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Outline

1. Introduction: qualitative study1 regarding translation workflows and guidelines

2. What are common translation workflows? 

3. Differences and similarities between “common translation workflows” and 

workflows for international large-scale assessment (iLSA) studies?

4. Conclusions and suggestions for improvements

Paris, 2018/06/07 | Britta Upsing | OECD-GESIS Seminar | How do country teams and translators work? 2

1) for details regarding this qualitative study, see Upsing, 2017
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QUALITATIVE STUDY: 

DATABASE

Part 1
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Database
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PIAAC 
VFFs

Qualitative 
interviews
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Interview topics

Translators

1. What does a “normal work day” look like for you?

2. What are the differences between your daily work assignments and your work for 

iLSA?
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Main role Duration Interview / minutes

B01 Translator 55

B02 Translator 55

B03 Project Manager 75

B04 Project Manager 72

B05 Project Manager 36

B06 Project Manager 49

B07 Project Manager 86

B08 Project Manager 59

B09 Project Manager 62

B10 Project Manager 70

B11 Verifier 55

B12 Verifier 50

B13 Translator 55

B14 Translator 70

B15 Translator 60

B16 Translator 70

B17 Project Manager 72

B18 Verifier 52

B19 Verifier 65

B20 Translator 65
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Source: PIAAC Cycle 1: https://www.oecd.org/skills/piaac/_Technical%20Report_17OCT13.pdf 
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Follow-up comments
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Source: PIAAC Cycle 1: https://www.oecd.org/skills/piaac/_Technical%20Report_17OCT13.pdf
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COMMON TRANSLATION 

WORKFLOWS

Part 2
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Translation goal

(see Prunč, 2012, p. 157)
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June 6, 2018

Dear Sir,

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx…

6. Juni 2018

Lieber Herr,

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx…
6. Juni 2018

Sehr geehrter Herr X,

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx…
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Translator’s competencies
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Translation competence

Linguistic and textual competence 

(source and target language)

Competence in research, information 

acquisition, and processing

Cultural competence

Technical competence

Source: ISO 17100, 2015, p. 111

1) The data from DIN EN 17100:2016-05 has been reproduced with the permission of DIN Deutsches Institut für Normung e. V. For application of the 

standard, the use of the latest version is authoritative: Beuth Verlag GmbH, Burggrafenstraße 6, 10787 Berlin

(being able to translate according to 

specification in translation goal)
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client style guide, 

possible adaptations to 

target audience, 

purpose and/or final use 

of translation,  

terminology, lexicons, 

terminological databases

(ISO 17100, 2015, p. 9)
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Answers in interviews:

• Translation memories and glossaries,

• Similar (target language) documents,

• Similar (source language) documents, or

• Nothing

-> BUT aware of translation goal
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Evaluation of interviewees

“I always work for one particular thing. And I’m the only one doing it. [. . .] I know the 

context. [. . .] because I have already translated a lot of things for them.”

-> translation strategy depends on translation job and experience

(for example consistent terminology vs. more creative use of language)
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revision

bilingual 

examination of

target language

content [….] for its

suitability for the

agreed purpose

(ISO 17100, 2015, 

p. 2)

Documents….
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Documents….

“translation project 

managers should 

develop […] a 

thorough knowledge 

of the

translation process, 

as well as master 

project management 

skills.” (ISO 17100, 

2015, p. 7)
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Experiences and evaluation of interviewees

“Good translation agencies give feedback.”

“My client is just interested in the final product.”

-> BUT: feedback and involvement can be motivating (translators more than “text-

producing machine”)
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Documents….
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TRANSLATION FOR LARGE-

SCALE ASSESSMENT STUDIES

Part 3
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Translation goal in iLSA

“In order to collect internationally comparable data in the study, the equivalence of all 

national versions is an essential requirement, which means that the translation of 

materials must be of extremely high quality in each of the national versions used by 

participating countries. Within the assessment context, an additional goal is to retain 

the cognitive equivalency of tasks as much as possible, so that each item 

examines the same skills and invokes the same cognitive processes as the original 

version, while being culturally appropriate within the target country.” (PIAAC general 

guideline document, emphasis by author)
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Source: OECD, 2013, p. 1
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Translators for PIAAC
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“Translators should be chosen with the greatest care. The 

ideal translator will have not only the skills required to 

properly translate the text from English to the target 

language, but also some notion of the particular challenges of 

assessment adaptation.” (PIAAC Technical standards and 

guidelines: OECD, 2014, p. 81) 
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Training sessions and general guidelines
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See PIAAC Technical Report, OECD, 2013

Translation 

experts

Survey experts
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Evaluation of (face-to-face) trainings

- Positive and motivating (especially freelancers)

- Learn about the task, are able to adjust their translation strategies
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It’s so much more happening […] when people 

are together. And not behind a screen. [. . .] I 

think people should meet in person and talk to 

each other. So many things that escapes the 

mind when, when people are not looking at 

each other. I don’t know, it’s a different kind of 

communication.
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Guidelines: Recommended workflows
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translation verification
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Evaluation
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translation verification

I would say that 90 

percent of the cases 

[where I suggested a 

correction] the 

translator convinced me 

that her choice was the 

best.

You really work together, you engage with each

other, you learn from each other and find new

ideas. You really notice that – when the meeting

goes well – there all of a sudden are ideas, and you

know, you wouldn‘t have had this idea if you had

worked alone. No matter how much time you have, 

or how many times you read the translation.

I didn’t 

translate 

because it’s 

not my task. 

Countries go and do 

whatever they want.

Many countries 

consider translation

just a secondary task
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Consortium Recommendations
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Translation annotations
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 Number words source text  Number consortium 

recommendations 

Number words CR (total) 

Literacy 2.451 125 1.720 

Numeracy 1.767  76 1.005 

Problem Solving 3.586 216 1.996 

Total 7.804 417 4.721 
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What kind of information?
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If correct choices 

are selected – links 

to u2p1; Incorrect 

selections – link to 

u21pu1 on 1st try 

and u21pu4 on 

second try.

Make sure that the 

same critical 

information is in 

the same location 

as in the source 

version.

- “Extra” means “additional”;

- “vs.” stands for “versus”;

- Translate “rubbish” using 

idiomatic language that 

connotes “nonsense”

- Consistent translation 

of recurring direction.

- Use miles or kilometers 

consistently within 

stimulus

- Note that the word “maximum” 

in the question should not occur 

in the stimulus.

- Make sure the word 

“advantages” is in plural, since 

the response must contain more 

than one advantage.

- May be adapted to another female 

name.

- Do not change numbers.
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Category “adapt”
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71

19

4

adapt do not adapt currency

14 / 71: Situation/context (like a type of sport), 

57 / 71: Decimal separators, date and time conventions, personal 

names…
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• Active voice instead of passive voice (or vice versa)

• Use of an abbreviation

• Using target language convention for date format

• Phrase like “list all the documents” not literally translated

• Target language uses definite article which is not used in the source text

Mis-interpretation of recommendations?
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Nearly 70 remarks indicating that the linguistic structure of a translation was 

different from the source text, for instance:

Well, I was actually given the impression […] that I should replicate the English 

text as literally as possible, but in German. […] So to me it was clear that I’m 

supposed to do this as closely as possible, and if the German test taker then 

thinks that the German text sounds weird, well, then he should deal with it. Being 

literal is more important. […]

[I really didn’t understand why] my translation […] had to be so literal [even 

though] it was clear that this is not (.) normal for a German reader.
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Evaluation of recommendations

Translator: So, can we adapt that or not? No idea! How will this be for our respondents 

if there is still English text, will they be bothered? It’s just the stupid context, here it’s 

not about the language, but does that have an impact? I don’t know, maybe even the 

item developers don’t know, but well, they’ll have to make a decision and tell us.

Verifier: I wouldn‘t change a thing.

Translator: It’s great, then I don’t really have to think about whether I take two different 

words or not, or just the same. If they tell me do use the same word, well, then I’ll just 

decide for one, and then use that and don’t think about it.
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CONCLUSIONS AND 

IMPROVEMENTS

Part 4
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What can be done?

• Teach project managers about translation / teach translators about tests

• Give translators the “big picture”, be careful when writing annotations (less might be 

more)

• Keep translators involved in the process, keep them in their loop

AND

• Hire professional translators

• Teach survey experts about the value of professional translators

• “Exploit” the positive aspects of iLSA translation (trainings, reconciliation…)

• Further research needed!
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Professional translators

Translators should meet ONE of the following criteria:

a) a recognized graduate qualification in translation from an institution of higher 

education;

b) a recognized graduate qualification in any other field from an institution of higher 

education plus two years of full-time professional experience in translating;

c) five years of full-time professional experience in translating. (ISO 17100, 2015, p. 6, 

emphasis by author)1

Paris, 2018/06/07 | Britta Upsing | OECD-GESIS Seminar | How do country teams and translators work? 39



Page 40

Erstellen der 

Übersetzung A
Erstellen der 

Übersetzung B

Erstellen der 

Übersetzung C
Erstellen der 

Übersetzung D

Erstellen der 

Source-Version

Source-

Version

Verifikation Verifikation VerifikationVerifikation

Finale Über-

setzung A

Finale Über-

setzung B

Finale Über-

setzung C
Finale Über-

setzung D

Prefinale 

Übersetz. A

Prefinale 

Übersetz. B

Prefinale 

Übersetz. C
Prefinale 

Übersetz. D

B03: dann kriege ich auch ein 

besseres Gefühl dafür, welche 

Flexiblität wird mir gewährt?
„Which part of the text shows whether the author is right?“ Translated as

„Which part of the text shows whether the author is right right or wrong“ 

-> changed back for comparability across all national versions

I corrected the mistake in the English source version.

Should the URL be translated?

Translator has significantly improved readability of this

question. Should this be implemented in other countries 

so that this country is not unfairly advantaged?
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