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Abstract 

The growing significance of an interdisciplinary approach to Translation Studies is a 
promising development, enabling theoreticians and practitioners from different fields to 
learn from one another by crossing the boundaries of their disciplines. Also an inward look 
or, as Miriam Shlesinger (2004: 116) puts it, “constructive intersubdisciplinary 
collaboration” has enriched the current state of our knowledge of translation. A few 
examples of research projects carried out in the spirit of intersubdisciplinarity with a view to 
benefiting from synergies between oral and written modes of translating are those of 
Marjorie Agrifoglio (2004: 43-67), Barbara Dragsted and Inge Gorm Hansen (2007: 251-
274) and Aleksandra Biela-Wolonciej (2007: 30-39). It has also been these projects that 
inspired me, an interpreter and translator myself, to design an experiment investigating 
whether the application of sight translation, a tool used mostly by interpreters, can 
effectively reduce the completion time of the written translation process (with English and 
Polish as my working languages) without compromising the quality of the TL text, thus 
streamlining and lowering the cost of the communication between text authors and the 
readers. In this article, I will present the experimental set-up and methodology of an ongoing 
pilot study for a larger research project. I will also try to outline the general design and 
implications of the latter, which is to be an attempt at exploring the questions posed above.   

 

A closer look at the notion of ‘sight translation’ (SiT) 

‘Sight translation’, also known as ‘sight interpreting’, is an interesting type of interpreting, 

or a combination or hybrid of interpreting (oral output) and written translation (written 

input) (Agrifoglio 2004: 43). Depending on the context, either one or the other label seems 

to be more justified. In cases when output is produced and retrieved on the spot, ‘sight 

interpreting’ appears to be more suitable as it reflects the immediacy of interpreting. On the 

other hand, the non-transient nature of the source text presentation, often available for the 

duration of rendering it (e.g. texts displayed on the slides of a visual presentation) or even 

prior to the occasion, justifies the use of the term ‘sight translation’, which alludes to the 

similar nature of a source text in written translation. What is more, as Franz Pöchhacker 

observes: 
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In sight translation, the interpreter’s target-text production is simultaneous not with 

the delivery of the source text but with the interpreter’s real-time (visual) reception 

of the written source text. If the interpreter is working ‘at sight’ without the 

constraints of real-time performance for a (larger) audience, sight interpreting will 

shade into the consecutive mode or even come to resemble ‘oral translation’, with 

considerable opportunity for ‘reviewing’ and correction (2004: 19). 

On the borderline between oral and written modalities as it is, SiT appears to offer more 

than is actually exploited, the most common application being in the booth alongside an oral 

input from the speaker, where it is an aid for those interpreters who like to be supported by 

this additional input channel and an obstacle for those interpreters who find any additional 

input channel to be a distracting factor increasing the load on their processing effort.  

 

Some attempts at exploring synergies of oral and written translation 

If it is really the case that SiT without time constraints offers ample opportunities for 

refining the target text, it would be interesting to see to what extent interpreters really adopt 

different strategies or whether they still produce hasty and incoherent structures and 

paraphrase technical vocabulary as they do under the usual pressure of the flow of the 

source utterance (Al-Qinai 2002: 306). Questions such as this, helping discover points of 

convergence between oral and written varieties of translation and the potential thereof, have 

prodded research into crossing the boundary between the two modalities of language and 

forms of translation.  

In her project from 2004, Marjorie Agrifoglio compared interpreters’ performance within 

simultaneous interpreting (SI), consecutive interpreting (CI) and sight translation (‘ST’ in 

Agrifoglio’s study, here referred to as ‘SiT’), and applied Daniel Gile’s Effort Model (1997) 

and earlier research by Viezzi (1989a and b, 1990 and 1993) to elaborate on the results. Six 

experienced professional interpreters divided into three groups were asked to interpret the 

same three texts (excerpts of one chapter of a NAFTA report) from English into Spanish in 

SI, CI and SiT mode, with each group applying a different mode to each text. Their 

performance was analysed in terms of target text error analysis with a view to 

interdependencies of factors such as audio vs. visual input, one-time presentation of the 
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source text vs. constant access to it throughout the task, oral vs. written language of the 

source text, listening vs. reading effort, and load on short-term-memory.  

Since it is SiT that is the focus of my attention here, it is worth recalling the observations 

Agrifoglio (2004) made with respect to this modality. The interpreters doing SiT, who had 

the advantage of devoting nearly five minutes to reading the source text prior to the actual 

interpreting task, tended to make mistakes categorized as “expression failures”, which 

accounted for 75% of the total number of failures, with the remaining 25% falling into the 

other category, “meaning failures”. This means that the interpreters did not have major 

problems with comprehending the source text but found it difficult, for example, to preserve 

gender and number consistency required by grammar rules of the target language, which 

was also the interpreter’s mother tongue. Observing these rules added to the load on their 

short-term memory and processing capacity, as they had to match an element which came 

later in the sentence with gender- and number-marked elements from the beginning of the 

sentence which they stored in their memory. They also fell into the trap of false friends and 

sentence structures copied directly from the source text. These interferences, as Agrifoglio 

(2004) and the authors she quotes hint, may be attributed to the fact that the written 

document the interpreters were interpreting was before their eyes while they were working 

under time constraints and without resorting to any aids (dictionaries, glossaries, etc.); this 

made them apply solutions requiring the least effort while being deemed acceptable.  

Thus, Agrifoglio’s project can be considered a source of useful knowledge of, among other 

insights, the threats which may be lurking in a written source text and which the interpreter 

should be wary of. Unfortunately, we do not know anything about the time the interpreters 

who participated in the project needed to complete their task, as this was not a variable of 

interest to Agrifoglio. We can only make rough guesses as to the pace of SI and CI 

interpreters’ rendering based on the length of the texts (806, 836 and 786 words, 

respectively), the oral delivery of which at the average pace of 110 wpm might last about 10 

minutes. What about the time interpreters need to produce the target text by means of SiT?  

Finding an answer to this question has probably been worthwhile for Barbara Dragsted and 

Inge Gorm Hansen, researchers interested in studying differences between working 

processes applied by interpreters and translators. A pilot study they designed and carried out 

was part of the project entitled “Comprehension and production processes in translation and 
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interpreting hybrids”, realised by the Centre for Research and Innovation in Translation and 

Translation Technology at Copenhagen Business School. 

In 2006, Dragsted and Hansen invited translators and interpreters, native speakers of 

Danish, to participate in the following experiment: 

The translators were tasked with producing a written translation of one section of the 

text and a sight translation of another, whereas the interpreters were given three 

tasks: 1) a sight translation from the screen of one section of the speech, 2) a 

simultaneous interpretation of a video-recorded version of another section of the 

speech, and 3) a simultaneous interpretation of a video-recorded version of a third 

section of the speech, this time with subtitles (in English) (Dragsted and Hansen, 

2007: 252). 

What is quite striking about such a set-up is that it made the translators do something that 

does not traditionally fit into the category of written translation, namely SiT. No less 

surprising were the results of the analysed data, obtained from two translators, which 

revealed that it took one of them slightly over 19 minutes and the other one about 6 minutes 

to do the SiT of a section of 634 words (35 and 79 words per minute, respectively), while 

they needed over 55 and over 60 minutes, respectively, to do a written translation of a 655-

word-long section. The time scores of two interpreters for the sight translation task were 4 

min. 52 sec. and 5 min. 19 sec., respectively (147 and 133 words per minute).  

However, translation is not all about pace. It is unlikely that a low-quality target text would 

be appreciated even if it were submitted well before the deadline. Therefore, in Dragsted 

and Hansen’s study (2007), independent raters were asked to assess the quality of both the 

translators’ and the interpreters’ output, the latter having been transcribed and punctuated 

beforehand. The assessment criteria comprised the general adequacy of the translation, 

closeness of the translation to the source text, errors and their weight, and the approximate 

time for refining the text. All these factors were assigned values from a 1–5 grading scale. 

And yet again, surprisingly enough, it turned out that the overall scores questioned the need 

for translators to spend 11–12 times as much time on producing written translations as they 

and interpreters may do on translating ‘at sight’, which, transcribed (with the assumed use of 

speech recognition software) and refined, appears to be much more efficient and no less 

adequate.   
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Dragsted and Hansen’s project offered other intriguing insights as well, based not only on 

product-oriented data in the form of the written and sight translation output, but also 

process-oriented data obtained by means of eye-tracking and keystroke logging 

technologies. Owing to the latter, it was possible to investigate differences in working 

processes in interpreters and translators, such as orientation in the source text and its 

segmentation during translating and interpreting, which led to the formulation of plausible 

hypotheses about strategies each group tends to use. It was also suggested that training 

future translators in sight translation techniques and other techniques reserved thus far for 

interpreters would be worth considering.  

Yet another non-standard approach to hybrid translation is to be found in a paper by 

Aleksandra Biela-Wolonciej on recorded sight translation (2007). The author presents this 

type of translation as a tailor-made service for a specific kind of client, who, mostly due to 

shortage of time, wishes the translator (it appears that Biela-Wolonciej uses the term 

‘translator’ in a general sense, including both translators and interpreters, as there are 

references to interpreters in other parts of her paper) to record his or her rendition of a 

written text while uttering it. The recording thus made is what the client receives as a final 

product, which may resemble a draft of what the target text might be if it was ordered in the 

written form. Alternatively, the translator may refine the recording before delivering it to the 

client, by re-winding the track in the course of interpreting to substitute a different lexical 

item or structure for the one he or she felt was not suitable in a given context. Such 

smoothing of the target recorded text might be commissioned by the client, although this, as 

Biela-Wolonciej admits, increases the cost of the service.   

Among the advantages of recorded SiT, Biela-Wolonciej lists short completion time, 

resulting from the fact that the translator only rarely stops the Dictaphone to look up a word 

or phrase in a dictionary or to consult someone should any translational doubts arise. The 

author quotes the results of Sinaiko’s research (1963) reflecting the speed of a sight 

translator as compared with that of a translator working on a written target text, from which 

it appears that the former may be four times as fast as the latter. No less importantly, 

accuracy scores of output texts produced under both conditions are comparable. This is 

partly due to the fact that, as the SiT is not done here for an audience present at the time of 

delivery, the translator has a chance to read through the text and prepare it provisionally by 
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introducing slashes and brackets, underlining items difficult to interpret, or even jotting 

down a target language version of a given unit.  

Needless to say, the roughness of the recording, abounding in hesitant pauses and various 

shades of clumsiness characteristic of spoken language, may, as predicted by Biela-

Wolonciej (2007), distort the reception of this form of translation. Additionally, she 

suggests that only some types of texts, mainly informative ones, lend themselves to this kind 

of process. However, as Biela-Wolonciej does not support these predictions with any 

research results and she herself has called for such tests to be performed, it seems 

worthwhile to follow her suggestion. Such a study could be an attempt at answering not only 

Biela-Wolonciej’s questions but also investigating doubts posed by the other authors whose 

work has been mentioned above. If the cons outweigh the pros, recorded SiT would still 

remain a useful working tool for professional translators under prescribed circumstances, 

not to mention its value as a training tool for interpreters and translators, enhancing their 

anticipation skills in linear text processing. Should this not be the case, the worlds of 

interpreting and translation may be mutually enriched by the introduction of a simple yet 

revolutionary solution to the problem of how to achieve satisfactory accuracy of the target 

text in a time-saving manner.  

 

Current pilot study and planned research project 

As I am a practising interpreter and a translator often struggling against tight deadlines, I 

have decided to gain some insight into potential convergence areas of the two fields of my 

professional interest, narrowing my research first to SiT. 

All this is in the spirit of Basil Hatim’s words: 

Action or practitioner research operates in the context of practical problems which 

affect all those involved. The solution to such problems is intended to upgrade the 

general quality of performance among teachers and learners, novices and 

professionals. This is achieved by linking knowledge and expertise available ‘out 

there’ with the practical experience which researchers bring to the task (2001: 189). 
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If applying SiT results in arriving at a final high-quality product in a time shorter than when 

applying standard procedures of written translation, it would seem logical to go one step 

further and measure time and quality in various related modes of transforming a SiT 

recording into written form. These are: 

(a) by means of speech recognition software, whereby the speaker’s (the interpreter doing 

the SiT) voice is converted into a written text at the time of speaking; although this kind of 

software is not free of errors in that it may contort an utterance which does not match the 

recording quality criteria set when the speaker ‘teaches’ the computer his or her manner of 

speaking, it still instantly provides a fairly decent transcription of the speaker’s words; 

(b) the translator, conscious that it is a written document that has been ordered, transcribes 

his or her recording himself or herself, editing it at the same time or subsequently (i.e. 

omitting clumsy structures or lexical errors); 

(c) the interpreter does the SiT and processes it into a final written text;  

(d) the interpreter does the SiT and delivers the recording or a transcript of it, pre-edited or 

not, to a translator or a proofreader for further processing.  

Measuring completion time and translation quality parameters, such as those of Dragsted 

and Hansen described above, in each of these settings could then be compared with the 

scores achieved by translators working (a) in a traditional mode of written translation 

(without CAT tools such as Trados or Wordfast) and (b) with the use of CAT tools.  

In order to give interpreters or translators working ‘at sight’ and translators working in a 

written mode equal chances, the conditions in which such an experiment would be carried 

out should resemble, to the extent possible without the experiment’s validity being called 

into question, their usual working conditions. Common sense should not be forsaken here, in 

that the equipment provided for the translators to work on should be standardized and, as the 

purpose of the SiT task is different from its original functions, no audience for sight 

translators is necessary. Both groups should also be given any time they need for initial 

preparation of the task (underlining difficult vocabulary items and grammatical structures, 

marking the order of items to be applied in the target version, etc.). This time should be 

included in the total translation task completion time, and note should be taken of activities 

performed at this stage. Also, different types of text should be used as samples so as to 
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investigate whether sight translation may prove to be a reasonable alternative in translating 

texts other than informative ones, which Biela-Wolonciej (2007) held to be the most suitable 

ones for SiT. 

Since the questions awaiting an answer are numerous, as are the possible combinations of 

the experimental set-up, faced with time constraints, I have chosen to begin with a simple 

pilot study. The experiment involves English-to-Polish translation of three excerpts, a 

political speech, a report and a biography, of more or less equal length (913, 936 and 921 

words, respectively). The subjects have been divided into two groups. The first group is 

composed of professional interpreters, whose task is to (a) do SiT of the excerpts, measuring 

the total time of the process, and (b) transfer the recording into an edited ‘clean’ final 

written text, again measuring the total completion time. No speech recognition software is 

used in the pilot study, as such a system recognizing Polish is not available as yet. 

Therefore, the transfer into written form in the experiment involves playing, stopping and 

rewinding the recording, while typing its content. As the interpreters are likely to show 

different degrees of typing skills, this variable is also included in the questionnaire the 

participants are asked to complete at the outset. Other questions in the questionnaire concern 

the interpreters’ and translators’ professional experience in Translation and their interpreting 

and translating habits, among other issues.  

The second group is composed of translators, whose task is to do a written translation of the 

three excerpts, measuring the total completion time. Note is taken of whether particular 

interpreters and translators used dictionaries (and/or CAT tools in the case of translators) 

and whether they did any pre-editing before translating. It should be stressed here, however, 

that any data on the process of translating or interpreting are of importance in this study only 

in as much as the tools applied affect the total completion time. In order to reduce the 

number of variables, all the interpreters and translators are required to be able to use 

computer keyboards rather than pen and paper.  

The process of translating (understood as the strategies the subject resorts to) is not relevant 

here, as the study is primarily product-oriented. The final product is assessed by 

independent raters following the criteria and grading system borrowed from Dragsted and 

Hansen’s study (2007) referred to throughout the present paper. Also, basic text analysis 

indicators of type-token ratio and lexical density are applied to assess relative complexity of 

the output texts to compare whether there are any considerable discrepancies between the 
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two groups of participants, influencing the raters’ reception of the output texts produced. 

The raters are not informed of whether the author of the translation is a translator or an 

interpreter.  

The motivation behind designing the pilot experiment in the way presented is to compare 

the products created by the interpreters with those that the translators have made, bearing in 

mind that a large number of interpreters in Poland, as is probably the case worldwide, are 

educated in translating prior to acquiring interpreting skills, which for most of them means 

that they earn their living working as both interpreters and translators. However, despite 

many informal talks with my fellow interpreters and translators, I have never heard of any of 

them combining their skills from the two fields to optimize their translating efforts. If the 

results of this experiment show that the joint method used by the first group is no worse 

while being less time consuming than the traditional method of written translation, as was 

the case in Dragsted and Hansen’s subjects (2007), even if aided by CAT tools, this 

professional group with the English-Polish language combination might be offered a new 

effective working tool. Additionally, as the sample texts represent different functions – 

operative, informative and expressive – positive results for all types might potentially offer 

convincing evidence for sceptics. Further similar studies focusing on languages from the 

same family of languages as Polish or testing the method in the opposite direction, i.e. from 

Polish into English or German, etc., may extend the group of beneficiaries of the method.  

The follow-up to this pilot study, which is in progress at the moment, envisages testing set-

up (d) described in the first paragraph of this section, whereby interpreters and translators 

divide the translation task between each other, thus combining their efforts rather than 

performing an activity they appear to find unnatural (writing a translation in the case of 

interpreters, speaking a translation in the case of translators), against traditional written 

translation. Such a comparison should answer the question of whether the effort and time 

investment made by translators without the aid of SiT could be significantly reduced by 

means of applying the latter as a stage in the process.  

Thus, to summarize the idea, first the interpreter does SiT of a written source text, which is 

next transcribed, possibly by speech recognition software, and delivered to the translator or 

a proof-reader to process it to the final written form. Independently, the same text is 

translated by a translator using only the written mode of translating, whose performance is 

also timed, as is the case with all the stages of set-up (d). Then, the quality of the output 
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from them is assessed, considering also the task completion time, thus shedding some light 

on whether the use of SiT may really contribute to optimization of the translation process.  

The main potential advantage of the process of translation in the form presented would be 

its optimization, similar to that achieved when assembly lines replaced a system in which a 

single worker or a group of workers would manufacture a product from scratch until it was 

completed before the production of another piece could be initiated. Thanks to assembly 

lines, the production was optimized by dividing the process into stages manned by a certain 

predefined number of workers narrowly specialized in their tasks. And thus, if a certain 

stage required one worker at an assembly line, whose output was processed in a time that 

could be shortened by employing additional workers at a subsequent stage of the line, new 

working stations were created and the productivity of the whole plant increased 

significantly. If we knew that interpreters worked faster than translators working on the 

same text, we could, by analogy with the optimization process in the plant, employ teams of 

interpreters and translators/proofreaders, whereby at the time when the output of one 

interpreter was being polished by several translators/proofreaders, the interpreter could 

already be working on another text.  

It is easy to imagine that most interpreters and translators would not be happy if their work 

was compared to that of an assembly line worker. What is intended here, however, is not 

lowering their professional status but rather making a step towards streamlining their 

performance, which, in consequence, implies being able to do more in a shorter time, and 

thus earn more. Another concern one could think of is that if the translator, acting as a 

proofreader, relies too much on the transcript without consulting the source text, or without 

having access to the source text, he or she may fall into the trap of accepting solutions 

adopted by the interpreter too easily, overlooking ambiguities or other failures his 

predecessor might have been guilty of. Similar threats could occur if the proofreader was a 

person different from the translator and as such lacking access to the source text. However, 

it seems reasonable to suggest that contact between the participants in such a production line 

should be established as a prerequisite for their cooperation at its outset.  
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Conclusions 

It is widely recognized that both translating and interpreting, itself often considered to be a 

form of translation, involve re-expressing a source text in a target language and culture for a 

target audience, thus creating a link between the author of the text and his/her culture and 

the readers and their culture. Since the two forms have so much in common, there appear to 

be ample reasons why they should enhance each other. 

I have embarked on a quest for the tools that would enable me to persuade interpreters and 

translators, beginning with those working in Poland, to make the most of this mutual 

enhancement. Hopefully, there will be more and more interpreters and translators ready to 

collaborate, thus contributing to facilitating communication between text authors and users 

of translations. Adopting this spirit may effectively reduce completion time of the 

translation process, allowing interpreters and translators to focus on what they have been 

trained to do (interpreting and translating, respectively), at the same time speeding up the 

flow of information on the route from the author of a text to his or her readers at a reduced 

cost.  
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