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Translation: a bilingual metalinguistic skill that facilitates beter
comprehension

1. Introduction

One of the importantissuesin bilingualism that continuesto be deketed, unabatedjs whether
growing up with two languayesis advantgeows or not. The ability to be prdficient in two
languages has always been viewed with mixed opinions. The two corflicting views on this
subjectarethatit is a deficit on one hand,ard an advantge on the other. Thosewho take the
view thatbeing bilingual taxes onegognitive andor linguistic s/stemdo o with theassurption
thatone®mind hasbeen progranmed to handk only onelinguistic systemat a time. On the other
hand, those who take the opposingview that one® ability to be proficient in two or more
languages at a time is advantgeous presuppos that such a linguistic phenonenon impacts
positively on and enhames one®metalinguistic skills. Thereis gtill no consensusasto whether
beinga bilingual provides anintellectualadvantageWhat the rich array of studieshowever,on
bilingual childrer® languageacquisition seens to consistenyf point out is that having two or
more languages enhames a child® metalinguistic ability (eg. Bialystok 1988, Bialystok &
Majumder 1998, Crondal 1999, Eviatar & Ibrahim 2000,). Bialystok (1986) defines
metalinguistic ability as having the skills to analyse linguistic knowledge and control language
processig (more on this later on). The postulaton comes from an understandingthat because
bilingual childrentacklelife usingtwo or more languages interchargeabl, they (asoppo®d to
monolinguals)are therefore ableto hawe a better understandig of the forms and structuresof
these languages. Moreover, their natural linguistic reality that neessitatesthem to address
different people in different languages enhancestheir flexibility in accessig a variety of forms
that havethe sane meanings (Bialystok 1991). This linguistic exerciseconsequenyl develops
their ability to look atlanguagesasobjects in the communicationprocess.

As mentionedearlier, Bialystok (1986) views metalinguistic ability in the contextof two skills;
analsis of linguistic knowledgeand control of language processing. In particular, Bialystok &
Ryan (1985) identify metalinguistic ability in relation to addressindinguistic problens that
requirethe two skills of analysisandcontrolfor their solutions.Thereare a nunmber of tasksthat
have been identified as requiring metalinguistic skills and the degree of control and aralysis
necessyy for eachtask varies. The framework below clealy explainsthe different degree of
control and angkis required given ceatain tasks Bialystok 1991).
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Figure 1. Frameworkfor understandig controland analsis.

Figure 1 suggeststhattasks suchasdetectingerrors andjudging correct sentencesn the lower
side of the quadant demand low analsis and low control. Correcting sentence®n the lower
right quadantsuggests low demand on controlbut a high derrend on analysis. The taskson the
upperleft quadranthave a low demand for analsis but a high demand on control. The fourth
guadrant on the uppeghtindicates tasks that rege a hgh degyree inboth control and angkis.

Various studiesin the past, mostly conmparing monolingualgroupswith bilingual groups,have
shown that bilinguals manifest an advanége over monolinguals in tasks that require the
metalinguistic skill of controlandanaysis (e.g. Ben Zeev 1977, Smith & Tager-Flusbeg 1982,
Bialystok 1986, Hakuta 1987, Bialystok 1988, Galanbos & Goldin-Meadow 1990, Diaz &
Klingler 1991,Bialystok & Majumder 1998,Cromdal 1999, Eviatar2000, Lising 2003).Most of
thesestudiesinvolved mainly suchlinguistic activities asjudgenent and correction test, word-
referent differentiation, and symbol substitutiontest. Moreover, most of these studieswere
carried outwith preschoters.

Malakoff (1992 following Harris (1975) has added to the debateand proposedthat one other
task that bilinguals can do that requires metalinguistic ability is translaton. She refers to this
particularability by bilinguals as their Gnetalinguistic skill par excelleceO(Malakdf 1992 p.
515). Harris & Sherwad (1978) call this asthe naturaltranslationability. The few studieson
translationas a bilingual metalinguistic skill (Harris & Shewood 1978, Malakoff & Hakuta



1991, Malakoff 1992) proposetwo views; that bilingualshawe a natusl ability to translatefrom
the sourcelanguage to the target language andvice versa,andthatthis naturaltranslationability
is an inherent metalinguistic skill at the disposa of balarced bilinguals. Such natual ability as
Vygotsky (1962)suggeskd is borneout of the bilingualsGxperiene of havingto grapplewith
two linguistic systens on a daily basis,which enhancegheir metalinguistic ability. Transhting
involves the Gubstituton or replacerrent of E material in one language by equivaknt E
material in anotherlanguage((Catford 1965, p. 20 as cited in Malakdf and Hakuta 1991).
Translationtherefore refers to all modesof reformulating a messaye from one language (the
sourcelanguage) into a messagen anotherdanguage(the target language). This is asopposedo
making a distinctionbetweenthe oral mode (interpretation)andthe written mode (translation).

This study was doneto test the hypothesighatif translationis a bilingual skill, Filipino-English
bilingual studentswho are proficient in both Filipino and English could utilize this skill for
readirg conrprehensionpurposesThis study exanined whetherbilingual students@etalinguistic
ability of translatirg a readingpassaye enablegshem to conprehendthe text betterasconparedto
otherreading intevention tasks used for the sarpurpose.

2. Methodology
2.1. ParticiparsOProfile

The study included120 first year university studentsrom the Collegeof Liberal Arts at De La
Salle University, Manila. The total nunmber was derivedfrom four Basic English clases of 30
studentseach.The Basic Englishclassis a prepaatory subgctaimed at honing students@riting

skills in preparatiorfor acaamic writing. The average age of the studeits was 18 years. All of

the participantswere Fili pino and English bilinguals asindicatedby the questionnairehey filled

out prior to the activity wherethey had to indicate the province where they cane from. Any

studentwhoseL1 is not Filipino (they may have come from otherregionsin the Philippinesthat
speakotherlanguages)wasimmediately excludedfrom the study. This was to ensureuniformity

of respondentsi@nguage backgroundandto ensue that L1 did not interfere with the translation
into the targelanguage, Filipino.

Studentsn the study have conparableproficiency (balarcedbilingualsroughly having the same
level of proficiencgy in both languages)in both Filipino andEnglish. This assimption is basedon
the fact that studentsenrolled in the program had to meet a particular grade point average
requirenent, which reflected anong otherthings their proficieng in both languaes to qualify
into the program Moreover, since 1974, the media of instruction in the Philippine education
system(Gonzalez& Sibayan 1988) have been English for teachimg scierce, mathenatics, and
English and Filipino for other subjects.Hene, Filipino students,especialy at the university
level, have to berpficient in both langugesto be able to erry out their stidies.

The studentshaveno prior training on translationandtranslatingtext is not a custonary taskin
their Filipino subjectin otherwords, the studentsre nasent transhtors.

2.2.Groups and Phases

The study was conposal of four groupsand two/threephasesThere were thirty participantsin

each group. The four groups reflected the type of or absenceof readirg conprehension
interventionapproprated for eachgroup.All groups,exceptgroup 1, went throughthree phases
of tasks.Phasel required the participantsto read the editorial text for four minutes.Groups2, 3,

and 4 proceecd with the secondphase, which varied for each. Group 1 had no reading
comprehensiorintervenion asthey were the cortrol group.Group 2 required the participantsto

translatethe editorial text in the sheetprovidedallowing themto refer to the readingtext. Group
3, on the otherhand,had the unlocking of difficulty activity, which requred studentgo explain
what | perceived as twelve difficult words while allowing themto refer to the text. Group 4

studentswere simply requiredto re-readthe text. All studentsin groups2, 3, and4 all went
through phase2 for twelve minuteseach.Phase3 for all studentsin all four groupswas the
comprehensiortest,which wasdore in four minuteswithout referring to the editorial text and/or
tasksoutputfrom phag 2. After the activities were done,| managedthe studentprofile in suich a
way that participants who were spekers of languayes otha than Filipino and English were

eliminatedfrom the study The conprehensiontest answerswere marked putting in mind inter-

rater reliability. Two English teaches went over the answersonce. In the event that
disageenents ocurred,the two raters discsed theissue and @ane up with a consensus.

2.3. DesignandInstrunents

Theinstruments usedfor the tasksin all four groupsincluded:1) studentprofile questionnaird€a
andb), 2) aneditorial text, 3) a sheetfor translaton, 4) an unlocking of difficulty questionnaire,
and5) a setof conprehension questionsThe studentprofile questionnairesvere of two kinds.
Both aimed at finding out the languaye baclground of the students.The first one was for the
participantsin groups1, 3, and4 andthe secom (seeAppendix A) was for the participantsin
group2 (who did the translationactivity). The second one was different in thatit further asked
studentsspecificdetailsabouttheir translationstrategy andtheir opinion aboutthe relevane and
usefulness athe activity in aidingconprehension.

The editorial text usedas the readingtext for this study is a threehundeed thirty-five word, six-

pararaph editorial entitled ExcessiveForce (see Appendix B) takenfrom the Philippine Daily

Inquirer; oneof the leadng Filipino newspapes in Englishbased on the surveys condicted by

independenfirms suchas NetworksMarketing Group in 1995 and Asia Reseach Organization
in 1999 (cited in Dayag 1999),July 27, 2000.The choiceof the text wasbasedon the length of

the readirg material and the kinds of information it contained.Sincethe Badsc English course
wherethe study was conductedwasscheduledfor onehouronly it was importantthatthe tasksin

eachcondition could be doneduring the durationof the class.Also, the kinds of information that
the editorial containechadto lend thenselvesto both factualandinferentid types of information
for the purposefathe canprehension test.

The sheet for translationwas simply a blank page usedby participantsfrom group 2 for noting
down their L1 transhtion of the editorial text. At the top of the page the student neededto
indicate his/henanme and L1.



The unlocking 6 difficulty questionnai (se AppendixC) was a list of twelve wordsperceived
to be difficult for the studentgo understandThis questionnaireequired participantsto explain
each ofthe terns acording tohow they were usel in context.

Finally, there wasthe s& of conprehensionquegions (seeAppendix D) which all participants
acrosdour groupshadto answer.The questionsn the conprehensiortestweredividedinto two

parts.The first part was conposed of nine factud questionghat simply required participantsto

recall importantkey terms and numbers. The secondpart was a set of three-item inferential

guestionghatrequiredstudentsto procesgshe meaningfromthetextin amore in-depthmanne.

2.4.Procelure

The instrunents for and phasesn the study were pilot testedwith five studentgo deternine the
sutabhility of the tasksinsofarastime limitation is concerred.

Permssion from eachBasic English teachers in whoseclassparticipantswere errolled in was
sought.The scheduleof the taskswasarrargedwith eachteacher to facilitate the smooth conduct
of the tasks. Thectivities werecaried out as explained above.

3. Reslts

The hypothesis put forward in this study was thatutilising the bilinguals@netalinguisticability of
translatinga text facilitatesbetterconprehension Resultsin this study show that this is indeed
true.

Fundanentally, it is es@ntial to establishthat bilingual studentswith no formal training and
experiencein translationare able to translatethe text given to them A cursoy look at the
translationoutput of the studentsrevealed three things. First, all the studentswere able to

translatethe readirg text from English to Filipino, with minimal problens. Second,all the
studentstranslatedsentece per sentege as opposedto per paragraph. Third, in the Student
Profile Questionnairestudentsindicated difficulty beause of the time limit and the use of

idiomatic expressionsn English. It needsto be noted herethat althoughsome of the students
expressedislike for the translationactivity, such feeling was mainly attributedto the time

limitation andthe preserce of a coupleof idiomatic expressionsuchasrubbedsalt into wound

andgo the wholehog which hawe no direct equivalentin Filipino. As the studentsxplainedthe

absenceof a close equivalentof theseidiomatic expressionsn Filipino distractedthem from

proceedig as efficiently asthey could hawe in their translationtask. In spite of suchnegative
assessent, it needsto be emphasizedhere that the studentswere successful in translating the

text intotheir L1.

Likewise, the conprehension test revealedposiive results.Figure 2 shaws that studentsfrom
group 2, who translatedthe text, scoredthe highestat 52.50%(N=600). This seens to suggest
that thosewho translatel the text conprehenad the text (at least remembered many of the
details)much betterthanthe otherstudentsn the study. Theresultsalsoshowthat studentdrom
groups3 and4 performed higherthanthosefrom group 1 whereno interventiontook place.The

tasksof making the stucentsgrapplewith difficult wordsin thetext (for group3) andgetting the
studentdo re-readthe text seemto havealsogiven the studentsa betterchanceat conprehending
the editoriatext conparedto havingno intevenion at all.
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Figure 2. Correct scoe d students fronall four groups(in percent).

Figure 3 reflectsthe stucents@erformance in both the factualandinferental sectionsof the test

Interestirgly enowgh, the resultsseemto indicatethat studentsfrom group 2 who translatedhe

text before answering the conprehension quegion scored the highestin both factual and
inferential sectionsof the testat 72.22% (N=330) and 36.36%(N=270), respectivey. Students
from group 4 who were askedto re-read the text for their intervention activity also scoed

relatively high in the factual componentof the test at 70.97%but not as high in the inferential

portionof thetestat 19.94% Studentdrom groups 1 and 3 perfomedin aconparableway.
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Figure 3. Correct scoesin both factuhand inerential parts ofthe test (irpercen).

4. Discussion

Thepurposeof the study wasto deternine whethe utilising the bilingual students@etalinguistic
skill of translationallows them to conprehendatext betterthanthosewho may utilise otheraids
of conprehension Embeddedin this objective was a seconday intention to find out whether
bilingualsindeedhave the ability to translateregardlessof the abseige of previoustraining and
experience in translatin This particularstudy seens to show favourableesults.

The perfurctory aralysis of the students@anslaion of the text showedthat the studentswere
ableto transhtethe text. They translaédsenencepersenenceratherthan perparagraph.It needs
to be notedherethat studentswerenot instructedasto the mannerin which they would translate
the text. It was left to their discretionhow they would do their transhtion. Their option to
translateper sentene rather than per paragraph may have been due to the fact that they were
anticipatingthe conprehensiontest. Translatirg per sentene rather than per pargraphwould
enablethemto remember more details. There were two minor problens that the studentgpointed
out; time constraintandunfamiliar idiomatic expressions! considetthemminor glitches beause
they did not impede the studetsOsuccessfultranslationof the text. The problem with the
idiomatic expressionamay hawe beenlargely becauseit was not made clear to the students
whethertheir transhtedtext would be evaluaed. Hence,they belabouredover the translationof
the two expressionsto make them as correct as they possbly could. Negative comments
withstanding,the majority of the 30 studentsfrom group 2 were able to translatethe text and
most of them commented that the activity was beneficial because it made them undestandthe
text beforethey could translae it. This observatbn by the studentsconfirms what Malakoff &
Hakuta(1991,p. 149) pointedout that Qranslationrequiresthe manipulaing of language at two

levels: it must apprefend and convey the mearing of the soure language text; and it must
formulate arappropria¢ target-laguage senteoe structure in whichio enbed this meaningO

As regardsthe students@erformance in the conprehensiortest, it can be arguedthat students
from group?2 scoed the highestin the conprehersion testbecaus they grappledwith thetext in

a more in-depth mannea. Perhapsthis is true for the factual section of the test but their

performarce in the inferential portion supportsthe ideathatthe translationtasknot only allowed

themto remember thedetails butit may have alsoallowedthemto uncerstandthe textat adeeper

level. As Harris (1975 points out, natural translation involves the following processes:
comprehensionof the vocabuhry of the original sourcelanguage text; comprehensionof the

meaningof the original sourcelanguage messae; reformulation of the messagein the target

language; andjudgment of the adequay of the target-larguage text. If the studentindeedwent
throughtheseprocessesthentheir performance especiay in the inferertial portion of the test
could be acounted fo by their metalinguistic appoach in undestanding tle text.

In sum the study revealal two findings First, studentsvho arecomparably proficient in their L1
and L2 are ableto natually translatedespitetheir being nascent translaors. Second,utilising
translationas a readirg comprehensiorintervention tool allows the studentgo grappk with the
text in a more in-depthmanner and the metalinguistic processesnvolve in translationseem to
lead to bettercomprehension. What theseresultsseemto sugges is that use of translation,in
cases whre studentarebalanced biliguals, nay be a useful tool in aidincormprehension.
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Appendix A

Student ProfileB

Name:

Age:

Studen |D#: Year& Section:
Nationdity: Sex:

Collegewhereyou belong:

Course enrollech:

What languge doyou speakvhen #lking to your parents?
What languae do you speakat home?.

What languge do you speak arang friends?

What languge doyou use whetyou aein class?

What languaye do you usein talking to your housemaids?:

TRANSLAT ION QUESTIONS

1) How didyou find the tanslationactivity? Was it eag or difficult?

2) Do youthink it helpedyou in understandingthe text bette? How?

3) What were sone problens/difficultiesyou encaintered?

4) How didyou translateéhe tex? Did you translag itword per wad orsertence pesentege?




Appendix B
Excessive Fore

PNP DIRECTORGened Panfilo Lacsonrubbed salt into woundswhen he said the other day
that he would pronote 20 policemen who were injured while violently dispersingthe rallies
againstPresidentEstrac on July 24. Why not go the whole hog and recommend themfor the
Medal of Vala for whatever is the highst deceaation in the Philippine Natinal Police?

The 5,000 policeren assignedat the Batasancomplex usedexcessiveforce in turning away
thousandof denonstrabrs who were exercisingtheir freedomof speeh. The policenen wore
helmets, caried shieldsand wielded truncheonswhich they used with fiendishdelight in the
bloody dispersl of the potesters.

The police formed phalanxesand usedtheir truncheongo drive the protestersaway from the
Batasn. Their pumpos: to keepthem as far away from the Batasanso that the Presidnt, the
Cabinetmembers, the members of the diplomatic corps and the legislaors would not seethe
extentof the peopleédissatisfactiomwith the Estradaadninistration.

The policenen beat the protesterseventhosewho were aread/ on the ground. They evenran
after somre demonstratos who took refuge in a store. Sorre policenen threw flying kicks at
defensetss,unarned protesters At least55 demonstratorswere seriousy injured. Thirty-seven
werearresed. For what?For exercisimg their consttutional right to spealfreely andto pea@fully
asserhle for theredressof their grievarces.

All thesewere shownin bloody, living color on nationalandinternationa TV. Color andblack
and white photosin the newspapes the next day also showedmany denonstrators,blood
streaning from their heads and faces, being led away by friends. And yet now the police are
saying thatthey are tre ones ggrieved and injurel.

It appearsthat we@e returning to the days of the Marcosdictataship when the administration
would not brook eventhe slightestexpressiorof dissent.And now, here is the highestrankng
police officer of the land, promoting the policemen who violated the constitutionalright of
protesters and violentldispersinga peaceful raly. What gall!

An Editorial from the Philippine Daily Inquirer, July 27,2000.

Appendix C

Name: ID#:

UNLOCKING OF DIFFICULTY
Instruction. Pleaseexplain eachof the following termsin your ownwordsaccordingto howthey
are used in the text.

1) rubbedsaltinto wounds

2) dispersing

3) gothewhole hog

4) wielded

5) truncheon

6) fiendish delight

7) phalaxes

8) redess

9) aggreved

10)brook

11)dissent

12)gal




Appendix D

Name: ID#:

COMPREHEN3SON QUESTIONS

Instructions: Pleaseanswerthe following questonsin the spacesprovided.You have4 minutes
(20 point3

1) Whatdoes Genel Lacson wanto do?

2) Who were the people rllying against hin?

3) How many policemenweresuggestedo be promoted?

4) When did therally take place?

5) How many denonstiatorswere arested?

6) Whatis thetitle of the editorial?

7) How many denonstiatorswere seriousy injured?

8) Whatwas the total nubverof policenenwho wereassigred at theBatesan corplex?

9) Whatdid thepolicenmen useo driveaway theprotesters fronthe Batasan?

10) Whatis the author€claimin the editorial?(3 pts.)

11) In your own words,give at leastthreearguments thatthe authorpresentgo supporthis claim.
(6 points)

12) Whatis themain issLe thatthe authorin the edtorial is opposingto? (2 pts.)




