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Translation is recognized as a specific linguistic ability in bilinguals. Yet, we know little
about what factors influence translation ability, especially at the sentence level. In this study,
adults were asked to translate sentences from English (L2) into Italian (L1). We hypothesized
that (1) adults with later age of arrival in Canada would perform better in translating into their
native language than adults with earlier age of arrival, and therefore earlier L2 acquisition
and (2) adults with higher use of L1 would perform better than adults with low use. Participants
(N = 70) formed 4 groups based on their age of arrival in Canada (AoA) and their reported
use of Italian. The translated sentences were scored for syntactic and lexical correctness, and
for the number of omitted words. There were significant AoA group effects: late arrival in
Canada was associated with better performance. There were no effects for reported frequency
of use of Italian Both self-ratings and native Italian listener ratings of the translated sentences
correlated highly with number of correct sentences. © 2002 Elsevier Science (USA)

INTRODUCTION

Translation from one language to another is a distinct linguistic skill in bilinguals
(Grosjean, 1997; Paradis, Goldblum, & Abidi, 1982). Translation has been used ex-
tensively to study lexical processing in bilinguals. However, most studies use tasks
involving only single words (for recent review see Kroll & De Groot, 1997). It is
not clear whether performance on single word translation tasks correlates with other
linguistic abilities because most studies of translation use only single words and do
not extensively test other speech or language skills.

A series of studies by Flege and colleagues has examined performance on multiple
tasks in a group of Italian/English bilingual adults, allowing us to compare perfor-
mance across tasks. Flege, MacKay, and Piske (in press) found independent effects
for both age of arrival (AoA) in Canada and amount of L1 (Italian) use on two speech
measures: degree of foreign accent and duration of English sentences. However, on
two language measures, effects of AoA but not L1 use were observed: self-rating of
ability to translate sentences from English into Italian and ratings of semantic accu-
racy of the translations by 6 native listeners.

Two problems with this study were: (1) that the listeners only rated the semantic
adequacy of the translations, not their lexical or syntactic adequacy; and (2) that both
ratings were subjective: one done by the listeners before attempting the translation
and one done by judges who listened to the English sentences, then the Italian transla-
tions. In both cases the ratings could have been influenced by the levels of bilingual-
ism of the raters, or by other confounding factors.

The present study examines the sentence translation task using an objective scoring
of the translated sentences and explores the relationship between these scores and
other language abilities and self-ratings of bilingualism. The following 3 hypotheses
were tested:

1. the early AoA groups will have lower scores on the translation task than the
late arrivals;

2. the high use groups will have higher scores on the translation task than the low
use groups;

3. since the translation self-ratings correlate with the listener ratings, we hypothe-
size that both will correlate with objective scores on the translation task.






