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What I want to talk about is our on-going work on
translation skills in bilingual children. My principal
collaborators have been Marquerite Malakoff, who is a doctoral
student at Yale, as well as Kay Hill, Mary Lowery and Lisette
Bernier McGowan from the New Haven Public Schools.

First of all, I'd like to begin by noting that bilinguaiism

in the United States is best described as subtractive. 1In

.general if you find bilingualism, it's in a fairly unstable form

which results in relatively rapid shift within one or two
generations from bilingualism to monolingualism (Veltman, 1988).
The reason why translation is personally interesting to me is
because it reflects the kind of skill you expect of a true
bilingual-~often the kind of skill that is not expected of
language minority youngsters. 1In fact, as I will show, they are
quite good at it, but in general, translation is the kind of
skill that conjures up the United Nations, European bilinguals,
jumbo jets, the jet set and so forth. So I personally find this
exploration into the translation skill qf language minority
youngsters to be a rewarding one because I think it shows one of
the skills that children can do, the kind of skills that, if you
were a foreign language teacher in the American schools and your
students were able to perform the kinds of translation skills
that I will show you that the youngsters can do, you'd be proud

of them even after intensive instruction in foreign language.
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New Haven

The'general bilingual context in New Haven as in most
bilingual communities, is a subtractive one. Calvin Veltman
(1988) came out with a study based on the 1976.Survey of Income
and Education data from various Spanish-speaking groups around
the United States showing that there is tremendously rapid shift
from Spanish to bilingual Spanish-Ehglish to monolingual English.
Our data from New Haven's Puerto Rican community is consistent
with this national picture.

Most of the bilingual population comes from Puerto Rico,
which is about two and a half hours by plane from New York city.
So it's quite close, even economically as the air fares on this
route are competitively priced. The primary areas of high
concentration of bilingual Puerto Rican communities afe in
Hartford, New Haven and Bridgeport. We conducted a simple survey
of language use in homes of all Spanish-speaking students using
the household as the unit (Hakuta and Ferdman, 1984). We
constructed composite indices based on reading materials at
homes, language use among various members of the household; and
so forth. We gave each household a score on Spanish and English
robustness, and the results appear in Figure 1.

The scatter of individual students regardless of school
program status can be seen in Panel (a). The vertical axis
represents the composite Spanish score, and the horizontal axis
represents English score. Thus, the top left hand part of the

panel represents those whose household language is dominant in



Spanish, while the right bottom part represents English
dominance. Panels (b), (c) and (d) divide students according to
program status. Panel (b) contains only those students who are
‘currently in the bilinguai program; Panel (c) those who were
formerly in the bilingual program, but are currently.in
mainstream classes; and Panel (d4d) thosé who are of Hispanic
background but have never been in the bilingual program.
Clearly, these sub-groups differ with respect to the distribution
of use of the two languages in the home, with a cleaf pattern of
‘shift towards English as the students move away from the
bilingual programn.

Language use is also predicted by parent's length of
residenqe on the mainland. As Figure 2 shows, the number of
English and Spanish reading materials are distributed in
complementary fashion, with.increasing English and decreasing
Spanish materials as the family has resided in the U.S. longer.
We would not expect to find such a pattern in an additive
bilingual situation where an increase is expected in English
- reading material, but with maintenance in some form of Spanish
reading material. (Some people familiar with the Puerto Rican
newspapers will find some relief in the fact that one of the
items that we find among specific Spanish reading materials with
declining readership is the newspaper 'El Vocero'!)

You can also find that in terms of language proficiency as
measured by tests, that the students who have been here longer

generally tend to come in with lower proficiency in their native



language. For example, Figure 3 shows data from one study
looking at kindergarten students in bilingual programs. The
data come from English and Spanish versions 6f the Peabody
Picture Vocabulary Test. Within bilingual programs we divided
students in terms of whether they were born on the mainland or in
Puerto Rico. They were all classified as Spanish-dominant
limited-English and therefore are in bilingual programs, even
among those students, there is a significant difference in their
Spanish proficiency in the fall as they start kindergarten. This
difference actually disappears by the spring, suggesting that the
bilingual program succeeds in strengthening the native language
skills of the students. Furthermore, both groups show gains in
English, as can be seen in the left hand panel of Figure 3. The
main point, though, is that here again you find the effects of
the environment: the subtractive forces really operate at the
societal level.

Finally, you can also find neighborhood effects of language.
For our purposes, we have divided New Haven into two
neighborhoods called the Hill and the Fair Haven areas. They are
characterized, for example, by the residents of the area in terms
of socioeconomic desirability. The Hill is almost universally
acknowledged as the less desirable neighborhood. Housing is
often marginal, there is a more prominenﬁ drug problem, the
neighborhoods are ill-defined in terms of stores, parks and
squares. . By contrast Fair Haven is an upwardly mobile

neighborhood. There is a coherent set of stores, new



construction such as of condominiums is evident and some trendy
restaurants dot the area. If you divide up English and Spanish
robustness by these neighborhoods, as shown in Figure 4, you find
that there is a decrease in Spanish robustness accompanied by
increasing English. There is an even more drastic difference if
we include in our analysis the families who live in the other
surrounding areas (e.g., an area known as Westville). These data
are naturally confounded by the scales but if you take the
particular items that are theoretically independent, you still
.find this effect.
Translation Research
We started our series of studies on translation with a group

of very talented eleméntary school teachers in the bilingual
programs. We spent a good part of one year of our research
éctivities just talking to the teachers about ideas regarding
issues that were considered very important for bilingual
education, such as transfer of skills across languages. One of
the things we discussed with the teachers was the fact that when
we talk about language minority youngsters, we so often talk
about what it is that they cannot do--their limited English
proficiency, their limitations inltheir native language which
sociolinguists know has more to do with séciolinguistic
variability than basic ability in ﬁhe language. One of the
teachers (Steve Strom from Clinton School) said that he worked
with students who are very good translators. To paraphrase, he

said: "You should see some of these kids, especially when I get



materials that are available only in English. 1I'll sit these
kids down next to other kids who.have just arrived from Puerto
Rico and have them translate these materials. These are also the
kids who are sought after by the principal whenever he gets some
mother screaming in Spanish at the other end of the line and he
doesn't know what to do. He comes and asks these kidé fpr.help."
We thought this was a really interesting skill to study and
decided to.take a look at it. There turns out to be a lot of
work on translation in terms of the theory of translaﬁion--the
translators' societies, and professional journals in that.area.
However, there are few psycholinguistic studies of translation,
in the area of children there is but a handful. Now, that's the
kind of area I like, where you don't have to go around-reading
800 articles and studies before you move into it! Brian Harris
(1977) has worked in‘this area; Merrill Swain (1972) in her
famous dissertation on bilingual children growing up bilingually
at home used translation as a method to try to understand what
their underlying linguistic abilities were. Neal Naiman and Guy
Dumas at OISE working with Merrill Swain (Swain, Dumas, Naiman,
1974) subsequently'used tfanslation as the method to get at the
underlying linguistic abilities of students in immersion
programs. So, this topic has been explored but we have not
really tried to understand exactly what it is that these kids are
able to do and what the predictors of these skills are. We
thought this would be an interesting area to look at and I'd like

to share a couple of experiments we did to figure out the
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predictors of these skills. We have also used some of the
insights from these studies to develop a program to teach
translation skills to students in the bilingual programs.

First, the experiments. 1In the first experiment we decided
to start with students who are considered to be good translators.
I use the term in a loose sense to cover both oral and written
transition between two languages. I also don't have a terribly
strict theory at the moment although I think we need to start
developing this in terms of the relationships between form and
meaning in going from one language to the other. Wé asked the
director of a local educational advocacy and service organization
(LULAC) to identify parents of fourth and fifth-graders, whom we
interviewed to find.out which ones do the translation and for

whom. We established that the students had some experience with

‘translation ahd we tried to understand the psycholinguistic

properties of the translation skills. -

Our base group was a sample of 16 children between the ages
of 9 and 12, in the fourth and fifth grades. There were 8:boys
and 8 girls, with a mean ége of 10.7 years. Six Ss had just
completed 4th grade, 10 héd just completed 5th grade. Ten of the
Ss had just completed the transitional bilingual program, five
had been in the program at some earlier time, one child was in a
private school.

Many of them had just completed the transitional bilingual
program but there were some students who had never been in the

bilingual program. There's some range there but all of them were
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fairly good translators. We had them translate a whole range of
different types of stimuli ranging from words and sentences to
stories. We also had tasks in which we gave them writing--an
Aesop's fable, fof example--which they had to translate from
English to Spanish, and from Spanish to English. We were able to
do this in the Summer and pay the subjects for their time. This
way , they did not complain nearly as much as they would have in
the classroom, because the entire testing sequenée with any
student took between_lo-ls hours. In the course of the testing,
we let them know that they possessed an ability that we were very
interested in and that they should be proud of it. They were
quite willing and very task-oriented.

For the word and sentence translations we were interested
not only in the quality of the translations but alsoc the
efficiency. We measured the latter in terms of their translation
time. We presented words and sentences on a Macintosh computer
and measured the time lag between the time the sentences appeared
on the screen and the time they began their translations. That
was the task they really took to; they wanted to get faster and
faster on it. We also made independent assessménts of their
proficiency in English and Spanish in two ways: one was by a
standard language proficiency measure (the Woodcock-thnson Test
for oral proficiency), the other by way of tasks that used
reaction time as a measure such as the solution time for
analogies in English and Spanish. Essentially we were.interested

in asking the question: if you are going from English to Spanish,
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which of the two independently assessed proficiencies would be a
good predictor of performance on those tasks?

In the translation literature there is some discussion of
the notion of translation proficiency. Trainers of interpreters
and translators tell us that we cannot think of translation
ability as: consisting simply of some summation of the two
language proficiencies, that there is likely to be some third
proficiency, and that's what some people are endowed with, and
this skill is what we want to develop further in really good
simulténeous interpreters. Others don't have that and really have
to work at it. Introspection by bilinguals suggests that one can
be in fact quite proficient in two languages and yet not be very
éood at translation. 1It's a very appealing idea, one which we
wanted to try and tap empirically. |

To get at this notion of'translation proficiency, we
developed a tésk in which we present individual words (in English
or Spanish) and ask the subjects to simply say if the words are
English words or Spanish words. We thought of this as a way to
measure the speed with which the two lexicons could be accéssed.
We also coded the data qualitatively, especiallf the sentences,
using the error categories available in Tables 1 and 2. One of
the "traps" we had set up for the stﬁdents were sentences that,
if you were doing a word for word translation, you would fall
prey to. So for example, under Table 1, the source is La luna

blanca brilla en la noche. If you were doing it using a literal

translation, you might say The moon white shines in the night.
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In fact, as can be seen in Table 1, we ended up getting a few
~such £ranslations from our subjects. They had the written
. stimulus in front of them. Another "trap" we set up involved
post-posing of the subject, as in Es redonda la mesa y las
cuatro sillas son azules. These are obviously “Chomskyan
sentences" in that you have to work hard to create a context for
them, but the strﬁcture is what we were manipulating in the
sentences. We get some translations like: It's round the table
and the four seats are blue; The table is round and the room is
full of blue; It's round the table and the four chairs are blue,
and so forth. We were also interested in the extent to which
children take optional placemenﬁ of things like adverbs, such as
everyday in Everyday the children sing at school and see the
extent to which they preserve that order even though that might
be optional. In most cases children respected the placement of
thé adverb. So for Everyday the children sing at school we get
Todos los dias los ninos cantan en la escuela. We got one
variant reéponse: Casi todo el mundo canta esa cancion todos los
dias en escuela. |

We've taken these types of responses and conducted various
analyses of errors. We get a range which is displayed in Table
2. The types of errors that interest us are primarily source
errors, which appear as the third one on Table 2, whére you get

the source words coming into the translation. So we get

Rapidamente el malcriado becoming Fastly the malobedieht or la

proxima semana becoming the proximate week. Others are very
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cute and interesting; literal translation errors--He washed up
was translated el bafio arriva. When I look at these errors I
think how well the child would do compared to a computer equipped
with a Spanish-English/English-Spanish dictionary and to what
extent can they take advantage of the target structure. We would
like to do studies on what children do when they come across a
word they don't know: they search around and guess the meaning of
the word.

Now, let me summarize some rbugh conclusions from the first
experiment. ' First of all, we found that the subjects, despite
all our attempts to trick them into making various errors, were
extremely good translators especially with respecf to intrusion
errors from a source lénguage. They made very few errors based
on the source language. For example, going from Spanish to
English, at the sentence level, only about 3% source word
intrusion errors were observed. The other kind of source error
-is word-order which was quite minimal. There seem to be slightly
more intrusion errors gding from English to Spanish. There are
somewhat more source errors and intrusion errors for sentences
(about 7%) and slightly fewer source word-order. That islan
artifact due to the difference between English and Spanish,
because going from English to Spanish, it is difficult to |
manipulate the English word-order sufficiently in the way that
you can with Spanish. You can move Spanish words around to end
up with deviant structures in literal translation into English.

" We were quite impressed by the extent to which the students
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did not fall prey to our traps for making source language errors.
We were also impressed with the extent to which théy struggled
with the individual lexical items when they did not know the word
in the target language, going in both directions. This agrees
well with what people have been saying about code-switching in
‘bilingual children because these students, when they are among
themselves or among other bilingual students, are very rapid and
efficient code-switchers. They are the types who, if you were a
language purist of the Stanley Diamond Qariety, would be quite
upset at the state of degradation of the languagea And yet when
you put them in the context of translation and say 'This is what
you're supposed to do', they're tremendously good at blocking out
the other language and will ask you 'Do you know what this is?'--
they don't just pull the word from the source language. I
thought that was a very impressive display of their ability to
keep the two languages separate yet have an awareness as to Qhat
the translation process is between the two.

The second finding was that the subjects were much more
efficiént translators going from Spanish to English than ffom
English to Spanish as measured in terms of translation time. For
example, going from English to Spanish the mean translation time
was 3.89 seconds and going from Spahish to English was 3.13
seconds--slightly over half a second diffefence in translation
time which seems to reflect the English dominance of the

students.

The third conclusion from the study was that the proficiency






