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Corpora in Translator Education

An Introduction

SILVIA BERNARDINI
DOMINIC STEWART
FEDERICO ZANETTIN

1. Applied corpus-based translation studies

Language corpora, i.e. principled collections of texts in electronic for-
mat, are increasingly being used as a resource in linguistics and
language-related disciplines, and corpus linguistics is now firmly estab-
lished as a research area and a methodology. One of the many fields where
corpora are having a growing impact is translation, both at a descriptive
and a practical level. This book is principally concerned with the use of
corpora as resources for the translator and as teaching/learning aids in the
context of the translation classroom -- an area which could be termed “ap-
plied corpus-based translation studies” in terms of the ‘map’ of translation
studies first proposed by Holmes in ((1972) 1988) and later elaborated by
a number of scholars, notably Toury (1995). '
The last decade of the twentieth century saw an unprecedented growth
of public and private institutions devoted to the training, or, better, edu-
cation, of translators and interpreters throughout Europe and the world
(Caminade and Pym 1995). The papers in this volume, which grew out of
presentations at the CULT2K Conference!, record work in progress in
some of the liveliest among these institutions. Though the case studies
reported and activities proposed reflect curricula that vary according to
local educational characteristics, the learning contexts they address are in
many ways similar. Such institutions rarely know for certain whether their
students will work for large governmental translation agencies, as free-
lance literary translators, as interpreters, or as language service providers
in some other capacity, and teaching them to translate usually goes hand-
in-hand with perfecting their working languages. The use of corpora in
these contexts stands at the interface between translation and language

'The second Conference on Corpus Use and Learning to Translate took place in
Bertinoro, Italy, in November 2000. See Bernardini and Zanettin (2000) for a selec-
tion of papers from the previous CULT Conference (1997). Several papers are also
available online http://www.sslmit.unibo.it/cultpaps/paps.htm.
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teaching/learning, the expectation being that competent use of corpora
and corpus analysis tools will enable students to become better language
professionals in a working environment where computational facilities
for processing text have become the rule rather than the exception.
From this perspective the papers in this volume make, we believe, an
important collective statement at a moment when applied corpus-based
translation studies are finally becoming established as a framework for
research and pedagogy. Like corpus linguistics a few years ago, they can
now be said to have come of age (Svartvik 1992), and signs of this newly-
attained maturity abound in this collection. Here we shall draw readers’
attention to those features we consider particularly central to the way this
field of study is progressing, focussing on how they converge or diverge
from such related areas as descriptive corpus-based translation studies,
computer-aided translation, and corpus-based language teaching.

2. Translator education at the interface

2.1 Corpus-based translation studies

In descriptive translation studies, corpus-based approaches have been used
to investigate whether and how translations differ from their source texts,
or from original texts written in the target language, and how specific
languages and genres as well as translators’ stylistic preferences affect
translations. Beginning in the early 1990s (following Baker 1993), work
in this area has drawn on and brought together aims and methods from
descriptive translation studies (cf. Toury 1995) and descriptive corpus
linguistics (cf. Sinclair 1991). Translations are seen as subject to socio-
cultural norms which are manifested intertextually: the latter can thus be
identified through an empirical approach which focuses on the detection
and analysis of systematic features of translations in the context of the
receiving cultures. Corpus linguistics, as a methodology which focuses
on the identification of recurrent patterns of linguistic behaviour in ac-
tual performance data, provides the appropriate tool to test hypotheses
about norms and regularities in translated texts. Given its emphasis on the
target side of translation, work within this paradigm has concentrated on
comparable target language corpora, i.e. collections of translated texts
and of original texts in the same language (e.g. Laviosa 1997, Olohan and
Baker 2000), as well as on parallel or translational corpora, i.e. collec-
tions of translated texts and of their source texts in another language (e.g.
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Bveras 1998, Kenny 2001).

Descriptive corpus-based translation studies have led to a better un-
derstanding of translation phenomena, and helped raise awareness of what
is involved in translating. These insights can benefit not only literary trans-
lators and translation theorists, but also scholars in related fields (cf.
Malmkjer this volume). For reasons that we hope are illustrated by this
volume, translator education too can profit from empirically-based dis-
cussions of these theoretical and descriptive issues.

2.2 Computer-aided translation tools

The influence of corpora has been felt not only in the field of translation
description, but also in the more practice-oriented area of professional
translator support. Virtually all translators in the Western world now use
computers in their everyday work, and process texts electronically. At the
same time, research in natural language processing, language engineer-
ing and machine translation has been spurred by technological
developments, in particular the advent of personal computers and the
Internet. As a consequence, translators and other language service pro-
viders have access to a wide range of computational resources. They can
exploit a vast arrray of electronic reference tools, such as on and off line
mono- and bilingual dictionaries and term banks, as well as the largest
multimedia encyclopaedia in existence, i.e. the Web. They can obtain real-
time help and support from fellow translators through mailing lists and
newsgroups. And they can exploit dedicated software suites known as
Computer Assisted Translation (CAT) Tools or Translator Workbenches,
that combine a text processor with a system for managing ‘translation
memories’ (effectively, a parallel corpus of source texts and their transla-
tions) and, optionally, other tools such as a terminology management
system, a ‘proper’ machine translation system, etc. In this last regard, we
can note the growing interest in example-based MT systems, partly as a
result of the influence of corpus linguistics, which offer promising alter-
natives to ‘traditional’ rule-based MT systems (Somers 1998).

Such resources are clearly relevant to the education of prospective trans-
lators. It will be an advantage for any future language professional to be
skilled in managing state-of-the-art reference tools and translation soft-
ware, and in integrating different types of computational and managerial
resources in the workflow. The emphasis here is generally on non-literary,
technical translation, particularly localization and translation in the social
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services sector — an area in which McEnery and Baker’s contribution to
this volume highlights the importance of multilingual corpus tools. But
we should not be deceived into thinking that technology is the exclusive
province of the ‘technical’ translator. A working knowledge of CAT tools
is nowadays in high demand, and is likely to become necessary for all
language service providers in the near future.

2.3 Corpora in language teaching and learning

The uses of corpora in translation teaching contexts are not limited to
translation classes proper, where corpus work can be relevant prior, dur-
ing or after a translation task (Aston 2000). Corpora can also be used in
other courses forming part of the curriculum of translation students, such
as second language learning (Bernardini 2000) and terminology (Pearson
1998), and such work can complement translation activities in the narrow
sense, developing capacities and competences that are far from marginal
to translator education.

The use of corpora in language learning contexts was pioneered by
Tim Johns, who introduced concordancing into the foreign language class-
room in the 1980s. Besides enabling language professionals such as
lexicographers and material writers to produce better reference and learn-
ing materials, and allowing language teachers to create classroom activities
based on real examples, he showed how corpora could provide learners
with direct access to virtually unlimited language data. His methodology
of data-driven learning (Johns 1991) is a corpus-inspired approach to
language pedagogy where learners are encouraged to develop their own
hypotheses about textual data and to devise their own strategies for ex-
tracting information from corpora. This view of learning as discovery
seems equally applicable to translator education, and can be found in a
number of the papers in this volume. Anna Frankenberg-Garcia and Diane
Santos, for instance, present exercises in which learners query parallel
texts in the Compara corpus in order to highlight the variety of strategies
adopted by professional translators and the socio-cultural norms guiding
their behaviour (Toury 1995). This approach to parallel concordancing
seems to have much in common with Johns’ experiment in ‘reciprocal
learning’ (Johns 1997). Here, pairs of British and French students discuss
parallel concordances derived from an English-French (non-directional)
corpus, and help each other to infer generalisations about specific lexico-
grammatical differences between the two languages.



