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Is translation an evil method for Japanese learners because it interferes with the production of English
sentences? Or can it be used effectively along with other methods of teaching English writing such as process
writing? This is a comparative study of the translation and process writing methods in terms of quantity,
quality, structure, and creativity of student writing. The results show that the translation group made more
significant improvements in quantity and quality whereas the process writing group made more significant
improvements in structure and creativity. It is suggested that the translation method is more effective with
beginning to lower intermediate level learners who still need to work on the basics of writing while the
process writing method is more useful for intermediate to advanced learners who are ready to work on
deeper content and the logical structure of their writing. For most Japanese college students who have gone
through the translation method in high school, process writing may be more effective.
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English writing teaching methods

n general, English writing is taught using the following methods: Japanese to

English translation, controlled composition (alteration, completion, questions

and answers, substitution, sentence combining/expansion, dictation, guided
composition), free composition/writing, paragraph writing, and process writing.
According to one survey (Eigo Kyouiku Jittai Chousa Kenkyuukai, 1993), 1,560
teachers of English at Japanese universities, junior colleges, and technical colleges
were asked what methods they used to teach English writing. The results showed that
32% of the teachers used exercises on syntax and expressions, 31% used Japanese
to English translation, 18% used free writing/composition, and 7% used rewriting/
rewording. This indicates much reliance on translation while very little on how to
write a paragraph or an essay.

A study by Komuro (2001) points out some of the main advantages of the translation
method for English writing: it allows one to make use of knowledge based on Japanese;
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it makes it easy to correct written work or grade exams; and it
allows discussions on cross-cultural differences. Uzawa (1996)
also confirms that Japanese to English translation is useful in that
it directs students to a frequent use of English and that translation
helps to improve syntax and vocabulary.

On the other hand, translation is often regarded as an “evil”
thing that interferes with smooth production of authentic English
sentences. For example, Komuro (2001) points out some
disadvantages of the translation method as follows: translation
does not lead to direct self-expression; it does not motivate
the writer to write; it is mostly limited to sentence writing; it
could lead to memorization of sample sentences; it may breed
dependency on Japanese; it is limited to unnatural writing
situation; and it is, after all, translation, and not writing.

Moreover, according to Kaneya (1993), a heavy tendency to
utilize the translation method is due to the lack of competency on
the part of (Japanese) instructors in terms of writing English or
teaching how to write as well as the belief that students cannot
write and that writing may not lead to improvement in overall
English skills.

In contrast to the translation method, the process writing method
emphasizes the following aspects: brain storming (looping,
clustering, free writing), drafting, revising, editing and publishing.

One obvious advantage of process writing is that it teaches
learners how to write coherent, well-structured paragraphs
and essays. It also stimulates learner’s creativity through
brainstorming, reflection, and discussion. According to Sano’s
study (1996), process writing improved students’ essay writing
skills, concentration on the content helped to increase the quantity
of writing, and teaching formal schema reinforces the structure of
the story and production of sentences.
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Differentiating the two approaches

Since the two approaches focus on different aspects

of writing and have their respective advantages and
disadvantages according to the levels of learners, it is natural
to consider differentiating their usage.

For example, in a study by the English Writing Instruction
Group (JACET Kansai Chapter, 1995), subjects were asked
what they thought about when writing. The advanced
students thought mainly about logical flow of the sentence
(64%) and contents (46%). The intermediate students
thought mainly about word choice (40%) and logical flow
of the sentence (40%). Finally, the beginning students
thought mainly about word spelling (36%) and word choice
(28%). According to Watanabe (1997), the students trained
in process writing consider contents and structure as the
most important while those who are not trained regarded
all items equally (content, structure, grammar, vocabulary,
spelling, punctuation). Thus, it seems appropriate to
use the translation method for beginning and lower
intermediate learners, who still need to work on improving
their vocabulary, grammar, basic syntax, word choice and
spelling. Kobayashi and Rinnert (1992) as well as Uzawa
(1996) also confirm that the translation method is effective
with beginning writers. On the other hand, it is probably
more effective to utilize the process writing method for
intermediate to advanced students, who are ready to work on
deeper contents, more complex structures of paragraphs and
essays as well as the logical flow of their writing.
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Personal experience

As for myself, I initially learned English composition mostly
according to the translation method. It was not until I studied
at an American university that I learned process writing.

In hindsight, this combination and the order of learning
activities worked out fairly well for the following reasons.
First, the initial exposure to Japanese-English translation
was helpful because I was still at the beginning level and

did not know how to write even short English sentences. By
the time I entered university, [ was able to compose longer
sentences and even short essays. Thus I was ready for more
intensive, academic essay writing in college. Coming from
the Japanese-speaking background, I am not sure if I could
have learned how to write English paragraphs and essays
without going through translation exercises. For this reason,
I decided to conduct a study on the role of translation in
learning English writing. In general, English in comparison
with process writing (without translation).

My research questions were: (1) “Which is more effective
for Japanese college students of English writing: J to E
translation or process writing?” and (2) “Does the use of
Japanese interfere with improving English writing skills”

By comparing the two approaches (one with intervention

of Japanese and the other without) in terms of progress in
quantity, quality, organization, and creativity, I intended to
make suggestions for further improvement in English writing
instruction.
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Method
Participants

The participants of this study were a convenient sample

of 219 college students who were taking the researcher’s
English Writing courses at a national university between
2002 and 2004. All the students were required to have at
least 400 on the TOEIC. The course was designed to help
students improve to a score of 500 or higher on TOEIC
although students with the TOEIC score over 500 were
allowed to take the course. Thus, most of the students’
TOEIC score ranged between 400 and low 500s with
occasional high 500s and 600s. The students had a choice
as to which type of writing course they wished to enroll in:
the translation class or process writing class. There were
153 students in the former group (TG) and 66 students in the
latter (PG).

Learning Activity

The translation group had weekly assignments on 50 words
and expressions as well as 200- to 500-word paragraphs

to translate from Japanese into English. A sample of the
learning materials can be seen in Appendix 1. Each week,
several students were asked to write down their assigned
vocabulary/sentences on the chalkboard for the instructor’s
commentaries. The instruction was given mostly in Japanese.
The process writing group had weekly assignments on
writing 250- to 400-word paragraphs. There were no
translation exercises in class. The instruction was given
mostly in Japanese. For samples of the students’ writing see
Appendix 2.
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Measurements

The quantity was measured by the amount of writing they
did in a S-minute free writing activity at the beginning or end
of each class. The number of words composed was roughly
counted and recorded. The quality was measured according
to the grammatical precision of their mid-term and final
exam essays (about 400 to 500 words). The organization was
measured according to the structure (introduction, body and
conclusion) of the mid-term and final essays as well as the

evaluation of the thesis, topic/supporting/concluding sentences.

The creativity was measured according to the originality and
interest level of the essays. The overall skills were measured
according to all of the above plus mechanics of the essays. All
the evaluations were done by the present researcher and were
qualitative except for the first one (quantity).

Results
Quantitative Improvement

Both groups made significant improvement in quantity;
while the TG’s quantitative improvement was greater than
the PG’s.

Quality Improvement
Quantity Mid Final
TG 4.5 6.7
PG 5.9 6.6

Both groups made significant quality improvement, while
the TG made greater improvement than the PG.

JALT2004 AT Nara 1161

Figure 2. Quality Improvem:
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Organizational Improvement

Both groups made significant improvement in paragraph/
essay organization, while the PG’s organizational
improvement was greater than the TG’s.

Figure 3. Organizational Improven
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Creativity Improvement

Both groups made significant improvement in creativity,
while the PG’s creativity improvement was greater than the
TG’s.

Figure 4. Creativity Improvem
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Overall observations

The students enrolled in the TG classes tended to have
lower grades (TG mid-term essay grade =54.5 and PG =
77, TG final essay = 64 and PG = 82). There were much
more opportunities to explain grammar and to compare

and associate Japanese and English expressions in the
translation class. There were much more opportunities to
discuss the organization and the method of generating ideas
in the process writing courses. Most of the students did not
follow complex English instructions very well; they needed
clarification in Japanese. On the other hand, they followed
simple English instructions very well.
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Discussion

Figure 1 shows that the TG made more quantitative
improvement than the PG did. This is supported by Uzawa’s
study (1996) that translation directs students to a frequent
use of English. In a sense, translation does not require the
kind of thinking that process writing requires, so the writer/
translator gets to write more than they would otherwise.
Likewise, Figure 2 shows that the TG made more qualitative
improvement than the PG did. The quality here refers

to grammatical precision. Translation exercises allowed

the present instructor to give a great deal of grammatical
explanations by comparing the Japanese originals and

the English sentences. This is definitely one of the best
advantages of the translation method. Students know what
is meant in the English sentences by looking at the original
Japanese sentences. The result is supported by Komuro’s
(2001) notion that translation allows one to make use of
Japanese knowledge and by Uzawa’s (1996) notion that
translation helps to improve syntax and vocabulary.

In contrast, Figure 3 shows that the PG made more
organizational improvement than the TG did. The main
focus of the process writing is coherence and organization
of the entire paragraph or the essay, so this result is not
unexpected. As demonstrated by Watanabe (1997), process
writing students are more concerned with structure than
other aspects such as grammar and vocabulary, which clearly
supports the result of this study. Furthermore, Figure 4
shows that the PG made more creativity improvement than
the TG did. This is also supported by Watanabe’s study
(1997) that process writing students are more concerned with
content than grammar, vocabulary and spelling.
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According to the observations done in the study,
translating helped students to gain vocabulary and useful
expressions; to improve grammatical skills; to express
Japanese thought and culture; and to learn to write more
freely. The translation method is also effective because it
allows the instructor to demonstrate how to say English
expressions while referring to the same ideas in Japanese.
This in turn leads to writing more accurate sentences as
reflected in the above results where the TG made more
significant improvement in the writing quality.

A major disadvantage of translation activities that is often
pointed out is that students are translation and not writing
original sentences (Komuro, 2001). Translation is also
based on unnatural writing situation (ibid.). The results of
the present study seem to confirm these notions in that the
PG improved more in creativity than the TG did. Moreover,
translation does not directly teach how to write paragraphs or
essays in a structured and orderly ways. It, therefore, needs
to be supplemented by process writing training.

Process writing, on the other hand, does not directly help
improve vocabulary or grammar. Beginner students who do
not know how to write even short sentences, will probably
not benefit from it as much as advanced students might. This
is consistent with the fact that more lower-level students
in the present study enrolled in the translation course than
in the process writing course (note that the overall scores
of the PG in the four Figures are higher than the TG). As
supported by the JACET Kansai Chapter study (1995),
advanced students are more concerned with the logical
flow and contents (i.e., the whole) and intermediate and
beginning students are more concerned with word choice
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and word spelling (i.e., parts), it would make most sense to
conclude that the translation method would be more suited to
beginning students’ needs while the process writing method
to more advanced students’ needs.

It might be, however, needless to say that these two
approaches are by no means mutually exclusive but only
complementary. They can, therefore, be used at all levels
according to leaner needs. There are also other methods and
forms of teaching writing such as controlled composition
including alteration, completion, substitution, sentence
combination /expansion, and guided composition. All these
methods can be used in various combinations.

Conclusion
Implications

Translation can be an effective method for beginning to
low intermediate students who still need to work on more
basics of writing skills whereas process writing would be
more useful for more advanced students who are ready

to tackle with contents and logical structure of sentences.
The results of the study favored translation in the areas of
quantity and quality improvement, whereas they favored
process writing in the areas of structural and creativity
improvement. For beginning level students who still heavily
rely on Japanese thinking, the translation method may be
an effective stepping-stone to more English-based creative
writing. Although almost all Japanese college students have
gone through the translation method in junior and senior
high schools, translation would still be effective with high
beginning college students (i.e., TOEIC scores of 400-
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500). In contrast, more advanced students (TOEIC 500 or
above) would be ready for process writing training. This

was a quasi-experiment and the variables were not strictly
controlled. The samples were conveniently taken. The
number of participants and their background were not strictly
controlled. Evaluations were done by one researcher. Future
evaluation may be done, in part, using a computer program.
In future studies, students’ comments on each method can
also be collected.
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Appendix 1 Sample materials
Vocabulary exercises in the translation group

ROYFEDYEFER %S4 30>, Put the following Japanese
into English.

1. IME#EHA blood product

2. REHEA interest rate

3. HMEIRFL progressive taxation

4. ZZBEE allowance for entertainment

5. KRl different surnames for married couples
6. BNBEDL AT all-you-can-eat restaurant
7. {5H#A credit association

8. P4 life expectancy

9. D F AL ranking of sumo wrestlers

10. #HIES hearing aid

11. BHER guide dog

12.  #iE honorific language

13. AINFTHHE intellectual property

14. @3¢ mailing order

15. BAifEA A7 security camera

16. %132 merit system

17. % @LE excessive packaging

18. &G myth

19. #&£&ff clothes, food and shelter

20. AMEE juvenile law
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Sentence translation
ROHARGE L 2 HEGE
into English.

L HEUTIIAR L R RIERIB 2 a5 Z LS TEE Y, S s fx
LT EAREIZ3?

2. ADIEAET iz AT, HEOED s HetmicL
TELGEPD D2 TH T,

3. ZOBWORENSEY T—I3, LIEHIZFRT10: 001288 ED
9, 2N FETIZHBTEITY,

4, —HUCHARNIEFEA], FHCB D Falpir & o3, B ) Falid, 31
DRSS TR L2 DR E DRI R DI ICHEEZ 8
(Yo%) ZDR 1E 575D TT,

T #ko U1, HERGERE CTHGEL T ET,

HHEA6IRFIC, E—=v 7 a— L2 BV LET,

IR DIIZESKDY ar 77— Lidb LR EL LT,

. ADIAED G AFFFEEBRRICA =PRI LU S, LY
PR i oA ENEE [ S DY Qe

ZIEL7%ZE W, Put the following Japanese

© N o w

Paragraph translation (1)

TAYAEEBDBE O A DI BERFTERICL>TZEAL
DTRTCOMNZELNTLE) ZEbH o7 I L->TUE

BEEROHAL X A DI E ZA b H o7, F)TH o7k
LCH, TRTOLGERDZ DL Bl ICE EN /20T Tlded o
7 SEDSHROIGATIE A S 13— AR AL CHMEs 2 7 B 2 58\ 5
N>,

In some cases, slaves were deprived of any rights such as
in plantations in southern states of America. However,
there are others cases where slaves’ position was close that
of domestic servants. Nevertheless, not all slaves enjoyed
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such fortunate circumstances. Some unfortunate souls were
forced into cruel labor in mines all day.

Paragraph translation (2)

ZILTRAM HEDIS D37 DFEIE SR S > TE TR B EN ) 21T
EZFLTCHLAODHAEEZEZTBYET, 2N INTIE
WETH, FTE DI AUIEDL SO BN ERCTHD T
MPIT LA L) SEITHRLE T 20D THYEL T ET/ 2L,
HEVIFHERE T L 7 —2%TEE V0oL b TT, 20
S2HHDT RS | ZIUFE A TEL N E T I bR
REVT BB EHIBDTITIVET, ZOUETIFEDW L
KEHGEL T SO TT HLLDHDELT DL E0HIbD
EHIFTENET, _hz‘;%%o(%fﬁ’téT\%hciﬁ¥L:4%ﬁ§“6
EHAICEo U ZNDTEND L) IR ET L Bl
PrpERNIZIEIA SR ODITTHD T,

Non-translation writing (1)

Choose one of these topics and write a paragraph/a five-
paragraph essay.

1. Causes or effects of immigration to a new country.
2. Causes or effects of bad health habit.

3. Causes or effects of a recent economic or political
situation in your country or a country you know well.

Non-translation writing (2)

Look at the picture and describe what is happening in the
scene.

Non-translation writing (3)
Describe the process of how to build a cabinet.
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Appendix 2
Sample writing (TG low level)

I love history and I will think this problem from a
historical point. All cities have own histories and
they are all different. Yamaguchi has unique history,
too. Yamaguchi communicated with many countries.
In the middle of sixteenth century, one Spanish man
came here. His name was Francisco Zabiel. He came
ro increase cjristian from Spain. This is a historical
affair because he went a little cities. This is famous
not only in Japan but also in the world. We should
take advantage of this. I suppose that we should
make the majority like Spanish, Spanish history or
geography and Spanish culture. This will be taken
attention because few universitie has the majority of
Spanish. And we should become sister-school with
universities in Spain and invite or exchange many
teachers and students. (continued with the same
amount of writing)

Sample writing (TG average level)

In order to more internationalize ..., we should
invite a lot of foreign teachers. Then, we can learn
not only several language but also culture and
traditions of abroad. The common language all
over the world is to be English. If we master the
English, we can talk to people from abroad. And
we can directly understand English news without
using dictionary. Ifthere are many foreignersin ...
University, we talk to. When we meet foreigners,
we say “Hello” not speak Japanese. And I have

the idea. There are advertisement that only in
Japanese. We write not only in Japanese but also
English or Chinese and more. If foreigners visit ...
University, English advertizement is useful. They
don’t lose their’s way. And we need to appeal
to ... University to the world. We can appeal by
increasing the event. For example, we hold the
Ohanami in April, foreigners may think Japan
is good place to visit. So, many foreigners will
visit Japan. Through the international fellowship,
we can speak English slowly. This read to
internationalize ... University. (end)

Sample (TG high level)

When I hear the world “internationalization”,
I always think language of English. To achieve
internationalization, I think, to learn English
is necessary and in demand. So, first, I see
internationalization in ..... University in the point
of of the way of studying English. We students
have to take the test called “TOEIC”. And many
of them are suffering from their score. If one can’t
get points to some degree, they have to take English
class more than others. And gradually, such people
will have a feeling that they can’t study English
no longer. Now, how can we study English with
more fun? I think students should have at least
one conversation class. I believe that the pocket-
knowledge for the test is not helpful in the actual
communication. If students have conversation
class and know the fun of speaking English, they
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may want to speak foreigners. (continued with
almost the same amount of writing)

Sample writing (PG low level)

For me, my English writing skills is essential
to express my opinion, research, condutim,
experimental result when I become researcher in
future. Researcher always use English in writing
so that those in many country can read. Writing
logic needs only grummer and word but also
knowledge or expretion of formula, term, item.

Moreover, it is used in e-maling and network develop
more. We will have more opportunity to communicate
with foreign people on network. I think that we can
make order from more companies or network and
people who make thire homepage will be more and
more in future. Therefore, we will e-mail in not only
Japanese but also English and other language. This is
the reason why English writing skills are inportant. 1
might writing letter if | am make friends with foreign
people. I expect to do that.

Sample writing (PG average level)

Now, Internet makes it possible to communicate
with people all over the world. So, we will have
many opportunity to contact with people in English.
English is more and more important language in
such a world.

So, I would like to make use my English writing
skills on my study and business. For example, this

skills is very useful to read a report of a certain 5%
. T would like to engage in chemical study for a
long time. And if given the chance to contact with
the manager of a certain foreign company, this
skills and the skills of speaking English makes it
possible to communicate with him smoothly.

I try to study English now because I want to really
come true this my aims. I hope my English skills
will advance step by step.

Sample writing (PG high level)

English is one of the standard language in the
world. Most of the people in the world can speak
in English. So that nowadays, English has become
the most important language to be learn. I have
learned English since I am a little child. My
daily communication will be in Malay language
and English. When I grew up, although I never
had a chance to go to any country in Europe or
America, [ can understand and speak English well.
Now, [ am studying at ..... University of Japan. In
Japan, there is a very few amount of people who
can speak in English. I was quite shocked with
this situation. For example, in TOEIC lectures
which the big English examination will be held
for all students, lecturers will still communicate
in Japanese. But I really like the English writing
lecture where students not only be teach no how to
write English correctly but also students must talk
in English. This lecture had improve my English
a lot. (continued with more)
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