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Translation theory from students’ perspective:
an indispensable professional prerequisite
or a tedious curricular obligation?

Introduction!

The importance of translation theory teaching seems to be a recurring
theme in researchers’ reflections on training and curricula. Apparently,
there is little, if any, disagreement over the issue. As Lederer [2007: 33]
observes,

To produce expert translators, having trainees translate a lot is not sufficient.
Translation is a complex operation and theory helps in generalizing and sys-
tematizing problems. Within its general frame, trainees are able to take some
distance from specific details and assign their respective roles to the text, its
content, loyalty, the translator’s initiatives, etc. As a result, their approach to
translation problems will become more self-assured.

The opinion of Chesterman [1996] is similarly unequivocal and even
more powerful. While discussing the concept of a translation-meme
pool, which permanently determines the way translator trainees will
perceive and perform translation in their future careers, he mentions
a few “risks of drowning”. The first on the list of detrimental fallacies
are atheoretical attitudes:

By this I mean the belief among some translators that one “does not need”
atranslation theory in order to be able to translate. This is pure self-deception:

1

I would like to sincerely thank Dr Ross Aldridge, University of Gdansk, for his
generous and invaluable help in proofreading this paper.



56 JUSTYNA GICZELA-PASTWA

a theory is basically a view of something, a conception. To translate with no
theory would be impossible [ibidem: 64].

However, the question may arise how the very concept of theory,
or specifically translation theory, is defined by scholars when express-
ing their views on the role it plays in contemporary translation training.
Before I refer to the definitions that I find particularly important, let me
mention the list of quotations discussed by Chesterman in his seminal
book [2000: 43-46]. As the author observes, the quoted explanations
reveal diverse points of view and appear to the reader as contradictory
[ibidem: 44]. The discrepancies prove that defining the notion of a theo-
ry is an extremely challenging task, let alone formulating a comprehen-
sive translation theory.

Lederer [2007: 16] defines theory “as a set of principles used to ex-
plain a class of phenomena, the phenomena of interest in our case be-
ing those of translation”. A similar view is presented by Chesterman
[2007: 1], who takes “(better) understanding to be the general goal of
any theory. A theory of translation is thus a view of translation — or some
part or aspect of it — which helps us to understand it better”; “a theory
is an instrument of understanding”. Returning to the applied aspect of
translation theories and their validity for translation practice, Chester-
man observes that “one of the best contributions translation scholars can
make to the work of professional translators is to study and then dem-
onstrate the links between different translation decisions or strategies
and the effects that such decisions or strategies seem to have on clients
and readers and cultures, both in the past and in the present, under given
conditions” [Chesterman and Wagner, 2002: 5]. On the other hand, Pym
[2010: 2] describes theories as “scenes set by ideas about what could
or should be in a translation”, and in this way closely links translation
theory and practice, although in a more prescriptive mode than the two
writers quoted above.

Practitioners, however, do not share the optimistic and confident view
of translation scholars. The most perceptible is the voice of Wagner,
who starts her famous dialogue with Chesterman [Chesterman, Wagner,
2002] with a sharp statement (“Translation theory? Spare us...”), quoted
as a typical reaction of a practicing translator when asked about the use-
fulness of translation theory. Wagner [cf. ibidem: 1] backs her statement
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up with the sceptical views of other practitioners, i.e. Berglund and
Cross. Similar overtones can be traced in statements by Robinson (“It
is time to offer translators tools, not rules”, 1991: xvi, quoted in Baer
and Koby, 2003: vii) and Pym (“there must be doubt about the extent to
which academic research can directly enhance translation skills”, 2011:
482). Moreover, Pym directly addresses the dispute between translation
scholars and practitioners by noticing the ever-changing nature of “the
lists of competencies (as in the various working versions of the Euro-
pean Masters in Translation), where the ‘theory’ components tend to
come and go according to the background of the person drawing up the
list” [2011: 483].

A possible explanation of practitioners’ suspicion has been offered
by Baer and Koby [2003: vii]:

The prejudice against theory on the part of practitioners is understandable,
for while translation may be “the world’s second oldest profession,” it has
only recently been institutionalized as a unique discipline within the acade-
my. Its position outside or on the margins of scholarship has helped to foster
a profound scepticism toward translation theory, fueled by popular beliefs
that translators are born, not made, or that translation is something that is
learned on the job, not in the classroom.

As can be noticed, teaching theory to translator trainees has been
tackled and discussed by a number of researchers [cf. also Shiyab, 1996;
Calzada Pérez, 2005; Piotrowska, 2016]. However, to the best of my
knowledge, little attention has been paid so far to the opinions of trans-
lator trainees themselves. Apparently, it is generally assumed that stu-
dents who have just been gaining experience, are not supposed to form
relevant and long-standing opinions. However, being well informed
about their expectations and reservations concerning translation theo-
ries (teaching) may allow trainers to adjust the material and manner of
delivery to their needs, to be one step ahead and competently direct and
facilitate their development, in line with a student-centred approach.
The study presented below was designed and conducted in order to gain
insight into the views of translator trainees and their possible evolution.
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Research Design

The main study was carried out in October and November 2012, and was
accompanied by a short follow-up questionnaire in January 2013. Par-
ticipants in the study were studying at the Centre for Translation Stud-
ies, University of Gdansk, Poland, both at the BA and MA levels. The
overall number of subjects who took part in the study amounts to 117,
and splits fairly evenly into five groups, analogous to the year of study:

Chart 1. The distribution of participants in the study
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As of the academic year 2012-2013, translation theory was taught to
the subjects mainly in the form of separate courses, included in both BA
and MA programmes (90 and 60 teaching hours respectively), although
passing references to selected theoretical approaches were also made
during practical courses. Obviously, during BA and MA seminars the
students regularly related their analyses to chosen theories; however, it
was assumed that they had become acquainted with the theory of trans-
lation before seminars began.

First, all the participants were asked to fill in the main survey (S1)
which consisted of four questions (Q1 to Q4). While answering the first
one (Q1), concerning subjects’ general attitude towards translation the-
ory, students could either use response set wording alone, or optionally
add their own comments to fully support the answer they had chosen.
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Two subsequent questions (Q2 and Q3) were formulated with ready an-
swers to choose from, and finally the last question (Q4) was open-ended
and aimed at collecting more qualitative data. In order to gain additional
knowledge from existing results, i.e. the outcomes of S1, triangulation
procedure was applied [cf. e.g. Hansen, 2005; Alves, 2003] and a short
follow-up survey (S2) was designed and distributed to the MA-level
subjects.

The idea behind S2 was to assess the respondents’ previous experi-
ence of TS and to determine if the most frequent answers to the ques-
tions included in S1 are motivated by former training in translation
theory or by relatively little awareness of any theoretical frameworks. It
has been tentatively assumed that a BA degree in TS, obtained from the
University of Gdansk or any other tertiary education unit, is a proof of
some familiarity with at least the most popular theories of translation.
A BA degree in English Studies or any other field has been equated with
little or no previous training in theoretical aspects of translation.

Chart 2. The distribution of former experience with translation theory among
MA-level participants

Former TS experience

m 1MA with BAin TS

(11 subjects)

2MA with BAin TS

(10 subjects)

1MA with BA in other fields

(12 subjects)
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28% 23% B 2MA with BA in other fields
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As may be noticed, as far as S2 is concerned, the total number of
subjects splits into four even groups. At each level an almost identi-
cal number of persons have a BA degree in TS (11 and 10 subjects in
1MA and 2MA groups respectively) and a similar number of persons in
each of the MA groups have a BA degree in a field different from TS,
mostly in English Studies (12 and 10 subjects in IMA and 2MA groups
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respectively). The results of S2 make it justifiable to assume that since
the whole batch of MA respondents divides into two even groups of the
translation theory-trained and the novices, the IMA and 2MA may be
considered as comparable and the discrepancies between the answers
of IMA and 2MA respondents should be treated with utmost attention.

Research Hypotheses and Background

At the outset of the study it was assumed that translator trainees’ at-
titudes towards translation theory change with their growing experi-
ence and professional maturity. Apparently, novice translators should
demonstrate a growing need for familiarity with theoretical reflection
on translation, understood here not only as tricks of the trade, but also
as wider frameworks which allow translation practitioners to make their
decisions with greater composure and self-confidence.

As the etymology of the word ‘theory’ suggests, referred to by Pym,
theorizing describes looking at a view, and therefore “A theory sets the
scene where the generation and selection process takes place. Translators
are thus constantly theorizing as part of the regular practice of translat-
ing” [Pym, 2010: 1]. Whenever individual theorizing is confronted with
alternative views on a particular translation issue and supported with
a coherent set of arguments, it develops into a comprehensive theory
[ibidem: 2]. Adopting the approach presented, it can be deduced that
correctly formulated theories should stem from experience, reflect
practical expertise and serve as a point of reference and a guideline for
their followers. Consequently, as sources of ready-made help in trouble,
translation theories should be learnt and eagerly applied by translator
trainees. The present study aimed at testing the above-mentioned as-
sumption about increasing awareness of the significance of translation
theory as a result of the gradual professional development of novice
translators.

Research Outcomes

This section focuses on the results of S1 as the main part of the study.
The outcomes of the follow-up S2, presented briefly in the Research
Design section, show that by coincidence the batch of MA subjects was
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an ideal group to be surveyed in order to learn more about trainees’ at-
titudes to the applicability of translation theory and that S1 results in this
group can be viewed as informative.

The opening question of S1 concentrates on a trainee’s subjective
evaluation of the influence translation theory has had on their translation
routine and the role the theory plays for them (Q1: How would you as-
sess the impact of translation theory on your translation practice?). The
subjects were to choose from four options: indispensable (I can hardly
imagine translating without the knowledge of translation theory; thanks
to knowing a number of theoretical statements and approaches I may /
have become more aware of practical nuances.); almost useful (I am
positive that translation theory enriches / will envich my practice, even
though at times it is difficult for me to apply it consciously.); mainly ir-
relevant (4 few theoretical statements make sense, but a majority seem
irrelevant for translation practice.); pointless (I see no point in learning
about theory; while translating I use my intuition and I do not remember
what all the big names say.). Apart from choosing any of the options, the
respondents could provide additional explanation using the lines pro-
vided below the set wording. The popularity of each ready-made answer
among BA-level subjects is shown on the charts below:

Chart 3. The distribution of Q1 answers in 1BA group
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Chart 4. The distribution of Q1 answers in 2BA group

Q1: impact of translation theory on practice (2BA: 23 subjects)
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Chart 5. The distribution of Q1 answers in 3BA group

Q1: impact of translation theory on practice (3BA: 21 subjects)
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All BA-level subjects respond to this essential question in a similar
way: in each group approximately 70% state that translation theory has
considerably enriched or will surely enrich their practice, even though
at times they do not apply it consciously. The second most popular an-
swer was to assess the majority of theoretical statements as mainly irrel-
evant for practice — this answer was chosen by around 20% of 1BA and
2BA students, and as much as 30% of 3BA students. Extreme options
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(indispensable or pointless) were chosen by few subjects from 1BA
and 2BA groups: 4 subjects out of 74 BA respondents opted for indis-
pensable, and only 1 person out of 74 chose pointless.

What may be more interesting, however, are the additional com-
ments which the respondents made while answering Q1. Those 1BA
students who chose the almost useful answer often added that their
first tool while translating was their intuition, nevertheless, if in trou-
ble, they try to find a solution with the help of theory. These comments
bring to mind the approach of natural translators, described by Harris
and Toury [cf. Gentile, 1996; Antonini, 2011]. One of the most up-to-
date definitions presents a natural translator as “an untrained and very
often unremunerated bilingual individual who acts as a linguistic and
cultural (inter)mediator in a variety of formal and informal contexts and
situations” [ibidem: 102]. However, what links the comments with the
notion in question more directly is the attitude natural translators have
towards translation, characterized by Harris as a conviction that “the
ability to translate and interpret is not the exclusive realm of profes-
sionals, but a natural aptitude for bilingual speakers” [ibidem] and that
“translation is done by bilinguals in everyday circumstances without
special training for it” [Harris, 1976: 96].

As far as 2BA students are concerned, their comments are more
varied and show growing experience: they underline the way in which
theory makes them more aware of the whole process and point to certain
flaws typical of translation theories (e.g. theories are repetitive; theories
present obvious things). It can be noticed that they remain slightly scep-
tical about the usefulness of the metalanguage of translation, arguing
that customers do not care about and do not know all the ‘fancy names’.

The comments of 3BA students reflect even greater experience: they
again describe translation practice as a mostly instinctive and intuitive
activity, but define this ‘intuition’ as an ability formed on the basis of
theoretical statements and ideas learnt about during classes. Moreover,
a few of them observe that theory seems most useful at the revision stage
when it may make the translator confident that the decisions they have
taken give satisfying results. Interestingly, what is viewed as a drawback
by their younger peers, now becomes perceived as an advantage: a few
respondents underline that with the help of theory, translators are able to
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support the decisions they have taken with the use of ‘proper wording’
and thus convince clients/other translators that they are professionals.
As was the case with BA-level respondents, analogous inner similarity
may be observed in the case of MA-level subject. However, the difference
in the way BA and MA subjects answer Q1 is immediately noticeable. The
charts below reflect the choices of IMA and 2MA groups respectively:

Chart 6. The distribution of Q1 answers in 1MA group
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Chart 7. The distribution of Q1 answers in 2MA group

Q1: impact of translation theory on practice (2MA: 20 subjects)
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In comparison with BA students’ considerable enthusiasm for trans-
lation theory, reflected in the popularity of the almost useful answer, the
attitude of MA students seems more sceptical. Even though the option
preferred by their younger peers remains most frequently chosen among
1MA students and is selected by a half of 2MA students, the drop in the
percentage of its adherents is noticeable.

Two subsequent questions in S1, i.e. Q2 (What is in your opinion an
optimum share of theoretical and practical courses in your programme?)
and Q3 (4s far as the content of a theoretical course is concerned, would
you prefer to learn in detail about one particular approach advocated by
the trainer? / learn about as many approaches as possible, and choose
for yourself?) were meant to direct respondents’ attention to the actual
framework of teaching/learning translation theory.

In Q2 the respondents choose from four ready-made answer options:
a) more theory, less practice (more theoretical, fewer practical; once
someone teaches me some theory, I can put it into practice myself); b)
equal halves; c) less theory, more practice (fewer theoretical, more
practical: practice makes perfect); d) only practice (only practical;
1 can read the theory on my own if I need it). It is noteworthy that the
first answer option was not chosen by any BA- or MA-level subject, that
is why it has been excluded from the charts. Obviously, the omission of
this answer option by the participants suggests that their general attitude
to translation — even when facing approaching deadlines for BA or MA
thesis submission — is more applied than purely academic, and that the
schedule of the programme provides a satisfactory amount of theory
teaching.

The choices of BA-level respondents are presented in detail below:
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Chart 8. The distribution of Q2 answers in 1BA group
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Chart 9. The distribution of Q2 answers in 2BA group

Q2: optimum share of theoretical and practical courses (2BA: 23 subjects)
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Chart 10. The distribution of Q2 answers in 3BA group

Q2: optimum share of theoretical and practical courses (3BA: 21 subjects)
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Again, as in the case of Q1, each of the BA-level groups responded
in a similar way, with an overwhelming majority suggesting that theo-
retical courses should give way to practical courses. It is interesting to
notice that the percentage of equal halves option supporters has slightly
increased from 7% in the 1BA group, to 9% in 2BA and 10% in the 3BA
groups, but an interpretation that it reflects growing awareness of the im-
portance and usefulness of translation theory would be too far-fetched,
considering the scale of the increase. On the other hand, the absence of
voices in favour of a solely practical orientation of the programme in
2BA and 3BA groups, in contrast with 10% support expressed in 1BA
group, should be taken into account and treated as a possible sign of
a developing appreciation of theory.
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Chart 11. The distribution of Q2 answers in 1MA group

Q2: optimum share of theoretical and practical courses (1MA: 23 subjects)
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Chart 12. The distribution of Q2 answers in 2MA group

Q2: optimum share of theoretical and practical courses (2MA: 20 subjects)
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Let us now compare BA-level answers with MA-level choices.
Even though the differences between BA- and MA-level answers are
not striking, I would suggest that the choices of MA subjects may indi-
cate a certain disillusionment with the value of translation theory. The
percentage of equal halves option supporters is the lowest in the case
of 2MA students and simultaneously, the supporters of the less theory,
more practice option are the most numerous in this group.
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In the next question the subjects were to choose between unity and
variety, i.e. in-depth familiarity with one theory or general comprehen-
sion of many theoretical approaches to translation. Even though there
are subtle percentage differences between particular groups, the major-
ity of respondents prefer to learn about as many theoretical stances as
possible. This option has been chosen by min. 87% in the case of IMA
to max. 100% in the case of 2BA students. The results may be consid-
ered positive feedback on the most popular design of translation theory
courses, which are typically delivered in the form of chronologically
ordered or problem focused overviews of diverse theories.

Last but not least, the final question of S1 concerns the expectations
the subjects have about a thorough and helpful translation theory (Q4:
What do you expect from a comprehensive theory of translation? Please
list no more than five expectations, if possible, in order of importance.).
No answer options were provided, because this time I aimed at gathering
more qualitative data and observing the metalanguage used by the re-
spondents while discussing theoretical issues. As the wording and length
of the answers were very varied, it is impossible to present a compre-
hensive report; however, I tried to trace general tendencies.

It is noteworthy that in the 1BA and 2BA groups as much as 20% and
26% of respondents respectively did not provide any answer to Q4. The
lack of an answer may be interpreted primarily as a sign of unfamili-
arity with the metalanguage and an inability to quickly and concisely
list one’s own expectations due to limited translation experience. This
interpretation may be supported by the fact that in the more experienced
groups the lack of an answer to Q4 was marginal.

The majority of 1BA respondents expected that a comprehensive
theory would first of all instruct them in appropriate translation strate-
gies and techniques?® — it was the hope of almost half of the group (47%).
Often a particular translation issue that a theory should help to solve

2 3BA group — n/a (all the subjects provided answer to Q4); IMA and 2MA
groups - only one respondent in each group (i.e. 4% and 5% respectively) did
not answer Q4.

However, it should be underlined that the wording used by 1BA subjects is
rather general: most often the respondents write about ways fto translate certain
things | ways how to deal with | tips how to cope with, etc. Three subjects (10%)
use the word strategy, one (3%) — method and one (3%) — technique.
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is mentioned, e.g. idioms, proper nouns, collocations, culture-specific
words. The second most popular expectation (of 33% of respondents)
is that a theory should support itself with a number of illustrative exam-
ples. In the third place the 1BA subjects mention the language and form
in which a theory is presented — it should be straightforward, under-
standable, interesting, not too complex, not boring (referred to by 20%
of respondents). The expectations of a more cognitive nature are rather
infrequent; I have found three statements (10% of respondents) that may
be recognized as related to a greater extent to cognition than to practice
only.*

Even though the number of 2BA subjects that did not respond to Q4
in any way is greater than in the case of 1BA group (26% vs 20%), I per-
ceive 2BA answers as slightly more cognition-oriented. The percentage
of respondents aiming at deeper insight into the process of translation®
increases from 10% to 17%. Nevertheless, practical dimensions remain
the most important: 35% of respondents hope to learn about translation
strategies and techniques;® 22% of respondents expect a comprehensive
theory to offer illustrative examples. The issue of the language and form
is less important than for the 1BA group and is mentioned by 9% of 2BA
respondents. What draws my attention is the fact that 13% of 2BA sub-
jects expect exercises to put the theory into practice, which on the one
hand indicates an incorrect understanding of Q4 (most probably the ex-
pectations about a theory were mistaken for expectations about a course
in translation theory), but on the other hand may be interpreted as an
unfulfilled need to see practical applications of translation theories.

The expectations of 3BA respondents seem to be expressed with
more varied wording and thus at first glance they are more difficult to
categorize. It should be underlined that every single subject provides an

4 (I expect a theory) to show different ways of translating the same text, so that is

suits the target language / to explain why I should use these solutions /  want to
compare the theory with different translations

Most often the respondents mentioned deeper understanding |/ help in
understanding | being more conscious / being more aware.

Similarly to 1BA respondents, 2BA subjects do not use the metalanguage
of translation studies too often — the most frequently used wording includes
solutions to translation problems | manners | tricks / right ways / advice / dos
and dont’s. The word technique is used once only.
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answer to Q4, more often than in the case of 1BA and 2BA the answers
are more elaborate, sometimes on the verge of being repetitive. The im-
portance of practical instruction in available strategies and techniques’
is still central, even though the percentage of respondents that express
this expectation is slightly lower than before (33%). Again, as was the
case with 1BA respondents, the expectation about the language of de-
scription is frequently mentioned: 29% of 3BA subjects hope for a sim-
ple | comprehensible / clear | not too complex form of a theory. The sig-
nificance of examples has slightly diminished, although it is mentioned
in the third place, by 19% of 3BA respondents. However, even though
the frequency of references to translation strategies or examples seems
a bit lower, I would argue that the expectations concerning applicabil-
ity of a theory to translation practice are more general and recurrent (or
even more desperate?) — as much as 48% of 3BA respondents raise the
issue of practicality | usefulness / applicability. Such a high rate made
me reanalyse the questionnaires of 1BA and 2BA in this respect. I dis-
covered that the hopes for effective application of a theory to practice
were already mentioned, although not in such a clear and straightfor-
ward way and wording. Having reread the answers closely I counted that
in the case of 1BA the issue of practicability was mentioned by 23% of
respondents. As far as the 2BA group is concerned, I decided to add to
the initial 22% those respondents that referred to exercises (mentioned
above), which raises the final percentage to 35%.

In the 3BA answers the frequency of expectations that I perceive
and categorize as cognition-oriented is much greater than in the case
of 1BA and 2BA groups and amounts to 29%.% Finally, 14% of subjects
expressed a need to learn more about the history of translation as a field,
which — again — may indicate a misinterpretation of Q4, but on the other
hand may be a signal of broadening perspective and experience, as well
as changing perception of translation, viewed no longer as just a craft.

7 There is an observable shift in the wording used while referring to translation

procedures, in comparison with 1BA and 2BA groups. More than half of the
3BA respondents that mention this issue use the terms strategies, methods or
techniques. Other lexical choices are: appropriate ways, problematic issues.
Apart from answers using expressions with understand / being aware, 1 have
categorized as cognition-oriented phrases such as food for thought / inspiring
questions | deep analysis | broadened perspective.
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As regards the expectations of 1 MA respondents, the one concerning
translation strategies and techniques’® is verbalized by 26% of subjects,
the next 13% mention the need to learn about solutions to typical prob-
lems. Two other aspects, frequently brought up by BA-level respond-
ents, i.e. the language / register in which a theory is presented, and ex-
amples to support the main tenets, are definitely less important to IMA
subjects: the hope for an interesting / simple / concrete form of delivery
is expressed by 17%, and the expectation to be provided with examples
— by only 13%. However, the expectation about general practicality and
applicability of a theory, noticed as a new tendency in the case of the
3BA group, is this time even more conspicuous: it was articulated by
52% of 1MA subjects. The frequency of cognition-related expectations
has slightly lowered, to the level of 26%, but the answers that were cat-
egorized as such are more elaborate and varied'.

Some of the tendencies described above are also observable in the
case of the 2MA group. The importance of specific instruction on de-
tailed translation strategies and techniques'! is smaller: it was mentioned
by 20% of subjects. However, the reference to general practicality and
applicability is on the increase: as much as 55% of 2MA respondents
declare that this is one of their main expectations about a comprehensive
translation theory. In comparison to the IMA group, the significance of
form and examples is greater for the 2MA group: the language of de-
scription that is clear / accessible / concise | easy to understand / easy
to read and follow was important for 25% of 2MA respondents, whereas
30% of 2MA respondents state that an outline of a comprehensive trans-
lation theory should include illustrative examples. The fact that the per-
centage of cognition-related expectations is extremely low (5%) is also
worthy of mention.

In this group the use of metalanguage is predominant (strategies / techniques /
methods | procedures).

In addition to already used phrases with understanding |/ explanation /|
conscious, IMA respondents mention broadened horizons | enlightenment /
better perception / different perspectives | self-development.

In comparison with IMA group, the use of metalanguage in 2MA group is less
consistent: along with the term fechnique the respondents frequently use the
word solutions.
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The chart below is an attempt to collectively present the answers
to Q4, in a way that would make it easy to observe the discrepancies
between the choices of particular groups. The division into predominant
types of expectations (strategies, form, examples, practicality, cogni-
tion) has been kept as in the verbal descriptions above. Additionally, the
percentage of questionnaires with no answer to Q4 has been included.

Chart 13. The distribution of Q4 answers in particular groups of respondents

The distribution of Q4 answers in particular groups of respondents

2MA

1MA no answer
M cognition

3BA M practicality
W examples

form

2BA
M strategies

1BA

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

As has been already mentioned, the percentage of respondents omit-
ting Q4 altogether decreases with growing experience'?, which is not at
all surprising: with time students become more self-aware and obser-
vant, sharpen their hierarchy of importance, and are more capable of
using the metalanguage of translation.

12 Taking into account the outcomes of S2, it is assumed that in terms of experience

MA-level respondents are in 50% as unexperienced as 1BA respondents, and in
50% as experienced as 3BA respondents. It is further deduced that in the case
of MA groups any departure from an outcome averaged in line with this half
and half balance may be interpreted as related to growing experience of the
respondents.
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The expectation that a comprehensive translation theory should pro-
vide its followers with an inventory of strategies decreases in popularity
with growing experience, and is gradually replaced by a more general
(and increasing) expectation about the practicality and usefulness of
a translation theory.

The outcomes related to the importance of the language, register and
form of a theory description are inconclusive within BA-level groups,
although this expectation is increasingly frequent at MA-level.

The importance of examples accompanying theoretical statements
in a theory description decreases among BA-level respondents, is lower
than could have been expected in the case of IMA group and rises for
2MA subjects.

The cognition-related dimension of a theory becomes increasingly
important within the BA-level group, however, it is on the decrease in
terms of popularity among MA-level respondents, which is further dis-
cussed in the Conclusions below.

Conclusions

According to the main assumption behind the study, the percentage of
subjects convinced about the indispensability of translation theories
should increase proportionally to their translation experience. However,
the obtained results suggest that for some reason the opposite may be
true.

Having considered the results of S2 and almost identical distribu-
tion of answers in each of the BA-level groups, it could have been ex-
pected that the Q1 answers of MA-level respondents would divide in
a similar way. Contrary to this expectation, the choices of MA groups
reveal that their attitude towards the usefulness of translation theories
is much less enthusiastic. On the other hand, the answers to Q2 and Q3
give the impression that the respondents are not critical of the actual
balance between practical and theoretical courses, as well as of the con-
tents of translation theory courses offered in the programme. Combin-
ing these results with the answers to a more qualitative Q4, presented
in detail above, I would dare to venture that the outcomes of the study
lead us to the question of zow?, not as much as what?. The decreasing
conviction about translation theory indispensability and increasing need
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of visible practicality, supported with illustrative examples, may signal
that the reason for students’ incomplete satisfaction is possibly related to
the manner of presenting particular theories, and not only to translation
theories as such.

The answers to Q4 clearly demonstrate that gaining knowledge
about possible translation solutions and behaviour in particular situa-
tions is one of the most frequently verbalized expectations of the sub-
jects. It echoes the first of three current goals of translation theory as
observed by Chesterman [2000: 48]: “(a) to describe what translators
do, what strategies they use and what roles they play, under given lin-
guistic and socio-cultural conditions.” In my opinion this fact shows that
translator trainees intuitively hold reasonable and realistic expectations
for a comprehensive translation theory. What is more, the percentage of
answers in the case of 1IMA group ideally illustrates the heterogeneity
of this group (please note the assumption from footnote 12): it reaches
the level of 39%, which is an average of 1BA and 3BA percentages
(47% and 33% respectively). However, as has already been underlined,
at both BA and MA levels this expectation gradually gives place to the
one for usefulness and practicality. It may suggest that with time stu-
dents become dissatisfied not as much with the answers they get as with
the uncertainty of how to rely on them. This, along with the increasing
need for illustrative examples declared by 2MA group, indicates that
the popular method of translation theory teaching, still bearing strong
traces of transmission [cf. e.g. Kiraly 2000: 22-23], does not produce
satisfactory results. Even though it is commonly believed that the trans-
mission model of education should be entirely a thing of the past [Pym,
2011: 475-489], it is not easy to make it happen, especially as regards
translation theory teaching. The theory of translation is usually taught as
a lecture, in the form of a separate course, not as a workshop integrated
into a practical course.!

3 For the sake of the study I analysed the descriptions of translation programmes

provided by almost 100 European and non-European tertiary education units that
participated in the OPTIMALE project (2010-2013; www.translator-training.
eu), made available on the OPTIMALE website (access: September 2013). It
turned out that the majority of programmes (53%) included at least one separate
course in translation theory, delivered under different names. One third of the
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Obviously, as the study was conducted with the participation of sub-
jects affiliated to the same university, its results should not be general-
ized. In order to obtain more conclusive data, it would be necessary to
repeat the questionnaire with students in other translation programmes,
or at least to repeat it after a few years, with new cohorts of students.
Interestingly, the scope and outcomes of the study partly overlap with
the research conducted by Wali [2015]. The author held a survey on se-
lected aspects of teaching translation, analysed the answers of 19 train-
ers and 61 trainees affiliated to seven different post-graduate translation
programmes in the UK, and compared them to the answers provided
by 12 translation agencies. Three of the questions concerned transla-
tion theory teaching and application. The answers revealed significant
discrepancies between the opinions of trainers and students (let alone
the wide disparity between these and the standpoints of translation agen-
cies). While the majority of teachers believe that after translation theo-
ry courses students normally understand theories and can apply them
(47.4%), the majority of students reveal that even though they under-
stand theories, they cannot apply them (41%), and the remaining 23%
confess they do not understand theories and cannot apply them. This
pessimistic view was not shared by a single teacher [Wali, 2015: 113].
As the author underlines, “86.9% of students agree that they listen pas-
sively to the lecturer, and then they ask questions. This percentage of
the students experienced the transmission approach [...]” [ibidem: 112].
Wali complements her quantitative data with a few direct quotations
from the student surveys'4, which echo some of the statements by 2MA
subjects I found in my study: it seems to me that often theory is isolated
from practice; theory of translation should not be taught separately.

As may be concluded, even though constructivism is not an easy
option, taking into account the constraints on the functioning of contem-
porary universities, it seems optimal also for translation theory teaching.

programmes (32%) did not offer a separate translation theory course, and the
data provided by 15% of the participants was insufficient to categorize.

[The student] “«did not really make the connection between the various
translation theories studied and the actual translation modules»; «There was
a gap usually between practical classes and the lectures. They do not serve each
other»” [Wali, 2015: 113-114].
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The transmission model of theory teaching is still common, usually due
to the disproportion between the amount of knowledge to be acquired
and the amount of time available. Transmitting gives an illusion of ob-
taining ready-made answers to recurring queries in an efficient manner,
but in fact — as the study shows — in the case of such an applied field as
translation, its very nature may paradoxically cause resistance. What is
more, encouraging and enabling students to learn from experience, cre-
ating situations in which they need to — in Pym’s words — look at a view,
generate and select, would most probably inspire them to not only learn
tricks of the trade, but crave for a profound understanding of causes
and effects. The rest of the already mentioned list of the goals transla-
tion theory is supposed to reach, presented by Chesterman [2000: 48],
refers to increased awareness of all the mechanisms and factors behind
the process of translation. The ability to explain, predict and evaluate is
a great advantage that translation theory may offer. The surveyed stu-
dents seemed to recognize this opportunity with their growing experi-
ence, and then to lose interest and become disillusioned. It is one of
the most important tasks of translation theory teaching to maintain their
curiosity and eagerness to not only know, but also understand.
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STRESZCZENIE

Teoria przekladu z perspektywy studenta: niezbedna

czy niepotrzebna?

Artykut przedstawia i analizuje wyniki badania ankietowego przepro-
wadzonego wsrdd studentow translatoryki na studiach licencjackich
1 magisterskich ktoérego celem bylo poznanie opinii badanych adeptéw
na temat przydatnosci teorii przektadu. Zgodnie z poczatkowym zatoze-
niem §wiadomo$¢ znaczenia wiedzy teoretycznej wzrasta wraz z naby-
wanym do$wiadczeniem, jednak wyniki badania sugeruja, ze charakter
tej korelacji jest bardziej ztozony. Autorka podejmuje probe okreslenia
czynnikow, ktore moga mie¢ wpltyw na analizowany zwiazek 1 wyraza-
ne przez badanych poglady.

Stowa kluczowe: teoria przektadu, nauczanie przektadu, adept przekta-
du, transmisja wiedzy, konstruktywizm

SUMMARY

The paper presents and analyses the outcomes of a survey study con-
ducted with the participation of BA and MA students in a translation
programme, aimed at gaining insight into the students’ views on transla-
tion theory usefulness. It was initially assumed that theory appreciation
would develop along with growing translation experience, however, the
nature of the predicted correlation appeared more complex. The author
attempts to determine what factors may influence the observed intercon-
nection and affect the subjects’ opinions.

Key words: translation theory, translation teaching, novice translator,
transmission, constructivism
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