
ing the method of assessing the candidate’s performance in the test).

It is difficult to refute the logic behind these three steps and, as they
apply equally well to the development of translation tests, they clearly
indicate that, if I wanted to improve testing procedures in our field, I
should have devoted all my attention to the first one (identifying the
construct of translation competence) and followed in the footsteps of
Hatim & Mason (1997), Bell (1991) and Beeby Lonsdale (1996). The
fact that I chose not to do so is due to two reasons. The first is that, al-
though models of language competence have been widely researched
for the last 20 years, there is as yet, to the best of my knowledge, no
conclusive empirical evidence as to the precise nature of the various
components it involves or their relative importance. The second reason
is that, if this has proved so difficult to achieve in the case of linguistic
competence, which is clearly composed of different skills, it will cer-
tainly prove even more difficult in the case of translation competence,
which is also composed of different skills but ones which are interwov-
en so intimately that, when they are viewed separately, the underlying
construct seems to evaporate.

This does not mean that I do not recognise the importance of and the
need for research into the nature of the construct of translation compe-
tence, and especially its usefulness in syllabus construction and even
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formative evaluation (Hatim & Mason 1997:206, Beeby Lonsdale
1996:92-93). However, in the case of summative evaluation, which is
the subject of this paper, and even in the case of the evaluation of trans-
lator competence into the foreign language, I felt that I had no alterna-
tive but to consider this competence as essentially unitary, in view of the
almost complete lack of empirical research to support any other posi-
tion.

So I decided to concentrate on Bachman’s third step (defining the
methods of assessment) and carry out empirical research into the reli-
ability and validity of the different methods employed by university teach-
ers as revealed in the survey reported above.

5. Description of the three methods1

5.1. Method A
Method A is the work of Hurtado Albir (1995); she draws up a list of
possible errors which are divided into three categories:

(1) Inappropriate renderings which affect the understanding of the source
text; these are divided into eight categories: contresens, faux sens,
nonsens, addition, omission, unresolved extralinguistic references,
loss of meaning, and inappropriate linguistic variation (register, style,
dialect, etc.).

(2) Inappropriate renderings which affect expression in the target lan-
guage; these are divided into five categories: spelling, grammar,
lexical items, text, and style.

(3) Inadequate renderings which affect the transmission of either the
main function or secondary functions of the source text.

In each of the categories a distinction is made between serious errors
(-2 points) and minor errors (-1 point). There is a fourth category which

1 The statistical analyses of the results of the application of Methods A and B, together
with a study of the differences between these two error analysis methods, are recorded
in Waddington (1999) and also in the paper “Measuring the Effect of Errors on Transla-
tion Quality” presented at the Saarbrücker Symposium on Translation and Interpreta-
tion: Models in Quality Assessment held at the Universität des Saarlandes 9th-11th March
2000.
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describes the plus points to be awarded for good (+1 point) or excep-
tionally good solutions (+2 points) to translation problems. In the case
of the translation exam where this method was used, the sum of the
negative points was subtracted from a total of 110 and then divided by
11 to reach a mark from 0 to 10 (which is the normal Spanish system).
For example, if a student gets a total of –66 points, his result would be
calculated as follows: (110-66=44)/11=4 (which fails to pass; the lowest
pass mark is 5).

5.2. Method B
The second analytical method was designed to take into account the
negative effect of errors on the overall quality of the translations. The
corrector first has to decide whether each mistake is a translation mis-
take or just a language mistake. This is done by deciding whether or not
the mistake affects the transfer of meaning from the source to the target
text: if it does not, it is a language error (and is penalised with –1 point);
if it does, it is a translation error (and is penalised with –2 points). How-
ever, in the case of translation errors, the corrector also has to judge the
importance of the negative effect that each one of these errors has on the
translation, taking into consideration the objective and the target reader
specified in the instructions to the translator in the exam paper. In order
to judge this importance, the corrector is given the following table:

Table 1: Typology of errors in Method  B

The final mark for each translation is calculated in the same way as for
Method A: that is to say, the examiner fixes a total number of positive
points (in the case of method B, this was 85), and then the corrector
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subtracts the total number of negative points from this figure, and di-
vides the result by 8.5. For example, if a student is given –30 points, his
total mark would be 6.5 (pass): (85-30 = 55)/8.5 = 6.5.

5.3. Method C
Although in the survey mentioned in section 2 above, the teachers who
answered were requested to send a brief description of the method of
assessment they applied, and I did receive a number of descriptions of
error analysis methods, I only received three descriptions of holistic
methods. In addition to this, all three methods based their scales on the
requirements of professional translation and were consequently of little
use for judging the quality of translation into the foreign language. As a
result, I had to design the holistic method myself. The design was based
on the following principles:

(1) For the reasons laid out in section 3 above, I decided to use a uni-
tary scale which treats the translation competence as a whole, rather
than divide it into sub-scales reflecting different sub-competences
(such as ST processing skills, transfer skills, TT processing skills).

(2) It was important to write the descriptors in clear, simple language
and avoid terminology that presupposes specialist knowledge (such
as applied linguistics) on the part of the correctors.

(3) To achieve acceptable levels of reliability, it was important to limit
the number of levels to a maximum of five2 . However, in the end it
was decided to include two marks within each level (for example 5
and 6), so that the correctors could use the traditional Spanish sys-
tem of marking (from 0 to 10). And, when it came to applying the
method, the correctors themselves asked to use half points (5.5, 6.5),
and they were allowed to do so, as it would then prove easier to
detect possible differences by their applications of this method.

In accordance with these principles, the following scale was drawn up:

2 “In judging tests such as we are used to in writing and talking, to claim even 5 reli-
able bands within the range of ability that we observe, is optimistic.” (Pollitt 1991:90)
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Table 2: Description of the five levels of the holistic Method C

Although the above scale is unitary for the reasons already expressed, I
preferred to include three different aspects: the accuracy of transfer of
ST content to the TT, the quality of  expression in the TL and the degree
of task completion. In this way, I hoped to help the correctors to judge
the translations more consistently by giving them more complete and
differentiated descriptors. If a particular student translation only par-
tially fulfilled the requirements laid down by the descriptors at a certain
level, then the corrector had to choose between the lowest mark at that
level (for example, 7 at level 4) and the highest mark at the lower level
(6 at level 3).

I decided to separate accuracy of transfer and quality of expression in
view of the results of the research published by Stansfield et al. (1992),
which claims to have empirically validated the existence of these two
separate components of overall translation competence. It was also de-
cided to include degree of task completion because the translation task
used in the exam whose results form the basis of this research included
clear instructions to the students in accordance with recommendations
made by Nord (1991:164) and Hatim & Mason (1997:201).
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6. Description of experiment

6.1. The two hypotheses

6.1.1. The first hypothesis
The first hypothesis was that Methods of assessment based on error analy-
sis are more reliable and valid than holistic methods.

The main objective of this hypothesis was to analyse the differences
between the marks achieved through the application of these two types
of methods of assessing student translations, which, according to our
survey, are both widely used by university teachers. I was most inter-
ested in possible differences in reliability, and this paper concentrates
exclusively on the statistical results obtained in this area. I have omitted
the validity studies partly because of lack of space and partly because
they did not reveal significant differences between the three methods.
The validity study was based on a number of external criteria consisting
of:

• marks in other translation exams (both from English into Spanish,
and from the other language combinations of the students into and
from their mother tongue);

• marks in exams in English language and in Spanish language;

• the results of a questionnaire in which the students were required to
evaluate their ability to translate from Spanish into English;

• the results of a survey among teachers (not only of translation but
also of other areas in the degree) who had taught the whole group and
who were asked to select the best and the worst students.

According to this study, all the methods proved to be equally valid.

6.1.2. The second hypothesis
The second hypothesis was that The quality of a translation can be as-
sessed more accurately if the method of assessment combines error analy-
sis with a holistic appreciation.
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The argument in support of this hypothesis is the following: methods
based on error analysis provide a clear justification of the mark reached,
which is greatly appreciated by the students. The system of penalties is
clear and its application is apparently objective. However, these meth-
ods have two drawbacks:

(1) Methods of error analysis are not as objective as they would appear.
A translation error is not so much a question of right or wrong as of
degrees of adequacy to the communicative context surrounding a
particular communicative act. This means that the corrector’s deci-
sions in applying a method based on error analysis are inevitably
subjective to a certain extent; the choice between what is appropri-
ate and what is inappropriate depends at least in part on the correc-
tor’s personal judgement. As Pym (1992) nicely puts it: he is not
distinguishing between black and white but between different shades
of grey.

(2) Error analysis only measures the defects in a translation, but it does
not measure positive aspects. Methods based on error analysis are
founded on a possible fallacy: “the overall quality of a translation is
equal to the sum of the defects it contains”. There can be no doubt
that mistakes undermine the quality of a translation, but it is also
true that two translations with the same number of mistakes may
vary in terms of overall quality.

To verify the hypothesis, I created Method D, which consisted of com-
bining the marks obtained by the correctors in their application of Meth-
ods B and C, in a proportion of 70/30. These results were then compared
to those reached with Method A.

6.2. How the methods were applied
To verify the two hypotheses, the three methods were applied to the
correction of a second-year translation exam done by 64 students on the
undergraduate degree course of Translation and Interpreting at the
Universidad Pontificia Comillas de Madrid. The text of the exam paper
which the students had to translate was an editorial from a Spanish news-
paper (the ABC), entitled “Diálogo de la lengua”, which discussed the
present status of the Spanish language. The text was 330 words long and
the students had 3 hours to translate it.
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The three assessment methods were applied by five correctors; two
of these were teachers of translation at Comillas, but the remaining three
were teachers of English as a foreign language and had virtually no experi-
ence of translation teaching3 . They applied the methods to the 64 trans-
lations in a different order and with at least a month’s interval between
each method. Before applying the methods to the exams, they had to
practice each one on a series of other student translations of a different
text (that is different from the text used in the exam, and different in the
case of each method); each corrector, individually, then had to show me
the results of this preliminary application, which were compared to the
results of my own application, and differences and doubts were discussed.
If both the corrector and I were satisfied, then I gave him/her the exams
to correct; if doubts still persisted, the corrector was asked to apply the
method to further translations of yet another different text4 .

7. Results of the experiment

7.1. Table of results of the application of the three methods
Table 3 below shows the results of the application of the three methods
to the student translations that were carried out by five correctors. In the
table, the rows are the 64 students and the columns represent the 5 cor-
rectors who applied the three different methods. Hence “A1” = “correc-
tor 1 applying Method A”. At the foot of each column, the following
data have been added: the totals, the means and the standard deviation:

3 All three had at some time substituted me in my translation classes, but this only
involved between four and ten hours’ teaching in all in each case.
4 This in fact only happened on two occasions, and I take this opportunity to mention
that the correctors involved in this experiment received no compensation (economic or
otherwise) for the considerable effort they had to make both in the training and in the
application of the different methods of correction. Such is the life of the researcher and
his friends!
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Table 3: Results of the application of the three methods by the five correctors
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7.2. Analysis of variance (ANOVA) and reliability
An ANOVA for related measures was carried out on the results obtained
by the application of the three methods by the five correctors in order to
clarify the source of the variance detected. This analysis aimed at deter-
mining to what extent the variance could be attributed to differences
between the two methods, to the fact that the correctors were applying
them differently, or to the fact that the subjects (that is, the students)
were different.

7.2.1. Method A
· Columns: 5 correctors assessing with Method A.

· Rows: Subjects (N=64).

· Variables: A1, A2, A3, A4, A5.

Table 4: ANOVA of the results of the application of Method A

7.2.2. Method B
· Columns: 5 correctors assessing with Method B.

· Rows: Subjects (N=64).

· Variables: B1, B2, B3, B4, B5.

Table 5: ANOVA of the results of the application of Method B
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7.2.3. Method C
· Columns: 5 correctors assessing with Method C.

· Rows: Subjects (N=64).

· Variables: C1, C2, C3, C4, C5.

Table 6: ANOVA of the results of the application of Method C

7.2.4. Interpretation of the results of the ANOVAs
In the case of all three methods, the F-ratio for both the columns (that is,
the correctors applying the method) and the rows (that is, the 64 stu-
dents) is significant (p<.001). This means that the differences that can
be observed between the results are not only due to the fact that the
students are different, but also to differences between the correctors in
their application of each method. However, these significant F-ratios do
not tell us the size of these differences. To measure this, we applied the
coefficient of eta squared (η2), which is the result of dividing each par-
tial sum of squares by the total sum of squares, and which shows the
proportion of the variance that can be attributed to each of its possible
sources. This is a useful complement to the ANOVA as it helps to inter-
pret the results more accurately (Nunnally & Bernstein 1994).

The calculation of the coefficients of eta squared gives us the follow-
ing results for the three methods:
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Table 7: Coefficients of eta squared  for Methods A, B and C

According to the above results, the variance in the rows (the students)
accounts for 62% of the total variance in the case of Method A, 68% in
the case of Method B and 45% in the case of Method C. In contrast to
these results, the variance in the columns (the correctors applying the
methods) accounts for 22% of the total variance in the case of Method
A, 14% in the case of Method B and 26% in the case of Method C.
These results lead to the following conclusions:

(1) In spite of the variance detected in both the columns and the rows,
the differences between the students account for a considerably
greater proportion of the total variance than the differences between
the correctors.

(2) Although the differences between the students are greater than the
differences between the teachers applying the three methods, the
comparison of the eta squared coefficients obtained by each method
indicates the superiority of the two error analysis methods (A and
B) over the holistic one (C).

7.2.5. Results of the inter-rater reliability estimates
The results of the ANOVAs were used to find the inter-rater reliability
(reliability of the columns) with the three methods, with the following
results:
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Table 8: Estimate of reliability of Methods A, B and C

The results of the reliability estimates also indicate the superiority of the
methods based on error analysis. These results show us that Methods A
and B are more consistent than Method C (.94 as against .84), at least
with this group of students, these translations and these correctors. Mo-
rales (2000) considers that the adequate level of reliability depends above
all on the use that is going to be made of the marks obtained. If the
marks are going to be used as a basis for decision taking, then Morales
recommends that the reliability coefficient should be at least .85. Al-
though he admits that this figure is arbitrary, it is worth noting that,
whereas the coefficient for the methods based on error analysis is fully
acceptable, the one for the holistic method is just below Morales’ mini-
mum5 . This implies that we should perhaps be careful of basing im-
portant academic decisions on marks achieved by means of holistic
methods.

7.2.6. Inter-rater reliability estimates with the best and the
worst students

To find out whether the internal consistency of the methods and the cor-
rectors varied with the best and the worst students, the total number of
64 students was divided into two subgroups of 32 (lower subgroup and
higher subgroup) according to the median of the average mark obtained
by the students with the three methods (A, B and C) as applied by the

5 Hughes (1989:32) comments that in foreign language tests the level of reliability that
can be achieved varies according to the nature of the test. He quotes Lado (1961) who
claims that good vocabulary, structure and reading tests are usually in the .90 to .99
range, while auditory comprehension tests are more often in the .80 to .89 range, and
oral production tests may be in the .70 to .79 range. This means that a reliability coeffi-
cient of .85 might be considered high for an oral production test but low for a reading
test.
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five correctors. A reliability estimate (Cronbach’s alpha) was carried out
on each of these two groups and the results are laid out in table 9:

Table 9: Reliability estimate with the lower subgroup and the higher subgroup.

The reliability coefficient is higher for all three methods with the whole
group of 64 students than with the two subgroups. This is to be expected,
as the reliability coefficient is always lower when it is applied to more
homogeneous groups.

What is really worth pointing out in this table, is the fact that the error
analysis methods differentiate equally well between the students in the
two subgroups, both the lower one and the higher one. However, the
holistic method differentiates more clearly between the students in the
lower subgroup than between those in the higher subgroup. This indi-
cates that, in this upper subgroup there are differences between the stu-
dents which are detected by the error analysis methods but not by the
holistic one.

In conclusion, the statistical analysis of the results of the application
of the three methods by the five correctors to the student translations
confirms at least part of our first hypothesis, that methods based on error
analysis are more reliable than holistic ones.

8. Verification of the second hypothesis

8.1. ANOVA with Methods A and D
The second hypothesis was that the quality of a translation can be as-
sessed more accurately if the method of assessment combines error analy-
sis with a holistic appreciation. To verify this hypothesis, Method D was
created: this consisted of combining the marks obtained by the correc-
tors in their application of Methods B and C, in a proportion of 70/30.
These results were then compared to those reached with Method A.
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An ANOVA for related measures was carried out on the marks ob-
tained with Method D, in order to ascertain the source of the variance.
The results of this ANOVA are set out in table 10:

Method D
· Columns: 5 correctors assessing with Method D.
· Rows: Subjects (N=64).
· Variables: D1, D2, D3, D4, D5.

Table 10: ANOVA of the results of the application of Method D

As was the case with the other three methods, the ANOVA with Method
D also shows significant variance in the rows (the students) and in the
columns (the correctors). In the same way as before, the coefficient of
eta squared was applied to these results to ascertain the size of this vari-
ance. In the following table we also repeat the eta squared coefficient
for Method A:

Table 11: Coefficients of eta squared for Methods A and D

These results provide clear evidence of the superiority of Method D
over Method A: in the application of the combined error analysis-holis-
tic Method D, the differences between the correctors are considerably
less than with error analysis Method A. Whereas, in the case of Method
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A, the differences between the students account for 62% and the differ-
ences between the correctors 22% of the total variance, in the case of
Method D, the differences between the students account for 79% and
the differences between the correctors only 3% of the total variance.

8.2. Results of the inter-rater reliability estimates
The results of the ANOVA were used to calculate the inter-rater reliabil-
ity (reliability of the columns) with Method D, which is shown in the
following table, where we also repeat the reliability coefficients for the
other three methods:

Table 12: Estimate of reliability of Methods A, B, C and D

The superiority of Method D over Method A is also reflected in the re-
sults of this reliability estimate which shows that, with the combined
method, the correctors achieve a coefficient of .94 as against .93 with
Method A. Although this is a small difference, it contributes towards the
verification of the second hypothesis, especially if we take into account
the fact that the combination of the error analysis Method B and the
holistic Method C greatly improves the latter’s reliability, which was
only .84 when used on its own.

9. Conclusions
In spite of the limited nature of this piece of research, it points to two
conclusions:

(1) This research clearly indicates that, provided there is a minimum of
coordination between correctors, the results obtained by the appli-
cation of the type of systems currently used for evaluating student
translations achieve a high level of internal consistency between
raters.
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(2) Although the statistical analysis indicates the superiority of
methods based on error analysis over those based on a purely
holistic appreciation, it also shows the limitations of error analy-
sis by itself, and the benefits of combining both approaches.

This research was limited to translation into the foreign language, and
the findings should also be compared to the application of this experi-
ment to translation into the native language, both in academic and pro-
fessional spheres. What is clear is the continuing need for closer statisti-
cal scrutiny of all aspects of Translation Quality Assessment.
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