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Abstract

The article explores some of the ways in which work placement that accompanies or follows
academic instruction may contribute to stimulating trainee translators’ professional
development. Inspired by general and profession-specific concepts and components of
expertise proposed by researchers in the field of cognitive sciences and translation studies
as well as her own experience as a translator, translation trainer, and work placement mentor,
the author presents some of her observations and preliminary highlights of her ongoing
research to emphasise how individualised support for trainees’ conscious effort in the course
of work placement in a translation company may help novice translators hone their skills
and at the same time assume responsibility for their own development, thus empowering
them and setting them on track to become experts. In her considerations, the author refers to
the minimal concept of translation expertise propounded by Mufioz Martin (2014) and to the
notion of deliberate practice as posited by Ericsson et al. (1993) to propose how deliberate
practice may be implemented as one of the significant elements of translation work
placement in a student-centred course of learning, where various aspects of the actual
workplace setting contribute to increased readiness for conscious effort in trainees. This
paper may prove of use to translator trainers as well as work placement
mentors/coordinators, both on the part of the academic institution, and within the
organisation accepting trainees, when they shape or revise their curricula or work placement
agendas.

Keywords: translation work placement, translation internship, deliberate practice, translator
training, translation expertise

1. Introduction

Why focus on the development of human translation expertise in the age of
unprecedented progress of digital technologies? Indeed, these days, as we are
witnessing the rapid development of artificial intelligence, neural machine
translation being one of its applications, the profession of translation might seem
to be doomed to extinction. On the other hand, the global village we are living in
is characterised by so many dynamically interconnected variables which influence
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the language and communication that there are still plenty of situations in which
human translators perform better than machines.! Moreover, at least some
translation clients, while they are well aware of the time- and cost-efficiency of
MT, refuse to switch to automated translation or even explicitly forbid the use of
any kind of MT tools by translation service providers, insisting on human-only
translation, especially in the case of texts they find crucial for their business
operations, such as legal documents, documentation containing proprietary
information, key communications and marketing content etc. It arises from
author’s observations and interviews with translation clients that some of the
features that seem to drive their preference for human translation are
confidentiality, creativity, reliable knowledge and experience, as well as human
translator’s availability to accept client’s brief/guidelines and answer questions
related to the source and target text (especially in transcreation and other tasks
which go beyond pure translation).? These characteristics add up to form the
perception of a human translator as a knowledgeable, trustworthy individual, who
is ready to adjust, or adapt, their performance (including both the product and the
process) to the translation task, as needed. Therefore, supporting the development
of adaptive expertise in translators (see Hatano and Inagaki 1986 and Section 2
below) may help them, and the translation profession in general, survive the
turmoil of digitalisation.

With this in mind, the author draws on her experience as a translator,
translation company manager and insider observer of the translators’ community
on the one hand, and a university translation trainer on the other hand, and
integrates the practical understanding of the subject with the selected findings of
existing research in the field of expertise from the general, cognitive perspective
and also, more specifically, in the domain of translation studies seen as an
interdisciplinary field. Some preliminary highlights of author’s own research and
observations as a work placement mentor are set against this background in an
attempt to present the case for making the most of translation work placement and
including deliberate practice as one of the core components thereof, with a view
to supporting the development of expertise in novice translators.

! See e.g. Maucec & Donaj 2019, Castilho et al. 2017.

2 Practical observations motivated the author to start (in 2020) a research project aimed to study
translation clients’ awareness of the translation process and expertise. The project follows the
spirit of action research and involves in-depth, unstructured interviews with EN<>PL translation
clients based in Poland. Research questions focus on clients’ perception of the translator as a
professional, their knowledge of the translation process, and how these affect their choices when
it comes to ordering translation services.
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2. Expertise

The last century has brought truly extensive research on what expertise is and how
it is developed, offering a variety of definitions and approaches, both in general
terms and in almost every domain of knowledge.

Over all those years, the view of expertise has evolved to include more and
more cognitive concepts. A few decades ago, studies of expertise focused on
intelligence and knowledge, and an expert was seen as the one who “sees the
underlying principle”, thanks to the “richly organized structure of [their]
knowledge” (Chi et al. 1981: 108). Researchers recognised the development from
declarative knowledge in novices to procedural knowledge in experts, positing
that the way to improvement is “through the exercise of procedural (problem-
solving) knowledge in the context of specific, knowledge domains” (Ibid: 114),
but still omitted or even explicitly excluded the significance of the cognitive
component, for instance by stating that “the problem-solving difficulties of
novices can be attributed mainly to inadequacies of their knowledge bases, and
not to limitations in either the architecture of their cognitive systems or processing
capabilities” (Ibid: 112). Much of research of that time centred on the comparison
of novices and experts — as a result, it was noticed that there are certain concepts
or “components of the cognitive structures that tend to be present in all experts”
in a given field (Schvaneveldt et al. 1985: 722) that make experts’ performance in
their specific domain superior to the performance of many other people in the
same field (a similar definition of expertise involving consistently superior
performance is presented by Ericsson & Charness 1994).

Around the same time, Hatano and Inagaki (1984) revisited Piaget’s idea of
how people develop new skills at a young age, driven by intrinsic motivation to
comprehend the world, and posited that there exist two types of expertise: routine
expertise and adaptive expertise, both involving some domain-specific knowledge
and adequate performance in familiar situations, but different when it comes to
changed conditions. Routine experts are fast, accurate and efficient, displaying
automatised performance, but lacking flexibility when faced with new problems.
On the other hand, adaptive experts are described as “those who not only perform
procedural skills efficiently but also understand the meaning of the skills and
nature of their object expertise”, because they “can construct corresponding
conceptual knowledge by performing a procedural skill, and with that conceptual
knowledge they can be flexible and adaptive, e. g., ‘invent’ other procedural
knowledge.” (Hatano and Inagaki 1984: 28, 30). Interestingly, in the same work
the authors refer to their own earlier research project involving translation [sic!],
in which they noticed the link between external reinforcement and students
focusing strongly on efficiency, but failing to try to understand the text and render
a coherent and understandable target language version. They point out that
“overemphasis on giving right answers and making no errors (...) may prevent
students from constructing conceptual knowledge and thus from becoming
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adaptive experts” (Ibid: 34) — a conclusion that seems to be worth remembering
when it comes to training translators and evaluating their work.

The concept of adaptive and routine expertise as propounded by Hatano and
Inagaki has become widely accepted by scholars working in various fields. It has
been explored in further scholarly considerations, e.g. by Ward et al. (2018), who
concluded that adaptive skill is an indispensable ingredient of expertise, and in
various research projects, e.g. by Bohle Carbonell et al. (2014), who posited, based
on their findings, that a flexible knowledge base, which is characteristic of an
adaptive expert, develops best in a working environment which offers a variety of
tasks. Thus, they made the following suggestion as regards training professionals:

Novelty in the form of unfamiliar tasks can be introduced after an initial level of efficiency
in the domain has been achieved. Learners should be stimulated to explore these tasks, solve
them with limited scaffolding, and reflect on their errors. Such novel tasks should re-occur
at irregular intervals and “...create occasional impasses which confront the learners with
situations where the [learned] routines do not work and which train them to switch from an
automatic to a problem-solving mode” (van Merriénboer & Kirschner 2013). The trainer
should pay attention to creating a risk free and supportive environment. Summative
assessment should be minimalized to strengthen a positive learning climate. In informal
learning settings, it is important to create a learning climate through supportive superiors
and peers and to stimulate professionals to take on new tasks outside of their current job
descriptions. (Bohle Carbonell et al. 2014: 21)

The recommendation quoted above seems to be a good supplement to what is
propounded in this paper in terms of work placement that is intended to help
novice translators hone their skills and at the same time assume responsibility for
their own development, thus empowering them and setting them on track to
become experts.

2.1. Deliberate practice

When discussion shifts from pondering on what expertise is to how to develop it,
deliberate practice is one of the best described elements of the journey. It is
attractive to scholars, teachers and trainers alike, as it appears to be a rather
“tangible”, measurable ingredient of expert development, one which leaves the
responsibility for learning with the learner, but still remains monitored and
influenced by the instructor. The core assumption of deliberate practice that
underpins the view that it is one of the key components of expertise and its
development is that it is not simply by repetition, but by effortful practice aimed
at improvement that progress can occur. In their breakthrough study on the
development of expertise, Ericsson et al. state:

Throughout development toward expert performance, the teachers and coaches instruct the
individuals to engage in practice activities that maximize improvement. Given the cost of
individualized instruction, the teacher designs practice activities that the individual can
engage in between meetings with the teacher. We call these practice activities deliberate
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practice and distinguish them from other activities, such as playful interaction, paid work,
and observation of others, that individuals can pursue in the domain. (Ericsson et al. 1993:
368)

The distinction between work and deliberate practice is of particular importance
to this paper, as it seems that work placement might be a perfect setting for
deliberate practice activities, the latter being defined as neither full-blown work
(rewarded by remuneration and/or social recognition) nor play (purely enjoyable,
effortless). To support their argument to separate deliberate practice from work,
Ericsson et al. (1993) reason that in the case of paid work, only a small range of
tested and proven, “previously well-entrenched methods” is typically used, mainly
for reasons of time efficiency and to reduce the risk of costly failure. Learning or
development of new methods in an attempt to increase the quality of work or make
it more efficacious is not a priority. As a result, workers are often pulled into
routine and do not improve their performance, as long as it is satisfactory from the
employer’s perspective. Contrary to that, deliberate practice undertaken on a
regular basis pushes forward the one who engages in it, as it allows for “repeated
experiences in which the individual can attend to the critical aspects of the
situation and incrementally improve her or his performance in response to
knowledge of results, feedback, or both from a teacher” (Ibid: 368). Further,
Ericsson et al. define deliberate practice as:

a highly structured activity, the explicit goal of which is to improve performance. Specific
tasks are invented to overcome weaknesses, and performance is carefully monitored to
provide cues for ways to improve it further. (Ericsson et al. 1993: 368)

Ericsson has continued to explore the subject of expertise and the role of deliberate
practice as one of its essential elements and expanded on his concept (see e.g.
Ericsson et al. 1994, 1996, 2002). His approach proposed a new explanation of
how one becomes an expert, which differed noticeably from the previously
predominant view, because it lessened the role of what might be called innate
talent in the development of expertise understood as “consistently superior
performance” (Ericsson 1994: 731) Once announced, Ericsson’s notion of
deliberate practice stirred a lot of interest not only among researches, teachers and
trainers, but also among the general public, being a promise of new, exciting
opportunities for all these groups. Consequently, this line of research has since
been pursued by many other scholars in relation to various domains, including
translation (see below). In a number of works, varying interpretations of the
original definition have been applied, and in a few cases doubt has been expressed
as to what deliberate practice does or does not involve. One example of the latter,
particularly relevant for this work, is the study undertaken by Tiselius (2013), in
which at some point she wondered whether certain activities undertaken by
professional interpreters she interviewed could be included within the framework
of deliberate practice as posited by Ericsson or not, as they were not labelled by
the subjects of research as deliberate practice and were performed with a view to
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improving some specific sub-skills (as opposed to the main skill). There has also
been a group of scholars who have expressed their criticism or doubt regarding
Ericsson’s idea of deliberate practice, claiming that it was not sufficiently
grounded in research and as such would not be able to account for individual
differences in expert performance (see e.g. Hambrick et al. 2013, Macnamara
2016). Ericsson clarified and defended his concept in his elaborate responses to
criticism and questions about the scope of application of his theory (Ericsson
2014, Ericsson & Harwell 2019), which facilitates further research on expertise
and deliberate practice and the implementation of deliberate practice activities in
training professionals.

3. Translation studies

In the present time of advanced globalisation more than ever depends on the
communication between users of different languages. Therefore, substantial
research effort is put in attempts to understand various problems related to
translation, one of them being to find the most efficient ways to teach translation
and train translators as intermediaries between cultures and individuals and
facilitators of trans-border and interpersonal exchange and communication.

The above means that, while a part of research in translation studies is
traditionally centred around text-related problems, there are plenty more subfields
in this truly comprehensive discipline. This multifacetedness has been appreciated
by translation researchers from the very beginning (see e.g. Toury 1980, 1995,
Gambier & van Doorslaer 2010), with many of them explicitly classifying
translation studies as an inter- or trans-discipline (see e.g. Snell-Hornby et al.
1994). This view is developed even further e.g. by Edwin Gentzler, who, inspired
by his own long practice as a translator, translation teacher and researcher,
postulated that “translation today knows no institutional boundaries, and it is time
for scholars to catch up to the practice” (Gentzler 2014: 23). In fact, the birth of
post-translation studies has already been announced, as “a transdisciplinary
research field” where translation is treated as “an interpretive as well as operative
tool”, while its research is ‘“fundamentally transdisciplinary, mobile, and open
ended” (Nergaard & Arduini 2011: 8).

Considering the above, it comes as no surprise that translation researchers
reach out boldly to a whole range of disciplines in pursuit of answers to their
research questions, for instance those related to the process of translation and the
development of translation expertise, to integrate the data therefrom in their work,
often with a truly synergistic effect.

3.1. Translation expertise

A significant part of research in the field of translation studies has centred on the
investigation of what it is that makes one an expert translator, whether these are
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some universally measurable qualities, and how these can be developed, among
others.

For the purpose of studies on translation expertise, researchers follow the
trends observed in cognitive sciences and often choose to take a descriptive,
process-oriented approach rather than (or in addition to) a product-oriented one,
because it is the in-depth analysis and breakdown of the process of translation that
reveal to them more about how experts work. As what is happening in translator’s
head in the course of translation work is not only the matter of language
proficiency as such, but also a thing of mental processes that are dependent on a
number of factors, translation researchers have turned their attention to cognitive
sciences. This led to the emergence of the new sub-discipline of cognitive
translation studies, at the intersection of linguistics and other domains, mainly
cognitive psychology. Following this direction of research on translation
expertise, Ricardo Mufioz Martin set an important milestone in the development
of the new sub-field, as he defined the foundations of what he calls cognitive
translatology, which assumes that “the mental activity of translators is a constant
of all human translation processes” and therefore “translation expertise implies
the continuous development of natural cognitive skills” (Mufioz Martin 2010:
177). In this concept, translation is explicitly stated to be seen and studied as “a
subset of complex behaviours aiming to solve communicative needs, whose
common thread is the use of at least two (spoken, written or signed) languages”
(Mufioz Martin 2014: 3). In his further work on this subject, Mufioz Martin
continues to argue for the cognitive perspective and proposes a minimal, situated
concept of general translation expertise (which he sees as applicable, or at least
adaptable to experts in other domains). He lists the following five dimensions of
that concept: “knowledge, adaptive psychophysiological traits, problem-solving
skills, regulatory skills, and the self-concept” (Mufioz Martin 2014: 1). Such a
perspective on translation expertise seems to correspond to the characteristics of
adaptive expertise as propounded by Hatano and Iganaki (see Section 2 above). In
fact, Mufioz Martin himself concludes:

In translation tasks, where input is never exactly the same and idiosyncratic, ill-defined
problems are the norm, only adaptive expertise — characterized by the ability to develop new
strategies to cope with novel situations — can be deemed full translation expertise. (Mufioz
Martin 2014: 9)

It is worth noting here that Mufioz Martin leaves language skills out of his list,
seeing them as something that is obviously there, a pre-requisite for developing
translation expertise. He argues that “rather than explaining translation expertise,
language skills seem to sustain it, and to interact with it”, and that in fact, bilingual
proficiency is one of the relatively many (in comparison to other fields of
expertise) skills in translators and interpreters that are “further developments of
previously existing skills.” (Mufioz Martin 2014: 17)
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This last assertion is very important not only for translation researchers, but
also for translation trainers, as it may be derived from it that it is crucial for the
development of translation expertise to focus on advancing the already present
and used skills rather than on learning new skills from the scratch. It being so, we
need to remember that — just like in the case of learning anything else — there are
some points along the way, called plateaus (see e.g. Collins et al. 1973: 157), when
the learning curve starts to flatten. This may happen for instance once the initial
excitation shrinks, and also when the level achieved so far is already sufficient for
the learner to use the skill autonomously, even if far from expertly. If learning and
development are not to end at this autonomous-but-not-yet-expert point,
substantial conscious effort is needed on the part of the learner to proceed with
learning despite the motivation loss that they may experience. As stated above, it
is predominantly “old” skills that are improved in the process of developing
translation expertise, so it may be concluded that the development of expertise in
translators involves trainees’ conscious effort in order to progress through
plateaus. This in turn means that deliberate practice, being conscious, effortful and
aimed to improve a concrete skill, may be an important element of translator
training, including translation work placement.

3.2. Deliberate practice in the development of translation expertise

Having been widely discussed in various fields, such as professional sports,
medicine and music, deliberate practice has recently gained interest in the field of
translation studies, too (see e.g. Shreve 2006, Tiselius 2013, Kiraly & Piotrowska
2014, Risku 2016). As its objective is to forward the development of expertise in
professionals, it seems to be a good idea to consider incorporating it in the
translator training framework, including work placement. If deliberate practice is
offered to trainees not only in the classroom, but also as part of their translation
work placement, it may enhance the development of various dimensions of
translation expertise in them, supporting the trainees in breaking through plateau
stages they may experience when striving to improve the skills that are already
present in them and used autonomously — all that in the actual workplace setting.
In section 4.1. below, where various benefits of work placement are demonstrated,
as observed by the author from her experience as a work placement mentor and
supported by selected trainees’ statements,® a reference is made to the particular
dimensions of the model of translation expertise posited by Mufioz Martin. First,
however, some general assumptions regarding work placement are presented.

3 Selected fragments of interviews with translation trainees held as part of author’s ongoing research
project on the role of workplace placement in novice translator’s journey to expertise — for more
details, see below.
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4. Work placement

Following long years of research on how people acquire and develop skills, and
the related studies on learning and teaching, it has already become a widely
accepted view that “learning is a holistic, emergent, self-perpetuating and
embodied lifelong process that proceeds both within the individual and within
communities of practice at different levels” (Kiraly & Piotrowska 2014: 4). It
being so, education has turned to be more process- and student-oriented than ever,
also in the field of translation studies, with situated learning gaining prominence
as the form of classroom work that is as practical as possible in the academic
context. Furthermore, researchers’ and teachers’/trainers’ appreciation of and
interest in the actual “real-life” professional practice seems to be concurrent with
the generally observed willingness of the non-academic world to attract and
cultivate new potential talents while they are still students, supported by numerous
projects aimed at tightening the links between business and academia. This might
be a good moment to revisit the long-known concept of internship/work placement
and make sure the trainee’s professional development is supported there as much
as possible.

For the sake of clarity, it deserves to be noted here that, depending on the
country, university, field of study/work or business sector, the terms “internship”
and “work placement” and other similar notions are either treated as synonyms or
they are used in slightly different senses, “work placement” sometimes denoting
a longer, e.g. year-long, paid stay with the company, as opposed to “internship”
being a shorter, unpaid period of student’s workplace practice. For the purpose of
these considerations, the author does not differentiate between in- or extra-
curricular, paid or unpaid students’ work experience, and she uses the terms “work
placement” and “internship” interchangeably, in a wide, general sense, to denote
all kinds of students” work experience undertaken to accompany university
programmes. In the case of translation work placement as referred to in this paper,
this involves a student of translation being introduced as a trainee translator into
the real-life environment of a translation company for at least 150 hours, under
the supervision of an experienced practitioner being their work placement mentor.
Formal issues are omitted here for the lack of space, and because for the present
considerations the most important aspect of work placement is the fact of students’
gaining hands-on translation work experience before entering the professional
translation market, complementary to the academic instruction and classroom
practice in the course of their translation study programme.

Possible benefits to the trainees’ development resulting from being placed
“within communities of practice” (Ibid), which gives them a unique opportunity
to watch and participate in the professional work of experienced practitioners, are
not the only advantages of work placement. Literature on the subject demonstrates
that there exists a positive relationship between students’ work placement
experience and how they are perceived by potential employers, which translates
into the higher interview rate in the case of students with on-the-job experience
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(see e.g. Nunley et al. 2016, Baert et. al. 2021). When Inceoglu et al. presented
their theoretically framed systematic review of literature, they quoted various
figures from market- and practice-oriented reports which confirm the substantial
relationship between students’ work experience and their subsequent
employability, and observed that “work placements or internships provide
opportunities for ‘trial transitions’ to the world of work, given their structured and
educationally embedded set up” (Inceoglu et al. 2019: 318). This seems to hold
true for translation work placement, too.

4.1. Translation work placement

If — as may be driven from what Mufioz Martin (2014) proposed — the road to
translator’s expertise mainly involves work on the successive improvement of
skills that already exist in a trainee or novice translator and are used by them, then
twofold consequences for their learning and progress may be expected in the
course of professional education. Firstly, individuals headed to become
professional translators may experience the discouragement and lack of
motivation characteristic of the plateau effect before they even approach what
might be called expertise. Secondly, sometimes they may find it hard to
understand which skills or dimensions of expertise need to be improved and why.

However, as observed by the author of this paper, when trainees become
immersed in real-life translation practice and at the same time experience
individualised support from the mentor, they seem to open up more willingly, or
readily —as compared to the classroom context — to become mindful of the various
dimensions of translation expertise, and many of them undertake conscious effort
to improve their skills and assume the ownership of their own development. This
observation and the informal interviews with trainees led the author to start in
2020 a research project aimed to check in what ways translation work placement
may contribute to the development of translation expertise in novice translators.
Data are collected from respondents (students/novice translators, workplace
mentors) in interviews and surveys, in order to find out some possible relations
between various aspects of work placement and students’ translation performance
over time and to trace their post-placement professional development.

Due to the long-term nature of the project, its final conclusions are not
available yet, but some preliminary data gathered so far seem to confirm the
author’s practical observation stated above, i.e. that work placement may be a
favourable context for students to engage in mindful effort with a view to
achieving translation expertise. This is demonstrated for instance in the following
statement of one of the trainees interviewed immediately after the completion of
her work placement, as she talked about her problem with punctuation in defining
vs. non-defining relative clauses (like many novice Polish translators, she
transposed Polish punctuation rules to her translation into English, which resulted
in all her relative clauses in English being non-defining):
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It was not until | heard the project manager complaining about someone doing it wrong, and
then saw (...) the “real” translator thinking aloud about how a comma will change the
meaning in some particularly ambiguous sentence that it finally clicked! Now, after so many
years of learning grammar! That was illuminating! | had to find the rule and learn it again,
but this time | got it. My mentor gave me some exercises for that and discussed them with
me afterwards. I also appreciate it that (...) [she] showed me more sentences like that in
other translators’ work, whenever [she] spotted a good example in the texts [she was]
revising. When it comes to writing or translating, I still sometimes forget about it and simply
copy the Polish commas, but | know that | need to check my own work twice for these and
I can feel it is getting in my blood, finally. | am going to work on my punctuation in both
Polish and English now, to make sure | know all the rules and exceptions. (...)*

This trainee’s statement is a representative example of a number of similar mid-
and post-placement reflections reported so far by the author’s interviewees. It was
guoted here, because it allows for a reference to a few dimensions of translation
expertise in a relatively short fragment, suitable for the size and concept of this
paper. It demonstrates the trainee’s newly emergent awareness (new working self-
concept®) of the need to refine her understanding of the punctuation rules (i.e. to
improve the knowledge), and her willingness to revise and correct her own work
(regulatory skills — “conscious, wilful, cognitive monitoring and control”®).
Moreover, she engaged willingly in a deliberate practice activity (punctuation
exercises supervised by her workplace mentor) and was open to undertake more
purposeful practice with a view to improving her performance.

In terms of general remarks regarding the framework of work placement, it
seems to be of utmost gravity to design it in such a way that trainees can focus on
translation and revision work as their key tasks, have access to feedback, and
consult their workplace mentor acting here as their senior peer or tutor, a guide
rather than a controlling coordinator. The above are among the top “characteristics
of worthwhile work placement experience” indicated before, during and after
work placement by most of the trainees surveyed and interviewed by the author
so far, regardless of whether their overall assessment of their own work placement
experience was positive or not. Interestingly, these characteristics of work
placement rank high even among those trainees who claimed in their post-
placement surveys that they were definitely not going to pursue a career in
translation. This issue was further investigated during in-depth interviews with
selected respondents, in which those trainees who stated they were going to opt
out of the translation profession emphasised that they still appreciated the
characteristics of work placement mentioned above, or even attributed their

4 The interviews with students cited in this paper were held in Polish. The English versions of the
fragments cited here were translated by the author, and the translated fragments were then
revised and approved by the trainees themselves.

5 The notion of working/dynamic/activated self-concept, i.e. the self-concept of the moment has
been defined and researched by various scholars in the field of social and psychological sciences
(e.g. Schlenker 1985, Markus & Wurf 1987).

6 Mufioz Martin (2014: 28).
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decision to this set of features. One of such interviewees summed up his work
placement as follows:

It was a revealing experience leading to a life-changing decision. It’s not that I’m not happy
with the placement. It’s just now I know I definitely don’t want to do it. I am good at
languages, | can work in some international organisation, but not as a full-time translator.
During this work placement I’ve realised that I don’t really like all those “research this term”
and “think what the author of the source text might have meant” ponderings and the
questions you need to ask yourself, especially that you will need to hold these discussions
with yourself once you become a freelancer or even an in-house translator. It was fun, but
it’s not for me. (...) I think I appreciated how focused you need to be and how you need to
be up-to-date with virtually everything in order to recognise some hidden meanings within
the source text. I also realised that I am not able to spend so much time sitting. I’d rather do
something a bit more dynamic.

This quote presents another (but equally important) perspective on how work
placement supports trainees in comprehending what translation expertise
involves. When novice translators are given an opportunity to see experts (or at
least professionals further down the path towards expertise) struggle, succeed, err
and correct themselves, look for linguistic solutions, negotiate meanings, contact
their clients and peers (or, on the contrary, they see them fail to do it and
experience the consequences thereof) and also observe the work of the remaining
stakeholders in the translation process, it is easier for them to verify and adjust
their internal concept of what they need themselves to develop into experts. Some
of them will probably resign from pursuing the translation path. However, those
who decide to develop in this field, having experienced during work placement
some of the challenges that translator’s everyday work involves, may be more
willing to engage in further education and training in a focused and purposeful
way. This is demonstrated in another quote from an interview with a trainee
translator held on the last day of her work placement:

I definitely feel motivated to develop as a translator. I really like it, I want to do it. (...) I can
see some things | need to do better, and I‘ve been working on some tasks in order to improve
them. For instance yesterday | created three different versions of the same text, but with a
different target audience in mind. My workplace mentor suggested it, | am waiting for
feedback now. I have a problem with it, because | tend to focus on the language so much
that I forget about who is going to read it. (...) I can definitely say that I have started to put
my mind into my translation work thanks to such exercises.

This statement reveals the trainee’s perception of deliberate practice activities as
worthwhile elements of her expertise development. It has been observed by the
author that trainees who demonstrate this approach during work placement remain
mindful and focused in their further regular professional practice, too. However,
this observation needs to be verified in further research.

The author has also noticed — and this observation has been confirmed
preliminarily in the interviews held so far as part of the ongoing research project
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referred to here — that the trainees who were invited to participate actively and on-
site in the translation and revision tasks, but also in other stages of translation
project management recognised the fact that they could watch the project
manager, translators and revisers at work and participate in the whole translation
process as an invaluable opportunity “to see the other side of the mirror”, i.e. to
observe how some behaviours or strategies applied by translators and other actors
in this process are received by other parties (including e.g. those situations
between the translation company and the client that never find their way to the
translator for a variety of reasons, time efficiency being the main one, but may
have influence on how the translator’s performance is assessed by their immediate
client, i.e. the translation company).

Unfortunately, the general framework of translation work placement design
that arises from the above considerations, i.e. supervised translation and revision
tasks as the core component plus some project management and administrative
tasks as an addition (that takes significantly less time) is not a standard in
translation companies accepting trainees for work placement, which has been
observed by the author in conversations with her students, in some of her research
interviews and as a result of her monitoring various online translators’
communities. It is also demonstrated by Maite Gonzalez in her study on whether
and how the translation placement curriculum responds to the actual requirements
of the market:

If we look at the current industry trends, work placements include mainly project
management because first, the assignment of real translation jobs, especially at the beginning
of the placement is rejected by some employers, as they believe that the students cannot
produce satisfactory translations, something that would displease the client (...). Second, a
substantial amount of work is sent to freelance translators. The primary reason has to do
with costs and flexibility of resources. Third, many of the current translation companies and
agencies have only project managers and project coordinators working in-house; whereas
the translations are resourced to freelancers. (Gonzales 2014: 67)

From the perspective of a translation company owner (known to the author of this
text from her own experience), for whom offering and managing trainee
translators’ work placement is a time- and energy-consuming challenge, far more
than it is getting free workforce, as some outsiders like to think, it is hard to
disagree with the summary of the situation offered by Gonzales in the quote above
and in the following conclusion she makes:

There seems to be a general impression from both students and employers that the work
placement equips students with further knowledge of the industry but it does not necessarily
develop their translation skills. Work placement reports, job descriptions and interviews
from employers and students demonstrated that most students doing placements in house
were involved in activities such as project management, administration, recruitment but not
translation. The findings also demonstrated that internships give students the opportunity to
gain a deeper knowledge of how a translation company works and to establish links with the
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industry; but again students have limited opportunities to practise translation. (Gonzales
2014: 67)

Still, if these grim reflections on the chasm between “what it should be” and “what
it is” are ever to become a thing of the past, it needs to be remembered by those
involved in translation training, designing work placement curricula and accepting
trainees for internship in their organisations that:

If “learning to be a professional translator means learning to act like one” (Kiraly in: Pym,
2003:29) the sooner students come into direct contact with professionals, the better they will
know how to deal with the difficulties of the professional world” (Cravo & Neves 2007:
100).

With this in mind, the author of this paper remains hopeful that the potential of
work placement in translator education will be appreciated and maximised by all
those involved. In an attempt to contribute to that, she intends to investigate the
subject of translation work placement in her ongoing and further research.

5. Conclusions

When the practical observations of a workplace mentor and translation trainer,
supported by some preliminary input from author’s ongoing research, are set
against the theoretical framework of expertise in general, and also translation
expertise as seen from the interdisciplinary perspective of translation studies, it
seems reasonable to conclude that translation work placement with elements of
deliberate practice may contribute to the development of translation expertise. It
is an exceptional opportunity to support novice translators along their path
towards translation expertise, help them break through plateau stages, but also
prepare them to face the variety of translation challenges while remining mindful
and self-reflective.

The subject of translation expertise and its development still offers a broad
field for a variety of studies. One particular area that deserves scholarly attention
in this respect is the very interface of academia and professional practice. More
research into various aspects of translation work placement experience as seen
from the perspective of various stakeholders (trainees, workplace mentors,
employers, university teachers) might provide knowledge and data to facilitate
synergistic cooperation between those parties and thus enhance the development
of novice translators’ expertise, but also influence, if indirectly, the efficiency of
institutional work. Further in-depth, longitudinal research on the post-study
development of translation expertise is needed to trace the long-term effect of the
work placement experience and deliberate practice activities undertaken in the
process on professional translator’s approach to lifelong development and the
quality of their work.
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