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 Introduction For Bible Translators   1 

 

INTRODUCTION FOR BIBLE TRANSLATORS 
 

THE LANGUAGES OF THE BIBLE 

 A long time ago men wrote God's words on paper.  They wrote in two different 

languages.  One language is called Hebrew.  This was the language of the Israelites.  God 

spoke to them in their own language, and they wrote down what He said in their own 

language.  The books they wrote were put together and called the Old Testament.  Here is 

Genesis 11:1-9 in Hebrew: 

 
 Later on many of the Israelites forgot their language.  Once men from the place called  

Babylon came and fought the Israelites.  They beat the Israelites and took them back to their 

country to work for them.  At another time men from Assyria did this same thing to the 

Israelites again.  Both times the Israelites lost their land and they had to learn the languages of 

the people who lived in Assyria and Babylon. 
 

 Many many years later, one of the Kings named Cyrus let the Israelites go back to 

their land.  We read about this in the book Ezra in the Bible.  Most of the people did not 

speak Hebrew anymore, they spoke a language called Aramaic. 
 

 Then later on the King of Greece, Alexander the Great, sent his armies to many 

countries.  They came to Israel and conquered the Israelites and became rulers over them.  

Most of the Israelites had to learn the Greek language.  Greek was a very important language 

at that time and many people in lots of different countries could speak Greek.  By the time 

Jesus came to earth, the Romans were the rulers in Israel, but Greek was still the international 

language, like English is today.  So when men wrote the New Testament, they wrote it in the 

Greek language.  Look at how Greek is written below.  This is Mark 4:37-39 in Greek. 
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WHY IS IT IMPORTANT TO TRANSLATE THE BIBLE? 

 In the Bible we read that God's word is very important.  

In Psalm 119, verse 105, we read that it is like a lamp to guide 

us, and a light for our path.  If we walk around without a lamp 

when it is really dark, we might lose our way or stumble or 

fall down.  It is the same with our lives.  But God's word is 

like a very bright light.  It shows us what God is like and how 

we should live. 

 

 Also, in 1 Peter 1:24-25a, we read: 

  All people are like the grass. 

  And all their strength is like the flowers of the field. 

  The grass dies and the flowers fall. 

  But the word of the Lord will live forever. 

 

 Also in 2 Timothy 3:15-17, we read: 

 The Scriptures are able to make you wise.  And that wisdom leads to salvation 

through faith in Christ Jesus.  All Scripture is given by God and is useful for 

teaching and for showing people what is wrong in their lives.  It is useful for 

correcting faults and teaching how to live right.  Using the Scriptures, the 

person who serves God will be ready and will have everything he needs to do 

every good work. 

 

 The Israelite people and the people who lived after Jesus came heard God's word in 

their own languages.  We must translate the Bible so that people today can hear God speaking 

to them in their own language.  Then they will have the opportunity to really understand 

God's word and think about it for themselves.  They will know what God says about being in 

His family.  In Revelation 7:9-10 it says that in heaven we will hear people praising God in 

every language: 

 

Then I looked, and there was a great number of 

people. There were so many people that no one 

could count them.  They were from every nation, 

tribe, people, and language of the earth.  They were 

all standing before the throne and before the Lamb.  

They wore white robes and had palm branches in 

their hands.  They were shouting in a loud voice, 

“Salvation belongs to our God, who sits on the 

throne, and to the Lamb.” 

 

 Bible translation is not an easy job.  It is not easy to express the accurate meaning in a 

clear, and natural way that does not sound strange.  But it can be done.  That is what this 

course is about. 
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HOW THE BIBLE CAME TO US 

 

 
 

 

 Today in countries all over the world, people are reading parts of the Bible in more 

than 2900 languages.  But it wasn’t always that way.  This is the story of how the Bible was 

made and how it has been translated into many different languages. 

LOTS OF PEOPLE WROTE THE BIBLE 

 Usually one or two people write a book, sometimes more.  It can take a few weeks, a 

few months, or a few years for them to write it.  But people wrote the Bible over a 1500 year 

period!  And more than 35 different people helped to write the Bible!  These were people 

who believed in God and who wrote down His message, the message that God was telling 

them to say.  Here are some of those people: 

 

 
 

MOSES DAVID ISAIAH MATTHEW           PAUL was 

who led the who was a the prophet. who was once        first against  

Israelites out shepherd boy  a tax collector     Christians but 

of Egypt. and later  and later one         later became  

  became a  of the disciples. a great 

  great king.                                 missionary. 
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 So the Bible is like many 

books made into one.  It's like a 

whole library of books!  And there 

are many different kinds of stories 

in the Bible - true stories about 

people's lives, parables, history, 

songs, poetry, laws and rules, 

sermons and letters. 

 

It has 66 books altogether. 

 

There are 39 books in the Old Testament. 

 
After God gave        The words and writings of the             By the time Jesus lived, 

Moses the Ten          prophets were written down and             all of the Old Testament 

Commandments,         kept for future generations.  books had been collected 

they were kept          Copies of these books and the   and were well known. 

carefully in the         Psalms and other books were   Men had also finished 

Ark of the          kept in special places, like the   a translation into the 

Covenant.          temple.     Greek language. 

 

There are 27 books in the New Testament. 

 

 



                                                                                           How the Bible Came to Us 5 

 
The earliest parts Men made copies Then lots of              Later special councils 

of the New of these and took people wrote             had meetings 

Testament were them to other down stories            so that men could 

Paul's letters to churches.  about the life and      decide which books 

the churches.   teaching of Jesus.      should be in the 

                                            New Testament. 

 

WRITING DOWN THE BIBLE 

 When the Bible was first written, there were no printing presses, typewriters or 

computers or even paper like we have now.  Everything had to be written, or carved, by 

hand. 

 

 
The Ten Commandments  Some of the Bible was The parchments were 

and some other laws were  written on the skins of  sewn together and 

carved on stone tablets. sheep or goats.  These  made into scrolls. 

    were called parchments. 

 

 
 

 Some of these scrolls were very long, up to 6 metres.  This is longer than three tall 

men lying down in one long line! 
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Sometimes the Bible was  The inner stems were cut Later men got the idea of  

written or copied onto  into thin strips and then folding written material  

papyrus.  This was made  laid down like the picture and fastening it together  

from reeds growing in  shows.  Men then beat this  at one side like a book. 

swamps in Egypt.  to make it stick together. 

    Then they joined pieces 

    together to make scrolls. 

 

MAKING COPIES OF THE BIBLE   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

For many hundreds of years   Scribes often worked  But these Bibles cost 

men called scribes made   together.  One man would  a lot of money. 

copies of the Bible by hand.    read the Bible out loud,  Only the rich could  

Later they would check their   line by line, and the others   buy them. 

work carefully.   would write down the words. 
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Over 400 years Copies of the  Today we have We also have much  

ago John Gutenberg Bible were then computers to help better and faster  

made the first made much more us prepare books printing presses.  

printing press  quickly and for printing 

 cheaply. 

EARLY TRANSLATIONS OF THE BIBLE 

After Jesus died and                   

rose again, the news 

about Him soon 

spread to many      

places where people     

did not know Greek  

and Hebrew.  So 

everywhere Christian 

people went,  they 

translated the 

Scriptures into the 

languages of the 

people.  Here is a 

map of some of the 

places where early 

Christians first went 

to tell the good news 

about Jesus. They went to other parts of the Middle East, to Egypt, and the places we 

call Europe and Russia today. 

 

 Some of the earliest translations were done into the following languages.  (The 

numbers on the map show where they were spoken.) 

1.  Syriac, that was spoken in the country we call Turkey today. 

 

2.  Coptic, that was spoken in Egypt. 

 

 3.  Armenian, that was spoken in Armenia, which is now part of the Russia. 

 

  4.  Germanic, that was spoken in Northern Europe. 

 

  5.  Old Slavonic, that was spoken in parts of what we call Eastern Europe and Russia 

today. 
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About 300 years after   After quite a long time, Also, people used to act in 

Jesus lived, Latin became   most people could not  plays to help teach the 

the most important language. speak or understand Latin, stories about Jesus’ life and 

A very clever man called anymore because other   teachings. 

Jerome translated the  languages became more  

Scriptures into Latin. This important.  The ordinary  

translation was used for people had to learn about 

hundreds of years.  Jesus by pictures. 

TRANSLATIONS INTO ENGLISH 

When missionaries first went   In the seventh century,  A monk called Bede 

to England, they only had the   there was a man called translated and wrote 

Latin Bible.  But the people in Caedmon, whose job  down St. John’s Gospel 

England could not understand  was looking after cows. in the eighth century. 

Latin well, and also most   He traveled around the Even when he was dying 

of the ordinary people could   country singing the whole he still kept on speaking 

not read.    Bible story in the kind of out the translation of  

     English people spoke then. John’s Gospel for others 

     These were probably the to write down. 

     first Bible stories in  

     English. 

 

 Other parts of the Bible were translated into English over the next few hundred years, 

but nearly 700 years passed before the whole Bible was translated into English.  At that time 

some of the church leaders thought that people should only read the Bible in Latin.  They 

were against translation and did not want people to be able to read the Bible in their own 

languages. 
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John Wycliffe and  Men worked in  Wycliffe sent men        Some time after 

others finished the  secret making  into the towns and        Wycliffe died, the 

first translation of  copies by hand, and villages to spread        leaders dug up his 

the whole Bible in  because the  the word.  But the        bones, burned them 

English in 1388. leaders were  church leaders caught        and threw the 

   against them.  some people reading        ashes into a river. 

      outloud to other people  

      from the translation,  

      and tied them to a stake 

      and burnt them alive. 

 

 What they did to Wycliffe was meant to be an insult, but it is really like a parable for 

us.  After his ashes were thrown into the river, they floated out to sea and spread all around.  

Just like his ashes, his translation of the English Bible also went out and spread to many 

places. 

 
About 100 years later,       By this time, Gutenberg’s  When Tyndale was still trying  

a man named Tyndale       printing press was made, so to finish the Old Testament, the 

started a new translation   lots of copies of Tyndale’s church leaders took him to 

into English. The church   translation could be made  prison.  After a year and a half 

leaders were against       quickly. These were sent back      they strangled him and then they 

him, so he went to       to England on ships inside tied his body to a stake and burnt 

Germany and worked       sacks of wheat, so that the    it. 

in secret.           church leaders would not find out. 

       

 When Tyndale spoke his last words, he prayed that God would help the King of 

England to see how important it was for the English people to have the Bible in their own 

language.  God answered this prayer.  A little later Tyndale's translation was printed in 

England, with King Henry VIII's blessing!  And in 1604, King James appointed a group to 

prepare the Authorized Version, which is often called the King James Version. 
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 All languages change.  Here are two early English translations of the Lord's prayer.  

The language is very difficult to understand for people who speak English today.  People 

have kept making new translations into English so that people can read the Bible in the 

normal language that they speak. 

TO THE ENDS OF THE EARTH 

 Soon after Tyndale's death, 

explorers started going out from 

England and Europe to many parts 

of the world.  Missionaries 

followed.  You can see from the 

map where they went. 
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 In the next few hundred years, especially after 1800, many hundreds of Bible 

translations were done.  Here are just a few stories of some of the translators: 

 

 

 

 William Carey was an English shoemaker 

who went to India as a missionary.  God gave him 

a special gift of learning languages, and he helped 

in several Bible translations in Indian languages. 

 

 

 Adoniram Judson was translating in Burma, 

when war broke out and he was put in prison along 

with other foreigners.  His wife sewed the 

translation into a pillow to keep it safe.  Judson 

slept on this pillow while in prison.  Once it was 

taken from him, but after several months he was 

freed from prison, and found that one of his friends 

had rescued the pillow! 

 

 

 Henry Martyn was a brilliant young 

missionary and linguist who set out from England in 

1806.  He had studied Greek and Hebrew.  In six 

years, he finished translations of the New Testament 

in three languages - Urdu, Persian and Arabic.  He 

did this even though he was sick a lot of the time 

with tropical fever and TB. 

 

TRANSLATIONS TODAY 

 In this century, there have been many, many more translations done.  At this 

very moment, thousands of translators are working on translations of the Bible in 

more than 50 countries.  More and more, mother tongue speakers of the languages are 

studying translation and taking more and more of the responsibility.  
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PLANNING A MOTHER TONGUE TRANSLATION PROGRAM 
 

Definitions: 

Target language - the language which you translate into. 

 

Source language - the language which you translate from. 

 

Mother tongue translation - a translation done primarily by speakers of the target language 

 into their own language. 

 

Translation committee – the committee that helps to organize and oversee the translation 

project. 

 

Translation team – the team of people chosen by the translation committee to do the actual 

translation and project work. 

1. FEASIBILITY (NEED AND READINESS) 

 Before you begin a translation project, you should consider the following factors to 

determine if the translation project is necessary and if the language community is ready to 

participate in a project.  Many of these questions can be answered by an experienced language 

assessment team if they are available.  Stakeholder meetings are also useful to help determine 

the needs and readiness of a language group. 

A. The language situation  

Who speaks the target language?   

 

Where is the target language spoken?   

 

What other languages are related to the target language and how similar are they?   

 

What dialects does the target language have?   

 

How important are the different dialects to the language community?   

 

What is the people’s attitude towards writing the target language?   

 

What motivation do the people have to read and write their language?   

 

In what circumstances is the language used?   

 

When is the language not used?   

 

What alphabet do people prefer?   Why? 

 

What other languages do the people speak?   

 

How well do they speak the other languages?   
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How well do the people understand other languages?   

 

What languages do the people read? 

 

What language is used in churches?  What Bible is used in churches? 

B. Local support   

Do the people want the Bible in their mother tongue?   

 

What churches, denominations, and religions are in the language area?   

 

Which of these groups want a translation?   

 

What is the opinion of the local leaders?   

 

Do people want a translation enough to appoint members to help part time or full time?   

 

Is there anyone opposed to a translation?   

 

How will the churches support the translation?   

Will they commit to pray for the project? 

Will they give money?   

Will they give volunteer help?  

Will they give food to full time workers?   

Will they provide part time teachers for literacy programs? 

C. Education level 

Are there people with Bible training, sufficient education, or a willingness to learn to work as 

translators?   

 

Is someone available to translate from the target language back into English or the national 

language for the consultant checks?   

 

What is the average education of those who will use the translation? 

D. Outside support 

Is there a project advisor trained in linguistics and translation available to provide training 

and advisor checking for the project? 

 

Is there a consultant who will be available for several years to check the translation and give 

advice?   

 

Is there someone to help administrate the project and assist with outside funding if needed?   

E. Training 

Is there training available for translators, reviewers, literacy workers, etc.? 

F. Finances  

Is there financial support available for the project?   
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How much can come from local funds?   

 

How much needs to be raised elsewhere? 

 

2. SETTING GOALS 

 Setting goals is necessary for several reasons: 

 1) to use time wisely and to plan to complete the program 

 2) so that you know the important steps to take to do the work well 

 3) team members must agree upon common goals to work together effectively 

 

 Each translation project will have different goals.  For example, one project might 

want to translate only the New Testament.  Another project might want to translate the New 

Testament and Genesis.  Another project might want to translate only portions of the New 

Testament.  All projects need to have a goal to use the Scripture that is translated, which 

should include literacy and distribution.  Each language group must work together to decide 

their own goals. 

3. SPECIFIC ACTIVITIES 

 You should decide on specific activities in order to reach your goals.  You should 

decide on the activities based on your personnel, finances and the effort you are willing to 

make (including prayer).  Here are some suggested activities for the beginning of a translation 

project: 

1) develop a translation committee 

2) if you need outside assistance, request a translation advisor from a qualified 

translation organization 

3) determine your goals for translation, literacy and Scripture use 

4) choose a translation team who will do the actual translation work 

5) work with the churches to decide how they will support the project 

6) identify who will use the translation, the target dialect and the level of language 

that should be used so that regular people can understand the translation 

7) plan a training program for the translation team 

 8)  determine what outside help you will need 

 9)  develop an alphabet, learn how to read it and test it 

 10)  consider the need for a dictionary 

 11) consider the need for a literacy program 

 12) acquire resource books and materials you will need to do the translation 

 13) write up a project plan for the next two years 

 

4. PLAN OF ACTION 

 In order to accomplish the goals, you need to develop a detailed plan of action.  This 

should include: - what you need to do 

   - when it should be done 

   - the person responsible to do the work 

   - the budget you will need 

   - any administrative help you will need 

   - and reports that you need to write.   
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Everyone should realize that the plan must be flexible. 

 

Example plan of action: 

The Dalaka Translation Project 

 

Goals: (for the entire project) 

 1. Organization of Project: To develop a Dalaka translation project team with the 

proper training and organization to carry out the Dalaka translation project. 

 2. Translation: To translate, check, test, and publish the Dalaka New Testament and 

Genesis. 

 3. Literacy: To develop a Dalaka literacy program including teachers, a primer and 

reading books, and writers to continue developing Dalaka reading materials. 

 4. Scripture Use: To encourage the use of the translated Scriptures in the appropriate 

media in churches, Bible studies, and in individuals personal lives.   

 

Activities: (each goal should have a set of activities.) 

Organization of Project 

 - organize a translation committee to oversee the project and assist with translation, 

    checking, and distribution. 

 - organize a group of reviewers to check translated Scriptures 

 - choose a mother tongue translator or translators 

 - identify who will use the translation and level of language that should be used so 

    that the average person can understand the translation 

 - plan a training program for the translation team 

 - identify a translation consultant and advisor 

 - work with the churches to decide how they will support the project 

 - determine what outside help you will need 

 - develop an alphabet and test it 

 - acquire resource books and materials needed to do the translation 

 - decide how the translation process will work 

 

Translation ... 

 

Literacy... 

 

Scripture Use... 

 

 

 You can work with an experienced project advisor, administrator or consultants to 

develop a plan for your particular project.  
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STAGES OF A BIBLE TRANSLATION PROJECT 
 

 The ultimate purpose of Bible translation is to give the Bible to people in every 

language group in the language they understand the best.   But how do we get from the Bible 

in one language to the Bible in another language?  The translation team needs to work 

through many stages in order to do a good translation.  The following chart shows the normal 

stages for a Bible translation project. 

 

Consultant/Advisor  Translators  Local Team 

  1. find the meaning/key terms 

 

    2. translate first draft 

 

     3. discuss and revise first draft 

 

       4. type translation (if not already) 

 

  5. RSV/NIV advisor check and revision (becomes second draft) 

 

       6. test second draft with local people 

 

     7. revise second draft (becomes third draft) 

 

  8. back translate to prepare for consultant check 

 

  9. consultant check 

 

     10. revise third draft (becomes fourth draft) 

 

       11. read by reviewers 

 

     12. revise fourth draft (becomes fifth draft) 

 

  13. consistency check 

 

  14. final revision 

 

  15. final formatting 

 

  16. publishing    

 

17. distribution 

 

       18. Scripture use 

 

 These stages are necessary to make the translation clear, accurate, and natural.  

Remember, this is the most important book the people can have.  It is very important to 
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translate accurately so that the average person understands the correct meaning.  It is very 

important to translate clearly and naturally so that the average person can understand easily.   

 

 The following is a short description of each stage: 

1. Find the meaning/key terms - you must study the meaning of what the Bible says.  The 

translator and advisor or consultant may study the Bible together at the beginning of the 

project until they are both confident that the translator can understand the Bible well on his 

own.  The translator, committee and consultant should discuss key terms that are part of the 

book they will translate and keep a list of the key terms for reference.  They should use the 

Key Biblical Terms handbook and other reference books. 

 

2. Translate the first draft - the translator writes the meaning of the Biblical message in his 

own language following "The Steps of Translation for the First Draft of Books of the Bible." 

in Appendix 1. 

 

3. Discuss and revise the first draft with the translation team - the rest of the translation team 

discuss the first draft discusses the first draft with the translator.  They discuss the accuracy, 

clarity and naturalness of the first draft and suggest any changes necessary.  They can discuss 

things they do not understand with the translation advisor.  Refer to "How to Test the 

Translation: Section 1" in Appendix 5. 

 

4. Type translation - the translator may type the translation during the first draft stage or a 

typist may type it after the first draft is revised.   

Each draft should include: - the name of the language 

          - name of the translator 

          - reference to book, chapter, and verses 

          - date 

          - draft number of the translation. 

The date and draft number should be updated when changes are made. 

 

5. RSV/NIV advisor check and revision - the translator and translation advisor check the 

accuracy of the translation by comparing it to the Revised Standard Version (RSV) or New 

International Version (NIV).  They check to be sure that all of the meaning is included and 

that no meaning is changed or left out. The translators and advisor revise the first draft from 

the results of the RSV/NIV check.  (After revision, the translation is called the second draft.) 

 

6. Test second draft with local people - the translation team tests the translation with 2-3 

people or groups of people who have not been involved in the translation work.  Follow one 

or two suggestions in "How to Test the Translation: Section 2" in Appendix 5.  You must 

know how the average person understands the translation.   

 

7. Revise second draft - the translation team considers the results of testing and revises the 

translation.  (After revision, the translation is called the third draft.) 

 

8. Back translation - In order for the translation consultant to understand and check the 

translation, the translation team must translate their work back into a language that the 

consultant understands.  Follow "Getting Ready for the Consultant" in Appendix 7. 
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9. Consultant check - the consultant checks the translation for accuracy with the translators 

and a mother tongue speaker who has not been involved with the project before. 

 

10. Revise third draft - the translation team considers the suggestions made during the 

consultant check and revises the translation. (After revision, the translation is called the 

fourth draft.) 

 

11. Reading by reviewers - copies of the fourth draft are sent to 5-10 reviewers to read and 

make comments. See “Reviewing the Translation” in Appendix 8. 

 

12. Revise fourth draft - the translation team considers the suggestions made by the reviewers 

and revises the fourth draft.  (After revision, the translation is called the fifth draft.) 

 

13. Consistency check - the translation team and consultant check the translation for 

consistency of key words, consistency of parallel passages in the gospels of Matthew, Mark, 

and Luke, for correct spelling, correct punctuation, and details of format and layout. 

 

14. Final revision - any corrections are added and the final draft is prepared. 

 

15. Final formatting - the translation is formatted for publishing. 

 

16. Publishing - the translation is published. 

 

17. Distribution - the translation is distributed according to the plan developed by the local 

churches. 

 

18. Scripture use - the local people use the translated Scripture in the appropriate media and 

appropriate ways. 
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TRAINING FOR A MOTHER TONGUE TRANSLATION 

PROGRAM 

TRAINING FOR MOTHER TONGUE TRANSLATORS: 

1. Bible training - a good translator needs to understand the Bible, the culture of the people in 

the Bible, and needs to have the ability to study a Bible book on his own. 

 

2. Discover Your Language course – helps the translator and project advisor better understand 

the natural structure of the language and learn how to discuss it well. 

 

3. Beginning level translation course - includes project organization, translation theory, 

translation methodology, writing and spelling practice, and translation practice. 

 

4. Intermediate level translation course - includes how to solve translation problems and 

further translation practice. 

 

5. Advance translation course – includes further practice in translation problem solving and 

working with key terms.  

 

6. On the job training with a translation advisor - the translator works periodically with an 

advisor check the initial translation, better establish the translation team, and translate more 

material. 

 

7. Participate in translation workshops to translate particular books - the translator works with 

a consultant to translate a book from the beginning to end including finding the meaning, 

translation, testing and checking for accuracy. 

TRAINING FOR THE LOCAL TEAM 

1. Reviewers should attend a 3-5 day course on translation principles. 

 

2. Testers should attend an introductory translation workshop and receive training in testing 

translation for understanding, clarity, and naturalness. 

 

3. Literacy teachers and writers should attend a writers workshop.  Literacy teachers should 

attend a teacher training workshop, material development workshop and literacy management 

workshop. 

 

4. All team members, as well as local church leaders and workers, should attend Scripture use 

training so that they can plan for and effectively use Scripture. 
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PERSONNEL FOR A TRANSLATION PROJECT 
 

 Five types of personnel are necessary for a translation project: translators, translation 

committee, local translation team, translation and technical advisors, and administration. 

1. TRANSLATORS 

 If possible, the project should have two translators who will work on translation, 

checking, and revising.  The translators can encourage each other, check each other’s work, 

and back-translate each other’s work.  Each translator can work on a different book to speed 

up the translation.  It is important that translators can do a good job on the first draft.  If only 

one translator is found who can do a good first draft then it is acceptable to only have one 

translator. 

Qualifications of the translator: 

- He should have a strong conviction that God has called him to do this work. 

- He should be a mature Christian that the local people respect and accept. 

- He should understand Bible truths well. 

- He should know the source language well and be able to learn how to use books which will 

help him translate better. 

- He should be a good speaker of his own language and know his culture well.  Someone who 

has lived away from the language area for a long time may have lost some of his language and 

have trouble making a good translation. 

- He should be creative and should be able to tell stories well. 

- He should be disciplined, and able to persevere, even when there are problems or progress is 

slow. 

- He must be humble and willing to receive criticism.  At the same time, he should have a 

good view of himself and not take criticism as a personal threat. 

Responsibilities of the translator: 

- Prepare a first draft of the translation 

- Discuss and revise the translation with the rest of the translation team 

- Do the RSV/NIV advisor check with the advisor 

- May help test the translation with local people (generally other members of the team will do 

this) 

- Assist in preparing the back translation if there are two translators.  Attend the consultant 

check 

- Receive, study, and assess the comments made by the reviewers, and decide which revisions 

should be included in the next draft of the translation. 

- Revise the translation as needed. 

- Check the final translation before publishing. 

- Assist in training the testers and reviewers. 

2. TRANSLATION COMMITTEE 

 A translation committee should represent the different parts of society including men 

and women, old and young, different denominations, educated and uneducated, leaders and 

non-leaders.   Each committee should have a chairman who oversees the project and gives 

priority to the translation work.  He should also be a good organizer and be respectable.  The 
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translation committee does not do the translation, but is responsible for the organization and 

progress of the project. 

Responsibilities of the Translation Committee 

- Select and appoint the translators, testers, reviewers, and others involved in the project. 

- Keep the local churches informed and involved in the project. 

- Encourage people to pray for the translation project. 

- Raise the money needed to do the project and oversee how finances are used. 

- Help to make decisions about the alphabet and about important words used in the Bible       

  translation. 

- Help to check the translated materials and decide on the final form of the translation. 

- Help decide on a publisher, format, and pictures. 

- Promote the distribution and use of the Scriptures. 

3. LOCAL TRANSLATION TEAM  

 The local community should be included in the translation program from the 

beginning.  If the local people are supposed to use the translation, they should be involved in 

the translation project.  The job is too large for one or two translators to do alone.  If the local 

people are involved in producing a translation, they will use it more than they would if they 

were not involved.   

 

 The local community and church provide the framework in which a fully acceptable 

translation is done.  Besides the translator, there are many parts of a local team: 

- Typist 

- Testers 

- Reviewers 

- Back-translator 

- Artist 

- Book seller or distributor 

- Bible teacher 

- Literacy teacher 

- Writers 

- Treasurer 

 

 One person may be able to do more than one of these jobs.  For example, a translator 

may also do back-translation and typing.  A Bible teacher may also be a book distributor, a 

literacy teacher, and a writer.   

TYPIST 

 The translator may need a typist to put the translated Scripture in the computer. 

The translator may also do this himself. 

Responsibilities of a Typist: 

- Type the translation and make copies for testing and checking. 

- Make format and spelling corrections. 

- Make revisions based on the comments of the translator and tester. 

- Keep back-up copies of all computer files in a safe place. 
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TESTERS 

 Usually 2-3 people should test the translation.  A tester should understand the 

principles of Bible translation and study translation principles.   A tester should have a good 

attitude towards other people of all backgrounds so that they will feel free to communicate 

openly. 

Responsibilities of a Tester: 

- A tester takes the second draft of a translation to the local people in the language area to find 

out if they can understand it clearly and accurately. 

- A tester reads the translation to many different people from different denominations, ages, 

and backgrounds and asks for ways to improve the translation in order to make it more clear, 

accurate, and natural. 

REVIEWERS 

 Reviewers receive drafts of the translation and make comments and suggest 

improvements.  The translation committee usually chooses 10-20 reviewers.  A reviewer 

needs to commit time and effort to the translation project.  They should represent different 

denominations, dialects and backgrounds.  They should also be good speakers of their 

language and be able to express themselves well. 

Responsibilities of a Reviewer: 

- The reviewer receives the draft of the translation from the translator, usually a few chapters 

or a book each time. 

- The reviewer studies the translation carefully and writes comments and suggestions to 

improve the translation. 

- The reviewer sends the comments back to the translator for editing. 

 

 It is not necessary for all reviewers to receive all the translation.  The translation can 

be divided up so that different books are sent to different reviewers.  However, each book 

should be checked by several reviewers. 

BACK-TRANSLATOR 

 A back-translator translates from the target language into a language that a consultant 

can understand so that the consultant can check for accuracy.  It is best if someone who did 

not work on the translation of a particular book back-translates that book.  Two translators 

can back translate each other’s work.  This helps the back-translation to be less biased and 

more accurately tell what was translated.  If the translators or someone else from the language 

group cannot back-translate into a language the consultant can understand, the advisor can do 

the back-translation. 

ARTIST 

 An artist may need to draw pictures for primers and reading books.  You can also use 

pictures provided by Bible translation organizations. 
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BOOK DISTRIBUTORS 

 When portions of the translation are made into books and when the translation is 

complete, someone needs to distribute the books.  These individuals should have training to 

do this well. 

 

BIBLE TEACHERS 

 Bible teachers and Christian workers should teach people how to use the Scriptures in 

the best way. 

 

 Every situation is different and local people will be involved in different ways.  But 

everyone in the local churches can pray and give as they are able.  Remember, people from 

different dialects and denominations should help with the project to make sure that everyone 

uses the translation.  Be sure that local leaders are involved in the project and given a chance 

to help make decisions. 

 

4. TRANSLATION AND TECHNICAL ADVISORS  

 The translation team generally needs technical assistance for training, computers, 

alphabet making, literacy program planning, and translation checking and advising. 

Responsibilities of the technical advisors: 

- Make recommendations on how the language should be written and how to deal with dialect 

differences. 

- Give advice to help plan and organize the project. 

- Assist in training translators and other members of the team. 

- Assist the translators in understanding the Bible correctly. 

- Assist the translators with translation problems and make suggestions for improvements. 

- Help to check the second draft for accuracy. 

- Help with the consultant checking session if needed to communicate clearly with the 

translation consultant. 

- Help to prepare the translation for publication. 

 

If a translation team would like outside assistance in doing a good quality translation, 

a translation advisor can be a great help.   

 

Responsibilites of translation advisor 

- Help to plan the project – interpret survey, dialect decisions, stakeholder meetings, team 

selection, budget, work schedule 

- Assist with linguistic analysis and write-ups 

- Learn language and culture – this allows an advisor to catch accuracy, naturalness, clarity 

and acceptability problems that a consultant would not be able to catch. 

- Train and mentor the team 

- Quality control – accuracy and consistency checking  

- Help determine accurate and acceptable key terms 

- Help solve exegetical and translation problems 

- Prepare back translation, work with consultant, explain translation choices 

- Provide access to a wider range of source texts and Bible helps in English 
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- Help liaison between the translation team and outside organizations and funders 

 

5. ADMINISTRATORS  

 An administrator provides support for the project in many different ways.  

Administrators help to plan, coordinate activities, help personnel use their time wisely, 

provide materials and equipment, help seek funding, oversee finances, and help the 

translation team accomplish their goals. 
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BIBLE TRANSLATOR’S LIBRARY 
 

 The library you will develop for translation will greatly depend on what languages 

your team speaks and what resources are available in those languages.  The following books 

are helpful for the translator and translation team: 

 

8 Translation New Testament (English) 

English, national language, or source language dictionary 

Bible Dictionary 

Key Biblical Terms handbook 

Bible Atlas 

Translator’s Notes Series (a series of Bible commentaries for translators) 

UBS Handbooks of each book of the Bible 

Various Bible translations from languages the translators understand well 

Bible Translation training materials 

 

 Most of these resources, as well as many more, are available on the Paratext and 

Logos/Translator’s Workplace programs.  
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LIVING AND WORKING IN ANOTHER CULTURE 
 
Culture influences the stories we translate, our own ideas about the text, and the work of 

translation. 

THE BIBLE WAS WRITTEN IN REAL HUMAN LANGUAGES 

 In the "Introduction for Bible Translators", we looked at some Hebrew and Greek 

writing.  Here they are for you to look at again: 

 
 

  They look strange.  But they are real languages that people used in their everyday 

speaking.  God didn't give his message in a special heavenly language.  He didn't use any 

angel language.  God wanted to talk to people in their own language.  And he still wants to 

talk to people today in their own languages. 

OUR CULTURE, OUR HOME 

 All of us have felt uncomfortable in another culture.  When we don't understand what 

is happening or why people are doing certain things, we can feel confused, lonely and afraid.  

Our own culture is like home to us.  In our own culture we know how to act in different 

situations.  We can relax. 
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 Culture is much more than objects or special 

memories or events.  Culture includes everything that 

our families and our communities teach us.  Our culture  

teaches us what things are good to eat and how to get 

them; how to treat other people; how to take care of our  

bodies;  how to be good men or women.  Culturegives 

us our ideas about how the world came to be, how we 

got our language, and what things are most important in 

life.  Culture tells us what is real and where we fit in 

this world.  All people have culture. 

 Our cultures keep changing.  Cultures change because people discover new ways to do 

things or have new ideas about the world.  Cultures change because people from other 

cultures bring their ideas to us.  The new ideas become part of our culture.  We might try to 

reduce how much our culture changes, but we can never stop it completely. 

DIFFERENT CULTURES IN SOUTHEAST ASIA 

 In Southeast Asia there are many different cultures.  Different cultures affect each 

other.  There are a lot of books about different cultures in Southeast Asia.  A few of the most 

important differences between the cultures are: 

 

Ideas about family, about money and possessions; 

 

 Ideas about friendship, about privacy, about land; 

 

  Ideas about what causes sickness, about spirits and other living creatures. 

 

 Discuss some of these ideas.  It will help you to think about how your culture and 

other cultures are different. 
 

 Discuss several stories or articles which describe or talk about differences between 

different cultures.  You can use books, newspaper or magazine articles which talk about ideas 

or events in different cultures.  Discuss how different language groups might understand ideas 

differently. 

CULTURE AND TRANSLATION 

 We will always remain people of our own culture.  Even when we live in another 

culture and we seem to change a lot, we still keep much of our own culture’s ideas and 

attitudes with us. 
 

 When you translate you will see many differences between cultures.  When you 

translate you are moving from one language to another, and these languages are part of 

different cultures.  So when you translate, you must change your thinking between the other 

culture and your own culture.  It is like going back and forth between two different countries 

or two different ways of living.   The translator has to think a lot about culture! 
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 First, the translator has to think about the culture associated 

with the words he is translating.   What do thosewords really mean 

when we use them?  It is not enough just to know the words a little 

bit.  Many words carry a lot of different meanings and are 

associated with different parts of culture.  Some of these ideas will 

be the same as in the translator's culture, but some of them will be 

very different ideas. 

 

 Second, the translator must think about his own culture when he translates.  Our 

cultures are so important to us that we often don't realize how much culture affects our 

thinking and our understanding.  Therefore a translator must ask himself:  Do I understand 

this story accurately or am I giving it a false meaning, a meaning that comes from my culture 

and not from the original culture?  If you think you might not understand correctly, then you 

should ask someone who knows the original culture for help, or get help from reference 

books. 
 

 If you do not like what the book says, you might be tempted to change words or ideas 

you are translating.  But a translator cannot do that.  A translator must translate accurately to 

express the same meaning that the writer meant, whether it seems true or false, right or 

wrong.  If you feel very strongly that something is wrong or not true, then you  should discuss 

it with the translation committee and your advisor. 

EXERCISE 1 

1)  Choose a few Bible verses in English to translate.   Read them over several times and then 

say or write the main ideas in your own language and your own words.  Discuss some 

differences between the writer's culture and your own culture which you find in the verses.  

Discuss how you might put the wrong cultural meanings in your translation. 

 

2)  Write a short story about the topic you translated above using your own cultural ideas. 

REMEMBER 

          You can never forget about culture when you translate.  When you translate, you have to 

think about ideas that are different from your own language and culture.   

THE BIBLE TRANSLATOR AND CULTURE 

 We know that God created us as people who  

need a culture.   Our culture teaches us about things  

we need to know to live in the world.   Our culture  

teaches us many good things.  But it also teaches us  

some things that are not true, or are not good.  People  

are sometimes bad, therefore our cultures sometimes  

have bad things in them too. 
 

 Sometimes our culture influences us so much that we don't listen to God. This 

happens sometimes when we are reading the Bible.  We bring our cultural ideas with us when 

we read the Bible.  And our culture sometimes gives us wrong ideas when we are trying to 

translate the Bible.   
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THE BIBLE IS MAINLY ABOUT THE JEWISH PEOPLE 

  The Bible tells us mostly about the Jewish people.  God wanted to get his message 

across to human beings, so he chose the Jewish people and their language.  He gave his 

message to prophets and priests and other Jewish people in Old Testament times.  Later he 

sent his own son, Jesus, to be born and live as a Jewish person in New Testament times. 

 

  But God's message was not only for the Jewish people.  God wanted the Jewish 

people to share his message with everyone.  When God called Abraham to leave his country, 

this is what God said to him: 

 

 I will make you into a great nation and I will bless you:  

 and all peoples on earth will be blessed through you. 

 (Genesis 12:2,3)  

 

 

  When God sent Jesus, he was born as a Jewish baby.  But Jesus came with a message 

for all people.  Jesus lived and died and rose again for all people.  This is what John tells us: 

 

 For God loved the world so much that he gave his only son, 

 so that everyone who believes in him should not perish, but  

 may have eternal life. 

 (John 3:16) 

 

  So the message of the Bible is meant for everyone.  That's why the work of translation 

is so important. 

TRANSLATION IS HARD WORK BECAUSE LANGUAGES ARE DIFFERENT 

 Translation is hard work.  It was hard work for the people who translated from 

Hebrew and Greek into English.  And it is hard work for you to translate from English into 

your own language.  All these languages - Hebrew, Greek, English, your language - are 

different.  But it can be done.  God’s message can be spoken and written in every human 

language. 

TRANSLATION IS HARD WORK BECAUSE CULTURES ARE DIFFERENT 

 There’s another reason why translation is hard work.  The Bible tells us about people 

who lived a long time ago in a different country.  The Bible tells us mostly about Jewish 

people.  The Jews had a different culture from me or you.  Here is a picture of people who 

lived in Bible times.  How many things in the picture are different from the way you live 

today? 
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The Jews lived in a different kind of country.  

They had different kinds of plants, animals, houses and 

tools.  They had different ways of marrying and living 

together as families.  They had different ideas about 

how people should behave.  So when we read the Bible, 

sometimes it is hard to understand.  We don’t 

understand the Jewish people’s customs.  We don’t 

understand why they did certain things or thought 

certain ways. 

TO DO GOOD TRANSLATION, WE MUST  

LEARN ABOUT JEWISH CULTURE 

The translator needs to learn something about 

the Jews and how they lived.  When we start translating 

a book of the Bible, we have to think about what part of 

the country the people were in, what customs are talked 

about in those chapters, and what ideas the people had 

in their minds.We need to read the Bible verses we are going to translate and list the things 

that are part of the Jewish culture and Jewish country.  Then we need to look at maps, at 

Bible dictionaries and at special books that tell us about Jewish people. 

 

 

 

 

 Sometimes we might wish God had given his message in our own language and in our 

own culture.  It seems too hard to understand those stories about Jewish people.  They were 

so different from people we know today.  It is hard to translate those stories so that they make 

sense to our own people. 

 

 But in many ways, people everywhere are alike.  All people have to get food and 

water.  They all get sick, quarrel with their neighbours, and love their families.  They do good 

things and they do bad things.  They are born and they die.  We can understand the stories 

about Jewish people, because they were human beings like us.  We can study and learn the 

message that God put in those stories, a message for all people. 

 

 So when we get ready to translate, we think about how people are alike and how they 

are different.  We learn about the different Jewish customs, but we also think about how those 

Jewish people were like us.  We think about the message that God is saying to all people, 

whether they are Jewish, white, national language speakers, or tribal. 

Exercise 2 

 Read each of the Bible verses below.  What things about Bible culture do you need to 

find out in order to understand the verses?  Where can you find the information?  Discuss the 

questions for each verse. 

 

a) Mark 15:17.  The soldiers "put a purple robe on Jesus."  Why does Mark tell us the color of 

the robe?  Did the color purple have a special meaning in the culture?  What colors have a 

special meaning in your culture? 
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b) Mark 2:1-5.  The friends of the paralysed man made a hole in the roof and let him down 

into the house so Jesus could heal him.  How could they do this?  What kind of houses and 

roofs did people have in Bible times?  Could you do the same thing in the house where you 

live? 

 

c)  Mark 1:7.  John the Baptist said he wasn't good enough to untie Jesus' sandal.  Did untying 

someone else's sandal have a special meaning? 

GEOGRAPHY 

Exercise 3 

 Look at the map on the next page and find the city of Nineveh.  Now find the city of 

Joppa, on the coast of the Mediterranean Sea.  Jonah got on a ship at Joppa, to go to the city 

of Tarshish.  We aren't sure where Tarshish was located, but we think it was on the coast of 

Spain.  See if you can find the coast of Spain on the Mediterranean Sea.  That was about as 

far away from Nineveh as Jonah could go in those days. 

 

 The Book of Jonah doesn't tell us where Jonah was from, but Jonah is mentioned one 

other place in the Old Testament, in 2 Kings 14:25.  That verse tells us that Jonah was "the 

prophet from Gath Hepher".  Gath Hepher was a town just a bit northeast of Nazareth.  Find 

Nazareth on the map.  What Is Nazareth famous for?  Read the story of Jonah and trace 

Jonah's movements on the map. 

 

 

Jonah's Journeys and the Assyrian Empire 
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RULERS AND GOVERMENTS 

Exercise 3 Continued 

 The study of culture also includes governments and how countries and people are 

ruled.  Find the city of Nineveh on the map again.  Nineveh was the capital of the country of 

Assyria.  Assyria fought wars against the countries nearby and took their lands.   It included 

the country of Israel, Jonah's country.  The Assyrian rulers forced people in other countries to 

pay them money and they forced people to move out of their own countries.  Assyria was 

known as a cruel nation.  Read how fierce the Assyrians were and how they treated the Jewish 

people in 2 Kings 18:9-12 and 2 Kings 19:14-19. 

 

 Think about how Jonah must have felt when God told him to go to Nineveh.  Those 

people were the cruel enemies of his people.  When you learn about the Assyrians, then you 

can understand why Jonah didn't want to go to Nineveh.  You can understand what God was 

asking Jonah to do, to trust God and to love his enemies. 

 

 Think about someone who is your enemy, or the enemy of your family, someone you 

are afraid of.  What would you do if God asked you to help them?  If you think about that, it 

can help you translate the book of Jonah so that the story comes alive.  Then it isn't just a 

story about a man from another culture and another place.  It can become a story about how 

all of us feel when we obey God even when we are afraid.   

THE BIBLE TRANSLATOR AND HIS OWN CULTURE 

 We have talked about the culture of Bible times.  We know that a translator needs to 

study Jewish culture.  The translator needs to learn about how the Jewish people lived, about 

their customs and their ideas.  Then he can understand the Bible better and do better 

translation. 

 

 Now we need to talk about the translator's culture (your own culture).  We will talk 

about wrong ideas you might have as you read the Bible or as you translate it.  You might 

have wrong ideas because you come from a culture that's different from those in the Bible.  

Here is a story about something the Dida people in Africa didn't understand in the Bible. 

WRONG IDEAS ABOUT JESUS AND SORCERY 

 The Gospel of John chapter 13 tells  

about Jesus eating his last meal with the disciples. 

During that meal,  Jesus said that one of the 

disciples would  betray  him.  The disciple  

sitting next to Jesus wanted to know who 

was going to do such an evil thing, so he  

asked Jesus.  Jesus told him, "It will be the 

person that I give a piece of bread to".  And  

then Jesus dipped a piece of bread into some 

sauce and gave it to Judas.  The story goes  

on to say,  "As soon as Judas took the bread,  

Satan went into him".  When the Dida people in west Africa heard this story , they thought 

Jesus was a 'witch',  an evil person who secretly kills people.  In Dida culture, a witch can do 
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magic on a piece of food and then give it to someone else.  If that person eats the food, he or 

she will become an evil witch, too.  They thought that Jesus put Satan into Judas by giving 

him a piece of bread.  The translators had to find a way to translate this story so the Dida 

people understood.  They had to make it clear that when Jesus gave the bread to Judas, it was 

just the way Jesus showed the other disciples who was going to betray him. 
 

 We will look now at an example of how white people might misunderstand something 

from the Bible.  We will look at how a white person might miss the real, deep meaning of a 

Bible story because he is thinking about the story in his own culture, not Jewish culture.   

WRONG IDEAS ABOUT JESUS AND A WOMAN 

 Read the story of the Samaritan woman in John 4:1-

41.  To understand this story, you first have to learn 

something about Jewish culture.  You have to read about the 

Samaritans.  When you study the Bible culture you find that 

when Jesus lived, the Jewish people hated the Samaritan 

people.  The Samaritans said that they were relatives of the 

Jews.  They said that Moses was their leader too, just like he 

was for the Jews.  But the Jews said, "No, you Samaritans 

married the wrong people.  You got married with the 

Gentiles who worship idols.  You are just as bad as the 

Gentiles who never knew God". 

 

 The Samaritans had their own temple where they 

worshipped God and offered sacrifices, but the Jews said people could only worship God at 

the temple in Jerusalem.  That was the only place where the priests could give sacrifices to 

God.  So Jewish people refused to eat with Samaritans and they were not supposed to marry 

them.  The Jews tried to stay away from Samaritans. 

 

 

 When Jesus talked to the Samaritan woman at the well, he was talking to a person that 

the Jews didn't like.  Jesus was a Jew, but he was doing something his Jewish culture told him 

not to do.  He was talking to a Samaritan woman and even getting a drink of water from a her. 

 

 Jesus was also doing another thing that his culture said wasn't right.  He was talking to 

a woman in a public place, a woman he didn't know.  That was not proper for a Jewish man to 

do, especially for a man like Jesus who taught others about God. 

 

 White people don't think it is wrong for a man to talk to a woman in public.  So when 

they read this story about Jesus and the Samaritan woman, they don't realize how hard that 

could have been for Jesus.  Jesus had to things against his own culture.  He did it because he 

knew this woman and her friends needed to learn about God.  They needed to learn about 

Jesus being the Messiah.   So white people can read this story and about Jesus and the 

Samaritan woman and miss some of the meaning. 

 

 Your culture might be more like Jesus' culture.  Your culture might teach you that it's 

not good for a man to talk to a woman he doesn't know when they are alone.  When you heard 

this story for the first time, you might have wondered why Jesus did that.  If you are 

translating this story, you might wonder what your people will think about it.  Maybe they 
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will think Jesus was a bad person because he talked to this woman.  Maybe they will get 

wrong ideas about what Jesus was doing.  You might wish you could change the story a bit 

when you translate it, but you know that wouldn't be right.  You have to translate it 

accurately, even if people in your culture think the story is wrong.   
 

 The story about the Samaritan woman has something important to teach all of us.  It 

tells us that if we want to obey God, sometimes we must do things against our culture.  

Sometimes we have to do something that makes other people upset,  or that makes other 

people see us as 'bad'.  People might get angry at us if we help someone they don't like.  We 

have to think about what this story teaches us.  And when we translate it, we have to keep it 

accurate.  We can't change the story to make it fit our own culture.  We want other people to 

understand what Jesus is really doing, even if it is a hard thing. 
 

 How would you translate this story so that people can understand its true meaning? 
 

 Can you think of something in the Bible that you might not understand because your 

own culture is different?  Can you think of something other people in your language group 

might not understand?  What wrong ideas might they get about God the Father, or Jesus, or 

the Holy Spirit? 

REMEMBER 

            Every time you translate, ask yourself what you need to know about the original culture 

and about your own culture to translate well. 
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WRITTEN LANGUAGE AND PUNCTUATION 
 
          A good translator will understand the differences between spoken and written language 

and will be able to recognize and use punctuation marks in his translation work. 

THE REASON THAT PEOPLE STARTED WRITING 

 We aren’t sure why people started writing.  Some people think that people wanted to 

write down exactly what they believed about religion.  Other people think that people wanted 

to keep track of business things. 

 

 There were many changes that happened around the time that writing began:  the 

population of the world increased, people developed systems in which some people were 

bosses and others were the workers,  people developed governments, people began to give 

their possessions to others when they died, people began to trade more with other people, and 

people began to gain more and more knowledge about the world. 

 

 People also began to live in one place and not move around.  After a while, there were 

too many people living in one place for them all to see and know each other.  In these large 

communities, spoken language wasn’t always sufficient.  Therefore people began to write 

their language so they could give messages to many people.  People also had to keep records 

of many things by writing them down.  Writing allowed different people to look at the same 

information again and again. 

 

 Later, some groups of people wanted to write their language down because they saw 

that others people had written their languages.  They thought that if another group had a 

written language, then they should write their language too. 

HOW WRITING STARTED 

 As early as 3100 B.C. in the region of Mesopotamia, people needed to keep track of 

things that they carried to other lands in their ships.  So they started writing information on 

clay tablets.  They pressed shapes into the soft clay to keep records.  Eventually, they used a 

stick with a square end to press marks into the clay.  So this writing was called ‘cuneiform’,  

which is from the Latin word meaning ‘wedge’. 

 

 About the same time in Egypt, people were developing another form of writing.  This 

kind of writing was called ‘hieroglyphics’.   The Egyptian people used shapes that looked like 

pictures of the things they wrote about.  But both kinds of  writing gradually changed to 

include some symbols that represented sounds in the words. 

 

 After a while people used many different kinds of writing systems.  There were more 

and more cultures and languages, and people had to communicate with one another.  So they 

had to find an easier way to write.  The Semitic people developed the first real alphabet 

between 1500 and 1000 B.C.  They developed a new kind of alphabet in which each symbol 

stood for one single speech sound.  This was the first real alphabet.  This first alphabet had 

only consonants and no vowels. 

 

 The Korean alphabet was developed by a Korean king named Sejong.  He invented 

new shapes for letter.  The shapes were symbols for the parts of the human body that form 
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speech: teeth, tongue, lips, cheeks and throat.  He designed the Korean alphabet because he 

wanted an easy way for the Korean people to learn to read. 

SEQUOYAH’S STORY 

 A North American Cherokee Indian man named Sequoyah was born about 1765. 

Sequoyah was sure that the white people’s power was in their written language, so he decided 

to write down his own language for his people.  He wanted his Cherokee people to have 

power, too. 

 

 At first Sequoyah tried to make a picture for each one of the thousands of words in his 

language.  He drew these pictures with berry juice on small chips of wood.  But his wife 

became angry because he was spending so much time making the pictures and not looking 

after his family, so she threw all the chips into the fire. 

 

 Sequoyah then decided to try a new method of writing his language.  He noticed that 

just a few groups of the sounds in his language were repeated regularly, and these groups of 

sounds could be put together to form all the different words.  After twelve years of hard  

work, he completed a set of 86 symbols, one for each of these sound groups, or syllables, in 

Cherokee.  People could write all the different Cherokee words with these symbols. 

 

 Then Sequoyah had to convince the tribal elders that his alphabet would work and that 

he could write down the Cherokee language.  He taught his young daughter, Ah-yoka, to read 

and write.  Together they decided to show the elders that his alphabet would work.  One day, 

Sequoyah left the house while Ah-yoka stayed behind and wrote down all that the elders told 

her.  The elders didn’t really believe that it would work.  However, when Sequoyah returned 

to the house and read what Ah-yoka had written, the elders were amazed.  They got very 

excited.  They could write their own language! 

 

 Literacy spread very quickly among the Cherokee.  Within months they were able to 

read and write in two languages, English and Cherokee, and they started producing many 

stories and books in their language on their own printing press.   

WRITTEN LANGUAGES TODAY 

 Nowadays, there are many different kinds of alphabets and many different kinds of 

symbols used for writing the languages of the world.  But there are still many languages that 

are not yet written down. 

 

 You can see some of the many different kinds of alphabets used in the world by 

looking at one of the following: an encyclopedia under 'Alphabet', at the back of some large 

dictionaries, or the book called The Alphabet Makers. 

EXERCISE 1 

 Write down all the letters that are in the alphabet of your own language; write both the 

small letters and the capital letters. 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 
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 Today, there are thousands and thousands of books to read, books of all kinds.  Also, 

there are newspapers, magazines, comics, letters and many other written materials.  There are 

four main reasons why we read these different kinds of writing: 

 

1.  We read to learn how to do something.  For 

     example, we read signs, labels on food,  

     instructions about voting, etc. 

 

2.  We read to find out news about people we 

      know.  For example, we read letters, postcards, 

      community newsletters, etc. 

 

3.  We read to learn information and new things.   

      For example, we read newspapers, medicine  

      labels, school textbooks, the Bible, etc. 

 

4.  We read for entertainment, to enjoy what we  

      are reading.  For example, we read comics, story 

      books, magazines, etc. 

WHAT IS THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN WRITTEN LANGUAGE AND SPOKEN 

LANGUAGE? 

 Once people begin to write a language, the written language becomes different from 

the spoken language.  People generally use speech and writing in different situations, for 

different purposes.  For example, we usually write when we want to be formal or for business, 

but we speak to share common things with our families. 

 

 When we speak, we can change the meaning of something easily by changing the way 

we say it: how fast we say it or how loud, what kind of expressions we make with our face or 

what kind of movements we make with our hands, and how we make our voice go up and 

down.  In all these ways we can change some of the meaning of what we say without 

changing the words.  We can say the same words but make them sound angry, or funny, or 

happy by the way we say them.  We can also show our feelings by what we say, but we can't 

do it so easily in writing. 

 

 When people write their language, they don't repeat things as much as they do 

when they speak, and sometimes they use a different order of words.  Writers choose their 

words more carefully because they know that they can't quickly change how they say 

something.  And the writer knows that the written words can be read over and over again by 

many different people.  So the writer wants to be more careful when choosing words and 

writing things. 

REMEMBER 

          Written language is not the same as spoken language. 

 

 Writing is important for sharing thoughts and feelings with our children and 

grandchildren.  Writing is very useful for making sure that something we know and want to 

share is not lost forever when we die. 
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 Discuss how writing has changed things for your language group.  Is the written 

language a lot different from the spoken language?  How many people read and write?  Is the 

spoken language still most important? 

AN INTRODUCTION TO PUNCTUATION 

 When people started writing, they found they needed special marks to help the reader 

understand.  We call these marks 'punctuation'.  These marks make the writer’s meaning clear 

and make reading easier. 

THE DIFFERENT KINDS OF PUNCTUATION MARKS 

 In Western languages we use CAPITAL LETTERS to begin the first word of every 

sentence.  Capital letters are the big letters and they are sometimes called ‘upper case’ letters.  

The little letters are sometimes called ‘lower case’ letters.  Below is the English alphabet.  

Note the differences between the letters that are capitals and the ones that are not. 

 

Upper case A  B  C  D  E  F  G  H  I  J  K  L  M  N  O  P  Q  R  S  T  U  V  W  X  Y  Z 

Lower case a   b   c   d   e   f   g   h   i  j  k   l   m   n   o   p  q   r   s  t   u   v   w   x   y   z 

 

 Capital letters are also used to begin people’s names or the names of places.   

 

The full stop (.)  is used at the end of the sentence. 

 

The question mark (?)  is used after a word or a sentence that is a question.  It is used 

instead of a  full stop.  For example: 

 

   Why? 

   Did you get some petrol? 

   I’m hot.  Are you? 

 

The exclamation mark (!)  is used after a word or sentence 

which expresses a strong feeling or surprise.  It is used 

instead of a full stop.  For example: 

 

  Good! 

  You crow very well indeed! 

  Look! You over there! Stop hiding! 

 

Quotation marks  (‘  ’or  “    ”)  go at the beginning and at the end of the exact words a 

speaker has said.  They go around only the spoken words.  There are two kinds of quotation 

marks. We normally use the double ones (“  ”).  We use single quotation marks (‘  ’) when 

there is a quote inside another quote.  Here are examples of quotation marks: 

 

 So the fox said, "But if you crow with your eyes shut it will make all the birds very 

happy." 

 “Do you think”, Mother asked, “that she has come back from town?” 

 Ann said, "I asked John to come but he said, 'No, I don’t want to.'  I didn’t wait for 

him." 
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 The comma (,) is the most common punctuation mark.  People use the comma to 

break sentences up into smaller parts so that the meaning is clear to the person reading the 

story.  Commas make reading easier.  Commas tell the reader where he can pause in a 

sentence.  Here are some of  the ways that commas are used: 

 

 We ate pig, rat, and porcupine. 

 He was born at Maymyo, near Mandalay, in Myanmar, on December 21, 1948. 

 If you want to, we can go together. 

 

 The apostrophe (') shows that somebody or something owns something. It is used this 

way in English but not in some other languages. The apostrophe follows the person or thing 

that is the owner. For example: 

 

 bird’s nest  (the nest that belong to the bird) 

 girls’ arms  (the arms that belong to the girls) 

EXERCISE 3 

 How would you say bird’s nest and girls’ arms in your language?  Write it down here. 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 In English, we also use an apostrophe in the place of letters that are left out.  It can 

make two words into one. For example: 

 

 can not --> can’t  it is ---> it’s  I am ---> I’m 

EXERCISE 4 

 Read the following story.  The story is harder to read and understand with no capital 

letters at the beginning of each sentence and no other punctuation.  Read the story carefully 

and then re-write the story putting in all the capital letters and other punctuation marks. 

 

The Day I Ran Away 

 one day everything went wrong i told grandfather i'm going to run away he was my 

friend i went to get my clothes grandfather asked me do you have an ax you might need it to 

cut wood for a fire no i told him i am going now goodbye 

 

 off i went it was dark outside how alone i felt maybe i will run away in the morning i 

said i got more and more afraid and then i heard footsteps it was grandfather he asked me if i 

would like to come inside and have a piece of cake i wanted to hug him but i didnt because i 

am a big boy so i just said yes grandpa he took my hand and we went back inside 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 
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REMEMBER 

               To do good translation it is important to understand the differences between writing and 

speaking.  A person who speaks their language well may not be able to write well.  Writing a 

story down is different from telling a story, and you need to discover what makes them different. 
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AN INTRODUCTION TO GRAMMAR 
 

           Each language has its own pattern and structure, called ‘grammar’.  A good translator 

needs to study language, both his own and the source language, in order to understand the basic 

structure of both languages. 

HOW A STORY IS PUT TOGETHER 

 Read the following story.  What are the main things you think about as you read it? 

STORY 1: THE WOODEN BOWL 

 There was once a boy named Conrad who lived with his mother and 

father in a little house.  They were happy together. 

 

 One day Conrad's grandfather came to live with them.  The grandfather 

could hardly see any more, he couldn't hear very well, and his hands shook.  

They shook so much that the old man kept spilling his food when he ate.  He 

made a mess on his clothes and on the floor with the food.  So the mother and 

father made the old man eat by himself in the corner. 

 

 One day the grandfather's hands shook so much that he dropped his 

bowl of food on the floor.  The bowl broke into many pieces and the food 

went everywhere.  Conrad's mother and father got very mad at the old man.  

The mother scolded him, 'Look what you have done to my good bowl!'  She 

got an old wooden bowl for the grandfather to use, one he couldn't break. 

 

 The next day the father came home from his work and found Conrad 

sitting on the floor, carving a block of wood.  'What are you making, Son?' 

asked his father. 

 

 'I'm making a gift for you and mother', Conrad said.  'I'm carving two 

wooden bowls, one for each of you.  When you're very old, you can come to 

live with me, and I will give you these bowls to eat from in the corner.' 

 

 The mother and father looked at each other.  That night they gave the 

grandfather a nice bowl and had him sit with them again at the table. 

 

 What is the meaning of this story? Can you easily understand who the different people 

are and what happens to them?  A good story will keep track of the characters and help the 

reader know what happens.  A good story will be interesting to read or listen to.  Here are 

some of the things a good story will tell us: 

 

The main characters and the main actions.  How are the characters introduced into the 

story?  How are the characters referred to throughout the story? 

 

 In English, words such as 'the', 'this', 'then', 'she', are often important for identifying 

and keeping track of the characters in the story.  In some languages there are suffixes that are 

added to words to show who is doing the action and to identify the different people 

throughout the story. 
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The main idea.  How can the reader know the most important thing or idea in the story?  In 

many languages the most important idea is said clearly in the first one or two sentences.  In 

other languages, the reader doesn't know the main idea until later on in the story.  Some 

languages have endings on words to show what is important.   

 

How the parts of the story are connected.  How are different parts of the story connected 

together?  How can the reader know that there is a change to a new idea in the story?  How 

does the reader know that one thing is being compared to another thing in the story? 

 

Discuss:  Read 'The Wooden Bowl'  story and answer the questions given above.  Do you 

think this story is put together well?  Is it easy to read and understand what happens? 

THE PARTS OF A STORY 

 It takes a lot of different parts to make up a story.  We have looked at how parts of a 

story connect together, how the story tells us who the characters are and what the characters 

do or what happens to them.  The different parts of the story give us this information.  Now 

we will study the different parts of a story. 

 

 Here is a short story about a fox and a rooster.  We will use this story as an example, 

so we can study the parts that make up a story. 

STORY 2:  THE FOX AND THE ROOSTER 

 Once upon a time there was a rooster who crowed 

very  well.  One day the fox saw the rooster going by.  He 

said to him, "My friend, is it really true that you crow very 

well?"  The rooster replied, "I can crow".  The fox said, 

"Good!Crow right now so that I can hear you too".  So the 

rooster said, "Alright", and crowed. 

 

 After the rooster crowed, the fox said, "You crow very well indeed! Because 

you crow so well all the birds are delighted.  But now shut your eyes and crow!"  But 

the rooster refused.  So the fox said, "But if you crow with your eyes shut it will make 

all the birds very happy".  And so the rooster agreed.  He shut his eyes and crowed.  

And the fox ate him. 

THE NAMES OF THE PARTS OF A STORY 

 Stories are usually made of many different parts.  One of these parts is called 

paragraphs.  The fox and rooster story has two paragraphs.   

 

 A paragraph is made of sentences.  All languages have sentences.  Sentences tell us 

about something, or ask a question, or express a feeling.  A sentence can express a complete 

idea, even when it is not part of a whole story.    

EXERCISE 1 

 How many sentences are in the first paragraph of the fox and  

the rooster story? ______________________________________ 
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 Sentences are made of words.  Most sentences have several words, 

but sometimes a sentence may be only one word.  Look at these one-word 

sentences in English and in Tiwi: 
  

 English: Go! 

 

 Tiwi:  Ampiniwatuwujingimajirrakirrningiyangurlimayani. 

   ‘She (the sun) is moving over there in the morning with the light.’ 

EXERCISE 2 

 How many words are in the first sentence of the fox and rooster story? ____________ 
 

 A story like the fox and rooster story is only one kind of written material.  There are 

other kinds such as letters, poems, instructions, histories, etc..  Each type of story has a unique 

structure and can be divided into parts. 

REMEMBER 

          Each part of a story has a different structure in each language.  Grammar is the study of 

the structure of each of these parts, and explains how the parts work together to express 

meaning. 

THE PARTS OF THE SENTENCE 

 A sentence is made up of words.  We give these words special names that tell us what 

they do in the sentence.  There are many different kinds of words used in sentences.  But three 

of the most important kinds are the verb, the subject, and in some sentences, the object. 
 

 To do good translation you need to discover how your 

language uses subjects, verbs and objects, in sentences, paragraphs, 

and stories.  For example, an English sentence might look like this: 
 

 The fox saw the rooster. 
 

 ‘the fox’ is the subject  (tells you who saw the rooster)   

 ‘saw’ is the verb (tells you the action that took place) 

 ‘the rooster’ is the object (tells you what was seen) 

 

 In English, the order of words in the sentences is very important.  If we change the 

order of the words in the sentences above, it changes the meaning of the sentences: 

 

 The rooster saw the fox. 

 

 ‘the rooster’ is the subject 

 ‘saw’ is the verb 

 ‘the fox’ is the object 

 

 In Burmese and some other languages we can also change the word order but still 

keep the same meaning.  This is because Burmese has suffixes that tell what the subject and 

object are.   

 For example, the following two sentences have different word order, but the same 

basic meaning: 
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 Mui-ga            pa-go          sadi  Pa-go          mui-ga           sadi 

 snake-subject  frog-object ate   frog-object snake-subject ate 

 The snake ate the frog.   The snake ate the frog. 

WHAT IS A VERB? 

 The most important word in a sentence is usually the verb. A sentence might not have 

many other kinds of words.  If it doesn’t have a verb, it probably won’t be a sentence.  A verb 

often describes what a person is doing, or what happened.  The verb ‘saw’ in the two 

sentences above tell us what the fox and the rooster did.  But verbs are not always ‘doing’ 

words.  Sometimes verbs refer to 'being' or 'having' words, or 'feeling' or 'thinking' words. 

 

 Read the following sentences and write whether the verb is about doing, being, 

having, feeling or thinking: 

 

 I have two daughters and one son.  _________________________________________ 

 I wonder if she will remember me. _________________________________________ 

 Peter rang the bell.  _____________________________________________________ 

 Today is Friday.  _______________________________________________________ 

 She felt bad about the broken camera.  ______________________________________ 

 The old lady is coming this way. __________________________________________ 

 

Think:  How would you say these kinds of verbs in your language? 

 

 In English, one way to test if a word is a verb is to find out if it will fit in the 

following kind of sentence: 

 

 The fox _____________ . 

 

For example it is all right to say, 

 the fox said 

 the fox runs 

 

Therefore, ‘said’ and ‘run’ are both verbs. 

 

But it is not correct to say the following sentences, 

 the fox hats 

 the fox trees 

 

Therefore, ‘hats’ and ‘trees’ are not verbs. 

 

 For some verbs, especially verbs that are not doing words, we might have to add other 

words to the sentence to make it natural.  For example, we can say ‘The fox is’, but that is not 

a complete sentence.  We need to add something like ‘The fox is brown’ or ‘The fox is tired’. 

 

 

 

 Here is another test for verbs.  If a word can change structure or add endings to show 

different times that the action happened, then it is probably a verb.   For example: 
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 The fox runs.  The fox is (tired).   

 The fox ran.  The fox was (tired). 

 The fox will run. The fox will be (tired). 

 

EXERCISE 3 

(a)  Look at the two stories we have already read in this unit and write down five verbs from 

each story.  Write down what kind of verbs they are. 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 (b)  Write down five verbs in your own language.  Try to include different kinds of verbs. 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 In English there are small words that are next to the verbs and change the meaning.  

For example: 

 

 to run 

 is running 

 will run 

 can run 

 

 In some languages, such as Turkish and Arrente, meanings are changed by different 

endings on the verbs themselves.  Remember that verbs in many languages can be very 

complicated and can be made of many small parts, with each part having a separate meaning.  

For example, look at the following Arrente verb and see how many English words are needed 

to say the same meaning. 

 

 alkngarekwelelherlatemele 

 ‘as he went he continued to look back’ 

 

If we separate this word into parts; it will look like this: 

 

 alkngare-kwele-lhe-rl-ate-me-le 

WHAT IS A SUBJECT? 

 The subject is the person or thing that is doing, thinking or feeling something.  It is the 

person or thing that the sentence is about.   
 

 

Here are some examples from English with the subjects underlined: 

 



 

 

52 

 

 

 The fox ate the rooster. 

 Two boys were hitting the dog. 

 She felt tired. 

 That woman is sick. 
 

 Some languages must add a suffix to the subject.  Read these two sentences in 

English: 
 

 The dog is running. 

 The dog saw the man. 

 

 In both sentences, ‘the dog’ is the subject.  Some languages have a special marker on 

the word ‘dog’ in the second sentence to show it was the one who saw the man. 

EXERCISE 4 

 Translate the following pairs of sentences.  If your language has a special suffix for 

the subject, underline the suffix. 
 

 (a) The dog came into the house __________________________________________ 

      The old man drove a car ______________________________________________ 

 (b) My son is resting ____________________________________________________ 

       My son never hit your son ____________________________________________ 

 (c) The girl is learning fast _______________________________________________ 

       The girl taught me English ____________________________________________ 

 

Remember: Some languages do not have the subject as a separate word.  Instead, a suffix is 

added to another word to show who or what is the subject.  For example, read this 

Pitjantjatjara sentence: 
 

 Wati tjuta inkanyangka - na  nyangangi. 

 man many while-playing-I  was-watching 

 ‘I was watching the men playing (football).’ 
 

 Another example is from the Kalaw Lagaw Ya language.  In this sentence the subject 

is a separate word, but it has a suffix on the end to show it is the subject.  In the sentence 

below, the subject is Na ‘she’, and the suffix dh is added to tell that the word is a subject: 
 

 Na-dh            nyun pathaonu. 

 She-subject   him cut 
 

 ‘She cut him (earlier today).’ 
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EXERCISE 5 

 (a) Read the two stories we have already read in this unit and write down five subject 

words from each story.  Where are the subjects in these English sentences?  Are they separate 

words or attached to the verb?  Do they come before or after the verb? 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 (b) Read a story in your own language and underline the subject or the parts of words 

which show the subject in each sentence.  Where does your language put the subjects in these 

sentences? 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

WHAT IS AN OBJECT? 

 An object is the person or thing that received an action.  For example, in the first 

sentence below we find the object by asking the question ‘Who did the fox see?’.  But many 

sentences do not have objects.  Sentences which have verbs that refer to being, feeling, and 

thinking, don’t usually have objects. 
 

In the examples below the objects underlined: 
 

 The fox saw the rooster. 

 The two women were watching the fight. 

 The man drove his car. 

 She killed the snake. 
 

Examples of sentences without an object: 
 

 The rooster crows very well indeed! 

 Grandfather is old and crippled. 

 Mani felt sick yesterday. 
 

Remember: Some languages do not have the object as a separate word.  Instead a suffix is 

added to another word to show the object.  For example, read this Pitjantjatjara sentence: 

 

 Papa palangku-ni patjanu. 

 dog that   -me bit 

 ‘The dog bit me.’ 
 

 Another example is from the Kalaw Lagaw Ya language.  In this sentence the object is 

a separate word, but a suffix is added to show that it is the object.  In the following sentence 

the object is nyu ‘him’ with  n  added as the object marker: 
 

 Nadh nyu-n          pathaonu. 

 She him-object  cut 

 ‘She cut him.’ 
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 Burmese can also use a suffix that indicates the object: 

 

 Khwe ata sadi  (Dog ate the meat) 

 Ata-go khwe sadi (Dog ate the meat - uses object marker) 
 

EXERCISE 6 

 (a) Read again the two stories we have already read in this unit and write down four 

object words from each story. 
 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 (b) Read a story in your own language and underline the object words.  Compare how 

the reader knows the object words in your language with how the reader knows the object 

words in English.  Write down what you learn. 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

NOUNS AND PRONOUNS 

 Look at the words which you wrote down as subjects or objects in Exercises 5-6.  

Some of these words name a person or an animal or a thing, for example fox, rooster, food, 

son.  These naming words are called nouns.  But there are other subject or object words 

which don’t actually name a person or animal or thing but are words like she, you, him.  

These words are called pronouns.  Pronouns are used instead of nouns, so that the storyteller 

doesn’t have to keep repeating the noun again and again.  The reader has to look elsewhere in 

the story to find out who or what these pronouns refer to. 

EXERCISE 7 

 (a) Look again at the words you wrote down as subjects or objects in Exercises 5-6.  

Tell whether each word is a noun or a pronoun.  If it is a pronoun, tell what noun it refers to 

or takes the place of in the story. 

 

 (b) Look again at the story in your own language in which you underlined subjects in 

Exercise 5B and objects in Exercise 6B.  Tell which of these words are nouns or pronouns.  If 

it is a pronoun, tell what noun it refers to or takes the place of in the story. 

MORE ABOUT NOUNS: SINGULAR AND PLURAL 

 Nouns are naming words.  Nouns can name just one thing or they can name more than 

one thing.  Nouns which name just one thing are called  ‘singular nouns’.  Nouns which name 

more than one thing are called ‘plural nouns’.  In English the most common way of changing 

a singular noun into a plural noun is by adding -s (-mya).  For example: 

  

 book -     books 

 boy -     boys 

 girl -     girls 

 tree -     trees 
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 But there are other ways that English changes singular nouns to plural nouns.  For 

example: 

 

 child     - children 

 ox     - oxen 

 mouse     - mice 

 woman     - women 

 sheep     - sheep 

 potato     - potatoes 

 

 In some languages singular nouns change to plural nouns by adding a separate word.  

For example in Arrente: 

 

 urreye     ‘boy’  - urreye areye     ‘boys’ 

 nanthe     ‘horse’ - nanthe areye     ‘horses’ 

 thakwere ‘mouse’ - thakwere areye ‘mice’ 

 ampe       ‘child’ - ampe areye       ‘children’ 

 

 Some languages change parts of the word to 

show that it is singular or plural.  For example in the 

African language Mbembe: 

 

 echi ‘tree’  - nchi  ‘trees’ 

 eten ‘animal’ - nien ‘animals’ 

 ikpo ‘cap’  - okpo  ‘caps’ 

 iyin ‘feather’ - oyin  ‘feathers’ 

EXERCISE 8 

 (a) Discuss and then write down in your own language both singular and plural forms 

of the following nouns.  (You might have more than one plural form in your language, or you 

might not have a plural form for some words.) 

 

 tree _______________________________________________________________ 

 bird _______________________________________________________________ 

 spear _______________________________________________________________ 

 child _______________________________________________________________ 

 hand _______________________________________________________________ 

 hill _______________________________________________________________ 

 river _______________________________________________________________ 

 

 (b) Read again the story ‘The Wooden Bowl’  and write down any plural nouns from 

that story. 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 
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MORE ABOUT PRONOUNS 

 Since pronouns refer to nouns or take the place of nouns, they also can be singular or 

plural, just like nouns.  Singular pronouns take the place of singular nouns, and plural 

pronouns take the place of plural nouns.  Pronouns may also have different forms depending 

on whether they are the subject or the object in a sentence. 

 

 Here are the English pronouns that take the place of either singular or plural nouns as 

subjects and objects of sentences: 

 

 singular subjects plural subjects (more than 2) dual subjects (only 2) 

 I   we 

 you   you 

 he, she, it  they 

 

 singular objects plural objects   dual objects 

 me   us 

 you   you 

 him, her, it  them 

 

Here are some examples from English with the pronouns underlined: 

 

 He is going to town. 

 They are playing in the water. 

 Give it to him. 

 We told them to come later. 

EXERCISE 9 

 Read the following sentences from ‘The Wooden Bowl’  story and underline the 

pronouns.  Are the pronouns singular or plural?  Are the pronouns subjects or objects? 
 

 "When you are very old, you can come to live with me, and I will give you  

 these bowls to eat from in the corner." 
 

 "That night they gave the grandfather a nice bowl and had him sit with them 

 again at the table." 
 

 In some languages, pronouns are sometimes separate words and sometimes part of 

another word.  Read the following examples from Pitjantjatjara: 
 

 Nyangatja-li        katiku? 

 this-         we two   will take 

 ‘Shall we take this here?’ 
 

 Wati nyara       pulkangka-ya   ma-nyinanyi. 

 man over there  big with-they   away-are sitting 

 ‘They are sitting with that big man over there.’ 
 

 Some languages use more pronouns than English does.  For example, some languages 

have different pronouns to tell whether the person you are talking to is included or not 

included in what you are saying.  Also, some languages use different pronouns depending on 
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how many people are being spoken to.  In English we use the pronoun ‘you’ to mean either 

one person, two people or many people.  But many languages have three different pronouns 

for saying ‘you’.  Read the following Arrente example: 
 

 unte  ‘you (1 person)’ 

 mpwele ‘you (2 people)’ 

 arrantherre ‘you (3 or more people)’ 
 

 Notice that all three Arrente pronouns are translated by the one English pronoun 

‘you’.  Some languages use pronouns differently from other languages.  For example, in 

English it is correct to say ‘my head’ or ‘my eyes’ or ‘my foot’.  'My' is a different word from 

'I' in English.  But in Burmese the pronoun ‘I’ is the same as the possessive pronoun ‘my’. 

SENTENCES USE MANY KINDS OF WORDS 

 Sentences often have nouns, pronouns, and verbs, but there are other kinds of words 

also.  There are too many different kinds to talk about them all, but we will talk briefly about 

two of them.  There are two kinds of words which describe nouns, pronouns or verbs.  These 

descriptive words are called adjectives and adverbs. 

WHAT IS AN ADJECTIVE? 

 An adjective is a word used to describe a noun or a pronoun.  Adjectives tell us 

something specific about people, animals or things.  Here are some examples from English  

with the adjectives underlined: 
 

 Look at that fat cow. 

 I want the white umbrella. 

 The man is tall. 

 The two big black dogs were fighting. 

EXERCISE 10 

 (a) Underline the adjectives in the following sentences: 
 

 The old man asked for a ride. 

 That meat was delicious. 

 She wants a new red car. 
 

 (b) Write down five adjective words in your own language. 
 

 _____________________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________ 

WHAT IS AN ADVERB? 

 An adverb is a word which adds to the meaning of a verb.  Adverbs tell how, when or 

where something happens.  Here are examples from English with the adverbs underlined: 
 

 She ran quickly. 

 The child cried loudly. 

 We are having a party tomorrow. 

 Let’s play outside with the boys. 

 Bill slowly closed the door. 
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EXERCISE 11 

 (a) Underline the adverbs in the following sentences: 

 

 The star was shining brightly. 

 He was here yesterday. 

 Listen carefully to the teacher. 

 

 (b) Read again the story ‘The Fox and The Rooster’ and write down any adverbs from 

that story. 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 (c) Write down five adverbs in your own language. 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 These are only some of the important things you need to study in order to understand 

how stories and sentences are put together.  In the units that follow, we will learn more about 

these parts of language. 

REMEMBER 

           A good translator needs to study language, both his own language and the source 

language, in order to understand the basic pattern and structure of each. 
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FINDING AND ORGANIZING INFORMATION 
 

          A good translator needs to know: 

          1) where to get help when translating 

          2) how to organize helpful information and materials so you can find them again. 

HOW TO FIND INFORMATION YOU NEED 

 There are many books which can help you in translation. 

 

*There are different kinds of dictionaries: 

 English dictionaries 

 Source language dictionaries 

 Bible dictionaries 

 National language dictionaries 

  

*There are other kinds of reference books: 

 encyclopedias 

 Bible handbooks 

 concordances 

 Bible atlas 

 commentaries 

  and many others! 

USING REFERENCE BOOKS 

1. The Contents and Index pages are important. 

 

2. Choose a reference book to look at.  Find the Contents page near the front of the book 

(also called Table of Contents in some books).  The Contents will tell you if there is a 

chapter or a section about a word or topic. 

 

Note: Not every book has a Contents page.  Look at several different reference books 

including some that don’t have a Contents page.  Why don’t some books have a Contents 

page? 

 

3. How to use the Contents page: 

 (a) Look first at the main headings on the contents page. 

 (b) Look at sub-headings for more detail. 

 (c) Look at the size and style of print.  Are any symbols used? How do these help you? 

 

4. The Index at the back of the book may list the word you want to find. 

 (a) The Index is organized in alphabetical order. 

 (b) A word will have a page number after it.  The page number tells you where to find   

  information about the word or topic. 

 (c) Some books do not have an index. Why? 

 

5. Many reference books use alphabetical order  (e.g.  dictionaries).  You need to know how 

to use an alphabet to find words or topics. 

 (a)  Look at some books where the information is in alphabetical order. 
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 (b)  Other things can help you find what you want without reading everything in the 

book: 

  (i)  guide words at the tops of pages 

  (ii) headings 

  (iii) notes in the margins. 

 

 Probably the best known reference book that uses alphabetical order is the dictionary. 

HOW TO USE DICTIONARIES 

1. The words in most dictionaries are in alphabetical order.  You need to know how to use an 

dictionary to find words. 

 (a) Do you have a dictionary in your own language? 

 (b) Is the information in alphabetical order? 

 (c) Is the alphabetical order the same as in an English dictionary? 

 (d) Is your language dictionary ordered by topic instead of the alphabet? 

 

2.  Look at the layout of a dictionary page in alphabetical order.  The words at the very top are 

called ‘guide’ words. 

 (a) The word at the top left corner is the first word of that page. 

 (b) The word at the top right corner is the last word of that page. 

 

3.  Choose a word from a story that you want to understand and look for it in an English 

dictionary. The following are the kinds of helps you will find in some dictionaries: 

 (a)  The main words being explained on a page are in bold print. 

 (b)  They are in alphabetical order. 

 (c)  The definition is the part that gives the meaning in plain print. 

 (d)  Different ways to use the main word are numbered  (1, 2, 3 etc.) and are also in 

 bold print. 

 (e)  Examples of how the word is used are written in italics. 

 

4.  Find the definition of the word you chose that fits the word in the sentence: 

 (a)  Guess the meaning of the word in the story or text you have read. 

 (b)  Then look at the various definitions and examples of the word in the dictionary.  

 Choose the definition that fits best the way the word is used in this story or text. 

 

5.  You will see other symbols and short forms (abbreviations).  Make a list of the ones your 

dictionary uses and find out what they mean. 

TOPICAL DICTIONARIES 

 Some dictionaries are organized by topics, not alphabetically.  A numbering system 

helps us find our way to the topics we want to study.  Here is part of page 49 (adapted) of the 

Kuku-Yalanji Dictionary. 
 

4.3  FISH 

         kuyu   ___________________________ fish of all kinds 

         jinda    ___________________________  fish scales 

         yiyirr   ___________________________  fish scales 

         banda   ___________________________  fish tail 

         bikarr   ___________________________  fishy smell or taste 
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 4.3.1 Different kinds of ray fish 

         badibu  __________________________  spotted eagle ray 

         bilaji    __________________________   flat-tailed ray 

         janbal  __________________________   blue spotted fantail ray 

         ngarmu __________________________  shovelnose ray 

         walbul-walbul ____________________  small spotted freshwater stingray 

          

 4.3.2  Saltwater fish 

           bilngkumu  _______________________  saltwater crocodile                   

           baban          _______________________  angelfish 

           balarri        _______________________   queenfish 

           danbal        _______________________   kingfish, also flathead 

           midir    __________________________  stonefish 

 

HOW TO WRITE NOTES 

1.  If you are writing notes about something you read, write down: 

 - the name of the book 

 - the name of the author or editor 

 - the pages you are writing notes from. 

 

2.   Choose helpful information. 

 

3.   Practice writing summaries.  Write down the main ideas in a few words.  Don’t write out 

all the words or sentences. 

 

4.  If you are studying a few different topics, write headings to help you organize your notes. 

 

5.  Some people work out short forms of writing things (abbreviations).  For example, TR for 

translation, or TM5 for Translation Manual page 5.  You can make up any abbreviations that 

are clear to you and that help you to take notes faster. 

 

6.  Write clearly so you can still read your notes later on. 

 

7.  If there is alot of very helpful information on a few pages of a book, you may want to 

photocopy those pages instead of taking notes.  Mark the parts on each page that are the most 

useful information. 

ORGANIZING PAPERS AND REFERENCE MATERIALS 

1.  Get a notebook and name it ‘Translation Helps’.  Write down a few major section 

headings that will be useful for the rest of the course.  Label the notebook sections with those 

headings, such as ‘Key terms’, ‘Hard English Words’,  ‘Cultural Information’. 

 

2.  Get a folder and put papers on the same topic together in a section of the folder (papers 

such as handouts, draft copies of translation etc.)  Papers that continue the same topic should 

be numbered, and you might want to staple them together. 

 

3.  List the topic of each group of papers and make a contents page for the folder. 
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4.  Choose a place to keep your research and class notes safe and easy to get.  A briefcase is 

often a good place to keep papers, notebooks, textbooks and reference materials. 

REMEMBER 

          It takes practice to learn any new skill.  The more you use a dictionary or reference 

book, the easier it will be for you to find information you need to do good translation. 
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BIBLE OVERVIEW AND STRUCTURE 
 

            To do good translation, you need to understand how the part you are translating fits into   

the overall story of the Bible.  There are many books that can help you understand the Bible 

timeline, peoples and places. 

THE BIBLE:  GOD’S STORY 

 The Bible is God’s story.  It tells us who God is, that He made us and loves us, and that 

He wants to have a family relationship with us.   In the Bible God tells us about His character, 

what His plans are for all people and how He loves all of us.  God has invited us to be His 

children and He will take care of us like a loving Father. 

 

 God makes agreements and promises with his people.  Sometimes we call those 

agreements ‘covenants’.  Those people who truly listen and trust what God says obey the 

covenant.  They agree that what God says is true.  In the Bible you can read about various 

agreements or ‘covenants’ God made with Noah, with Abraham and his sons, with Moses and 

the Israelites, and with King David. 

 

 God sent His only son, Jesus Christ, to earth to complete His promise to us.  God said this 

was a new and final agreement with people.  On the cross Jesus gave His own blood and died.  

When He did that, He finished God’s part of the agreement.  Now God announces to all people 

that He will forgive us and make us His children.  Jesus made peace between God the Father and 

us, because He made God happy and did everything the Father wanted. 

 

 Now Jesus invites us to trust what He has done and to agree with Him that he has spoken 

true promises.  That is how we become His relatives.  Then God sends the Holy Spirit to come 

and live in us.  The Holy Spirit teaches and guides us in ways that make God happy.  God gives 

us life which will never end. 

 

 God did not have men write this wonderful story in the Bible all at one time.  Over 

thousands of years God directed different men, who lived in different places, to write the story.  

Later when other men put all these stories into one book, they didn’t put them in the same order 

in which they were written.  Instead, they put different kinds of books into groups.  The groups of 

books are: 

 

(1)  Books of the Law: Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy 

(2)  Books of History: Joshua, Judges, Ruth, 1 & 2 Samuel, 1 & 2 Kings, 1 & 2 Chronicles, Ezra, 

Nehemiah, Esther 

(3)  Books of Poetry, Song, and Wisdom:  Job, Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiasties, Song of Solomon 

(4)  The Prophets: Isaiah, Jeremiah, Lamentations, Ezekiel, Daniel, Hosea, Joel, Amos, Obadiah, 

Jonah, Micah, Nahum, Habakkuk, Zephaniah, Haggai, Zechariah, Malachi 

(5)  The Gospel and Acts:  Matthew, Mark, Luke, John, Acts 
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(6)  The Letters: Romans, 1 & 2 Corinthians, Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians,  1 & 

2 Thessalonians, 1 & 2 Timothy, Titus, Philemon, Hebrews, James, 1 & 2 Peter, 1 & 2 & 3 John, 

Jude, Revelation. 

 

A BIBLE TIME-LINE 

 A time-line will help you to understand how the books fit together from the beginning of 

time.  A time-line shows how people and events and books of the Bible are related.  It helps us 

find information in a chart and shows us many things, for example: Which people were alive at 

the same time?  How long were the Israelites in Egypt?  Who were the prophets when the 

Israelites were taken to Babylon? 

EXERCISE 1 

 Before you look at a time-line for the Bible, it would be helpful for you to draw a time-

line of your own family or community history.  Start with the beginning and write down the 

important people, the important stories, and the important times or events in your story.  Talk 

about why these events were so important.  Think about how this information will help outsiders 

understand you. 

 

 Now look at the Bible time-line.  When a person writes a time-line, he cannot put every 

bit of  information on it.  He selects the most important information.  In this Bible time-line, you 

will see dates (years), powerful countries, people and books of the Bible.  This time-line was 

written so you can see how these dates, countries, people, and books of the Bible fit together.  

Understanding a message is very important for the translator.  You will want to study this time-

line well. 

 

 About 3000 years before Jesus Christ was born, people began to write things down in 

books.  They wrote stories about their own lives and what they had learned and discovered.  The 

years before Christ was born are called ‘Before Christ’, which is abbreviated B.C.  When Christ 

was born, people began numbering the years again beginning with 1.  So now the number of our 

year stands for the number of years since Christ was born.  It is sometimes written with A.D. 

before the number.  The abbreviation A.D. comes from the Latin words ‘anno Domini’ which 

mean ‘In the year of our Lord’.   The Bible was written between approximately 2000 B.C. and 

A.D. 70. 

TIME CYCLES 

 Every tribe and group of people all over the world have watched the sun, the moon and 

the stars, the way they change and how patterns in the sky and earth repeat over and over again in 

cycles.  Each year we wait for certain seasons to come and go - the hot season, the wet season, 

and the cold season.  Below you will see a picture of how the Arnhem people, in the Northern 

Territory of Australia, think about the yearly cycle for their country.  Each year these events 

repeat themselves and everyone knows what to expect. 
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THE SEASONAL CYCLE, NORTHEAST ARNHEM  LAND 

 

 WIND DIRECTION 

 SEASON 

 MAIN FEATURES 

 FOOD SOURCES 

 
 

 

EXERCISE 2 

 What does your yearly cycle look like?  Draw a picture of your seasons, with the 

agricultural activities, other activities, and ceremonies that go with each season. 
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 The Jewish people of the Old Testament had a cycle of crops and a regular order of 

festivals.  Over and over each year these things would happen in the same order.  Study the 

picture of the Jewish Calendar.  Find a helpful book that tells about life in biblical times (Daily 

Life in Bible Times) and read about the ceremonies that happened at certain times each year. 
 

THE CALENDER IN THE ANCIENT ISREAL 2 
 

 FESTIVALS 

 JEWISH MONTH 

 MAIN FEATURES 

 MAIN ACTIVITIES 
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PLACES IN THE BIBLE 

 Time and history are important.  Places, rivers, mountains and other parts of the land are 

also important.  Maps help us see where different places and different kinds of land are.  Maps 

are important for translators to understand.  For your home area, you probably have a map in your 

mind.  You know where all the places are. 

 Now look at some maps from Bible times in a Bible Atlas.  Here are some suggested 

projects: 

-  Look at a map from Abraham’s time.  Think about how far he traveled from his home country 

and think about how you would talk about or translate the story of his journey. 

-  Look at a map of Jesus’ time.  Make a list of 8 different places that he visited and then write 

down how you would talk about going  from Jerusalem to each of those 8 places.   

-  Look at a map of Paul’s time and find all the places on the map where he wrote letters and 

underline them: Rome, Corinth, Philippi, Colossae, Thessalonica, Galatia, Ephesus (and towns 

nearby Ephesus). 

PEOPLE OF BIBLE TIMES 

 Sometimes when people read the Bible, they think it is written only to us today.  And 

sometimes they get the wrong message.  They do not understand the message correctly because 

they do not understand that the Bible was written a long time ago.  So before we can understand 

the Bible, we need to think about the people who first heard that message.  Who were they?  

What was their community like?  What was God saying to them?  Then after we know those 

answers we can ask ourselves: How are we like them?  Do we have problems like theirs?  What 

is God saying to us in this message?   

EXERCISE 4 

 Read about either the tax-collectors, the Pharisees or the Emperor in the time of Jesus.  A 

Bible Dictionary will be helpful.  Learn all you can about them.  Then look up Bible verses that 

speak about Jesus and these different people and ask yourself:  Why was Jesus speaking to them 

like that?  How are people different today?  How are people the same?  How do the verses apply 

to us today?   

 

 The true meaning is what God wanted people to understand when he first spoke the 

message.  If you did not understand the different kinds of people and the government of the time 

when Jesus lived, how could you misunderstand the message of the Bible?  Discuss your ideas. 

 

 When you are translating a whole book of the Bible, what kind of information will you 

need to include at the beginning of the book to help people understand the correct message?  

What pictures or footnotes will people need understand the right message? 

HOW TO FIND INFORMATION TO HELP YOU DO A GOOD TRANSLATION 

 When you are getting ready to translate, it is important to use the reference materials we 

have talked about, such as time-lines, charts, maps and books (Bible Handbooks, commentaries, 

Bible Dictionaries, etc.) that tell us about Bible events and people.  For example, if you were 

going to translate one of Paul’s letters, you would need to study about when he wrote the letter, 

the people he wrote to, and where they lived.  Most of the books in the New Testament are letters 
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that Paul wrote, and he wrote to people in different towns and cities.  Each of these places was 

different.  You must understand the situation in each place and understand the kind of people 

Paul was writing to in each letter in order to understand the message you are translating. 

 

 For example, you need to remember that when Paul uses the word ‘law’, he was not 

thinking of our law today, but he was referring to the law that God gave Moses.  You must make 

this clear when you translate.  Even though your culture has ceremonies and customs, the Bible 

probably does not speak directly about them.  The Bible talks about ceremonies and customs of 

Bible times, and you need to understand them before you can translate. 

EXERCISE 5 

 Choose one of the places Paul wrote to and read about it.   

- Was he writing to Jewish people or people who were not Jews (called ‘Gentiles’)?   

- What was the place like?   

- What were the customs and religion of the people?   

- What were some of the problems in the city or area?   

- Is the place anything like the place where you live?   

- Write down how the place is different from your community.   

- How could you misunderstand the message if you did not know about the place?   

- Can you understand Paul's letter better because you understand about the place he is writing to? 

 

Think:  When you are translating a whole book of the Bible, what kind of information might you 

need to include at the beginning of the book to help people understand the correct message?  

What pictures or footnotes will help people read and understand the right message?   

REMEMBER 

          The Bible is God’s story, written over many years.  To do good Bible translation, you 

must look up the necessary information to help you understand about the people, places and 

times in the Bible. 
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UNIT 1 

DIFFERENT LANGUAGES ARRANGE WORDS DIFFERENTLY 
 

 Sentences or stories in different languages can have the same meaning, but people put 

the words together differently.  The challenge for the translator is to communicate the 

meaning of the original language while, at the same time, making the meaning sound like his 

own language. 

Exercise 1 

 Look at the following sentences.  The English word is written under each word in the 

other language.  This shows how other languages put their words together.  All of the 

sentences below mean “What’s your name?” 

 

Solomon Pidgin: Hu   nao  nem   blong   yu? 

                            who how name belong you 

 

 

Burmese:  Kimya namme be lu le 

      you      name    how  (question) 

 

 

French: Comment vous appelez vous? 

             how          you   call        you 

 

 

Wik-Mungkan: Namp nungk wee’a? 

                         name   yours  who 

 

 

Your language _______________________________ 

 

 

 a) notice how the word order is different in each language 

 b) notice how the number of words in each language differ 

 c) notice how different words are used in each language, for example, “how”, “who”, 

     and “what” are all used. 

 d) write the words in your language under the French and Solomon Pidgin examples.  

     Would your people understand the sentence you wrote?  Would the sentence sound 

     correct in your language? 

YOU CAN EXPRESS THE SAME MEANING IN ANY LANGUAGE 

 You can compare the meaning of a message to water.  I can pour water into a glass, 

into a bottle, or into a bucket, but the water would not change.  The same water is in every 

container.  The only thing that would change is the shape of the water.  Different languages 

are like the different containers.  Meaning is like the water.  The containers are all different, 

but they can still hold the same water.  In the same way, each language can express the same 

message with the same meaning, but the sounds, words, and word order are different. 

 



 

 

72 

 

Exercise 2 

Read the following sentences and answer the questions below: 

 

English: The dog saw the pig. 

 

Burmese: khwe ga      we   ko    myin khe    de 

                dog    (sub)  pig (obj) see    (past) 

 

Niuean: Ne kitia he  kuli  e    puaka 

    saw        the dog  the pig 

 

Fijian: e   araica na  vuaka na   koli 

           he saw     the pig     the dog 

 

Your language: ____________________________________________ 

 

 a) how do the sentences differ?  ________________________________________ 

 __________________________________________________________________ 

 b) in English, how do you know who sees who?  ___________________________ 

 __________________________________________________________________ 

 c) in the national language, how do you know who sees who?  ________________ 

 __________________________________________________________________ 

 d) in your language, how do you know who sees who?  ______________________ 

 __________________________________________________________________ 

REMEMBER 

 When you translate, you must put the original meaning into your language.  The 

meaning must be clear, and accurate and it should not sound strange.  You cannot simply 

translate one word at a time.  You must first understand the meaning of all the words together 

in the source language, and then put the same meaning into your own language in a way that 

sounds natural. 

Exercise 3 

 The following is a word by word translation of a Gurronga story: 

1. His wife her husband they went they hunted they went walk around. 

2. They went back that they saw it table/bed it burnt it went. 

3. His wife she talked to him, Hey! So and so, that one table, it’s burning for us: it’s going  

everytime we sleep always. 

4. Then he talked to her, “Put it down! Run!  Leaves break it, so we put it out we sit. 

5. They put it out they went he talked her husband, ‘I’m burning, I’m standing but that way 

we move in the shade, we breathe, we sit.’ 

6. Then finish story. 
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 a) try to tell someone else what this story means. 

 b) the story below is the same story with the meaning translated into natural English.  

Can you understand it better? 

 

1. A husband and wife went out hunting. 

2. When they returned home, they saw that their bed was burning. 

3. The wife said to her husband, ‘Hey, our bed where we always sleep is burning!’ 

4. So the man said, ‘Put everything down! Run and break off some leafy branches so we can 

put out the fire. 

5. They put out the fire, then the husband said to his wife, ‘I’m hot.  Lets move over into the 

shade and rest there.’ 

6. And that is the end of the story. 

Exercise 4 

 Below is Jonah 1:1-3 translated from Hebrew in a literal English translation. 

 
1
Now he came word of Yahweh to Jonah son of Amittai say to 

2
 Get up!  Go!  

to Nineveh the city the great and preach against her because she came up 

wickedness of them before me 
3
 but he got up Jonah to run away to Tarshish 

from before Yahweh and he went down Joppa and he found ship being bound 

Tarshish and he paid fare of her and he went aboard her to sail with them for 

Tarshish from before Yahweh. 

 

 Now read the same verses in a good English translation.  You can see that the 

translator did not follow the Hebrew word order.  The translator expressed the same meaning 

as the Hebrew in good English: 

 
1
One day the Lord spoke to Jonah, son of Amittai. 

2
 He said, ‘Go to Ninevah, 

that great city, and speak out against it; I am aware of how wicked its people 

are.’ 
3
 Jonah, however, set out in the opposite direction in order to get away 

from the Lord.  He went to Joppa, where he found a ship about to go to Spain.  

He paid his fare and went aboard with the crew to sail to Spain, where he 

would be away from the Lord. 

 

 1) Which version do you understand better? ___________________________ 

 

 2) Name three things that are easier to understand in the second version. 

 ______________________________________________________________ 

 ______________________________________________________________ 

 ______________________________________________________________ 

 

 3) What happens if we translate by following another language word by word? 

 _______________________________________________________________ 

     (Most likely we get a strange sounding translation with some wrong meaning.) 
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 We want to translate well so that people do not say things like: 

  “What strange language!” 

  “That doesn’t sound like our language.  I’ve never heard anyone talk like  

  that!” 

 

 We want people to say, “This translation is clear and easy to understand.  It sounds 

like the same way we talk.” 

TO SUMMARIZE: 

1. We must find out the true meaning of the message we are translating before we begin.  We 

must read the whole story, think about what it means, and study the parts we do not 

understand. 

2. Then we must write the same meaning in our own language, in clear, natural language, like 

people speak. 

REMEMBER: 

1. The Bible is the Word of God, inspired by the Holy Spirit.  The translator has a very 

serious responsibility not to change the meaning in any way.  He must be careful not to add 

anything to the meaning, or to leave out any part of the meaning. 

 

2. The Bible is a meaningful book.  It is a book with a message that people should understand.  

The people who wrote the books of the Bible first, wrote them in the language that the people 

understood well. 

 

3. All languages are different.  Each language has its own word order, its own words and 

expressions.  In order to express the meaning of the message, the translator often has to use 

different word order, a different number of words, and different kinds of words than the 

source language.  That is fine.  The important thing is that the meaning of the message does 

not change. 

 

4. The job of the translator is to translate the meaning of the message, rather than each word. 
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UNIT 2 

DIFFERENT LANGUAGES USE A DIFFERENT NUMBER OF 

WORDS TO EXPRESS THE SAME MEANING 
 

 Often, you will need to use many words in your language to translate one word in the 

source language.  One reason why word by word translation doesn’t work is that each 

language has many words that you must translate with more than one word in another 

language in order to express the correct meaning. 

THERE ARE TWO KINDS OF TRANSLATION: 

 

1. Word by word translation (literal translation) - in word by word translation, the translator 

translates the source language message one word at a time.  The translator tends to follow the 

source language order of words, the source language number of words, and try's to use the 

same kinds of words (nouns, verbs, adjectives, etc.).  This kind of translation does not 

communicate the meaning clearly. 

 

2. Meaning based translation - in meaning based translation, the meaning of the message is 

the most important thing.  The translator wants to make sure to translate the accurate meaning 

of the source language message in a clear and natural way in his own language.  Before he 

translates, he must ask, “what does this really mean?”  After he understands the meaning of 

the whole message, then he can translate the same meaning into his own language.  He can 

use more words, less words, and a different order of words and sentences.  

 

 A meaning based translation may translate one word as many words, or many words 

as one word in order to give the clear meaning.  A meaning based translation may change the 

order of words in a sentence.  It will use the order of words that is most clear and natural for 

the target language.  A meaning based translation may change the order of sentences to make 

the translation sound like the target language. 

 

 Now, we will discuss the meaning based translation of words. 

WORDS THAT CANNOT BE TRANSLATED BY ONE WORD 

 Here are some examples of Burmese words that cannot be translated by just one word 

in English: 

 

jan  ‘sugar cane’ 

chain  ‘cut off a branch’ 

khot  ‘cut down a tree’ 

nyaq  ‘to be squeezed tightly together’ 

 

 Can you think of words in your language that must be translated with more than one 

word in the National language or English? 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 
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 Here are some examples of English words that cannot be translated by just one word 

in Burmese: 

 

candy  ‘daja long’  (sugar ball) 

map  ‘mje bo’   (picture of earth) 

ice  ‘ye ge’ (solid water) 

agreement ‘the bo du’  (good heart the same) 

conciliate ‘bye le thein myat aung lot thi’ (make peace between two people) 

 

 Can you think of examples of words in the National language or English that must be 

translated with more than one word in your language? 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 Another example is the word 'thumb' in Thai.  In English it is one word but in Thai it 

is 4 words ‘hua niw mae mue’ or ‘head-finger-mother of hand’. 

SUMMARY 

 Often, when you translate, there is not just one word in your language with the same 

meaning as an English or National language word.  You must understand the meaning of the 

word in the source language, and translate the meaning into your own language using as many 

words as necessary to give the correct meaning. 

Exercise 1: 

 Translate these words into your language: 

 

glasses __________________________________________ 

 

airplane _________________________________________ 

 

clock ___________________________________________ 

YOUR LANGUAGE SHOWS WHAT IS IMPORTANT IN YOUR CULTURE 

 All languages have words for things that are important to their culture and daily life.  

Some people think that one language is better because it has more words for some things than 

other languages.  But no language is better than another language.  Languages are just 

different. 
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An example from Fiji: 

 Look at these war clubs from the island of Fiji.  They used to be very important to the 

Fiji culture. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

In Fiji, the people name each war club something different, but English speakers do 

not have one word for each kind of club, and your language probably does not either.  We 

need to know more about each club before we can translate well. 

An example from Vaitupu: 

 Canoes are very important to the Vaitupu people.  The Vaitupu have many different 

kinds of canoes and a name for each part of the canoe.  English does not have a name for each 

part.  Try to translate a few of the parts into your language. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Examples from English: 

 Cars and tools are very important in Western culture.  English has one word for most 

of the things shown in the pictures below. 

Exercise 2: 

 What would you call the tools listed below in your language? 

screwdriver _____________________________ 

ax ____________________________________ 

pliers __________________________________ 

paintbrush ______________________________ 
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 What would you call the parts of the car listed below? 

headlight ______________________________ 

bonnet or hood __________________________ 

windscreen _____________________________ 

roof __________________________________ 

 You might not have words in your language for things or ideas which are new to your 

culture, but you can find ways to translate them.  We will learn ways to translate new ideas 

and words in this course.  Bible translation into any language is difficult work.  You need to 

ask God to help you understand and give you good ideas and He will help you. 

REMEMBER 

 Follow the steps below when you translate anything including one word, a sentence, 

or a whole story. 

Step 1: You must find the true meaning of the message before we translate. 

Step 2: Then you must write the same meaning clearly and naturally in your own language.  

It should sound like your language when you say it. 
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UNIT 3 

A TRANSLATION MUST BE ACCURATE, CLEAR AND 

NATURAL 
 

 You must translate so that the translation follows the meaning of the source message 

(accurate), and is easy to understand (clear), and sounds good in the target language (natural). 

IMPORTANT POINT: 

 To do a good translation, the translator must: 

1. Translate accurately so that he communicates the true meaning. 

2. Translate clearly so that people understand the message well. 

3. Translate naturally so that the translation sounds good. 

 

 To say it another way, a good translation should be: 

ACCURATE - The translator must retell the meaning of the original message, as exactly  

   as possible, in his language. 

CLEAR - The translator must communicate the message in a way that people understand  

     easily. 

NATURAL - A translation should not sound foreign.  It should not sound different from  

           normal language.  A translation should sound like someone who is speaking 

           in a natural way. 

IS THE TRANSLATION ACCURATE? 

 Ask yourself the questions, “Does the translation communicate the same exact 

meaning as the original message?”  “Have I changed the meaning in any way?”  An accurate 

translation does not have to follow the form (exact words and word order) of the source 

language.  An accurate translation expresses the whole meaning of the source language in the 

form (words and word order) of your own language. 

 

 A translation is not accurate if the meaning is different in any way from the source 

language meaning.  Problems may include the following: 

 

 Missing meaning - The translation is not accurate if part of the original meaning  

          is missing. 

 Added meaning - The translation is not accurate if you add anything to the  

        original meaning. 

 Changed meaning - The translation is not accurate if you change the original  

           meaning. 

Example 1 

 In the example below, the first sentence in each pair is the original English sentence.  

The second sentence in each pair shows how the sentence was translated into another 

language inaccurately. 
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A. When you translate, it is easy to make a mistake and leave out meaning.  Compare the 

sentences below and decide what meaning was left out. 

 

Original Version: When I get home I will have a cup of tea and a bath. 

Translated Version: When I get home I will have a bath. 

 

Original Version: Before halftime, four men were hurt on the football team. 

Translated Version: Four men were hurt on the football team. 

 

Original Version: They asked us to go to the meeting house and vote for a leader. 

Translated Version: They asked us to go and vote for a leader. 

 

B. When you translate, it is easy to make a mistake and add meaning that was not part of the 

original meaning.  In the pairs of sentences below, underline the added information. 

 

Original Version: There were four rooms in the house. 

Translated Version: There were four rooms in the house and a kitchen outside. 

 

Original Version: The old lady was tired and sat down. 

Translated Version: The old lady was tired and sat down under a tree. 

 

Original Version: When the store owner caught the boy stealing, he punished him. 

Translated Version: When the store owner caught the boy stealing, he punished him with a 

stick. 

 

C. When you translate, it is easy to make a mistake and change the meaning of the original 

story.  This usually happens when the translator does not know the source language very well.  

In the sentences below, circle the place where the translator changed the meaning from the 

original language. 

 

Original Version: My grandfather took all his grandsons back to the village. 

Translated Version: My grandfather took all his grandchildren back to the village. 

 

Original Version: All I wanted was to find some food to eat. 

Translated Version: All I wanted was to find some meat to eat. 

 

Original Version: The child was crying for his aunty to carry him. 

Translated Version: The child wanted his aunty to carry him. 

 

Original Version: Before the child's fever got high, her father carried her to the clinic. 

Translated Version: When the child's fever got high, her father carried her to the clinic. 

 

Original Version: While the car was stopping, the little boy fell out. 

Translated Version: When the car stopped, the little boy fell out. 

 

Original Version: While my husband waited, I did my shopping. 

Translated Version: My husband was waiting, so I did my shopping. 
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Exercise 1 

 For each pair of sentences, tell whether the sentences have the same meaning or 

different meaning. 

 

1. a) It rained all night. 

    b) Rain fell all night. 

2. a) There is a book on the table. 

    b) There is a book on the desk. 

 

3. a) John was very surprised when he heard the news. 

    b) The news amazed John when he heard it. 

 

4. a) Mary’s dress is too big for her. 

    b) Mary’s dress does not fit her. 

 

5. a) I bought cloth to make a new dress for Mary. 

    b) I bought a new dress for Mary. 

 

6. a) I bought vegetables in the market. 

    b) I bought tomatoes and onions in the market. 

 

7. a) My parents are well. 

    b) My mother and father are well. 

Exercise 2 

 Compare the English version of each verse with the new version.  Is the meaning of 

the new version accurate?  If not, how does the meaning of the new version differ from the 

English version?  Is meaning added?  Changed?  Left out? 

 

1. Acts 5:1 - But a man named Ananias with his wife Sapphira sold a piece of property, 

    New version - But a man named Ananias and a woman called Sapphira sold a piece of 

 property, 

 

2. Acts 5:2 - and with his wife's knowledge he kept back some of the proceeds, 

    New version - he kept some of the money which he had got from the sale of the   

    property, and his wife knew about this. 

 

3. Acts 5:3 - But Peter said, "Ananias, why has Satan filled your heart to lie to the Holy    

         Spirit...? 

    New version - But Peter said, "Ananias, why has Satan made you tell this lie?" 

 

4. Acts 5:5 - And great fear came upon all who heard of it. 

    New version - Everyone who heard what had happened was very afraid. 

 

5. Acts 5:6 - The young men rose and wrapped him up and carried him out and buried    

          him. 

    New version - Some people wrapped his body in a blanket and carried it out and buried 

     it in a graveyard. 
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IS THE TRANSLATION CLEAR? 

 Do people understand what the translation means?  The people who read your 

translation should understand the same meaning that the people understood 2000 years ago.  

However, some parts of the Bible are difficult to understand because the message is very 

complex.  You can learn about the Bible culture to help understand some of the meaning.  

You also need to pray and ask God to help you understand the Bible so you can translate 

clearly.  If you do not understand the message, you cannot translate the message for other 

people to understand. You need to listen to people's comments about your translation and edit 

the translation to make it easier to understand. 

Exercise 3 

 In any language, there is more than one way to express the same idea.  One way might 

be easier to understand than another way.  Your goal is to translate the meaning in the clearest 

way possible. 

 

 Below are verses from different versions on the Bible.  For each verse, compare the 

versions and put a check by the one that is the easiest to understand.  If a version is difficult to 

understand, tell why. 

 

1. Matthew 1:1 

 a) The book of the genealogy of Jesus Christ, the son of David, the son of  Abraham. 

 b) These are the ancestors of Jesus Christ, a descendant of King David and of 

 Abraham. 

 c) This is the list of the ancestors of Jesus Christ, a descendant of David, who was 

 a descendant of Abraham. 

 d) Here are the ancestors of Jesus Christ, who was a descendant of David, who  

 was a descendant of Abraham. 

 

2. Matthew 6:7 

 a) And in praying do not heap up empty phrases as the Gentiles do; for they think  that 

 they will be heard for their many words. 

 b) Don't say the same prayer over and over as the heathen do, who think prayers are 

 answered only by repeating them again and again. 

 

3. I Samuel 2:18 

 a) Samuel was ministering before the Lord, a boy girded with a linen ephod. 

 b) In the meantime the boy Samuel continued to serve the Lord, wearing a sacred 

 linen apron. 

IS THE TRANSLATION NATURAL? 

 Does the translation use the type of language that people normally use?  Is the 

translation interesting and lively?  Is the figurative language changed so that the same 

meaning is expressed in the figurative language that your people understand? 
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Exercise 4 

 Underline the parts of the following story that sound strange in English.  Circle the 

parts of the story that you do not understand.  Work with a mother tongue speaker to change 

the story to natural English. 

 

 Poor man seeks employment.  I am very poor man.  I had the 

misfortune to be born an orphan, but now I am the father of a litter of nine.  

That is, I have nine empty stomachs hanging around my neck and I find it 

impossible to make both my ends meet. 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Here is one version of the story in natural English: 

 

I am a poor man who is looking for a job.  I am very poor indeed.  My parents 

died when I was very young and I became an orphan which made me very 

unhappy.  Now I am the father of nine children but they are often hungry 

because I do not have enough money to feed them all.  This big responsibility 

of looking after my children never leaves me, and I find it impossible to have 

enough money to care for them properly. 

Exercise 5 

 Read this short story: 

 

  The man woke up.  The man yawned.  The man stretched his arms.  

The man stood up.  The man looked around.  The man picked up some sticks.  

The man lit a small fire. 

 

 Write down answers to these questions: 

1. Is this story clear to you?  ___________________________________________ 

2. Does it sound natural in English?____________________________ 

3. If it does not sound natural, how could you change it to make it sound better? 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 
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Exercise 6 

 Discuss the real meaning of the following verses and translate them into your own 

language in a clear and natural way. 

 

1. 2 Corinthians 6:11 - Our mouth is open to you, Corinthians, our heart is wide. 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

2. Romans 15:12 - The root of Jesse shall come, he who rises to rule the Gentiles. 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

3. Luke 20:47 - They devour widows' houses. 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

REMEMBER 

 A good translation is: 

Accurate - the translation has the same meaning as the original message. 

Clear - people can understand the translation easily. 

Natural - the translation sounds like the language you normally speak. 

NOTE 

 Some translations that have already been done are not always accurate, clear, and 

natural.  If you use one of these translations as a source text, then you need to be very careful 

that you also use other source texts to check your work. 
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UNIT 4 

DIFFERENT KINDS OF STORIES 
 

 There are different kinds of stories and speeches.   When people sit together or meet 

together, they talk.  They talk for all kinds of different reasons: 

 

- They might tell funny stories to  

 have a good time, and ENTERTAIN. 

 

- They might tell old stories from the  

 beginning times, to EXPLAIN something  

 about the world or the country, or about  

 how something began. 

 

- They might tell about a hunting or fishing trip,  

 or an exciting adventure, to NARRATE  

 (tell the story) about what they did. 

 

 -  They might tell about a place they visited far away or the animals in the   

  Rangoon Zoo to DESCRIBE what that place or those animals are like. 

 

- They might tell a story with a special meaning or message, like a parable, to 

 TEACH something. 

 

- They might tell another person or a child how to do something, like how to prepare 

  herbal medicine, or how to make a spear, to INSTRUCT him. 

 

- They might tell another person how he should behave, to ENCOURAGE him. 

 

 - They might tell another person what he  

       has done wrong to COMPLAIN at him. 

 

 - They might SHARE how they feel, because 

  they are sad or upset. 

 

 - They might give REASONS for why 

  something happened, or for something we 

  should do. 

 

 - They might give a SERMON in church or at a camp meeting, or a SPEECH at a  

 community meeting to CHALLENGE people and make them THINK. 

 

- They might PRAY or say a POEM or sing a special SONG or HYMN. 

 

- They might talk to each other and have a CONVERSATION. 

 

 Can you think of other reasons why  people talk or tell things to each other? 
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EXERCISE 

 For all of the stories below, do your best to answer the 

questions: 

STORY 1 

 Once upon a time there was a rooster who crowed very 

well.  One day the fox saw the rooster going by.  He said to him, 

"My friend, is it really true that you crow very well?" The rooster 

replied.  "I can crow."  The fox said, "Good!  Crow right now so 

that I can hear you too."  So the rooster said.  "Alright". and crowed. 

 After the rooster crowed the fox said.  "You crow very well indeed! Because you crow 

so well all the birds are delighted.  But now shut your eyes and crow!" But the rooster 

refused.  So the fox said, "But if you crow with your eyes shut it will make all the birds very 

happy." And so the rooster agreed.  He shut his eyes and crowed.  And the fox ate him. 

 

Write down answers to these questions: 

(a)   What kind of story is this? 

______________________________________________________________________ 

(b) Why do you think the person told the story? 

______________________________________________________________________ 

(c) What kind of person do you think told this story? 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 (d) Who do you think the person might have told the story for? 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

  (e) Can you remember a time when someone told you a story in your own language that 

is the same kind of story as this one?  Write down who told you the story and what it 

was about. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

STORY 2 

 The woodpecker is a bird which works.  It lives in a tree in which it digs a hole.  It 

does not sit like other birds but instead it fastens itself against the side of the tree with its tail. 

 The woodpecker has a very small body, but nevertheless its body is very strong.  The 

woodpecker eats grubs, larvae, and insects.  It sleeps in a hole in a tree.  It flies long distances 

and very high. 

Write down answers to these questions: 

(a)   What kind of story is this? 

______________________________________________________________________ 
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(b) Why do you think the person told the story? 

______________________________________________________________________ 

(c) What kind of person do you think told this story? 

______________________________________________________________________ 

(d) For whom do you think the person might have told the story? 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

 (e) Can you remember a time when someone told you a story in your own language that 

is the same kind of story as this one?  Write down who told you the story and what it 

was about. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

STORY 3 

 The old year is finished, it is past.  Now we've entered the New Year.  Let's not think 

about the fights and grudges of before.  It's the New Year now, how about it?  I'm saying to 

you men and women, what do you think, shall we keep on fighting forever?  I say to you, 

you men, let's leave it behind!  It's the New Year now.  Let's leave our anger and not keep on 

fighting forever.  Tonight, let us consider who it is we love.  Is it Satan?  Or is it Father God 

you love?  There are two to decide between.  I'll say this to you.  The devil didn't die for us 

or come down to us as a baby.  It was Jesus who came down as a baby, not that Satan.  Who 

is it you love?  You choose! 

(a)   What kind of story is this? 

______________________________________________________________________ 

(b) Why do you think the person told the story? 

______________________________________________________________________ 

(c) What kind of person do you think told this story? 

______________________________________________________________________ 

(d) Who do you think the person might have told the story for? 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

 (e) How do you think he was feeling?   

 

 ______________________________________________________________________ 

 

 (f) Can you remember a time when someone told you a story in your own language that 

is the same kind of story as this one?  Write down who told you the story and what it 

was about. 

______________________________________________________________________ 
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STORY 4 

 If a scorpion bites someone, prepare a drink from the Chiyag tree.  First dig into the 

very middle of the trunk and scrape out the very smooth part of the core.  Then wrap the 

scrapings in cotton, tie the bundle up and squeeze it very hard in order to wring out the 

liquid.  Then the person who was bitten should drink this liquid. 

 

Write down answers to these questions: 

(a)   What kind of story is this? 

______________________________________________________________________ 

(b) Why do you think the person told the story? 

______________________________________________________________________ 

(c) What kind of person do you think told this story? 

______________________________________________________________________ 

(d) Who do you think the person might have told the story for? 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

 (e) Can you remember a time when someone told you a story in your own language that 

is the same kind of story as this one?  Write down who told you the story and what it 

was about. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

STORY 5 

 My heart is sick and sore.  I cannot stop weeping.  Day and night tears flow from my 

eyes.  For I have heard how my people have been crushed in war, how their bodies lie in the 

street.  I cannot sleep for thinking about them, my sorrow cannot be healed.  I walk around, 

not knowing what I am doing.  I stagger like one who is drunk. 

Write down answers to these questions: 

(a)   What kind of story is this? 

______________________________________________________________________ 

(b) Why do you think the person told the story? 

______________________________________________________________________ 

(c) What kind of person do you think told this story? 

______________________________________________________________________ 

(d) Who do you think the person might have told the story for? 

______________________________________________________________________ 
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 (e) How do you think he is feeling? 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

 

 (f) Can you remember a time when someone told you a story in your own language that 

is the same kind of story as this one?  Write down who told you the story and what it 

was about. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

STORY 6 

Let us look at the sky, o-oh 

The clouds are there in the distance 

To the north side and to the south side we see them o-oh 

They are coming closer and the wind is blowing 

They are coming slowly, ever so slowly 

Those misty clouds o-oh. 

Write down answers to these questions: 

(a)   What kind of story is this? 

______________________________________________________________________ 

(b) Why do you think the person told the story? 

______________________________________________________________________ 

(c) What kind of person do you think told this story? 

______________________________________________________________________ 

(d) Who do you think the person might have told the story for? 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

 (e) How do you think he is feeling? 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

 

 (f) Can you remember a time when someone told you a story in your own language that 

is the same kind of story as this one?  Write down who told you the story and what it 

was about. 

______________________________________________________________________ 
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STORY 7 

 Hey, you children, be quiet and listen.  A long time ago, a baby boy was born.  His 

name was Jesus, he is the one we call our elder brother.  He drank milk from his mother's 

breast, just like you did.  After he was weaned, he grew bigger, and just like you, he played 

with other children.  But he wasn't silly like you are often silly, he didn't hit other children, 

and he didn't say things against his parents and he didn't scratch other children with his 

fingernails.  He didn't say, "Come here, I want to fight you!"  No, he laughed and jumped, and 

spoke nicely to his mother and worked for her.  He swept the yard, and got water, and cut 

firewood.  He behaved well for his father too, and helped him too, and made little chairs and 

so on. 

 Now what about you?  How are you going to behave?  Come on, you tell me!  Will 

you grow up good?  Or will you fight, and scratch each other and tease each other and bite 

each other like dogs?  Are you listening to me?  Come on, you tell me!  Jesus was a boy like 

you, you should grow up like him. 

Write down answers to these questions: 

(a)   What kind of story is this? 

______________________________________________________________________ 

(b) Why do you think the person told the story? 

______________________________________________________________________ 

(c) What kind of person do you think told this story? 

______________________________________________________________________ 

(d) Who do you think the person might have told the story for? 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

 (e) How do you think he is feeling? 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

 

 (f) Can you remember a time when someone told you a story in your own language that 

is the same kind of story as this one?  Write down who told you the story and what it 

was about. 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

 

STORY 8 

 Father in heaven, you're watching us, and we come to you to say thank you to you.  

You give us food everyday, we haven't been hungry.  And you give us lots of other things.  

And the sun is shining brightly today, the breeze is blowing gently, you've made this world 

beautifully, the flowers and so on.  Your handiwork of long ago is great. 

 Watch over us, look after us, so that we can tell our relatives about you.  They don't 

think about you much, but you're really great and strong.  You're unique, you alone made us, 

noone else made us. 

 Father, this is all.  Amen. 
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Write down answers to these questions: 

(a)   What kind of story is this? 

______________________________________________________________________ 

(b) Why do you think the person told the story? 

______________________________________________________________________ 

(c) What kind of person do you think told this story? 

______________________________________________________________________ 

(d) Who do you think the person might have told the story for? 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

 (e) How do you think he is feeling? 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

 

 (f) Can you remember a time when someone told you a story in your own language that 

is the same kind of story as this one?  Write down who told you the story and what it 

was about. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

DIFFERENT KINDS OF STORIES IN THE BIBLE 

 You will find all different kinds of stories and messages in the Bible similar to the 

ones above.  There are true adventure stories in Acts.  There are stories and parables that 

Jesus told.  There are descriptions of the Holy City in Revelation.  There are instructions for 

building the temple.  There are prayers and there are songs.  There are times when Jesus 

criticised the Pharisees and their actions.  There are also letters - and other kinds of talk and 

stories. 

DIFFERENT KINDS OF STORIES IN YOUR LANGUAGE 

 When you translate a certain kind of story, it is good for it to sound like the way you 

tell that same kind of story in your language. 

 

 We have said before that it is good for translators to write a lot of stories and other 

messages in their own language and get lots of practice writing in a way that will be clear and 

interesting to others.  It is also good to collect stories from good storytellers in your 

community or area.  You can ask them to tell stories on tape for you, or if they can write well, 

ask them to write the stories.  Then you can compare the stories with with similar styles with 

your translation, and see if the translation is just as clear and interesting and natural. 

REMEMBER: 

 When you translate a story, you need to ask: What kind of story is this?  Then you can 

translate the story in the same style as your language uses for that type of story.
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UNIT 5 

KNOW THE WHOLE STORY 
 

 Be sure you understand and think about the meaning of the whole story at the same 

time that you work on the details. 

TRANSLATION IS LIKE DRIVING A CAR 

 In some ways translation is like driving a car.  When we drive a car we have to think 

about lots of little things to do.  We have to change the gears and we have to turn on our 

blinkers if we want to go left or right.  We have to remember to look through the rear view 

mirror when we want to change direction, we have to remember to put on the lights if it is 

night, and turn on the windshield wipers if it is raining.  We have to watch out for traffic 

lights, and for other cars and for people who might run across the road.  But at the same time, 

we have to remember to go straight along the road and to keep in mind where we are going so 

that we go in the right direction and get to the place we planned to go to. 

 

 When we are translating, we have to think about lots of little things too.  We need to 

know the meanings of all the words we are translating, but at the same time we need to think 

about the main idea or the main points of the story.  We need to understand why the person 

wrote the story.  When we are driving, if we put our heads down and look only at the gear that 

we are changing, we might go off the road or get lost.  In the same way, if we only think 

about all the little words in translation, and forget the main point of the story, we probably 

won't produce a very clear translation.  It takes a while to learn to do these two things at the 

same time, just as it takes time and practice to learn to drive a car well. 

TRANSLATION IS LIKE CARVING 

 Translating a story is like carving a good thing out of a piece of wood.  You must cut 

out the whole shape first and get that right, then afterwards you can improve the little parts.  

Suppose you are carving a crocodile.  First you must to cut the major parts out of the piece of 

wood, the right amount for the head, the body and the tail.  If this is wrong the crocodile will 

be no good.  Then when you get the whole shape right, you can work on the smaller parts, 

such as the mouth, the teeth, the eyes, the legs and the feet and the marks on the body and tail. 

 

 You can see that the crocodile in this picture is not finished.  The 

man carving it has just cut out the shape of the main parts.  Now that he 

has the shape right he can work on the details and make something 

beautiful.  This is what we should do when we translate.  We should get 

the shape of the whole story in our minds first. 

 

 In this training material we have been reading the story to be translated through 

several times.  Then we have discussed and written down: 

 (a) who are the main people in the story 

 (b) what are the main things 

 (c) what are the main happenings or events in the story in the right order - or what are 

       the main points or ideas. 
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WHAT MAKES A GOOD STORY? 

 Every language has its own proper ways of telling stories or messages.  It has its own 

proper way of: 

-  starting a story 

-  finishing a story 

-  telling what happened in the proper order for the language 

-  joining the parts of the story properly 

-  making it clear where and when the story happened 

-  making it clear who the characters are and what they do 

 

 In this Unit we will study how to start stories and how to finish stories.  In the next 

Unit we will study the other things listed above.  Here are two English stories that we will 

practice on: 

STORY 1:                          

The One And Only Alice 

 

 Once there was a very smart elephant named Alice, who had been brought from India 

to work in a circus in America.  She lived to be 110 years of age, and did all kinds of 

remarkable things. 

 One day the big parade at the 

circus was about to begin.  The band 

played some lively music.  Many different 

animals paraded into the ring. 

 First came the elephants, big and slow. Everyone 

laughed to see them keep time to the music. 

 Then all at once the people screamed.  A little girl had 

run out into the circus ring!  She had run right into the path of 

the elephants. 

 It looked as if nothing could save 

her.  But Alice did!  She lifted her trunk and picked up the little girl.  

Then she handed the girl to her mother. 

 No one will ever forget what happened that day. 

STORY 2:                                

The Rescue 

 

 In America there is a very, very steep mountain called Stone Mountain.  It looks easy 

to climb, but a lot of people have climbed to the top and then found they can't get down.  Tom 

Nelson is a store-owner who lives near the mountain, who has often helped to save people. 

 One day a woman ran into Tom's store.  "Quick, Tom", she said, "Someone's in 

danger on the mountain!"  The man had climbed up in the morning and now he was partway 

down and in real trouble. 

 Without waiting to answer, Tom pulled on his rubber-soled shoes, grabbed a strong 

rope, and rushed out the door, calling to a group of men across the road to come. 

 They went quickly to the top of the mountain.  Looking down, they could see a man 

hanging on with his fingers to a rock ledge.  Tom told the other men to stay at the top, and 

hold onto the end of the rope. 
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 Then Tom started down the mountain.  He let the rope slide through his hands.  When 

he reached the man, he tied the rope around him, and around himself as well.  "Now pull!" he 

shouted to the men at the top.  The men pulled with all their might and soon both men were 

safely on top of the mountain. 

 It turned out that the man Tom rescued was a journalist, and the following week there 

was a big story about Tom in the newspaper. 

THE RIGHT WAY TO START 

 Each language has different ways to start stories or messages.  These are like signals 

to the people reading or listening to the story so that they know the story is beginning.  In the 

two stories we have emphasized the ways the stories start in the sentences below. 

STORY I 

 Once there was a very smart elephant called Alice,  who had been brought from India 

to work in a circus in America. 

 One day the big parade at the circus was about to begin... 

STORY 2 

 In America there is a very, very steep mountain called Stone Mountain.  It looks easy 

to climb, but a lot of people have climbed to the top and then found they can't get down.  Tom 

Nelson is a store-owner who lives near the mountain, who has often helped to save people. 

 One day a woman ran into Tom's store ...  

 These are two ways we can start a story in English.  There are other ways too. 

EXAMPLES FROM ENGLISH 

"I'm here to tell you about cyclones." 

 

or we might tell about a certain time: 

 

"Last year when I went into Darwin..." 

 

or we might tell a story from long ago: 

 

"Once upon a time there was a beautiful young woman...." 

EXAMPLES FROM WIK-MUNGKAN 

 Here are some examples from an Aboriginal language, Wik-Mungkan: 

 

 'I'm going to tell you this story about a tall man.' 

 'Now I am going to tell you about this train.' 

 'There was a man, a porcupine, and lots came to him ...’ 

 'Here's a story about how my sister got lost, and about how we searched for her.' 

 'I'm saying this to you - as for us, we must look after our old men and women 

 very well.' 

 'I'm going to tell you a story about one woman from this country where there 

 are high mountains - she's a New Guinean woman.’ 
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THINK ABOUT YOUR OWN LANGUAGE 

 It is important to use one of the proper ways to start a story in your language.  People 

who hear or read the story need to know that it is the beginning of the story.  There will 

probably be different ways depending on the kind of story it is, whether it is: 

- a story about something that happened, like a hunting trip 

- a story about old times 

- a story to show people how things are done 

- a story that someone has made up (not a true event) 

- a message to tell someone to do something 

- a message that scolds someone for doing something wrong 

- a letter 

- another kind of story 

 

 People also need to find the information at the beginning of the story that they will 

need in order to understand the whole story.  For example, in some languages it is important 

to tell all the main information about the main character in the story first.  For example, in the 

story about Alice the elephant, the storyteller gives us quite a bit of information about her at 

the beginning of the story. 

 

 In some other languages it is also important to say at the beginning where the story 

happened.  This is what happens in the story of  'The Rescue.'  In this story the storyteller also 

gives information about the main person in the story, Tom Nelson, in the first paragraph. 

STARTING JONAH 

 Think about the story of Jonah.  For verse 1 most English translations just copy the 

way the story starts in Hebrew: 

 

'The word of the Lord came to Jonah son of Amittai ...’ 

 

but this is not the proper way to start a story in English.  This sentence might be all right in 

the middle of a story but not at the start. 

 

The Good News Bible makes a better start: 

 

'One day the Lord spoke to Jonah son of Amittai ...’ 

 

In some other languages the best way to start might be like this: 

 

'There was a man whose name was Jonah, he was the son of Amattai.  One day 

the Lord spoke to him.' 

 

or like this: 

 

'There was a man whose name was Jonah, who didn't listen to the Lord.  He was 

the son of Amittai.  One day the Lord spoke to him like this . 
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EXERCISE 1 

 Go through 5 of the stories that you or others have written in your language and write 

down the way the stories started. 

 

(a) _______________________________________________________________________ 

(b) _______________________________________________________________________ 

(c) _______________________________________________________________________ 

(d) _______________________________________________________________________ 

(e) _______________________________________________________________________ 

THE RIGHT WAY TO FINISH 

 There are also right ways to end or finish a story in each language.  A good ending 

tells people that the story is finished, and it may also help them to get the proper message 

from the story. 

 

 Some languages must have words like 'that's all' or 'it's finished' at the end of the story.  

English stories don't always use 'the end', but there are other ways that show us the story has 

come to an end.  For example: 

 

'And so Johnny was never sarcastic again.' 

'And that was the last we heard of the cranky old rooster.' 

'And so everybody was happy forever afterwards.' 

 

 In Stories 1 and 2 there are some words that give us the signal that the stories have 

come to an end.  These are underlined in the sentences below: 

STORY 1 

. . . It looked as if nothing could save her.  But Alice did!  She lifted her trunk and picked up 

the little girl.  Then she handed the girl to her mother. 

 No one will ever forget what happened that day. 

STORY 2 

 It turned out that the man Tom rescued was a journalist, and the following week there 

was big story about Tom in the newspaper! 

FINISHING JONAH 

 If you look at the end of the story of Jonah. you will see that it ends with a lesson 

about the love of God, but there are no words that say 'finished'.  It just ends with what God 

said to Jonah.  In many languages we might have to make this story finish like stories usually 

finish in the language.  We can perhaps just say.  'That's all now, finished.'  But in some other 

languages we might need to say more, for example: 

 

'That's how the Lord taught Jonah about His love for all people.' 

or 

'That's how the Lord taught Jonah about His love for all people.  That's all.' 
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EXERCISE 2 

 Go through five of the stories that you or others have written in your language and 

write down the words that tell us that it is the end of the story. 

 

(a) ________________________________________________________________________ 

 

(b) ________________________________________________________________________ 

 

(c) ________________________________________________________________________ 

 

(d) ________________________________________________________________________ 

 

(e) ________________________________________________________________________ 

 

REMEMBER: 

 Be sure you understand and think about the meaning of the whole story at the same 

time that you work on the details. 
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UNIT 6 

MORE TO KNOW ABOUT THE WHOLE STORY 
 

 Be sure you understand and think about the meaning of the whole story at the same 

time that you work on the details. 

 

 Now we will look at the other parts of a story that we mentioned in Unit 5.  We will 

be looking more at the two stories in Unit 5, 'The Rescue' and 'The One and Only Alice' to 

help us understand these points. 

1. TELL EVERYTHING THAT HAPPENED IN THE PROPER ORDER FOR THE 

LANGUAGE 

 You must write a story clearly so that the person who reads it does not get confused, 

and doesn't get mixed up about the order of events.  In English we can turn a story around and 

tell it in different orders.  Can you do this in your language? 

(A) TELLING THINGS THAT HAPPEN ONE AFTER THE OTHER 

Example 1: 

 In the story 'The Rescue' there is one section that says: 

 One day a woman ran into Tom's store.  "Quick, Tom!", she said, 

"Someone's in danger on the mountain!"  The man had climbed up in the 

morning and now he was partway down and in real trouble. 

 

 What happened first?  Did the woman run into Tom's store, and after that the man 

climbed up the mountain and got into trouble?  Or did he climb up first and then get into 

trouble and after that the woman ran into the store?  The little word 'had' is a signal for us in 

English to know that the FIRST thing that happened was that the man had climbed up and got 

into danger, and AFTER THAT the woman ran into Tom's store. 

Example 2 

 In Jonah 1:4 we read about the storm.  Then in the last sentence of verse 5 we read: 

 'Meanwhile,  Jonah had gone below and was lying in the ship's hold, sound asleep.' 

 

 Jonah had already gone down below in the ship and fallen asleep before the storm 

started, but in the English story the storm is mentioned first, even though it happened second.  

We can tell that Jonah had gone below first because of words like 'meanwhile' and 'had gone'.  

Do you have ways in your language to show that something happened earlier, or do you have 

to tell things in the order they happened? 

Exercise 1 

 Read your translation of Jonah chapter 1, verses 1-6 to a friend.  Then read verses 4-6 

again and ask them to tell you the things that happened - what happened first, and what 

happened next after that, and next after that.  If it is not clear that Jonah went below deck 

before the storm started, then you will need to work on this passage so that people can 

understand the proper order. 
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(B) TELLING ABOUT THINGS THAT HAPPEN AT THE SAME TIME 

 You also need to think about how your language tells about things that happen at the 

same time. 

 

Here is a little part of  'The Rescue': 

 

 Without waiting to answer, Tom pulled on his rubber-soled shoes, 

grabbed a strong rope, and rushed out the door, calling to a group of men 

across the road to come. 

 

In this story Tom did two things at once: 

he rushed out the door 

he called to a group of men 

 

In English we know this because instead of saying: 

"He rushed out the door and called to a group of men...",  

the story says: 

"[He] rushed out the door, calling to a group of men..." 

 

 There are also other words in English which help us know that two things have 

happened at the same time. 

Exercise 2 

 Here is a small part of another story. 

 

"Then they walked to the river and jumped into the water.  Suddenly while they 

were swimming, they heard the noise of a car coming." 

(a)  Write down which two things happened at the same time. 

_________________________________________________________________________      

_________________________________________________________________________ 

(b)  Underline the words in English that show us that these two things happened at the same 

time. 

 

(c) Translate these two sentences into your language so that people are clear what two things 

happened at the same time. 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 (d)  Underline the parts of your language that show this. 
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2. JOIN THE PARTS TOGETHER PROPERLY 

 A good story is made of parts.  Sometimes we call those parts paragraphs.  Sometimes 

the storyteller will use certain words at the beginning of paragraphs to show us he is moving 

from one part of the story to the next, for example: 

 

 'After that was finished'  

 'when they came to the next waterhole'  

 'The next day...' 

 

 Words like these help people to follow the story easily.  In each story below the words 

at the beginning of some paragraphs are underlined.  These are the words that join the parts of 

the story together. 

STORY 1:                        

The One And Only Alice 

 Once there was a very smart elephant named Alice, who had been brought from India 

to work in a circus in America.  She lived to be 110 years of age, and did all kinds of 

remarkable things. 

 One day the big parade at the circus was about to begin.  The band played some lively 

music.  Many different animals paraded into the ring. 

 First came the elephants, big and slow.   Everyone laughed to see them keep time to 

the music. 

 Then all at once people screamed.  A little girl had run out into the circus ring!  She 

had run right into the path of the elephants. 

 It looked as if nothing could save her.  But Alice did!  She lifted her trunk and picked 

up the little girl.  Then she handed the girl to her mother. 

 No one will ever forget what happened that day. 

STORY 2:    

'The Rescue' 

 In America there is a very, very steep mountain called Stone Mountain.  It looks easy 

to climb, but a lot of people have climbed to the top and then found they can't get down.  Tom 

Nelson is a store-owner who lives near the mountain, who has often helped to save people. 

 One day a woman ran into Tom's store.  "Quick, Tom!", she said, "Someone's in 

danger on the mountain!"  The man had climbed up in the morning and now he was partway 

down and in real trouble. 

 Without waiting to answer, Tom pulled on his rubber-soled shoes, grabbed a strong 

rope, and rushed out the door, calling to a group of men across the road to come. 

 They went quickly to the top of the mountain.  Looking down, they could see a man 

hanging on with his fingers to a rock ledge.  Tom told the other men to stay at the top, and 

hold onto the end of the rope. 

 Then Tom started down the mountain.  He let the rope slide through his hands.  When 

he reached the man, he tied the rope around him, and around himself as well.  "Now pull!" he 

shouted to the men at the top.  The men pulled with all their might and soon both men were 

safely on top of the mountain. 

 It turned out that the man Tom rescued was a journalist, and the following week there 

was a big story about Tom in the newspaper! 
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Exercise 3 

 Read three of the stories that you or others have written and underline the places 

where you have used joining words or sentences at the beginning of paragraphs or new ideas.  

Write these down: 

STORY 1 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

STORY 2 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

STORY 3 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

3. TELL ABOUT WHERE AND WHEN THE STORY HAPPENED 

 In some stories it must be clear where the story happens, and when the people in the 

story move from place to place.  You must give this information at the proper place in the 

story for your language.  This is not always the same for different languages.  We need to do 

this in the way that is right for our language so that the people who hear it or read it do not get 

confused. 

 

 In the story "The Rescue" there are a lot of words or phrases that tell where and when 

things happen. The parts of the sentences that tell about places and time are underlined below: 

 

 

 

 

 

 



                                                           Unit 6: More to Know About the Whole Story 

  

103 

The Rescue 

 In America there is a very, very steep mountain called Stone Mountain.  It looks easy 

to climb, but a lot of people have climbed to the top and then found they can't get down.  Tom 

Nelson is a store-owner who lives near the mountain, who has often helped to save people. 

 One day a woman ran into Tom's store.  "Quick, Tom!", she said, "Someone's in 

danger on the mountain!"  The man had climbed up in the morning and now he was partway 

down and in real trouble. 

 Without waiting to answer, Tom pulled on his rubber-soled shoes, grabbed a strong 

rope, and rushed out the door, calling to a group of men across the road to come. 

 They went quickly to the top of the mountain.  Looking down, they could see a man 

hanging on with his fingers to a rock ledge.  Tom told the other men to stay at the top, and 

hold onto the end of the rope. 

 Then Tom started down the mountain.  He let the rope slide through his hands.  When 

he reached the man, he tied the rope around him, and around himself as well.  "Now pull!" he 

shouted to the men at the top.  The men pulled with all their might and soon both men were 

safely on top of the mountain. 

 It turned out that the man Tom rescued was a journalist, and the following week there 

was a big story about Tom in the newspaper! 

Exercise 4 

 Choose two stories in your language and underline the parts that tell us when and 

where things happened.  Hunting stories or adventure stories should be good for this exercise. 

4.  MAKE IT CLEAR WHO THE CHARACTERS ARE AND WHAT THEY DO 

 You must introduce every character (person or animal) in the story with the right 

names or pronouns.  As the story goes on you have to make sure it is clear who is who, so that 

the readers and hearers don't get confused. 

 

 Languages are different in the way they use nouns and pronouns so you can't just copy 

the nouns or pronouns from the source text when you translate.  You want to translate clearly, 

and you also want the translation to sound like the way people talk your language. 

 

 Look at 'The One and Only Alice'.  All the things that Alice did are underlined. 

Everytime Alice is mentioned by name or a pronoun, there are square brackets.[ ]. 

 

The One And Only Alice 

 Once there was [a very smart elephant called Alice], [who] had been brought from 

India to work in a circus in America. [She] lived to be 110 years of age, and did all kinds of 

remarkable things. 

 One day the big parade at the circus was about to begin.  The band played some lively 

music.  Many different animals paraded into the ring. 

 First came the elephants, big and slow.  Everyone laughed to see them keep time to 

the music. 

 Then all at once the people screamed.  A little girl had run out into the circus ring!  

She had run right into the path of the elephants. 

 It looked as if nothing could save her.  But [Alice] did!  [She] lifted her trunk and 

picked up the little girl.  Then [she] handed the girl to her mother. 

 No one will ever forget what happened that day. 
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TO THINK ABOUT 

 This way of talking about Alice is right for English.  But what if we told the story like 

this?: 

 Once there was a very smart elephant called Alice.  Alice had been 

brought from India.  Alice worked in a circus in America.  Alice lived to be 

110 years of age.  Alice did all kinds of remarkable things. 

 

or like this: 

 

 Once there was a very smart elephant called Alice.  Had been 

brought from India.  Worked in a circus in America.  Lived to be 110 years 

of age.  Did all kinds of remarkable things. 

 

BOTH THESE WAYS SOUND WRONG in English! 

Exercise 5 

 Do the following things to one of the stories you have written: 

(a)  Decide who is the main character (person or animal) in the story. 

(b) Underline all the things they did. 

(c)  Put a circle around all the places where the character is mentioned. 

TO SUMMARIZE: 

 Being good at translating stories is like being good at carving wood.  It takes a lot of 

work and skill and experience to translate accurately, clearly, and naturally all at once. 

REMEMBER 

 Be sure you understand and think about the meaning of the whole story at the same 

time that you work on the details. 
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UNIT 7 

HOW TO TRANSLATE NEW OR DIFFICULT WORDS 
 

 Many words that we want to translate are new to our culture or are difficult for us to 

understand the meaning.  This is especially true when we translate the Bible.  The Bible was 

written long ago, and the culture of the people in the Bible was different from our cultures.  

The land was different and the types of animals and plants were sometimes different.  The 

weather was different.  The clothes people wore were different.  The shape of the houses and 

some of the things in the houses were different.  Some of the ideas people had were also 

different from our ideas.  Their thoughts are sometimes hard to understand.  So we should not 

be suprised when we cannot understand some of the words easily.  But the good news is that 

you can find ways to translate these new or difficult words. 

STEP 1: STUDY THE MEANING 

 You must know the meaning of a word or phrase before you translate it.  You can 

learn about the meaning in many ways.   

 a) You can ask someone who knows the source language well to explain the 

 meaning. 

 b) You can look up the meaning in a dictionary or Bible dictionary. 

 c) You can look at different versions of the Bible to help you understand the meaning. 

 d) You can look at a picture of the word. 

 e) You can ask questions about the word to be sure you have the correct meaning. 

 

 If the word is a thing, you can ask the following questions: 

 a) What kind of thing is it? 

 b) What is it used for? 

 c) What does it look like? 

 d) What is it made of? 

 e) Who uses it? 

 Not all of the questions will be useful for all words, but they should help you 

understand most words.  Ask the questions above for the words "ship", "cargo", and "ticket" 

from Jonah 1. 

 

 If the word is an action, you can ask the following questions: 

 a) What is the character doing? 

 b) What kind of character does the action? 

 c) Why does the character do the action? 

 d) Do people in my language group do an action that is similar? 

 e) Who or what receives the action? 

 Ask the questions above for the words "sailing", "command", and "cast lots" from 

Jonah 1. 

 

 If the word is a feeling word, you can ask questions like the following: 

 a) When does a person feel like that? 

 b) What makes the feeling start? 

 c) How does the person look or act when he is feeling like that? 

 d) Do I feel like that sometimes? 
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 Ask these questions for the words "fearing for their lives", "terrified", and "awestruck" 

from Jonah 1. 

STEP 2: TRANSLATE THE NEW OR DIFFICULT WORD IN ONE OF THE 

FOLLOWING WAYS. 

1. Use two or more words to describe the difficult or new word. 

 For example, how do you translate a difficult word such as 'disproportionate'?  When 

you first look at the word you might think that you do not have a word with the same 

meaning.  But, you can translate the word 'disproportionate' by using several words such as 

'not an appropriate size'.   

 

 Here are some other examples of a difficult word translated as several words: 

 glasses - things to help you see better 

 yeast - something that makes bread rise 

 centurion - a man who is the leader of 100 soldiers 

 wolf - an animal like a fierce dog 

 covenant - God's promises to his people 

Exercise 1 

 In these sentences the word underlined is difficult to translate or new to most cultures.  

Underneath each sentence is an idea for how to translate the new or difficult word.  Underline 

the words that are used to translate the new or difficult word. 

 

 a) He was seated in the chariot. 

     He was seated in the cart pulled by horses. 

 

 b) They planted radishes. 

     They planted vegetables like bitter carrots. 

 

 c) They put a bit in the horse's mouth. 

     They put an iron bar in the horse's mouth in order to control it. 

 

 d) They fastened him with chains. 

     They fastened him with ropes made of metal. 

 

 e) They hung a tarpaulin over the picnic table. 

     They hung a cloth over the picnic table to keep off the rain. 

 

 f) He was lost in the wilderness. 

     He was lost in a place where no people live. 

 

 g) They were attacked by a cougar. 

     They were attacked by a wild animal similar to a big cat. 

 

 h) The king lived in a castle. 

     The king lived in a huge house built to resist attack in time of war. 
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BE CAREFUL 

 You must be careful when you use several words to describe something.  If you 

describe something in a long and complicated way, people might forget the main point of the 

story or the story might sound strange.  You need to learn how much to say.  You learn this by 

practicing translation and by asking other people to listen to or read your work and make 

comments.  Then you can ask them if the main point is clear and if the smaller points are 

clear as well. 

COMPOUND WORDS 

 One special way of using two or more words together is called making a compound 

word.  Many new things have come into the world in the last fifty or sixty years.  Sometimes 

the way people have described them in English is to take two words and join them together to 

make a new word.  This new word has a special meaning.  One example in English is 

'television' which comes from: 

tele - meaning 'distant' and vision - meaning 'to see' 

Another compound word in English is 'rocketship'. 

 

There are compound words in many languages.  Here are some examples from Burmese: 

     Burmese  Meaning 

1. ice-stick  ice cream 

2. good smell-white sandlewood 

3. heart-jumping heartbeat 

4. bee-wax  wax 

5. boot-shoes  boots 

2. USE A WORD THAT IS ALREADY IN THE LANGUAGE BUT WHICH CAN 

HAVE A NEW MEANING AS WELL AS THE OLD MEANING 

 When new things come into a culture, people sometimes use a word they already have 

but give it new, extra meaning.  Some languages name ‘helicopters’ by the word they already 

have for 'dragonfly'.  Some languages use their word for 'thin bark' for 'paper' as well.  In the 

Tiwi language the word for 'seven' is the same word that means 'axe'.  People began to use the 

word 'axe' for 'seven' because a seven is shaped like an axe.  In several Asian languages the 

word for 'lightning' has also been given the extra meaning of 'electricity'. 

 

 When the Apache indians of America first saw cars, they did not have words for all 

the different parts of cars.  So they used the names of body parts to name the parts of cars: 

Body Part  Car Part it is Used for 

chin and jaw  front bumper 

shoulder  mudguard 

hand and arm  front wheel 

thigh and buttocks rear mudguard 

foot   rear wheel 

eye    headlight 

nose   hood 

vein   electrical wiring 

liver   battery 

stomach  petrol tank 

intestine  radiator hose 



 

 

108 

 

Exercise 2 

 Can you think of some words that your language added new meaning to?  Write down 

any old words that you use for new things: 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

3. USE A WORD FROM YOUR LANGUAGE WHICH IS SIMILAR TO THE WORD 

YOU ARE TRANSLATING AND WHICH WILL BE EQUIVALENT TO THE 

MEANING OF THE WORD IN THE SOURCE LANGUAGE. 

 Sometimes your language might not have the exact same word as the source language, 

but you might have something very similar.  For example, Matthew 10:29 says: 

 

 'Does not a sparrow fall to the ground without my Father's knowing?' 

 

 In Pitjantjatjara there is not a word for 'sparrow', but they used the word for 'zebra 

finch' instead, which is a small, common bird in Central Australia like the sparrow.  The 

meaning of Jesus' teaching is then clear in that language. 

 

 It is all right to use a similar word when you are translating a story which Jesus or 

another person used to teach something.  For example, the Prodigal Son story, or the story of 

the lost sheep are teaching stories.  These stories are not about actual true, historical events.  

But if the story is about something that really happened, then you cannot change words to 

similar things in your culture.  You cannot use a word that is something like an actual thing in 

the Bible.  For example,  Jesus cursed the fig tree.  This was a real event and the fig tree was 

real.  You can't change the type of tree and say it was an apple tree or some other kind of fruit 

tree.  That would not be correct translation.  We must say it was a fig tree. 

 

 When you are translating figurative language, it is all right to put a word from your 

language that is like the one you are translating.  But you must be sure that you keep the same 

figure.  In Revelation 1:14 we read: 

 'His hair was white as wool, or as snow.' 

In one language in Africa where they did not have a word for 'snow', they said, 

 

 'His hair was as white as the feathers of the heron bird' 

 

This translated the same meaning very well.  A heron birds feathers are very white and 

the meaning is that his hair was very, very white. 

 

 

 

 

 



                                                         Unit 7: How to Translate New or Difficult Words 

  

109 

Exercise 3 

 Which of these things really happened and which are teaching stories or figurative 

language?  If you can't tell from reading the verses, read the verses before and after it in the 

Bible. 

 

Do These Things: 

First, write down one of these three answers: 

 -  this really happened  

 -  this is a teaching story  

 -  this is figurative language 

 

Secondly, write down some ideas about how you might translate the word or words that are 

underlined. 

 

(a) John 12:13 'They took branches of palm trees and went out to meet Jesus.' 

 

1. ______________________________________________________________________ 

2.______________________________________________________________________ 

   ______________________________________________________________________ 

 

 (b)  I Peter 5:8b 'Be alert, be on watch! Your enemy, the Devil, roams around like a roaring 

lion, looking for someone to devour.' 

 

1. ______________________________________________________________________ 

2.______________________________________________________________________ 

   ______________________________________________________________________ 

 

(c)  Luke 6:44  'Every tree is known by the fruit it bears; you do not pick figs from thorn 

bushes or gather grapes from bramble bushes.' 

 

1. ______________________________________________________________________ 

2.______________________________________________________________________ 

   ______________________________________________________________________ 

 

 (d)  John 2:15 'So he made a whip out of cords and drove all the animals out of the Temple,  

both the sheep and the cattle...                

 

1. ______________________________________________________________________ 

2.______________________________________________________________________ 

   ______________________________________________________________________ 
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4. TAKE OR BORROW A WORD FROM ANOTHER LANGUAGE 

 Languages take words from each other all the time.  Here are just a few that English 

speakers have taken from other languages and used in English:  

 

 boss from Dutch 

 rug from Norwegian 

 tea from Chinese 

 shampoo from Hindi 

 coffee from Turkish and Italian, who first got it from Arabic 

 stores from French 

 scarlet from Persian 

 mattress from Arabic 

 tropical from Greek 

 jungle from Hindi 

 

 In all of our languages we have some words we have borrowed from other languages.   

But we should not rush in and just borrow a word when something is hard to translate.  It is 

all right to borrow a word if everyone understands the word very well and it has become part 

of your language.  But if people do not understand a borrowed word very well, it will not help 

to make your translation clear. 

EXERCISE 4 

 Write down at least five words from your language that have been borrowed from 

other languages. 
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UNIT 8 

ALL LANGUAGES HAVE SIMILAR WORDS, BUT THE EXACT 

MEANINGS MIGHT BE SLIGHTLY DIFFERENT 
 

 Often, we cannot exactly match the meaning of words between different languages.  

Lets think about why languages don’t all have the exact same words. 

1. THERE ARE MANY WORDS IN EACH LANGUAGE THAT ARE SPECIAL TO 

THAT LANGUAGE AND OTHER LANGUAGES DO NOT HAVE A SINGLE WORD 

WITH THE SAME MEANING. 

Example 1:  

 When a thing or idea is very important to a culture, that language usually has many 

words to describe it.  Honey is very important to people who live in the desert of Australia.  

One group has 15 different words for honey.  Some of the different kinds of honey they have 

a single word for are: 

 

 dark colored honey 

 green colored honey 

 honey from the bottom of the nest 

 light yellow honey that is not thick 

 sweet honey 

 poor quality honey 

 good quality honey 

 new honey 

 wild yellow honey 

 

 A person who speaks English would usually call all of these types of honey by one 

name, “honey”.  English does not have a single word to describe each type of honey. 

Example 2:  

 In your language there are probably many words that refer to coconuts.  For example, 

cracking coconuts, scraping coconuts, cooking with coconuts.  But in some desert areas, 

languages do not even have a word for coconut.  Why? 

Example 3:  

 In Tok Pisin language there are special words that show what is important in their 

culture, but there is no single English word to translate them.  For example: 

 

 pangal - the long curved part at the bottom of the coconut palm leaf 

 kulau   - unripe coconut for drinking 

 wantok - a person who speaks the same language as you speak 

 

 All languages have words for things and ideas which are important to their culture and 

lifestyle.  This is why some languages have lots of words for some things while other 

languages have only a few words or no words for the same things. 
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Exercise 1 

 a) Think about what things or ideas are most important to the people of your culture.  

Write down several important things or ideas, using words from your own language. 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 b) Think about the words you just wrote down.  Are there single words in English  

with the same meaning?  Find words that cannot be translated by a single English word.  

Write the words below and write the meaning using several English words. 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

2. THERE ARE MANY WORDS IN DIFFERENT LANGUAGES WITH SIMILAR 

MEANING, BUT NOT EXACTLY THE SAME MEANING. 

Example 4:  

 In some languages a boat can walk across the water.  The word 'walk' is used for 

anything that moves slowly such as a person, a boat, or a cloud.  But in English we use three 

different words for these actions: 

 a person walks 

 a boat sails 

 a cloud drifts 

 

 In English, however, we use the word ‘walk’ in some sentences where other languages 

do not use ‘walk’, for example: 

 walk a dog    

 walk someone home 

 walk in misery 

 walk in the light 

 walk of life 

 walk on air 

 

 The picture below shows that ‘walk’ is sometimes used in the same way between two 

languages and sometimes it is used differently.  The part where the circles overlap shows how 

much meaning is the same in both languages. 

 

 

       Different           Different 

      Meaning in   Same        Meaning in 

      Language A Meaning   Language B 

      in A and 

         B 
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Exercise 2 

 How do you use the word for ‘walk’ in your language? 

 a) Write down five sentences using the word ‘walk’ in your language. 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 b) Put a circle after the sentences above that you can translate into English using the 

word for ‘walk’.  Put a square after the sentences above where you need a different word in 

English. 

Example 5:  

 In the Wik language, a foreign translator once used the word ‘sweet’ to describe a 

person.  Everyone laughed.  In Wik, you can only use the word ‘sweet’ to describe food, not 

people.  But in English we can say: 

 ‘She’s a sweet person.’ 

 ‘That is sweet music.’ 

 ‘The air is sweet today.’ 

 

In Burmese we can say: 

 'Her voice is sweet.' 

 'She speaks sweetly.' 

 'Sweet face.' 

 

 The first picture below shows that Wik only uses the word for ‘sweet’ to talk about a 

small number of things, while English uses the word ‘sweet’ to describe many things. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 There is also a word in Wik that means lose, spoil, hurt, prevent, or punish, depending 

on how it is used in a story.  It has a very broad meaning.   But in English we need five words 

with smaller meanings to describe the different meanings.  The second picture above shows 

this. 

 

English  

word 

‘sweet’ 

 

Wik 

word 

‘sweet’ 
English 

words like 

'punish' 

Wik word for  

lose, spoil, 

hurt, etc. 
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Exercise 3 

 Write down five ways that you can use the word ‘sweet’ in your language: 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

Example 6:  

 Mark 2:4 tells the story of the paralyzed man that was let down from the roof on a mat 

so that Jesus could heal him.  In Warlpiri the translator used the word ‘ngami’ to translate 

‘mat’.  The problem was that ‘ngami’ also means ‘suitcase’ and the people who tested the 

translation thought that the man was let down in a suitcase.  Therefore the translator had to 

choose another word that more specifically meant ‘mat’. 

 

 The translator must be very careful to study the meaning of the words in the source 

language and find a word or words that have the same meaning. 

Exercise 4 

 Think of the word ‘hot’ in your language.  Write down as many ways you can think of 

that you can use ‘hot’ with different meanings. 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 Now look at the ways we can use ‘hot’ in English.  Can you use the word ‘hot’ in the 

same way as it is used in English?  If you cannot use the word ‘hot’ in the same way, write 

down the word that you would use instead. 

 

a hot iron _______________________________________________________________ 

a hot temperature _________________________________________________________ 

a hot curry ______________________________________________________________ 

hot tea _________________________________________________________________ 

hot water _______________________________________________________________ 

a hot song _______________________________________________________________ 

the child is hot ___________________________________________________________ 

hot kisses _______________________________________________________________ 

a hot argument ___________________________________________________________ 

a hot day _______________________________________________________________ 

hot pepper ______________________________________________________________ 

a hot situation ___________________________________________________________ 

a hot wire _______________________________________________________________ 
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Exercise 5 

 Think about the word ‘run’ in your language.  Write down as many ways as you can 

think of to use ‘run’ with different meanings: 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 Now, look at how the word ‘run’ is used in English.  Can you use the word ‘run’ in 

the same way as it is used in English?  If you cannot use the word ‘run’ in the same way, 

write down the word in your language that you would use instead. 

 

The boy is running fast ____________________________________________________ 

The car is running well ____________________________________________________ 

Her eye is running ________________________________________________________ 

The colors are running _____________________________________________________ 

The river runs into the sea __________________________________________________ 

The milk ran all over the table _______________________________________________ 

She runs the store _________________________________________________________ 

The faucet is running ______________________________________________________ 

His nose is running _______________________________________________________ 

Exercise 6 

 Think about the word for ‘head’.  Do you use it only to mean the head of a person or 

animal, or can you use ‘head’ in other ways?  Write down five ways you can use ‘head’ in a 

short sentence. 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 
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 Now, look at how the word ‘head’ is used in English and Burmese.  Can you use the 

word ‘head’ in the same way as it is used in English?  In Burmese?  If you cannot use the 

word ‘head’ in the same way, write down the word in your language that you would use 

instead. 

 

head man _______________________________________________________________ 

a big head ______________________________________________________________ 

he lost his head ___________________________________________________________ 

head of the school ________________________________________________________ 

600 head of cattle _________________________________________________________ 

head of the line ___________________________________________________________ 

head of beer _____________________________________________________________ 

put our heads together _____________________________________________________ 

 

B. kaung zaun (head leader) ________________________________________________ 

B. kaung ma (hard headed = stubborn) ________________________________________ 

B. kaung kai (head bite = head ache) _________________________________________ 

B. kaung shok (head unclear = confusing) _____________________________________ 

3. LANGUAGES HAVE FUNCTION WORDS THAT ARE DIFFERENT 

 Every language has words that have a function, but do not have much meaning.  These 

words help to relate ideas and connect parts of a story together.  In English some examples of 

function words are: 

 

 is  a the in on to  if because just 

 

 Sometimes people who don’t speak your language might ask, “how do you say ‘the’ in 

your language?”  or “how do you say ‘is’ in your language?”.  It is very hard to answer these 

questions because many languages do not use similar words or do not use the words in the 

same way as English or Burmese.  But, that does not mean that you cannot express the same 

meaning.  You just express the same meaning differently in your language. 

Example 7:  

 Look at the English sentence below.  English uses the word ‘are’.  Now look at how 

Thai and Burmese can write a sentence with the same meaning, but with different words. 

 

English: They are afraid. 

 

Burmese: Tudok dwe jauk di 

      they  afraid 

 

 



                                              Unit 8: Similar Words with Slightly Different Meanings 

  

117 

Thai: Khaw klua 

         they    afraid 

 

Your language ___________________________________________________________ 

Example 8:  

 Look at how the English sentence below uses ‘it’ and ‘in’.  Now, look how the 

sentence is translated in Burmese and Thai.  Each sentence has the same meaning, but the 

words are different. 

 

English: Put it in my basket. 

 

Burmese: janok daung thego thoya the lai pa 

     my    basket  in       it       put command 

 

Thai: sai  sing  nan nay krapaw phom 

         put thing that in    basket  me 

 

Your language ___________________________________________________________ 

 

Example 9:  

 Look at how the English sentence below uses ‘it’s’.  Now, look how the sentence is 

translated in Burmese and Thai.  Each sentence has the same meaning, but the words are 

different. 

 

English: It’s raining. 

 

Burmese: mo  yoa nye di 

     rain raining 

Thai: fon  tok 

         rain  fall 

 

Your language ___________________________________________________________ 

Example 10:  

 Look at how the English sentence below uses ‘a’.  Now, look how the sentence is 

translated in Burmese and Thai.  Each sentence has the same meaning, but the words are 

different. 

 

English: I want a basket. 

 

Burmese: jadok daung dalong      ya chin de 

     I        basket one-piece want  

 

Thai: phom aw    takraa nung bay 

           I       want basket one  piece 

 

Your language ___________________________________________________________
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UNIT 9 

HOW TO CHOOSE THE BEST WORD FOR TRANSLATION 
 

 When there is more than one word in the target language to translate a word from the 

source language, how do you choose the best word? 

Example 1:  

 The Tzeltal people in Mexico have sixteen words for ‘carry’ and they are all different. 

 carry across the shoulders 

 carry in the palm of the hand 

 carry in a pocket or pouch 

 carry in a bag 

 carry under the arm 

 carry on the head 

 carry holding something up high 

 carry different items together 

 carry with tongs 

 carry in the arms 

 carry between one’s teeth 

 carry on a spoon 

 carry in a container 

 carry on the back 

 

Think about the following sentence: 

 "The lady carried food home." 

 

 Which Tzeltal word for 'carry' could be the best word to use in the sentence above?  In 

order to choose the best word, the translator must know how the lady carried her food. 

 

Think about the following sentence: 

 "After hunting, the boy was tired, so his father carried him home." 

 

 Did the man carry his son on his back, or across his shoulders, or in his arms?  Since 

Tzeltal has 14 words for 'carry' you must know more about the situation before you can 

translate the sentence into Tzeltal. 

Example 2:  

 In English we have one word for ‘we’.  In many languages, there are three words for 

‘we’ with the following meanings:     

 1. we all 

 2. we, but not you 

 3. we two  

 

 In languages that have many words for 'we' the translator needs to know how many 

people are included and whether or not the hearer is included.  Which type of 'we' would you 

use to translate the following sentence: 

 "We are going to the store.  Would you please watch the baby while I'm gone?" 
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Example 3:  

 English has one word for ‘aunt’ and one for ‘uncle’, but many languages in Myanmar 

have separate words for different relatives.  For example some languages have different 

words for ‘aunt’: 

 

 father’s older sister 

 father’s younger sister 

 mother’s older sister 

 mother’s younger sister 

 

 In order to translate the English word 'aunt' many languages need to know which 'aunt' 

people are talking about.   Which word for 'aunt' above would be best to use to translate the 

following sentence: 

 

 "Yesterday I visited my aunt.  She took care of my mother when she was young." 

Example 4:  

 People who live near water usually have many words for different types of boats.  In 

the story of Jonah, what type of boat did Jonah sail on?  When you read the whole story, you 

know that the boat had to be big enough to carry many people and for Jonah to go below the 

deck to sleep. 

 

 You must study the whole story and the customs and people in the story to know 

which word to use in translation.  What do you do if the language you are translating from 

(source language) has more words with similar meaning than your language does? 

Example 5:  

 In English there are many words that mean ‘good’ or ‘very good’, but in your 

language there might not be.  Do you have words with the same meaning as the following 

words? 

 good 

 nice 

 wonderful 

 great 

 superb 

 fantastic 

 excellent 

 grand 

 

 You must study the source language in order to understand the full meaning of the 

words, then translate the words accurately into your language.  One good idea is to ask native 

speakers the meaning of words in context and to use dictionaries from the source language. 

HOW TO COMPARE WORDS IN DIFFERENT LANGUAGES 

 You can study and compare the meanings of words in your language and the source 

language to find out how they are the same and different. 



                                                 Unit 9: How to Choose the Best Word for Translation 

  

121 

Follow these steps: 

1. Find all the words in the source language for a certain thing, action, or feeling.  Often the 

best way to do this is to ask a source language speaker to list them for you. 

 

2. List all of the words down the side of a piece of paper. 

 

3. Study the meaning of each word.  You can ask a mother tongue speaker of the source 

language or use a dictionary. 

 

4. Write the meaning of each word next to the word. 

Here is an example from English using words for bodies of water (Steps 1-4): 

 river ‘a large amount of fresh water that flows’ 

 creek ‘a small amount of fresh water that flows’ 

 lake ‘a large amount of fresh water that does not flow’ 

 pond ‘a small amount of fresh water that does not flow’ 

 well ‘a deep, man-made hole, that people get water out of’ 

 sea ‘a very, very large amount of salt water that has tides’ 

 

5. Now make a list of all the words you have in your language which describe the same thing, 

action, or feeling.  Write the words from your language down the side of a piece of paper. 

 

6. Describe the meaning of the words next to the words in your language. 

For example, in Membe, there are three words for bodies of water. 

 epe  ‘any body of water that does not flow’ 

 ekeka  ‘a small body of flowing water’ 

 oraanga ‘a large body of flowing water, either fresh or salt water’ 

 

7. How do the words in your language compare with the source language words?  You might 

need to use one word in your language for two source language words.  You may have two 

words in your language for one source language word.  Write the best word from your 

language next to the source language word. 

 

 For example, which Membe word would you use for the English words above? 

 

 You can translate lake, pond, and well using ‘epe’ 

 You can translate creek using ‘ekeka’ 

 You can translate river and sea using ‘oraanga’, but you would need to say ‘big 

 oraanga’ for sea. 

Exercise 1 

 Translate the following story.  Think carefully about the words that are underlined.  

The underlined words are similar in meaning, but are different from each other.  Before you 

translate, you might need to look up some of the words in a dictionary so that you understand 

the meaning to translate accurately. 

 

A little boy and his family lived by a lovely pond.  Every night the boy 

dreamed, but he dreamed about a river with lots of fish to eat.  He loved fish.  

One day the boy was looking at a book and saw a strange picture.  It was not a 

pond or a river.  It was a picture of the sea and it had big waves.  He wondered 



 

 

122 

 

if the sea also had fish.  He thought he would be scared to be in the sea.  The 

next picture he saw was different from the sea.  It was a lake and the water was 

calm.  He decided that if the lake had fish, he would like to live there. 

 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

Exercise 2 

 a) Here is a list of English words that are similar in meaning: 

 surprised 

 amazed 

 shocked 

 puzzled 

 astounded 

 wondering 

 b) Write these words down the side of a piece of paper. 

 c) Study the meaning of each word by talking to an English speaker or by looking at a 

dictionary. 

 d) Write the meaning of each word next to the word.  As you describe the word, think 

about, “Did the person have a happy or unhappy feeling?”, “How strongly was he feeling the 

emotion?”, “What kind of thing would make the person feel that way?”, “Was the cause a 

good thing, a bad thing, or neither?” 

 e) Now make a list of all the words in your language which describe the feelings like 

those above.   

 f) Describe the meanings next to your words. As you describe the word, think about, 

“Did the person have a happy or unhappy feeling?”, “How strongly was he feeling the 

emotion?”, “What kind of thing would make the person feel that way?”, “Was the cause a 

good thing, a bad thing, or neither?” 

 g) Now compare the words in your language with the words in English. You might 

need to use one word in your language for two source language words.  You might have two 

words in your language for one source language word.  Write the best word from your 

language next to the source language word. 

Remember:  

 When there is more than one word in your language to translate a word in another 

language, study and compare the words so that you choose the most accurate word when you 

translate. 
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UNIT 10 

PUTTING WORDS TOGETHER 
 

 In every language people can use certain words together but cannot use other words 

together.  Here are some examples from Tok Pisin language: 

 

 Hem i kilim pikinini ‘He hit the child.’ 

 Hem i kilim tamtam ‘He beat the gong.’ 

 Hem i kilim bel. ‘He rang the bell.’ 

 Hem i kilim pig. ‘He killed the pig.’ 

 Hem i kilim gita. ‘He strummed the guitar.’ 

 

 People can use the word ‘kilim’ in Tok Pisin together with many words.  But you 

cannot use the word ‘kill’ in English together with the same words.  The only place that ‘kill’ 

works in English is in the sentence ‘He killed the pig.’  In English we cannot kill a bell, gong, 

or guitar.  In Tok Pisin, they use the word ‘kilim’ with child to mean that someone hit the 

child.  In English we use the word ‘hit’ instead. 

Exercise 1 

 Translate these words into your language and then compare the words you used with 

the Tok Pisin and English sentences: 

a) He hit the child. ____________________________________________________ 

b) He beat the gong. ___________________________________________________ 

c) He rang the bell. ____________________________________________________ 

d) He killed the pig. ___________________________________________________ 

e) He strummed the guitar. ______________________________________________ 

Example 2 

 Look at how the following three languages use the word ‘eat’: 

 

Membe: chi odaang ‘eat foufou’ 

  eat foufou 

 

 chi akpuka ‘cheat people out of money’ 

 eat money 

 

 chi eden  ‘go first’ 

 eat path 

 

 chi ngwo ‘take a bribe’ 

 eat bribe 

 

Wik: may mungkan ‘eat food’ 

 food eat 
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 ngak mungkan ‘drink water’ 

 water eat 

 

 chamcham          mungkan ‘chomp food’ 

 chomping noise  eat 

 

 mee mungkan  ‘glare in eyes’ 

 eyes eat 

 

 ngangk mungkan ‘want something badly’ 

 heart     eats 

 

 ma    mungk nunang thaa     door anangan ‘ His fingers were jammed in the door.’ 

 hand ate        him      mouth door that 

 

English:  

 eat food 

 

 The rats ate through the floor. 

  

 What’s eating you? 

 

 She ate her heart out. 

 

 He ate his words. 

 

 He ate up the miles. 

 

 Notice that in these three languages, the word for ‘eat’ is used in the same way in 

some sentences and differently in other sentences. 

Exercise 2 

 Write ten sentences in your language that use your word for ‘eat’. 

 

1)______________________________________________________________________ 

2)______________________________________________________________________ 

3)______________________________________________________________________ 

4)______________________________________________________________________ 

5)______________________________________________________________________ 

6)______________________________________________________________________ 

7)______________________________________________________________________ 

8)______________________________________________________________________ 

9)______________________________________________________________________ 

10)_____________________________________________________________________ 
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 In your language, do you use the word ‘eat’ differently than Membe, Wik, or English?  

If so, write the different sentences here: 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

Example 3 

 Look at the following Wik sentences and their meaning: 

 

a) Nil may  thuut mungk. ‘He drank some milk.’ 

    He  food milk  ate 

 

b) Nil may  chiik      mungk. ‘He smoked a cigarette.’ 

    He  food tobacco ate 

 

Question: What do we learn about the meaning of the word ‘mungk’ in Wik? 

 

c) Kaa  ngoochang uw       nunang. ‘He has a cold.’ 

    nose mucus         found him 

 

Note: If you translated ‘He has a cold’ literally into Wik, it would not make any sense and 

give the wrong meaning. 

 

d) Nil nganth uthath.  ‘He put out the light.’ 

    He  light     made-to-die 

 

Note: If you translate word by word from the English sentence "He put out the light" into Wik 

and made the correct word order in Wik, you would have the sentence: 

 

Nil nganth yoon  wunp  

He light     out     put 

 

But in Wik this sentence does not mean the same thing as the English sentence.  In Wik, this 

sentence means that "he put the light outside". 

 

e) Than wik   wolmp pipiin. ‘They made a big noise.’ 

    They word noisy   kept.  

 

Note: Wik does not use the word ‘make’ with ‘noise’.  ‘Make’ is used for building things 

only. 

 

f) Nil thengkan kenth   nunang. ‘He made her laugh.’ 

    He laughter  chased her. 

 

Note: Wik does not use the word ‘make’ with ‘laugh’. 
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Exercise 3 

 Translate the following sentences into your language.  Do not translate word for word.  

Think about the meaning of the whole sentence and translate the meaning.  Think about how 

a normal person from you village would say it. 

 

a) He drank some milk. _______________________________________________________ 

b) He smoked a cigarette. _____________________________________________________ 

c) He has a cold. ____________________________________________________________ 

d) She gave birth to a son. ____________________________________________________ 

e) He put out the light.________________________________________________________ 

f) They made a big noise. _____________________________________________________ 

g) He made her laugh. ________________________________________________________ 

h) He made the table strong. ___________________________________________________ 

I) He made fun of her. ________________________________________________________ 

j) His stomach is rumbling. ____________________________________________________ 

 Compare how you say these sentences with the Wik language.  Write down one 

example of a sentence in your language that uses the words in the same way as the Wik 

language: 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Write down one example of a sentence in your language that uses the words differently than 

Wik: 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

THE ORDER OF WORDS THAT GO TOGETHER 

 There are certain words that only sound good when they go together in the correct 

order. 

Example 4 

 Here are some examples of words in English that we often hear in a certain order: 

 

 ladies and gentlemen  

 bread and butter 

 black and white  

 heaven and earth 

 you and I 

 husband and wife 

 sweet and sour 

 love and hate 
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 In English we always say the words in this order.  If we turned them around, they 

would sound funny: 

 

 gentlemen and ladies  

 butter and bread 

 white and black  

 earth and heaven 

 I and you 

 wife and husband 

 sour and sweet 

 hate and love 

 

 If we talked like this, people would think that we could not speak English correctly. 

Exercise 4 

 Look at the words underlined in the following verses.  What order would sound good 

in your language?  Is the word order important or can you say the words in any order?  Write 

down your answers. 

 

a) Genesis 2:24 ‘...A man leaves his father and mother.’ 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

b) Acts 7:2 ‘Brothers and fathers, listen to me!’ 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

c) 2 Timothy 1:4 ‘I desire night and day to see you...’ 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

d) 2 Kings 9:25 ‘...when you and I rode side by side...’ 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

Exercise 5 

 Write three examples of pairs of words that you must say in a certain order in your 

language: 

a)______________________________________________________________________ 

b)______________________________________________________________________ 

c)______________________________________________________________________ 
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UNIT 11 

HOW TO TRANSLATE MORE ACCURATELY 
 

           It is very important that you translate ACCURATELY.  This means that you express 

the SAME  MEANING as the source language as exactly as possible. 

 

If you: 

 -  leave things out, or 

 -  add things in, or 

 -  change the meaning in any way, 

then the meaning will not be accurate. 

EXAMPLE 1 

 Look at these two sentences: 
 

 "The day was hot." 
 

 "It was a hot day." 
 

 Even though the words in these two sentences are put together in different ways, the 

meaning is the SAME. 

EXAMPLE 2 

 Now look at these two sentences: 
 

 "I bought cloth to make a new dress for Mary." 
 

 "I bought a new dress for Mary." 
 

 The meanings in these two sentences are DIFFERENT.  The second sentence would 

not be an accurate translation of the first sentence, because the person bought cloth to MAKE 

a dress for Mary, but she didn’t BUY a dress. 

EXAMPLE 3 

 Now look at these two sentences: 
  

 "Tommy was badly hurt in a car accident; he broke his leg  

 and his arm and had lots of cuts and  bruises." 
 

 "Tommy was badly hurt in a car accident; he broke his legs 

 and arms, and had lots of cuts and bruises." 
 

 These two sentences look the same, and they are almost the same, but the second 

sentence would not be an accurate translation of the first sentence.   In the first sentence, it 

says that Tommy broke a leg and an arm - one of each.  But in the second sentence it says he 

broke both legs and both arms - so this is not the same meaning.  These two sentences have  

DIFFERENT meanings. 
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EXERCISE 1 

 Look at each set of two sentences below and for each set write down either SAME or 

DIFFERENT. 

 

 -  If the two sentences express the same meaning using different words, write SAME. 

 -  If the two sentences express different meanings, write DIFFERENT.  Then discuss 

and write down how they are different. 

 

For example: 

 It was a hot day. 

 The day was hot.     SAME 
 

 I bought cloth to make a new dress for Mary. 

 I bought a new dress for Mary.   DIFFERENT 

 They are different because someone bought cloth to make Mary a dress, but she didn’t 

buy a dress. 
 

Now compare these sentences: 

 (a)  It rained all night. 

        Rain fell all night. 
 

 (b)  There is a book on the table. 

        There is a book on the chair. 
 

 (c)  That is Peter’s house. 

        That is the house that belongs to Peter. 

 (d)  I bought meat in the store. 

        I bought pork and sausages in the store. 
 

 (e)  My parents are well, but lonely. 

       My mother and father are well. 
 

 (f)  Tommy speared a catfish. 

       The catfish was speared by Tommy. 
 

 (g)  While riding in the plane, the lady was so afraid, 

         she wouldn’t look out of the window. 

        While riding in the plane, the lady was so afraid, 

  she kept her head in her hands. 
 

 (h)  The young boy bought candy and a drink. 

        The young boy bought a drink and candy. 
 

 (i)   In one day, the lady had two flat tyres.  Oh dear! 

        Oh dear, the lady had two flat tyres in one day. 
 

 (j)   He stole $50,000 from the store. 

        I think he stole $50,000 from the store. 

EXERCISE 2 

Now do the same thing with these examples from the Bible: 
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1.  Original:  But the man went away and began to spread the news  

  everywhere.  (Mt. 9:31) 

     Translation:  But the man went away and began to tell people. 

2.  Original:  Jesus spoke to the spirit, ‘Be quiet and come out of the  

  man.’  (Mk. 1:25) 

     Translation:  Jesus spoke to the spirit, ‘Be quiet and leave the man.’ 
 

3.  Original:  They led him out to crucify him. (Mk 15:20) 

     Translation:  They led him out to kill him on a cross. 
 

4.  Original:  So the Pharisees left the synagogue and made plans to kill  

  Jesus. (Mt. 12:14) 

     Translation:  So the Pharisees left the synagogue and made plans to  

  hurt Jesus. 
 

5.  Original:  This woman had suffered terribly from severe bleeding for  

  12 years. (Mk 5:25) 

     Translation:  This woman had suffered from bleeding for 12 years. 
 

6.  Original:  He found his disciples asleep; they could not keep their eyes  

  open. (Mk 14:37) 

     Translation:  He found his disciples asleep; they could not stay awake. 

 

7.  Original:  Jesus spoke to them, ‘It is I.  Don’t be afraid.’ (Mt. 14:27) 

     Translation:  Jesus spoke to them, ‘It is I.  Don’t be upset.’ 
 

8.  Original:  Jesus took the boy by the hand and helped him rise.  

  (Mk. 9:27) 

     Translation:  Jesus touched the boy and helped him rise. 
 

9.  Original:  They did not understand his teachings and  

                       they were afraid to ask him. (Mk 9:32)  

     Translation:   They did not understand his teachings and  

                             they were ashamed to ask him. 
 

10.  Original:  Go and sell all you have and give the money to the poor.  

  (Mt. 19:21) 

       Translation:  Go and give all you have to poor  people. 
 

11.  Original:  Many  people spread their clothes on the road. (Mt. 21:8) 

      Translation:  Many  people put their clothes on the road. 

REMEMBER 

 There are two important rules when you translate important books such as health 

booklets, or the Bible. 
 

Rule 1.  You must translate the same meaning as the original message.  It is not your job  

   to leave something out, or add something in, or to tell a different story, or to make  

   up something that might be more interesting or more exciting.  You have to translate 

   the same meaning as the original message. 
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Rule 2.  You must translate things the way your language says them.  You must respect 

   your language and use the right way of saying things. 

 

 

MAKING SURE YOUR TRANSLATION IS ACCURATE 

 When you translate, sometimes your work might not be accurate.  Here are four ways 

you can change the meaning when you translate: 

 (1)  If you leave something out, it will not be accurate. 

 (2)  If you add something, it will not be accurate. 

 (3)  If you translate one or more words wrongly, it will not be accurate. 

 (4)  If you mistakenly put a different meaning than the original meaning, it will not be 

        accurate, because you have changed the meaning. 

EXERCISE 3 

 Here is Genesis 3:6-10, in an English translation: 

 The woman saw how beautiful the tree was and 

how good its fruit would be to eat, and she thought how 

wonderful it would be to become wise.  So she took some 

of the fruit and ate it.  Then she gave some to her husband, 

and he also ate it.  As soon as they had eaten it, they were 

given understanding and realised that they were naked;  so 

they sewed fig leaves together and covered themselves. 

  That evening they heard the Lord God walking in 

the garden and they hid  from him among the trees.  But the 

Lord God called out to the man, ‘Where are you? 

  He answered, ‘I heard you in the garden.  I was afraid and hid from you, 

 because I was naked.’ 
 

 Now look at the translation below.  It is an example for a translation of this story.  

Check it with the story from the English version above (Judson Bible), and find places where 

there is a problem with this translation. 

 (a)  If something has been LEFT OUT - PUT A MARK LIKE THIS: ^ 

 (b)  If something has been ADDED - UNDERLINE IT. 
 

  The woman saw how beautiful the apple tree was and how good its apples 

 would be to eat, and she thought how wonderful it would be to become clever.  She 

 looked longingly at the apples, and her mouth watered and she couldn’t help reaching 

 out her hand a little.  Then suddenly, she grabbed an apple off the tree and ate it 

 quickly.  Then she gave some to her husband, and he also ate the apple quickly.  As 

 soon as they had eaten it, they were given understanding, so they sewed gum leaves 

 together and covered themselves. 

  That evening they heard the Lord God walking in the garden, and they ran for 

 their lives at top speed and hid from him among the trees.  But the Lord God called 

 out to the man, ‘Who are you?' 
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  He answered, ‘I heard you in the garden;  I was very scared of you so I ran 

 away, and I am naked as well.’ 

EXERCISE 4 

 Here is a story from the Saramacan language of Suriname, in South America.  The 

sentences are numbered. 

 

 1.  De    fisi    de       kai   gede   a   de   baaku   ku   weti. 

      the    fish   they   call   gede   it   is    black   and  white 

 

 2.  Basu    bee           feen       noo     tade    wetiweti. 

      under   stomach   of-him   only    is        white 

 

 3.  Nusu    buka      feen      tade     baaibaai. 

      nose     mouth   of-him   is         broad 

  

 4.  A    taabi     bia            a       buka. 

      it     has       whiskers   on    mouth 

 

 5.  A    tade   a      sitonu     baaku. 

      it     is       in     stone      holes 

 

 6.  A   nango    a    kakisi. 

      it    goes      in   trap 

 

 7.  Ma   da       tasuti   en    ku      goni. 

      but    they   shoot   it     with    gun 

 

 8.  Fisi   da    di    soni    di          a    tanjan 

      fish   is     the  thing   which   it     eats  

 

 9.  De    taa    a    suti       timisi. 

      they  say   it    sweet    exceedingly 

 

 Now here is an ACCURATE ENGLISH TRANSLATION (with the numbers in 

brackets so that you can follow the way it matches the Saramacan): 

 

 (1) There is a kind of fish called Gede.  It is black and white 

 (2) except for the belly which is all white.   

 (3) It has a flat, broad nose, 

 (4) and whiskers on its mouth. 

 (5) Gede fish live in rock crevices 

 (8) and feed on other fish. 

 (6) People catch them in traps 

 (7) or shoot them with a gun. 

 (9) They are delicious. 
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 Below is an English translation which is NOT ACCURATE.  Read it and compare it 

with the accurate translation above, and then mark the places where: 
 

 (a) Something has been LEFT OUT - PUT A MARK LIKE THIS:  ^ 

 (b) Something extra has been  ADDED - UNDERLINE THAT PART 

 (c) If some words are WRONG - CIRCLE THE WORDS. 

 (d) If the meaning has been CHANGED - CIRCLE THE WORDS 
 

  (1) The fish called Gede is striped.  The stripes are black and white 

  (2) except on the stomach where it is all white.   

  (3) Its nose is very long 

  (4) and it has whiskers. 

  (5) It lives in the holes in rocks. 

  (6) People catch Gede in traps 

  (7) and they also shoot them with guns. 

  (8)  

  (9) The people eat the fish which is very delicious. 

SOMETIMES WE DON'T UNDERSTAND ALL THE MEANING 

 In translation work, the hardest thing to know is when you have mistakenly changed 

the meaning.  If you aren’t sure of the meaning or if you don’t really know the meaning, then 

you should not try to translate that sentence or story.  If you try to translate without really 

understanding the meaning, you will not get the right meaning.  Often you may need to look 

in a dictionary or ask a mother-tongue speaker of the language what something means. 

EXERCISE 5 

 Here is an example from a first draft translation into an Aboriginal language.  It’s 

from the story ‘Pigs and Honey’.  The translator has not got the meaning quite right. 
 

 Partway through the story of ‘Pigs and Honey’ there is a little story about children 

catching some piglets. 

 

  "We started chasing them, running everywhere too.   

 We sure made a lot of noise!  My brother looked really  

 funny when he tripped over a log, and the dogs kept running  

 into us.  Between us, we caught three piglets." 

 

The translator’s first draft translation for the last sentence was: 

 

 "As they ran between us, we caught three baby pigs." 
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 This translation gives the wrong meaning.  The pigs were not running between them.  

Can you find what is wrong with the translation?  If  you don't know what is wrong, ask a 

mother tongue English speaker to help you.  WRITE down what is not quite right in the 

translation.  How would you translate this sentence into your language? 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

EXERCISE 6  

 In another part of the story ‘Pigs and Honey’, one group has been out hunting pigs 

while another group is back at the camp.  Here is a little part of the story: 

 

 "Back at the camp, mom had found a bees’ hive in a tree." 

 

The translator wrote this for the sentence above: 

 

 "After we had arrived back at the camp,  my mother saw a bees’ hive in a tree." 

 

 This translation is giving the wrong meaning.  The words ‘back at the camp’ are a way 

of changing the scene.  They were still out hunting when their mom found a bees’ hive. She 

was still back at the camp. 
 

How would you translate this into your language to make it both clear and accurate? 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

EXERCISE 7  

 Another example comes from John 18:23.  In the Good News Bible it says: 
 

 Jesus answered him, "If I have said anything wrong, tell everyone here what it was.  

 But if I am right in what I have said, why do you hit me?" 

 

 In one language in Australia, a translation team was translating the book of John.  One 

person wanted to translate this verse in the following way, because this is what she would 

have said if she had been in Jesus' place. 

 

 Jesus answered him, "I haven’t said anything wrong!  What am I supposed to have  

 said?  Come on, tell everyone here!  But no, you can’t, because I only spoke truth! 

 So you should not be hitting me!" 
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 The sounds all right in English - it is clear English.  But it isn’t very good translation, 

because the meaning is not correct.  It is not accurate.  Talk with your teacher or a mother-

tongue English speaker and discuss what is wrong with the translation.  Then try to translate it 

into your language. 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

MAKING A BACK TRANSLATION 

 One way to find out if your translation is accurate is to make a back translation and 

ask a consultant to check it.  The best way to make a back translation is to ask someone in 

your community who is a good English (National language) speaker to help you.  That person 

will read your translation and write down in English (National language) what you have 

translated.  Here are some points to remember about back translations: 
 

1.   The person who is writing the back translation must look ONLY at the translation.  He    

       must not look up the original source language story or find it in the Bible. 
 

2.   He must write down the English meaning just like the translation says.  If he    

      has already heard the story, he must not write down what he knows, but only write what  

      the translation says.  If he knows that the meaning is wrong in some places in the  

      translation, he must still write down what the translation says. 
 

3.   If the meaning of the translation is not clear in places, he can leave a space and put a  

      question mark. 
 

4.   If there are some words or expressions that people might understand in two ways, he  

      should write down both meanings. 

 

 When the back translation is finished, you can show it to the consultant who will 

compare it with the source language story.  This will help them to see if your translation is 

accurate.  The consultant's opinion will be helpful to you.  See Appendix 7 "Getting Ready 

for the Consultant" for more information. 
 

Exercise 8 

 Practice doing a back translation yourself.  Find a translated story in your language 

that someone else translated.  Write a back translation for part of it.  If two of you are at a 

training workshop together, it would be best to exchange stories you each have translated and 

practice with those. 

REMEMBER 

          It is very important that you translate ACCURATELY.  This means that you express 

the SAME  MEANING as the source text as exactly as possible. 
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UNIT 12 

HOW TO IDENTIFY AND TRANSLATE ABSTRACT NOUNS 
 

 Some languages have actions that are expressed using nouns (for example: decision, 

birth).  Some languages use nouns for things that you cannot touch or see (for example: fear, 

love).  You need to know how to translate these kinds of words. 

Exercise 1 

 Discuss with people from your language how to translate the following sentences so 

that they are clear and natural.  Are there nouns that need to be translated as verbs? 

 

a) The boss made the decision. 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

b) The teacher requires a knowledge of English. 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

c) I felt great sorrow when my cousin died. 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

d) They would not go out at night because of their fear of the dark. 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

e) The birth of the baby happened yesterday. 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 Some words above, like ‘decision’, ‘fear’, and ‘knowledge’ are nouns in English, but 

you might need to translate them as other types of words in your language. 

Example 1 

 In English we can say, ‘God is love.’ 

 Many languages have to change this to ‘God loves.’ 

 In this sentence we say who is doing the loving, but in some languages you must also 

tell who that person loves, otherwise it might sound like an incomplete sentence.  Some 

languages must translate this sentence as: 
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 ‘God always loves people.’ 

DIFFERENT KINDS OF WORDS 

 In all languages there are several kinds of words. 

 1. All languages have verbs or doing words: 

  jump 

  dance 

  eat 

  cut 

  carry 

  break 

  shout 

  hit 

 

 Verbs can also tell about something that happened to someone or something: 

  melt 

  freeze 

  burn 

  grow 

  die 

 

 Verbs can tell about thinking and feeling: 

  hope 

  understand 

  hate 

  love 

  want 

 

 2. All languages have words called nouns.  Nouns name things, for example: 

  house 

  tree 

  woman 

  fire 

  air 

  aeroplane 

  foot 

  boat 

  flower 

  blood 

  angel 

Exercise 2 

 a) Write three short stories in your language: 

  1. a fishing story or travel story 

  2. a story about how a wildflower grows, blooms and eventually dries up  

  and dies. 

  3. a story about when a close relative died and how you felt. 

 b) Read your stories and put a circle around all the nouns. 

 c) Read your stories and underline all the verbs. 
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SAYING THINGS IN MORE THAN ONE WAY 

 In most languages we can say the same thing in more than one way. 

Example 2 

 In English we can say: 

 

 ‘The boss made the decision.’ 

 or 

 ‘The boss decided.’ 

 

 Both of these sentences mean the same thing, but one uses a noun (decision) and one 

uses a verb (decide).  In English we can take a word that is an action and make it a noun and 

put it in the sentence where a noun fits.  Compare the following two sentences: 

 

 a) The boss made the decision. 

 b) The boss made the spear. 

 

 In sentence a), ‘decision’ is really an action word.  The boss is doing an action, he is 

deciding.  Decision is not the name of a thing.  But in sentence a) the word ‘decision’ is in the 

same place as the noun ‘spear’ in sentence b), and therefore, acts like a noun.   

Example 3 

 Look at the sentence below: 

  

 "Fear controlled him." 

 

 ‘Fear’ describes how the person feels, but it is used like a noun.  Compare the 

following two sentences: 

 

 a) Fear controlled him. 

 b) The policeman controlled him. 

 

 ‘Fear’ in a) is in the same place in the sentence as ‘The policeman’, which is a noun. 

Exercise 3 

 Read the sets of sentences below.  Each sentence has a word that is underlined.  In 

each set of sentences, one word is actually an action or feeling word, not a real noun.  Put a 

circle around the action or feeling word in each set. 

 

 a) This tablet has made you well. 

     Your doctor has made you well. 

     Your faith has made you well. 

 

 b) Edward sent love to you. 

     Edward sent money to you. 

     Edward sent a cake to you. 
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 c) He deserves a medal. 

     He deserves death. 

     He deserves new pants. 

 

 d) Jenny brought us some bread. 

     Jenny brought us a newspaper. 

     Jenny brought us joy. 

 

 e) Tom shared his knowledge with us. 

     Tom shared his fish with us. 

     Tom shared his money with us. 

 

 Sometimes we call words like ‘love’, ‘joy’, ‘knowledge’, and ‘decision’ abstract 

nouns.  They come in the same place in the sentence as nouns, but they are really action or 

feeling words.  When you translate it is important to use the type of word (verb or noun) that 

is the clearest and most natural in your language.  You do not have to use the same type of 

word as the source language.  You can change a verb to a noun or a noun to a verb in your 

language if it sounds better and has the same meaning. 

HOW TO TRANSLATE ABSTRACT NOUNS 

 1. Think about what the abstract noun means.  Is it an action, or feeling or thinking 

 word? 

 2. Then ask yourself: Who did it?  Who felt it?  Who thought it? 

 3. You might also need to ask yourself: Who or what did the person do the action to?  

 Who received the action or feeling? 

 4. Write the same meaning clearly and naturally in your language. 

Exercise 4 

 Read the following sentences.  Underline the abstract noun in each sentence.  Then 

use steps 1-3 above to help you understand the meaning.  Then rewrite the sentence in 

English and change the abstract noun into an action or feeling.  Write the same meaning in a 

different way. 

 

 a) His love for her was very great. 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 b) That old man’s wisdom was well-known. 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 c) He has a really good memory. 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 
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 d) The boss gave permission to the men to hunt on his land. 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 e) The construction of the house took three days. 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

NOW THINK ABOUT HOW YOUR LANGUAGE WORKS 

 Can your language change verbs into nouns?  Some languages change a verb into a 

noun by adding something to the verb: 

 

Pit language:  nintini  ----> nintintja 

                       he knows      a person who knows 

 

How does your language change a verb into a noun?  Write down three examples below: 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 In the English Bible there are many abstract nouns: 

 

  forgiveness  fellowship  jealousy 

  grace   judgment  power 

  faith   punishment  prayer 

  believer  obedience  salvation 

 

 Languages that can change verbs into nouns can translate these words as abstract 

nouns if it is clear and natural.  But some languages do not have abstract nouns.  These 

languages must translate abstract nouns as verbs.  Do not make up new abstract nouns just to 

follow the source language.  Use the words or expressions in your language that express the 

meaning in a clear and natural way.  Also, many languages have abstract nouns, but some 

languages do not often use abstract nouns.  If you translate many words as abstract nouns in 

your language, it may sound strange and be hard to understand.  It will also be hard to read.  

Only use abstract nouns when it is proper in your language. 

Exercise 5 

 If your language has abstract nouns, do this exercise.  Read the three short stories you 

wrote for this unit and underline any examples of abstract nouns in your language.  Write five 

of them below: 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________
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UNIT 13 

TRANSLATING THE ORDER OF EVENTS IN A STORY 
 

          You should translate stories using the proper order of events for your language, so that 

people know when each event happened.   

THE ORDER OF THINGS 

READ THIS STORY 

  ‘THUD!’  Grannie looked around and there was little Benjamin lying on the ground 

groaning.  "Hurry up and bring the car!  We’ve got to get Benjamin to the hospital!"  

Freddy hurried and drove in with his new truck and sped off with Benjamin and 

Grannie.  Benjamin had fallen from the mango tree.  Grannie had told him not to 

climb it, but he didn’t listen.  So he had fallen and broken his arm. 

EXERCISE 1 

 If there are other people from your language studying with you, discuss all the things 

that happen in the story above in the order they are written down in the story. 

OR 

 If  you are by yourself, draw pictures of the things that happen in this story in the order 

they are written down in the story. 
 

THEN WRITE DOWN 

 (a)    Are the things that happen in this story told in the same order as they happened? 

 ___________________________________________________________________ 

 

 (b)    Write down all the things that happened in the order they actually happened. 

 ___________________________________________________________________ 

 ___________________________________________________________________ 

 ___________________________________________________________________ 

 ___________________________________________________________________ 

 ___________________________________________________________________ 

 (c)    What word or words are there in English to help you know what things 

 happened first?  Second? 

 ___________________________________________________________________ 

 ___________________________________________________________________ 

THINK ABOUT YOUR LANGUAGE 

 If you told this story in your language in the same order English does, would people 

understand when the events happened?  Is it better in your language to tell things in the order 

they happened?  Does your language have ways to help you to know when something 

mentioned later in the story really happened early in the story?  Does your language have 

ways to help you to know when something that is mentioned first really happened later? 

 

 In several languages of the world, people must write things in the order they really 

happened, otherwise the meaning is not clear.  Other languages, like English, can change the 
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order of the events.  English can put events that happened earlier in the story at the end.  

English speakers use words like ‘had’ and ‘had been’ and other words like ‘already’ and 

‘before’ to help us know that something happened earlier, so we don’t get confused. 

EXERCISE 2 

 Read at least 10 stories that you or others have written in your language.  Stories about 

things that happened, hunting or fishing stories, travelling or adventure stories, will be the 

best stories to use. 

 

DO THE FOLLOWING THINGS FOR EACH STORY 

 a)   UNDERLINE the places where the writer tells about something that happened 

 earlier, but tells it later in the story.  If you find no examples of this, go to c). 

 b)   CIRCLE any words or word endings in your language that helped you to know 

 that the speaker or writer changed the event order around.  Then write down what  you 

discover here: 

 ___________________________________________________________________ 

 ___________________________________________________________________ 

 c)   Now, using a different color pencil, underline any places where the writer tells 

 about something that happened later on, but tells it early in the story.  If you find no 

 examples of this, go to e). 

 d)   CIRCLE any words or endings in your language that helped you to know that the 

 speaker or writer changed the event order around.  Then write down what you 

 discover here: 

 ___________________________________________________________________ 

 ___________________________________________________________________ 

 (e)   Now, using a different color pencil, underline any places where the writer tells 

 about two things that happened at the same time. 

 (f)   CIRCLE any words or word endings in your language that helped you to know 

 that the events happened at the same time.  Then write down what you discover here: 

 ___________________________________________________________________ 

 ___________________________________________________________________ 

 ___________________________________________________________________ 

EXERCISE 3 

 a)   WRITE the story of Grannie and Benjamin in your language with the order of 

 events that you think is best.  You can write it more than one way to see which way 

 sounds the best. 

 ___________________________________________________________________ 

 ___________________________________________________________________ 

 ___________________________________________________________________ 

 ___________________________________________________________________ 
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 b)  Did you change the order of the English sentences or did you used the same order? 

 ___________________________________________________________________ 

 ___________________________________________________________________ 

 c)  If you wrote the sentences in the same order as English, write down the things in 

 your language that tell the reader that a part of the story really happened earlier. 

 ___________________________________________________________________ 

 ___________________________________________________________________ 

EXAMPLES FROM THE BIBLE 

 There are quite a few places in the Bible where things are not written in the order they 

happened. 

EXAMPLE 1 

 You have already studied Jonah 1:4,5.  In verse 4 you read about the storm.  Then in 

the last sentence of verse 5 you read: 

 

 "Meanwhile, Jonah had gone below and was lying in the ship’s hold, sound asleep." 

 

 Jonah had already gone down below in the ship and fallen 

asleep before the storm started, but in the English version  

the storm is mentioned first, even though it happened second. 
 

 Look at what two different Australian Aboriginal translations  

have done with this sentence. 

EXAMPLE FROM KRIOL LANGUAGE 

 In Kriol the translators took the last sentence of verse 5 and put it after the end of 

verse 3, because this is where the event happened in actual time.  They put the numbers for 

verses 4 and 5 together. 

 

Here is the Kriol starting from the last sentence in verse 3: 

 Brom deya Jona bin gowin langa det bout garram detlot boutmen, en deibin  

 gowei brom deya na, (4,5) en Jona bin gidan insaid langa det bout, en imbin 

 leidan en silip. 

 

 Afta na wen det bout bin kamat langa solwoda, God bin sendim brabli strongwan 

 win langa det bout, en ola boutmen bin brabli  fraitin blanga det win . . . 

 

In English this says: 

 After that Jonah went into the boat with the boatmen, and they went away from  

 there, (4,5) and Jonah went underneath and lay down and slept. 

 

 When that boat came out on the saltwater, God sent a very strong wind to that 

 boat, and all the boatmen were very frightened by the wind . . . 
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EXAMPLE FROM NGAANYATJARRA LANGUAGE 

 In Ngaanyatjarra the translators put the last sentence of verse 5 after the first part of 

verse 6.  Read Jonah 1:4-6 in the Good News Bible and then compare it with the 

Ngaanyatjarra translation of verses 5b and 6 below.  The English meaning for each word is 

written underneath.  Two of the Ngaanyatjarra words that are ‘clues’ have been underlined. 

 

 Nyangka   pawurrpa  katipayiku   puurrtu   pitjangu   nyangu   Tjawunanya 

 And          boat           driver’s       boss        came        saw         Jonah 

 

 kunkunpa    ngarrirranyangka    Tjiinya     Tjawunanya    kutjulpirtu 

 asleep          lying                        you see    Jonah              previously 

 

 mapitjangu    kunkunarringu   pawurrpa   kaninytjarra   Kunkunpa   purlkanya 

 went              fell asleep           boat           inside             sleep            big 

 

 ngarrirranytja.   Nyangka    pawurrpa   katipayiku    puurrtu   pitjangu 

 was lying           And            boat            driver’s        boss        came 

 

 watjarnu,    ‘Nyaakun    kunkunpa   ngarrirra? ...’ 

 said              Why you    asleep         lying 

 

Here is a back translation of this into English: 

 And the boss of those who were driving the boat came and saw 

Jonah lying asleep.  He did that because Jonah previously went (had gone 

earlier) and fallen asleep inside the boat.  He was lying sound asleep.  And 

the boss of those who were driving the boat came and said, "Why are you 

lying asleep?" 

 

 Ngaanyatjarra people would understand from this translation that Jonah had gone 

below in the ship and fallen asleep before the storm started, because of the two words that are 

‘clues’: tjiinya and kutjulpirtu.  The word tjiinya here is like a signal so that the readers know 

that the speaker is going to tell about something that happened before. 

EXAMPLE 2 

Read this verse: 

 "(He) died without having children."  (Luke 20:29) 

 

 Can you find the English word that helps you know when the event happened (or 

didn’t happen!)? 

 

 In the Wahgl language of Papua New Guinea, this verse had to be translated: 

 

 "Not having any children, he died." 

 

 In that language speakers must tell events in the order they happen, and it would be 

impossible for a man to have children after he was dead! 
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EXAMPLE 3 

 In some English translations, Luke 10:34 is translated like this: 

 

 "(He) went to him and bound up his wounds, pouring on oil and wine."  (RSV) 

 

 The Good Samaritan was using oil and wine as a medicine to pour on the cuts and  

bruises.  Of course he would do this first and put on the bandage afterwards.  But if you 

translated the verse in this order in some languages, they would think he bandaged up the 

wound and then put on the medicine last!  They would probably think of a picture of a man 

with oil and wine dripping from his bandages.  Therefore they would have to translate this 

way: 

 "(He) went to him and poured oil and wine on his wounds and then bound them up." 

 

 The part of a word that tells you the proper order of events in the (RSV) English 

translation is the ending -ing on the word 'pour'.  Words ending in -ing can give several 

different meanings in English, but in this sentence the word 'pouring' helps us to know that 

the Good Samaritan did not pour on the oil and wine after bandaging! 

 

 The Good News Bible translators put the events in the order they happened.  They 

decided not to use the ending -ing. 
 

 "He went over to him, poured oil and wine  

 on his wounds and bandaged them." 

 

 In the Duna  language of Papua New Guinea, it  is best  

to tell things in order they happen. They translate the verse like this: 
 

 "After pouring on medicine he bound up his wounds." 
 

 It is helpful for us to see these examples of how other people have translated these 

verses, but you will have to express the right meaning in the way that sounds best in your own 

language. 

THINK BEFORE YOU TRANSLATE! 

 Perhaps in your language you can tell the story in a different order from the way things 

happened.  That might be possible, but you must think carefully.  It might not always be best 

to change the order. 

EXAMPLE 4 

 Look at the nursery rhyme Jack and Jill: 

 

 Jack and Jill went up the hill to fetch a pail of water. 

 Jack fell down and broke his crown, and Jill came  

 tumbling after. 
 

 This nursery rhyme is easy to read like this.  But we could say it another way in 

English, and it would have the same meaning: 
 

 Jill fell down the hill after Jack fell down and broke his crown.  They had gone up the 

 hill to fetch a pail of water. 
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THINK 

 Which do you think is the easiest to understand ? 

 Which is the most pleasant to listen to? 

 You need to think about these things when you do Bible translation. 

EXERCISE 4 

a)   Read Mark 6:14-29 in the Good News Bible.   

The characters in the story are: 

 Herod 

 John the Baptist 

 Herodias 

 Philip 

 Soldiers 

 Top Government Officials 

 Military chiefs 

 Leading citizens of Galilee 

 Herodias’ daughter 

 Guard 

 John’s disciples 

 

b)  Draw a picture or make a list of the events in the order that the author tells them in 

Mark. 

c)  Discuss what you learned about the story from drawing the pictures or making the list in 

this order. 

d)  Write down on cards all the things that happened in verses 17 and 18.  Write each event 

on a separate card. 

e)  Move the cards around and put them in the order that the events happened. 

f)  Now write down what would be the best way to translate verses 17 and 18 in your 

language. 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

REMEMBER 

 You need to translate stories using the proper order of events for your language, so 

that people know when each event happened. 
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UNIT 14 

HOW TO TRANSLATE PASSIVE SENTENCES 
 
          You need to find out the way that your language does the same work as passive sentences 

in English. 
 

TWO WAYS TO SAY WHO DID AN ACTION 

EXERCISE 1 

 Read these sentences and then answer the questions: 

 

 a)  "Large crocodiles sometimes eat people." 

 

 Who or what is doing the eating? _________________________________________ 

 

 Who or what do large crocodiles sometimes eat?  ____________________________ 

 

 b)  "The police found the lost child." 

 

 Who found someone? __________________________________________________ 

 

 Who was found? ______________________________________________________ 

 

 c)  "People in the south sent people in Chiang Mai a lot of money after the floods." 

 

 Who sent some money after the floods? ____________________________________ 

 

 Who was the money sent to? ____________________________________________ 

 

THEN ANSWER THIS QUESTION 

 In the three English sentences above, how do you know WHO did the actions (eating, 

finding, and sending money)? 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

EXERCISE 2 

Now read these sentences, and then answer the questions: 

 a)  "People are sometimes eaten by large crocodiles." 

 

 Who or what is doing the eating? _________________________________________ 

 

 Who or what do large crocodiles sometimes eat?  ____________________________ 
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 b)  "The lost child was found by the police." 

 

 Who found someone? __________________________________________________ 

 

 Who was found? ______________________________________________________ 

 

 c)  "People in Chiang Mai were sent a lot of money by people in the south after the 

        flood." 

 Who sent some money after the floods? ____________________________________ 

 

 Who was the money sent to? ____________________________________________ 

 

THEN ANSWER THIS QUESTION 

 In the three English sentences above, how do you know who did the actions (eating, 

finding and sending money)?   

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

NOW THINK ABOUT THIS 

 The following two sentences have the SAME MEANING, but the sentence structure 

is different. 

  Large crocodiles sometimes eat people. 

  People are sometimes eaten by large crocodiles. 

 

 The first sentence is what we call an ACTIVE sentence.  In an active sentence in 

English, the subject comes first.  The second sentence is what we call a PASSIVE sentence.  

In a passive sentence, the object comes first in the sentence.  They are two different ways to 

express the SAME MEANING. 

 

 The next pair of sentences also have the SAME MEANING.  Again, the first sentence 

is ACTIVE , and the second sentence is PASSIVE. 

 

  The police found the lost child. 

  The lost child was found by the police. 

 

It is the same with the next pair: 

 

 People in the south sent people in Chiang Mai a lot of money after the flood. 

 People from Chiang Mai were sent a lot of money by people in the south after the  

    flood. 
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WHY ARE THERE  TWO DIFFERENT WAYS TO SAY THE SAME THING? 

 English speakers often use ACTIVE sentences when the person or thing doing the 

action is MOST IMPORTANT. 
 

 On the other hand, English speakers use PASSIVE sentences when the person or thing 

that received the action is MOST IMPORTANT. 

WHAT DO YOU DO IN YOUR LANGUAGE? 

 Some other languages in the world besides English have passive sentences, but many 

languages don’t have passive sentences.  Thai has passive sentences, but people seldom use 

them.  The languages that don’t have passive sentences have other ways to show that the 

person or thing that received the action (object) is very important in a sentence. 

EXAMPLE 1 

 Here are two sentences from the Wik-Mungkan language: 

 a)   Pam   al-alangan   puk    manyan   piikin    nunang. 

         Men  those            child  small       hit         him 

 ‘Those men hit the child.’ 

 

 b)   Puk     manyaniy-a,   pam   al-alangan    piikin   nunang. 

         child    small-topic    men   those            hit        him 

 ‘As for the child, those men hit him.’ 
 

 In sentence (a) the ‘men’ are first in the sentence and so we understand that the DOER 

of the action is very important in this sentence.  In Wik-Mungkan, the first words of the 

sentence often tell what the most important thing is in the sentence. 
 

 In sentence 2 the speaker has put ‘child’ first in the sentence, and also used a special 

little ending 'iy-a'.  This ending identifies the topic.  It shows that the ‘child’ is very important 

in this sentence and that the ‘child’ is the person who received the action. 

EXERCISE 3 

 1.    THINK about how you would say sentences like the two sentences above in your 

         language.  This might be hard to do, so read some of the stories you or others 

         have written in your language.  Perhaps you will find some good examples of 

         passive sentences. 

 2.    THEN study the English sentences below carefully and think about who did the 

         action and who or what received the action. 

 3.    THEN for each of the following sentences, write down at least TWO ways you 

         could express the meaning in your language: 

  - write down one sentence where you make the person who does the action the 

    most important 

  - write down another sentence where you make the person or thing that  

    receives the action the most important. 
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 (a)  "The men hit the child." 

 Who did the action? __________________________________________________ 

 Who or what received the action? _______________________________________ 

Write at least two ways to say this in your language: 

1. ________________________________________________________________________ 

2. ________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 (b)  "The spear was made by Jack." 

 Who did the action? __________________________________________________ 

 Who or what received the action? _______________________________________ 

 

Write at least two ways to say this in your language: 

1. ________________________________________________________________________ 

2. ________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 (c)  "This dress was made for me by my sister." 

 Who did the action? __________________________________________________ 

 Who or what received the action? _______________________________________ 

Write at least two ways to say this in your language: 

1. ________________________________________________________________________ 

2. ________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 (d)  "Peter drove the truck." 

 Who did the action? __________________________________________________ 

 Who or what received the action? _______________________________________ 

Write at least two ways to say this in your language: 

1. ________________________________________________________________________ 

2. ________________________________________________________________________ 

SOME LANGUAGES DO NOT HAVE TO TELL WHO DID THE ACTION 

 Sometimes English speakers use passive sentences but do not say who is doing the 

action. 

EXERCISE 4 

 Read the following sentences, and answer the questions.  If you can’t find all the 

answers, maybe you can guess the answers.  If you are not sure, write your ideas in brackets.   

 

 a)  "The sugarcane was cut with a knife." 

 What was being cut? _________________________________________________ 

 Who cut the sugarcane? ______________________________________________ 
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 b)  "The city was destroyed." 

 What was destroyed? ________________________________________________ 

 Who destroyed it? ___________________________________________________ 

 c)  "You better be good, child, or you will be hit." 

 Who might get hit? __________________________________________________ 

 Who might hit the child? ______________________________________________ 

WHY DO SOME LANGUAGES NOT SAY WHO DID THE ACTION? 

 There are reasons why English speakers don’t always mention who did the action in 

passive sentences.  Some of these reasons are: 

 -  they don’t know who did the action  

 -  they might know who did the action, but they don’t want to say   

 -  they might know who did the action, but it is not important enough to say  

 -  they might know who did the action, but they have said it already in the early part 

 of the story and don’t need to say it again. 

  

 In all passive sentences, the person or thing that received the action is the most 

important. 

WHAT DO YOU DO IN YOUR LANGUAGE? 

 Languages that do not use passive sentences usually have other ways so that they do 

not have to say who did the action.  For example, sometimes in Wik-Mungkan people will 

just say: 

 

 Than    piikin    nunang 

 they      hit         him 

 ‘They hit him’ 

 

 We don’t know who 'they' are.  This is because the speakers don’t want to say. 

 

 Think carefully about what you do in your language when you don’t want to say who 

did something, or it is not important enough to mention. 

EXERCISE 5 

 What is the best way of translating these sentences into your own language?  Maybe 

there are more than one way.  Write down one or more ways: 

 

 a)  The woman was beaten up. 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

  b)  The flour has been all used up. 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 
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 c)  Things were stolen from the store last night. 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 d)  This cow was caught in the garden. 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 e)  The robber will be arrested. 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

CAN YOU TELL WHO DOES THE ACTION IF YOU NEED TO? 

 Sometimes you might need to say who did the action, even though it may not say who 

did the action in English.  It might sound better in your language, or fit into the story better if 

you tell who did the action.  In the sentences you worked on in Exercises 4 and 5, sometimes 

you could guess who did the action, and sometimes you probably could not.   

 

 In sentence (a) of Exercise 4, it was probably the workmen on the sugarcane farm who 

cut the sugarcane with a knife.  In sentence (b) of Exercise 4, soldiers might have destroyed 

the city, but we don’t know for sure.  A bomb or a storm could have destroyed the city!  In 

sentence (c) of Exercise 4, the child’s mother or father might hit him, his aunt or uncle might 

also hit him - we don’t know for sure.  For sentence (e) of Exercise 5, the police would 

probably arrest the robber.  For the other sentences in Exercise 5, we probably have some 

good ideas, but we don’t know for sure who did the action.   

 

 If you know for sure who did the action, and it sounds better in your language to say 

who did the action, it is alright to say who did the action.  It is often difficult to know who did 

the action in the sentences in Exercises 4 and 5 because all you can see is one short sentence.   

FOLLOW THESE STEPS TO HELP FIND WHO DID THE ACTION 

 When you translate a STORY, and not just one sentence, you can often find out who 

did the action.  For example, you can study the stories in the Bible and follow these steps: 

 

STEP 1 

Look at the other verses nearby; perhaps they will tell who did the action. 

 

STEP 2 

Look at what the Bible says about the same thing in other places. 

 

 For example, if it says, ‘Your sins will be forgiven’, we know from other places in the 

Bible who forgives sin.  So we can correctly translate: ‘God will forgive your sins.’.  The two 

sentences have the same meaning. 
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STEP 3 

You can find out who did the action from what you know already, and from your general 

knowledge of who usually does the action. 

 

 In sentence (e), Exercise 5, we used our general knowledge to tell who arrested the 

robbers. 

EXAMPLE 2 

 The Revised Standard Version of English translates Matthew 5:4 in this way: 

 

 ‘Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted’ 

 

 The underlined part is a passive sentence.  From what we know about God, and from 

what it says in other parts of the Bible, we know that God is the one who is the DOER of the 

action; he is the one Jesus is talking about.  God comforts those who mourn.  Some other 

English translations include God as the one who comforts.  Here is the same verse in the 

Good News Bible: 

 

 ‘Happy are those who mourn, God will comfort them.’ 

EXERCISE 6 

 Read the following verses and the stories that the verses are a part of, and then answer 

the questions: 

 

 a)   Read Matthew 3:16.  There is a passive sentence: 

 

        ‘As soon as Jesus was baptized, he came up out of the water.’ 

 

1. Read Matthew 3:13-17 and find out from the whole story who baptized Jesus.  Write your 

answer: 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

2.  How did you decide who baptized Jesus? 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

3.  What would be the best way to say this in your language? 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 
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 b)   Read Luke 8:5.  There is a passive sentence: 

 

         ‘.  .  . some of (the seed) fell along the path, where it was stepped on.’ 

 

1.  Can you determine who stepped on the seeds?  Even if you read the whole story, it doesn’t 

really say.  But you can find the answer from what you already know.  Who usually walks 

along paths? 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

2.  What is the best way to translate this in your language? 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 (c)  Now look at Mark 1:14.  The verse starts: 

 

        ‘After John had been put in prison .  .   .’ 

 

1.  Can you find out who put John in prison?  Actually you will have to look all the way over 

to Mark 6:17, where it tells the answer. 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 BUT maybe it is not very important in Mark 1:14 to say who put John in prison (who 

was the doer).  The story about John in prison is not the important thing in Mark 1:14 and the 

verses that follow.  It is just mentioned briefly and then the rest of the story is about Jesus in 

Galilee.  In Wik-Mungkan, the verse says: 

  

 Than   John.an            kanan    thenchin       nunang      jailangan-a, . . . .  

 they     John.that one   had       put-inside     him            jail-in 

 ‘After they had put John inside jail . . .’ 

 

2.  What would be the best way to translate in your language? 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

DIFFERENT LANGUAGES CAN USE PASSIVE SENTENCES DIFFERENTLY 

 Perhaps you do have passive sentences in your language.  But you might not use them 

for the same reasons as English.  If you do have passive sentences, pick out five stories that 

you or others have told in your language and go through and underline the passive sentences.  

How often do speakers or writers use passive sentences? What do the writers use the passive 

sentences for? 

REMEMBER 

            You need to find out the way that your language does the same work as passive sentences 

in English. 
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UNIT 15 

INTRODUCTION TO FIGURATIVE LANGUAGE 

 

 You need to understand the meaning that the speaker is trying to express when he uses 

figurative language. 

 A lot of languages use figurative language.  Here are some examples of figurative 

language.  Try to figure out what they mean: 

 

1. I feel like a boat lying on its side on dry land. (said when a person had a boil on his bottom) 

 

2. If we study this paper much longer, soon we will have eyes like cats shining in the dark. 

 

3. He’s like a little spider curled up in its web. (describing a small child sleeping in a corner) 

 

4. He is as grumpy as a bear. 

 

5. That old lady’s hair is grass. 

 

6. Joe is a soft crab. 

 

 Why do you think that people use figurative language when they speak?  In each of 

the above sentences the speaker is saying that a person is like another person or thing.  This is 

a way to compare two things using figurative language.  Figurative language is similar to 

painting a picture with words.  English usually uses the words ‘like’ and ‘as’ to compare 

different things (similes).  See examples 1-4 above.  English can also compare two things by 

saying that ‘something is something else’.  See examples 5-6 above. 

 

 For example, sentence 5 does not really mean that grass was growing out of the old 

lady’s head.  It means that the old lady’s hair was very dry and sticking up like grass sticks 

up.  The person who said ‘Joe is a soft crab’ did not mean that Joe turned into a crab without 

a shell.  The speaker meant that Joe was shy and afraid, always trying to protect himself. 

Exercise 1 

 What do these sentences mean in English?  Write down your ideas.  If you are not sure 

of the meaning, ask an English speaker. 

 

a) He ran like the wind. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

b) He’s a real snail. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

c) What you said was like a knife in my heart. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

d) Her words where icy. 

______________________________________________________________________ 
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WHAT FIGURATIVE LANGUAGE DO YOU USE IN YOUR LANGUAGE? 

 Can you think of ways that speakers of your language use figurative language?  What 

kind of comparisons do they use? 

 - Do they compare people or things with animals? 

 - Do they compare people or things with plants or weather? 

 - Do they use figurative language when they want to say something nice? 

 - Do they use figurative language when they want to say something funny? 

 - Do they use figurative language when they want to say something rude? 

 - How often do your people use figurative language? 

 - Does your language have a word similar to ‘like’ or ‘as’ that people use for 

 figurative language? 

TWO WAYS TO FIND FIGURATIVE LANGUAGE IN YOUR LANGUAGE 

Way 1. Listen to people talking and try to find figurative language.  If you hear some good 

examples, write them down. 

 

Way 2. Read some of the stories that you and others have written in your language and look 

for examples of figurative language. 

Exercise 2 

 Write ten examples of figurative language from your own language. 

 

a)______________________________________________________________________ 

b)______________________________________________________________________ 

c)______________________________________________________________________ 

d)______________________________________________________________________ 

e)______________________________________________________________________ 

f)______________________________________________________________________ 

g)______________________________________________________________________ 

h)______________________________________________________________________ 

i)______________________________________________________________________ 

j)______________________________________________________________________ 

Exercise 3 

 You must know how each language uses figurative language.  A figurative sentence 

might have different meanings to people from different languages and cultures.  In English we 

can say ‘She eats like a bird.’  What do you think this means?  Does it mean to eat while 

flapping your wings?  Does it mean to eat by pecking at your food?  Does it mean to make a 

lot of noise when you eat?  Does it mean to eat only a little bit?  Does it mean to eat a lot?  

Your interpretation might be different from English. 
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HOW ARE THINGS ALIKE? 

 In English, when we say ‘She eats like a bird’, it means she only eats a little bit of 

food.  The girl and a bird are the same in one point - they both eat only a little food.   

 

 The girl eats a little food. 

 A bird eats a little food. 

 Therefore we can say that the girl is like a bird in one way, ‘The girl eats like a 

 bird.’. 

 

 Now think about this sentence: 

 

 ‘That man is a chicken.’ 

 

What do you think the sentence means? 

 - does the man flap his wings? 

 - does he sound like a chicken? 

 - is the man small and yellow? 

 - maybe in your language comparing a man with a chicken has a special meaning. 

 

 In English, it means ‘the man is not brave and runs away when he is afraid.’  Being 

scared easily is the point of likeness in English between a cowardly man and a chicken.  But, 

in the Munduruku language ‘That man is a chicken’ means that the man is always chasing 

women.  So you see, different languages interpret figurative language differently. 

YOU HAVE TO FIND OUT THE REAL MEANING OF FIGURATIVE LANGUAGE IN 

THE SOURCE LANGUAGE 

 When you translate figurative language, you have to think about these things: 

 

1. What is the real thing in the sentence?  This is the thing we are really talking about.  In the 

last example, the man was the real thing. 

 

2. What is the figurative thing?  This is the thing that you are comparing with the real thing.  

In the last example the figurative thing was the chicken. 

 

3. How are the real thing and figurative thing alike?  In the source language, what is the 

speaker comparing between the two things?  For the last example you would ask, ‘How is that 

man like a chicken?’  In English some men are compared with a chicken because both are 

cowardly.  In the Munduruku language some men are compared with a chicken because both 

chase females. 

 

 You can organize figurative language as follows: 

 

Figure  Real Thing   How are the figure and real thing the same? 

 

For example, in English you can analyze the sentence ‘That man is a chicken’ as follows: 

 

Figure  Real Thing  How are the figure and real thing the same? 

chicken man   not brave, running away when scared 
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In Munduruku, you can analyse the same sentence as: 

 

Figure  Real Thing  How are the figure and real thing the same? 

chicken man   chases women 

Exercise 4 

 Read the three sentences below.  If you are not sure what the figurative language 

means, ask a mother tongue speaker of English.  Then write down what the figure is, what the 

real thing is and how the figure and real thing are the same. 

 

a) Jenny eats like a horse. 

Figure  Real Thing   How are the figure and real thing the same? 

 

 

b) Peter runs like a rabbit. 

Figure  Real Thing   How are the figure and real thing the same? 

 

 

c) Tom’s a brick. 

Figure  Real Thing   How are the figure and real thing the same? 

 

Exercise 5 

 Pick four examples of figurative language in your own language from exercise 2 and 

write them below.  Then write down what the figure is, what the real thing is, and how the 

figure and real thing are the same. 

 

a)______________________________________________________________________ 

Figure  Real Thing   How are the figure and real thing the same? 

 

 

b)______________________________________________________________________ 

Figure  Real Thing   How are the figure and real thing the same? 

 

 

c)______________________________________________________________________ 

Figure  Real Thing   How are the figure and real thing the same? 

 

 

d)______________________________________________________________________ 

Figure  Real Thing   How are the figure and real thing the same? 
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FIGURATIVE LANGUAGE IN THE BIBLE 

 The Bible uses a lot of figurative language.  For example, Psalm 119:105 says: 

 

 'Your word is a lamp to guide me and a light for my path.' 

 

 We can analyze Psalm 119:105 as follows: 

 

Figure  Real Thing   How are the figure and real thing the same? 

lamp/light God’s Word   Show the way go 

Exercise 6 

 Now try to analyze the following verses.  You might need to read the verses in the 

Bible before and after each verse to understand the meaning. 

 

a) Psalm 118:10 ‘They (my enemies) came around me like bees...’ 

Figure  Real Thing   How are the figure and real thing the same? 

 

 

b) Deuteronomy 32:2  ‘My teaching will fall like drops of rain...’ 

Figure  Real Thing   How are the figure and real thing the same? 

 

 

c) Hebrews 11:12  ‘From this one man came as many descendants as there are stars in the 

sky...’ 

Figure  Real Thing   How are the figure and real thing the same? 

 

 

d) Hebrews 4:12  ‘The word of God is alive and active, sharper than any two-edged sword.’ 

Figure  Real Thing   How are the figure and real thing the same? 

 

 

e) Psalm 1:3,4  ‘They (people who obey the Law of the Lord) are like trees that grow beside a 

stream, that bear fruit at the right time, and whose leaves do not dry up.  They succeed in 

everything they do.  But evil men are not like this at all; they are like straw that the wind 

blows away. 

Figure  Real Thing   How are the figure and real thing the same? 

1 

 

2 

 

3 

 

 You can see that you must be very careful when you translate figurative language.  

Sometimes the same figure, like ‘chicken’ has different meanings in different languages.  If 

your language does not use very much figurative language, you will still need to translate the 

original meaning.  In the next unit, we will study ways of translating figurative language. 
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REMEMBER:  

 You need to understand the meaning of the figurative language in the original 

language so that you can translate the meaning accurately into your own language. 
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UNIT 16 

HOW TO TRANSLATE FIGURATIVE LANGUAGE 
 

 Figurative language can cause many problems for a translator.  You must learn how to 

translate figurative language well into your own language. 

PROBLEMS IN TRANSLATING FIGURATIVE LANGUAGE 

 

Problem 1: Different languages have different meanings for figurative language. 

 

 When people who speak English want to say someone is very wise, they will often say 

that the person is as wise as an owl.  English speakers think an owl is very wise.  They might 

say: 

 

 ‘John is as wise as an owl.’ 

 

Figure  Real Thing  How are the figure and real thing the same? 

owl  John   both are wise 

 

 In Fiji, people think an owl is very stupid.  If they compare someone to an owl, they 

mean that person is very stupid.  So, if we translate literally ‘John is as wise as an owl’ into 

Fiji language, it would sound strange or silly.  They would get the wrong meaning and think 

that John is very stupid, just like an owl. 

 

Figure  Real Thing  How are the figure and real thing the same? 

owl  John   both are stupid 

 

How would you solve this problem?  Write down your ideas below: 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Problem 2:  Your language might not know what the figurative language refers to. 

 

 Look at Matthew 28:3.  It talks about an angel who came down from heaven and 

rolled the stone away from Jesus’ grave.  It says about the angel: 

 

 ‘His clothes were white as snow.’ 

 

Figure  Real Thing  How are the figure and real thing the same? 

snow  clothes   both are white 

 

 But maybe people from your home area have never seen snow.  There might not be a 

word for snow in your language.  So, if you translate the verse using ‘snow’, most people will 

not understand very well. 

 

 But you probably have other things in your language that are very white.  For 

example, some seashells are very white and some bird feathers are very white.   
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 How would you translate the sentence ‘His clothes were white as snow’ into your 

language?  What things are very white in your home area? 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Problem 3: You might not know what the figure means in the original language. 

 

 In Luke 13:32 Jesus talks about King Herod to his disciples.  Jesus says: 

 

 ‘Go and tell that fox...’ 

 

 You have probably never seen a fox unless you have been to Europe or North 

America.  Maybe you have never heard of a fox.  Therefore you probably do not have a word 

in your language for fox.  You might not know why Jesus called Herod a fox.  Most people 

who know about Bible culture say that in Jesus’ time people thought of a fox as bad and 

tricky.  So when Jesus called Herod a fox, he meant that Herod was bad and tricky. 

 

Figure  Real Thing  How are the figure and real thing the same? 

fox  Herod   both are bad and tricky 

 

 How would you translate the sentence ‘Go and tell that fox...’ into your language?  Do 

you have an animal that is bad and tricky?  If not, how would you translate the sentence? 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Problem 4: Think about this sentence: 

 

 'Tommy fought like a lion.' 

 

 Do you think this sentence is saying something good or bad about Tommy?  In 

English it means: Tommy fought very bravely. 

 

Figure  Real Thing  How are the figure and real thing the same? 

lion  Tommy  both are very brave 

 

 But in some languages if you say that a person is like an animal, you are being very 

rude and trying to start a fight with them.  In some languages, it is not polite to compare a 

person with an animal. 

 

 How would you translate the sentence, ‘Tommy fought like a lion.’ into a language 

which cannot compare people with animals?  Write down your ideas: 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 
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HOW TO TRANSLATE FIGURATIVE LANGUAGE 

 We will use the verse Genesis 49:27 to help us learn different ways to translate 

figurative language. 

 

 Genesis 49:27  ‘Benjamin is a vicious wolf.’ 

 

 In the original language this means that Benjamin is dangerous and ready to kill. 

 

Figure  Real Thing  How are the figure and real thing the same? 

wolf  Benjamin  dangerous, ready to kill 

 

 Now lets study different ways to translate this verse. 

 

Method 1: 

 If the people who speak your language know what the figure is and the figure has the 

same meaning in your language as the original language, then use the same figurative 

language. 

 

 You might need to add a word in your language that makes a comparison such as 

‘like’ or ‘as’ to make it sound better in your language. If you use this method, you can 

translate Genesis 49:27 as follows: 

 

 'Benjamin is like a very hungry wolf.' 

 

Method 2: 

 If people know the figure, but they do not know the meaning of the figure in the 

original language, then use the figure, but write the meaning as well.  

 

 If you use this method, you can translate Genesis 49:27 as follows: 

 

 'Benjamin is like a very hungry wolf, dangerous and ready to kill.' 

 

Method 3: 

 If people do not know the figure, or if the figure has a different meaning than in the 

original language, then do not use the figure in your translation, instead just write the 

meaning. 

 

 If you use this method, you can translate Genesis 49:27 as follows: 

 

 'Benjamin is very dangerous and ready to kill.' 

 

 Look at Problem 1 again.  The sentence ‘John is as wise as an owl’ must be changed 

in the Fiji language because the Fiji people think owls are stupid.  So you can use method 3 

and translate the sentence as: 

 

 'John is really wise.' 
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Method 4: 

 If people do not know the figure, but in your language you have a different figure with 

the same meaning, then use the different figure with the same meaning. 

 

 In many countries there are no wolves.  On an island, people might think that a shark 

is dangerous and ready to kill.  In a jungle, people might think that a tiger is dangerous and 

ready to kill.   If you use this method, you can translate Genesis 49:27 as follows: 

 

 'Benjamin is like a hungry tiger.' 

 

 You can use method 4 for the example in Problem 2: ‘His clothes were white as 

snow.’  If people have never seen snow, you might want to use something else that is very 

white from your culture.  For example: 

 

 'His clothes were white as heron feathers.' 

Exercise 1 

 Now we will translate some of the figurative language we studied in the last unit.  For 

these sentences, we have already discussed the figure, the real thing, and how the figure and 

real thing are the same. 

 

 Read each figurative sentence and do the following:   

a) Think about whether the people from your language know the figure. 

b) If they know the figure, is the meaning in your language the same or different from the 

original language?  The figure might not have any meaning. 

c) If the figure has a different meaning for your people or if they do not know the figure, then 

think about whether you have other figures in your language with the same meaning as the 

original figure. 

d) Now, translate the following sentences into your language using methods 1-4: 

 

1. Jenny eats like a horse. 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

2. Peter runs like a rabbit. 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

3. Tom is an elephant. 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

4. They came around me like bees. 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

5. My teaching will fall like drops of rain. 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 
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6. From this one man came as many descendants as there are stars in the sky. 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

TWO OTHER IMPORTANT THINGS TO THINK ABOUT 

1.  The writers of the Bible used some figurative language many times.  For example, the 

figures ‘light’ and ‘darkness’ are used often.  Maybe the people in your community do not 

understand the meaning of ‘light’ and ‘dark’ in the Bible very well.  However, it is important 

to keep these figures in your translation, because they are used many, many times in the Bible.  

People can learn to understand the figures well.  At first, you might need to explain the 

meaning along with the figures when you translate to help people understand.   

 

2. Some figures in the Bible are used many times, but they do not have the same meaning 

each time.  The word ‘vine’ in the Bible has different meanings in different verses.  

Sometimes a vine is compared to a good thing.  For example, Jesus calls himself the ‘true 

vine’ in John 15.  But sometimes a vine is compared to a bad or useless thing.  For example, 

in Ezekial 15 the prophet talks about a vine, but he calls it useless and ‘no good for anything’.  

Therefore, everytime you see figurative language in the Bible, you must study it so you can 

translate the true meaning. 

 

REMEMBER: 

 You must find out the meaning of the figurative language and translate it the best way 

into your own language. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

168 

 



                                                                                  Unit 17: How to Translate Idioms                        

  

169 

UNIT 17 

HOW TO TRANSLATE IDIOMS 
 

 Idioms are one of the most difficult things to understand from another language. 

Exercise 1 

 a) Read this story and try to figure out what it means. 

 

 Joe was walking down the street.  All of a sudden a man rushed up to 

him and said, ‘Hey! My eye is hard on you, you’re Joe!'  Joe looked puzzled 

and said, ‘Sorry, I don't have my eye on you.’  The man said, ‘Sam Smith is 

my name.  Is your eye hard on me now?’  Joe said, ‘Oh yes, of course!  Well, 

while we’re here, can I pull your eyelid?  Can you lend me $20?’  Sam said, 

‘Sorry friend, I’ve got no money.’  But Joe’s head was strong, and he asked 

again and again if he could pull that eyelid.  But Sam’s head was strong too, 

and he kept saying no.  Then he said, ‘Look, Joe, I’ve buried my eye.  Bye!’  

And with that, he left. 

 

 Do you like  the story?  Do you understand the meaning?  Some of the expressions 

were translated word by word into English from a South American language.  The meaning of 

the idioms are written below: 

 

 My eye is hard on you.  I remember you. 

 I don’t have my eye on you.  I don’t remember you. 

 I’ll pull your eyelid.   I’ll ask you a favor. 

 My head is strong.   I’m stubborn. 

 I’ve buried my eye.   I’m ready to go. 

 

 b) Rewrite this story again in English.  Write the story so that the meaning is clear. 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 
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Exercise 2 

 You probably have more than one way in your language to say the meaning of the 

following sentences.  Write down all the ways you can think of. 

 

 a) He is very hungry. 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 b) He is happy. 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 c) He is angry 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 d) He hates me. 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 e) He is really afraid. 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 f) He is surprised. 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 g) She loves her child. 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 h) He is embarrassed. 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 
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 Later we will return to this section and learn from the sentences you wrote down. 

IDIOMS - WORDS THAT JOIN TOGETHER TO GIVE A SPECIAL MEANING 

 Many languages have words that join together to give a special meaning.  These 

expressions are called idioms.  

Examples 

 a) "His heart is heavy." 

 People who do not know English well might think that this means, ‘His heart weighs a 

lot.’  But the sentence actually means ‘He feels sad.’ 

 

 b) "The police caught him red-handed." 

 People who do not know English well might think that this means, ‘The police caught 

him with his hands painted red.’  But the sentence actually means ‘The police caught him 

while he was doing something wrong.’ 

 

 c) "He is scatter-brained." 

 People who do not know English well might think that this means, ‘His brains are 

scattered around everywhere in pieces.’ But the sentence actually means ‘He can’t concentrate 

well and think about one thing.’ 

 

 Idioms are expressions that have a special meaning but the meaning of each word 

added together does not normally make up the whole meaning.  The meaning of the words put 

together one by one have a different literal meaning than the words put together into an 

idiom.  For example, in b) above, we know what ‘red’ means and we know what ‘hand’ 

means, but when we put them together, ‘red handed’ they mean something different.   

 

 You cannot find out the meaning of an idiom by studying the meaning of each word.  

You must know the meaning of the whole expression.  If you try to add the meanings of the 

words together, the idiom will not make sense.  An idiom is an expression with a special 

meaning.  Someone who speaks the language must tell you what the idiom means.  A person 

who speaks the language of the idiom as a second language usually cannot understand the 

meaning of the idiom from the meaning of each of the words. 

More examples: 

 a) She’s getting cold feet about her wedding. 

 b) You really put your foot in your mouth this time. 

 c) Hold your horses. 

 d) Mary’s pulling your leg. 

 

 The underlined words join together to give a special meaning.  The real meaning of 

each expression is different from the combination of the literal meaning of each word.  The 

meaning of each sentence is shown below: 

 

 a) She’s changing her mind about having a wedding. 

 b) You really said something that you should not have said. 

 c) Wait a minute. 

 d) Mary is just teasing you. 
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Examples from other languages: 

Language Idiom    Meaning 

Wik  Her heart ate her.  She wanted something very much. 

  The throat is lying quietly. It is peaceful. 

  He offered his throat to her. He teased her. 

  Her feet go here and there. She is always playing around with men. 

Fijian  The fork is short.  We don’t have enough to accomplish our  

       goal. 

Samoan Hang up the paddle.  Stop being involved in that. 

Fiji Hindi kill flys   Waste time. 

PROBLEMS WITH TRANSLATING IDIOMS 

 What would happen if you translated idioms word by word into your language?  The 

translation might have no meaning at all or it might have the wrong meaning.  Here are some 

examples of idioms that were translated wrong: 

Example 1: 

 Mark 10:17-31 is the story of the rich, young ruler.  In English, some translations have 

an idiom in verse 22 which means the man looked very sad: 

 

 ‘At this the man’s face fell.’ 

 

 In one language the translator translated each word literally.  The first person to read 

the translation was amazed and said, ‘Did his face fall off?’. 

Example 2: 

 Luke 2:41-52 is the story of Jesus as a child in the temple.  He sat with the Jewish 

teachers listening to them and asking them questions.  After his parents found him, his mother 

told him how worried they had been.  A little later in the story, verse 51, some English 

translations use an idiom: 

 

 ‘His mother kept all these things in her heart.’ 

 

 When a Kilba man translated this verse word by word, it had the meaning ‘Mary 

didn’t want Jesus to talk with those teachers and would not forgive them.’  But that is not the 

true meaning of ‘kept all these things in her heart’ in the original language.  The real meaning 

is: 

 

 ‘His mother went on thinking about these things.’ 

 

 Idioms are the most difficult thing to understand from another language.  When you 

are translating, you will find idioms that you do not understand.  It is best to ask a source 

language speaker what the idiom means.  Sometimes you can find the idiom in a good 

dictionary. 

IDIOMS IN YOUR OWN LANGUAGE 

 Many times we use idioms in our own language but we do not recognize it.  Idioms 

are a normal part of our language.  Idioms help us speak and write in a lively and interesting 

way.  You should think about the idioms that you have in your language. 
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Exercise 4 

 Many languages use idioms when they talk about feelings and emotions.  Perhaps your 

language does also. Read the sentences you wrote in Exercise 2 and underline any expressions 

you think are idioms.  Does the idiom sound more interesting than the regular language? 

Exercise 5 

 Pick the three most interesting stories you have written in your language.  Underline 

all of the idioms and write 5-10 examples below: 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

HOW TO TRANSLATE IDIOMS 

 You cannot translate idioms word by word from another language into your language 

unless they have the same meaning in both languages.  There are two ways to translate an 

idiom: 

 

Method 1. Translate the meaning of the idiom by writing the meaning clearly in your 

language. 

 

 For example, Luke 2:51 says: ‘His mother kept all these things in her heart.’  We can 

write the meaning clearly in English as: ‘His mother went on thinking about these things.’ 

 

Method 2. Translate an idiom from another language by using an idiom in your own language 

with the same meaning.  This will make your writing more lively and interesting. 

 

 For example, Acts 18:6 says: ‘Your blood be upon your heads!  I am innocent...’ 

 

 If you translate the idiom by simply writing the meaning, you might translate like this: 

‘If  you are lost, you yourselves must take the blame for it!  I am not responsible.’ 

 

 But in the Igede language, there is an idiom with the same meaning as ‘your blood be 

upon your heads’, so they used it in translation: 

 

 ‘your heads are not in the palms of my hands’ 

 

 Sometimes it is good to use an idiom from your language when the source language 

does not use an idiom.  The idiom in your language must have the same meaning as the 



 

 

174 

 

source language expression.  For example, in Igede Acts 18:7, they translated ‘I am innocent’ 

with the idiom, ‘my hand and foot is not there’ which has the same meaning. 

 

 Another example is Igede Luke 22:56.  The English Bible says ‘she looked straight at 

him’, which is not an idiom.  But Igede translated this with the idiom that has the same 

meaning, ‘she bit him with her eye.’ 

Exercise 6 

 a) Read the following story and underline all of the idioms: 

 

 Jenny called out to her mother, ‘Mother! Come and see the house we’ve made!’  But 

her mother shouted back, ‘Can’t you kids see I’m up to my ears in washing?’  Jenny’s face 

fell, but she tried again. She said, ‘Oh, mother, it won’t take you a minute!’  This time her 

mother got really mad.  She shouted even louder, ‘Go before I blow my top!’  Just then the 

sky darkened, and soon there was thunder.  Jenny’s mother looked up worried.  And sure 

enough, it wasn’t long before it was raining cats and dogs. 

 

 b) Find out the meaning of the idioms.  Write down the idiom and the meaning of the 

idiom next to it. 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 c) Translate the story into your language.  Remember to make the story lively and 

interesting.  You can translate the meaning using normal language or use your own idioms 

with the same meaning as the source language. 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 
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 d) Did you translate any idioms using normal language?  Did you translate any idioms 

by using idioms in your own language?  Did you translate any normal source language using 

an idiom in your own language? 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

REMEMBER:  

 You must know the meaning of an idiom before you can translate the idiom. 
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UNIT 18 

RHETORICAL QUESTIONS 
 

 You need to learn to recognize questions which are not asking for answers (rhetorical 

questions) and you need to learn how to translate them. 

EXERCISE 1 

 LISTEN to the trainer read these stories outloud, then READ them carefully yourself 

and UNDERLINE all the questions.  If there is more than one question in a story, give them 

numbers (1,2,3 etc.): 

 

 a)   Johnny was sitting by the campfire.  He leaned over and poured a cup of tea for 

        himself from the teapot.  Then he looked around for the milk container.  He    

        found it behind him, but it was empty.  He yelled to his wife, ‘Hey, go to the store 

        and get more milk!’  But she was busy hanging out the washed clothes and she 

       didn’t answer.  He yelled again, ‘Milk! We need some milk!  Go and get it!’  This 

       time she yelled back, ‘Aargh, why don’t you go and get it yourself?’ 

 

 b)   Mary was very tired, she had been working all day.  She lay down on her bed.  As 

         she did, she noticed the trash can was overflowing.  She called to her son    

         Tommy, ‘Son, please empty the trash can for me’.  ‘Okay’, he said.  Mary rolled  

         over happily and fell asleep.  But Tommy didn’t do a thing, he just sat there  

         reading his comic.  An hour later, Mary woke up and the first thing she saw was 

         the trash still there, and Tommy still sitting reading his comic. ‘Son’, she said, 

         ‘Go and empty that trash can’.  ‘Okay, Mom’, he said.  Once more she fell  

         asleep.  Two hours later she woke again, and what do you think she saw?  This 

         time she got angry and called out, ‘Tommy, WHEN are you going to empty that 

         trash can?’ 

 

 c)   Jacky found his friend Sammy hitting things with a steel pipe which he’d found at 

        a house that was being built.  Before Jacky knew what was happening, Sammy 

        started to hit the house walls with the pipe.  Jacky grabbed Sammy’s arm and    

        said, ‘Hey! Stop that! You’ll wreck the house!’  Sammy pulled away from   

        Jacky’s hand and said, ‘Who do you think you are?  Are you a policeman?’ 

 

 The next two stories are English translations from Wik-Mungkan. READ the stories 

and UNDERLINE all the questions. 
 

 (d)   The Old Year has gone, and we’ve entered the New Year.  Let’s forget our anger.  

         We’re in the New Year, so let’s leave our anger behind.  What about it?  I’m  

         asking you, what do you think?  Shall we fight for ever?  I’m telling you, let’s 

         leave it!  We’re in the New Year. 

 

 e)   One day my husband and my sister and I went out 

       fishing.  But what did my sister leave behind?  She      

                   left her teeth behind,  and her basket too, down 

        there at the landing.  Near what tree?  The 

        milkwood tree.  That’s where she left her teeth. 
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EXERCISE 2 

 Now study the questions you underlined. Why do you think the storytellers used 

questions in their stories?  Think about each one and write down your answers.  If there is 

more than one question in a story, write down the number of the question before your answer: 
 

STORY (a): 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

STORY (b): 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

STORY (c): 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

STORY (d): 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

STORY (e): 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

THINKING ABOUT QUESTIONS 

 Usually we ask questions because we want to know something.  We might want some 

information, or we might just want the person to tell us ‘yes’ or ‘no’.  We want the person to 

give us an answer.  Some questions that we want answers to are like the following: 

 1.  How old are you? 

 2.  Did you sleep well last night? 

 3.  How many fish did you catch? 

 4.  Are you coming hunting with us? 

 5.  Would you like to have a cup of tea with me? 

 6.  When did you arrive back in town? 
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EXERCISE 3 

 a)   For which of the questions in stories (a) - (e) does the speaker want an answer 

‘yes’ or ‘no’?  Write down the numbers of these questions. 

___________________________________________________________________ 

 

 b)   For which of the questions in stories (a) - (e) does the speaker want some 

information?  Write down the numbers of these questions. 

____________________________________________________________________ 
 

 

 Sometimes teachers ask children questions in school.  The teachers know the answers 

themselves, but they want to know if the children know the answers.  So they ask questions, 

not because they need to learn the answers, but because they are testing the children.  BUT 

there are some other kinds of questions that are different from these, like the questions you 

underlined in the stories.  The storytellers have not used questions in their stories because 

they want answers.  They do not REALLY want to know an answer.  They are using 

questions for a different reason.  We call these kinds of questions RHETORICAL 

QUESTIONS. 

EXAMPLE 1 

 In story (a) Johnny’s wife is feeling a bit angry with Johnny.  She is working hard, 

while he is just sitting.  She doesn’t like being told to go and get more milk from the store.  

She thinks he should go, so she says: 

 

 ‘Aargh, why don’t you go and get it yourself?’ 

 

 If Johnny started to give her a whole list of reasons why he couldn’t go, she would get 

quite mad with him.  When she asks this question, it is really just another way in English to 

say: 

 

 ‘You should go and get it yourself.’ 

EXERCISE 4 

 Think about what you would say in your language if you were Johnny’s wife.  What 

would Johnny's wife say in your language?: 

 

 -   would Johnny’s wife ask a question to try and make Johnny go and get the milk, 

 -   or would she just tell him what to do it 

 -   or would she do something else? 

 

WRITE DOWN YOUR IDEAS HERE 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 
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EXAMPLE 2 

In story (b) there are two questions: 

 1.  And what do you think she saw? 

 2.  Tommy, WHEN are you going to empty that trash can? 

 

 Let’s look at question 1.  Did the storyteller know what Mary saw?  Yes, the 

storyteller knew what Mary saw, but sometimes in English we use a question in stories to 

make the reader or listener take special notice.  What she really means is: 

 

 ‘And once more, she saw Tommy still sitting there reading his comic, and the trash 

 still there.’ 

 

 But the storyteller didn’t want to say all that again, because he knew the reader would 

know what he meant.  He also wanted the reader to know that Mary was getting mad by now, 

so he used a short question like this to help us understand how Mary was feeling. 

 

 How do you think you would say this part in your language if you were the storyteller?  

WRITE DOWN your ideas: 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Now look at question 2.  Did Mary really want to know when Tommy 

was going to take out the trash?  Not really, because she didn’t want him 

to say, ‘Tomorrow’ or ‘Next Friday’.  She wanted him to take it NOW!  

So her question is just another way in English to say: 

 

 ‘Tommy, you take out that trash right away, and don’t wait a minute longer!’ 

EXERCISE 5 

 What would you say in your language if you were Mary?  Tell the story in your own 

language on cassette, then listen to it to see how you told the story.  Then WRITE DOWN 

your ideas here: 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

EXAMPLE 3 

In STORY (c) There are two questions: 

 1.   Who do you think you are? 

 2.   Are you a policeman? 
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 Does Sammy really think Jacky might be a policeman?  Is he asking that question 

because he needs to know?  And why is he asking, ‘Who do you think you are?’  Does he 

think Jacky doesn’t know who he is?  No, we know that Jacky knows who he is.  We know 

that Sammy knows that Jacky is just his friend and not a policeman.  But Sammy is angry 

because Jacky is telling him what to do, and what he really means is: 

 

 ‘You are not a boss who can tell me what to do.  You are not policeman. 

   You should leave me alone.’ 

EXERCISE 6 

 If you were Sammy, what would you say in your language to Jacky?  Would you use a 

question, or would you express the same meaning in a different way? WRITE DOWN your 

ideas here: 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 The next two stories are translations from Wik-Mungkan.  Now we are NOT looking 

at how English sometimes uses questions, but at how one Aboriginal language in Australia 

uses questions. 

EXAMPLE 4 

In STORY (d) there are three questions: 

 1.   What about it? 

 2.   What do you think? 

 3.   Shall we fight for ever? 

 

 Let’s think about questions 1 and 2.  Do you think the speaker wants the listeners to 

answer the questions?  Do you really think she wants their ideas?  Not really.  She is using 

questions here to get their attention, to make them listen carefully so that she can talk to them 

about not fighting any longer. 

 

 Look at question 3.  She isn’t really asking whether they intend to fight forever or not 

fight forever.  She isn’t giving them a free choice to answer either way.  She only wants them 

to think, ‘No’ or to call out ‘No’.  She uses a question to get their attention; the question helps 

her say strongly: 

 

 ‘You must stop fighting all the time.’ 

EXERCISE 7 

 If you were trying to say a message like this in your language, how would you say it?  

Imagine you are standing up in front of a group of people telling them they should give up 

gambling and do some work.  Tell the message on cassette.  Then listen and check whether 

you used questions sometimes, or whether you just told them what to do.  Maybe you have 

other ways to make people really listen. 
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WRITE DOWN here whether you used questions or not in your message: 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

EXAMPLE 5 

 In STORY (e), there are two questions: 

 1.  And what did my sister leave behind? 

 2.  Near what tree? 

 

 Why did the storyteller ask these questions?  Did she want the people listening to the 

story to give answers?  No, she knows what happened.  She answers the questions herself and 

goes on telling the story.  Rather, she is about to tell them something interesting and 

surprising and different and she wants their attention.  Because really, it is very surprising that 

someone leaves their teeth behind under a tree while they go out fishing! 

EXERCISE 8 

 If you were telling this story in your own language, how do you think you would tell 

about your sister leaving her teeth behind?  WRITE DOWN your ideas here: 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

TO THINK ABOUT 

 Let’s think a bit more about why we use language.  Why do we speak or write?  We 

use language for several reasons: 

 

 1.  Sometimes we want to pass on information and tell other people something.  For 

this, we usually say a sentence like: 

 

 The boat will come on Wednesday. 

 Johnny has gone to school. 

 I ate fish and tea this morning. 

 

In English, this kind of a sentence is called a STATEMENT. 

 

 2.  Sometimes we want to get information from other people.  For this, we usually ask 

a QUESTION, for example: 

 

 When will the boat come? 

 Where has Johnny gone? 

 What did you eat this morning? 
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 3.  Sometimes we want to tell or persuade someone to do something, or to think in a  

certain way.  For this, we usually tell people what to do by using commands. 

 

 Johnny, go to school! 

 Eat your food! 

 Come on Wednesday. 

 

 4.  Sometimes we want to show we are interested in another person.  For this, we 

usually say a short GREETING or ask a QUESTION (but we don’t really want to long 

answer): 

 Hello! 

 Hi! 

 How are you? 

 Where are you going? 

 

 These are the four reasons that people use language.  But as you have seen in the 

stories a-d, languages are really interesting. 

 

 Sometimes people use QUESTIONS as a way of TELLING people to do something, 

as in stories (a), (b) and (c). 

 

 Sometimes people use STATEMENTS when they are really ASKING someone to do 

something.  Look at these three different sentences in English.  They are all different ways of 

asking someone to do something: 

 

 (a)   Shut the window. 

 (b)   Would you please shut the window? 

 (c)   I’d be glad if you would shut the window. 

 

 When you translate, you have to think all the time about how you say things in our 

own language. 

QUESTIONS IN THE BIBLE 

 In the New Testament people often used questions that are not really asking for 

answers or information.  Jesus and Paul both used questions like this, and each time you have 

to think carefully how to translate the questions appropriately for your language.  The Greek 

language used a lot of these rhetorical questions.  Is your language like Greek, or is it 

different? 

EXAMPLE 6 

 Look at 1 Corinthians 1:8-13.  Read it, and then think about this question: 

 

 ‘Was it Paul who died on the cross for you ?’ 

 

 Did Paul really want information here?  No, of course not.  He knows he didn’t die on 

the cross.  It is just a strong and lively way to say,  'I, Paul, didn’t die on the cross for you’. 
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 In Solomon Islands Pijin, there are two ways to translate this verse: 

 

 a) Translate it as question, but give the right answer too, so no one will get confused: 

 

 Waswe? Mi Pol nao mi dae long kros fo tekemaot sin blong infala? Noomoa! 

 ‘What? Did I Paul die on the cross to take away your sins?  NO! 

 

 b)  Translate it as a statement: 

 

 Mi Pol nao, mi no dae long kros fo tekemaot sin blong iufala! 

 ‘I, Paul, I did not die on the cross to take away your sins.’ 

EXERCISE 9 

 How would you translate the verse above in your language?  WRITE DOWN your 

ideas here: 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

EXERCISE 10 

DO THESE THINGS: 

 a)  Find the questions in each of the following verses, and write them down. 

 b)  Then write down if they are questions that need answers. 

 c)  If not, think about why Jesus or Paul used a question.  Write down your ideas. 

 d)  Think about what would be the best way to translate the verses into your language.  

 Write down your ideas. 

 

 1.  Matthew 6:28-30 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 2.  1 Timothy 3:1-5 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 3.  Matthew 7:7-11 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 
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 4.  1 Corinthians 2:15,16 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 5.  Matthew 11:16-19 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 6.  Mark 4:35-40 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

REMEMBER 

          You need to recognize the questions that are not really asking for answers and 

understand what function they have.  Then you need to translate the questions to express the 

correct meaning. 
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UNIT 19 

TRANSLATING WORDS ABOUT FEELINGS  

AND NON-DIRECT LANGUAGE 
 

          You must be careful to use words that express the same feelings that the writer of the story 

had, or that the people in the story had. 

READ THESE TWO STORIES THAT TELL ABOUT THE SAME EVENT 

STORY 1:    

A Good Laugh For Everybody 

 One day I went fishing with a group of women.  I kept trying to throw 

the line out.  The first time it went only a short way and then landed ‘plop’ in 

the shallow water near my feet.  Everyone laughed out loud.  I tried again and 

this time the line went high into the air and got tangled up in a tree.  Everyone 

laughed so much they could hardly think about fishing anymore. 

 

 One of the little boys kindly got the 

line for me, and I tried again.  This time the 

line went sideways, and  

the hook nearly stuck into Mary’s hair as it 

flew past.  This was too much for everyone, 

and they just roared laughing, especially 

Mary.  Then Mary put down her own line and 

took my line from me.  She kindly threw it in 

for me.  The line went flying far out into the 

water.  She smiled and gave it to me to hold.  

Then everyone was able to settle down to their fishing and even I caught a 

fish! 

 

 

STORY 2:   

The Laughing Birds 

 One day I was out fishing with a group of women.  I kept trying really 

hard to throw the line out.  The first time the stupid line just wouldn’t go.  It 

landed in the shallow water near my feet.  Everyone laughed, ‘Ha Ha Ha Ha!’  

I tried again and this time was worse.  The line went up into the air and got 

caught in this stupid tree.  The branch was in the way.  And then they started 

again, ‘Ha Ha Hee Hee Ha Ha!’ 
 

 I went to get the line down, but this horrible little boy got there first.  I 

grabbed it from him and tried again, but this time it went sideways, nearly 

sticking into Mary’s hair.  She was one of the biggest laughers of all.  Well, 

you should have heard them, they were like a lot of screeching birds, ‘Ho Ho! 

Hee Hee! Ha Ha!’  I hope they still have stomach aches from laughing so 

loudly at me.  Then that show-off, Mary, put her own line down, grabbed my 

line right out of my hand, and threw it out a long way.  Then she came over 
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with a big smile on her face and gave it to me to hold.  Then they all let me 

fish in peace.  And I DID catch a fish! 

 

THE SAME EVENTS, BUT DIFFERENT FEELINGS 

 Both the stories above tell about the same events, but they are different.  In Story 1, 

the storyteller enjoyed fishing with the group of women.  Everyone laughed a lot at the funny 

things she did and she laughed too.  The storyteller didn’t mind the other women laughing at 

her. She thought the other ladies and the little boy who got the line for her were kind and 

helpful.  And she was amazed and happy that she caught a fish in the end. 

 

 But in the Story 2, the storyteller sounds quite annoyed.  She was upset because 

everyone was laughing.  She did not think it was funny when her line landed near her feet or 

went up in the tree.  She blamed other things and other people for what happened.  She 

thought the line was stupid, she thought the tree was stupid, and she thought that the people 

were horrible or show-offs. 

 

 Now look at some of the different words the writer used in each story and think what 

feelings they express: 

 

 STORY 1     STORY 2 

 line      stupid line 

 laughed out loud    laughed, ‘Ha ha ha ha!’ 

 and this time it went high . . .   and this time was worse - the line went  

          up in the air . . . 

 (it) got tangled up in a tree   (it) got caught in this stupid tree.  The 

          branch was in the way . . . 

 Everyone laughed so much they  And then they started again, ‘Ha Ha Hee 

     could hardly think about fishing.     Hee Hee Ha Ha!’ 

EXERCISE 1 

 Now read again the second paragraph of both these stories.  Make a list like the one 

above of the different words or expressions that the storyteller used to express the different 

feelings: 

 

STORY 1 

______________________________________

______________________________________

______________________________________

______________________________________

______________________________________

______________________________________

______________________________________

______________________________________ 

STORY 2 

______________________________________

______________________________________

______________________________________

______________________________________

______________________________________

______________________________________

______________________________________

______________________________________ 
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OUR WORDS SHOW OUR FEELINGS 

 When we speak, our words show our feelings.  If we are angry, we talk one way.  If 

we feel friendly, we talk another way.  Below are three names which all have a different 

feeling in them: 

 

 office assistant - a plain word which gives no strong feelings  

 servant - a joking or teasing word which does not show respectful feelings 

 peon - a rude word when referring to an office assistant 

 

 When you translate, you must be careful to use words that express the same feelings 

that the storyteller had, or the same feelings that the people in the story had. 

FEELINGS IN BIBLE STORIES 

 In the Bible there are words which express all different kinds of feelings.  Some 

people think that because the Bible is a good book, there are only nice, kind, happy words in 

it, but that is not true.  The Bible is a book which tells about many aspects of human life and 

all the different kinds of feelings.  There are bad people in the Bible as well as good people.  

There are strong words and strong feelings in many parts of the Bible. 

EXAMPLE 1 

 There is a story in Acts 8:14-24 about a man called Simon.  He saw Peter and John 

put their hands on people and then the Holy Spirit came to those people.   So Simon offered 

money to Peter and John so that he could have the same power.  But Peter was very angry 

because Simon was thinking so wrongly.  In the Good News Bible, in verse 20, we read this 

translation of what Peter said to Simon: 
 

 ‘May you and your money go to hell’ 
 

 The words ‘go to hell’ in English are very strong language.  They show that Peter was 

very angry.  When you translate stories like this in your language you must use the words that 

express the same feelings.  You must make it strong where it should be strong and make it 

gentle where it should be gentle. 

EXAMPLE 2 

 The following example is the Good News Bible translation of John 18:23: 

 

 Jesus answered him, ‘If I have said anything wrong, tell everyone here 

what it was.  But if I am right in what I have said, why do you hit me?’ 

 

 A translation team in Australia was translating John.  One person wanted to translate 

this verse in the following way, because this is what she would say if she was Jesus’: 

 

 Jesus answered him, ‘I haven’t said anything wrong!  What do you 

think I said that was wrong?  Come on, tell everyone here! But no, you can’t, 

because I only spoke truth! So you shouldn’t be hitting me!’ 
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 Here the translator makes Jesus sound angry, and like he is defending himself as well.  

He sounds ready to start a fight.  But when we read the whole story in John 18, we can see 

that this is not how Jesus felt. 

 

EXAMPLE 3 

 But there were times when Jesus was angry, like the time in John 2:13-17 when he 

used a whip in the temple to send the animals out.  In most languages there are different ways 

to ask or order people to do things.  For example, in many languages, for John 2:16, there are 

more than one way to tell the men to send the animals out of the temple.  One way would 

sound something like this in English: 

 

 ‘Would you please take these animals out?’ 

 

 Or if you really, really wanted to plead with someone 

you might say something like: 

 

 ‘My dears, wouldn’t you please take these animals out?’ 

 

 But that is not the way you should translate because that is 

not how Jesus felt.  Instead the translation should use a command 

to show how strongly Jesus did feel: 

 

 ‘Take those animals out!’ 

EXERCISE 2 

 Look up these verses and then answer the questions: 

 

 a)   Psalm 42  

How was the writer of this Psalm feeling? 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

What are some of the words or ways of talking that tell you this? 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 (b)   Jeremiah 8:21-22 

How was Jeremiah feeling? 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 
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What are some of the words or ways of talking that tell you this? 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

c)   Psalm 150 

How was the writer of this Psalm feeling? 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

What are some of the words or ways of talking that tell you this? 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 (d)    Matthew 23:13-17 

How do you think Jesus was feeling? 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

What are some of the words or ways of talking that tell you this? 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 (e)    Matthew 23:37-39 

How do you think Jesus was feeling?  

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

What are some of the words or ways of talking that tell you this? 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 (f)    2 Corinthians 7:2-7 

How do you think Paul was feeling?  

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

What are some of the words or ways of talking that tell you this? 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 



 

 

192 

 

REMEMBER 
 

          You must be careful to use words that express the same feelings that the writer of the 

story had, or that the people in the story had. 

 

NON-DIRECT LANGUAGE 

 In some languages, there are things that people believe are too holy or too important to 

talk about directly.  In Jewish culture people believed that the name of God was so holy that 

they would not use it, but they talked about God in other ways, for example: 

 

 The Most High 

 The Blessed 

 

 In some languages, there are other things that people believe are too embarrassing or 

too frightening to talk about directly, things like death, parts of the body, going to the toilet, 

sexual intercourse, and so on.  When they are talking about things like this they will often use 

non-direct language.  Another name for non-direct language in English is euphemism. 

EXAMPLE 4 

 In a lot of languages people do not always like to say a direct sentence such as, ‘He 

died’.  In English we sometimes say 'He died' in a non-direct way such as: 
 

 He passed away. 
 

In the Hebrew language they used to say: 

 

 He has gone to his fathers. 

 

In the Mangga Buang language of Papua New Guinea they say: 

 

 His eyes are closed. 

 

In the Twi language of Africa they say: 

 

 He has gone to his village. 
 

 Some languages have special expressions for the death of a leader.  In the Fijian 

language they can use either of these non-direct ways: 

 

 The banyan tree has fallen. 

 The sun has set. 

EXERCISE 3 

 Write down all the ways you can say ‘He died’ in your language.  Underline any 

examples that are non-direct language. 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 
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___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

EXAMPLE 5 

 In some cultures people use non-direct language to talk about going to the toilet.  In 

English we might say: 

 

 I’m going to the bathroom. 

 I’m going behind a tree. 

 

In the South Pacific language called Tuvaluan, they say: 

 

 I’m going to the lagoon. 

EXERCISE 4 

 Write down all the ways you use in your language to talk about going to the toilet.  

Underline any ways that are non-direct language. 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

EXERCISE 5 

 Does your language use non-direct language for any of these things?  Underline the 

topics you use non-direct language for: 

 bad sickness 

 sorcery 

 dying 

 parts of the body 

 sexual relations 

 relatives you must speak respecfully about 

 circumcision 

 other sacred customs 

 sacred places 

 ceremonies 
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Add any other subjects where your language uses non-direct language: 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

HOW TO TRANSLATE NON-DIRECT LANGUAGE 

 

1.  People often read the Bible outloud in front of other people.  Therefore you must be 

careful to use the ways of talking which will be suitable for everyone to hear.  But this doesn’t 

mean that you should make Jesus sound gentle at times when he was speaking strongly. 

 

2.   For the things that you do not talk about directly, you must translate using the non-direct 

way that your language uses.  Sometimes the Bible speaks directly, but you will have to 

translate using a non-direct way. 

 

3.   Sometimes the Bible may say something in a non-direct way.  But in your language you 

can say it directly.  Do not use non-direct language if you do not need to because people will 

think that the non-direct language sounds strange. 

 

4.  If the Bible uses non-direct language and your language does also, then you must be 

careful to use the proper non-direct way for your language. 
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UNIT 20 

ACTIONS IN DIFFERENT CULTURES  

HAVE DIFFERENT MEANINGS 
 

 Actions have different meanings in different cultures and you must learn how to 

translate them. 

ACTIONS HAVE MEANINGS 

 In every culture, there are certain actions which have a 

meaning which everyone in that culture understands.  People 

from many Western cultures understand the actions listed 

below.  When someone does the action, other Westerners 

know what it means without any saying any words: 

 nodding head  ‘Yes, I agree.’ 

 wrinkling up nose  ‘I’m not too happy about that.’ 

 shaking fist  ‘I’m angry.’ 

 shrugging shoulders ‘I don’t care.’ 

 raising eyebrows ‘Really? I’m surprised!’ 

EXERCISE 1 

 Make a list of at least five actions that have meanings in your culture.  Try to think of 

actions different from the ones listed above, and ones which are new to people who do not 

know your culture.  Write the action and then write the meaning beside it. 

      ACTION             MEANING 

 a) ______________________________     __________________________________ 

 b) ______________________________     __________________________________ 

 c) ______________________________     __________________________________ 

 d) ______________________________     __________________________________ 

 e) ______________________________     __________________________________ 

THE SAME ACTION BUT DIFFERENT MEANINGS 

 Sometimes the same action will have different meanings in different  

cultures.  When English speakers nod their heads, it means ‘yes’, but 

for the Chol people in Mexico it means they are happy. 
 

 Luke 18:3 tells the story of the tax-collector beating on his  

chest.  He did this because he was truly sorry for his sins.  But for the  

Mezquital Otomi people of Mexico, this same action would mean  

that someone was angry, and for the Teutila Cuicatec people of Mexico,  

a man does this to show off to people that he is strong. 
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EXERCISE 2 

Answer the following questions: 

 (a)  Does nodding your head have a meaning in your culture?  If so, write down that  

meaning here. 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 (b)  Does beating on your chest have a meaning in your culture?  If so, write down the  

meaning here. 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

THE SAME MEANING BUT DIFFERENT ACTIONS 

People from different cultures sometimes use different 

actions for the same meaning.  For example, in Matthew 

27:39 and Mark 15:29, it talks about people shaking their 

heads and yelling insults at Jesus.  They wanted to insult 

him.  But when the Witoto people of Peru want to insult 

someone, they don’t shake or wag their heads, instead, they 

stick out their chins. 

EXERCISE 3 

 In your culture, what actions to people do to insult someone?  Write the actions 

below: 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

HOW TO TRANSLATE ACTIONS WITH MEANINGS 

 When you read about an action which has the same meaning in your culture as in the 

source language you are translating, then you can translate it the same way.  BUT if you 

translate an action which the people of your culture don’t know, then they might understand 

the wrong meaning.  For example, in Matthew 21:8, we read about the time Jesus was riding 

on a donkey and people cut branches from the trees and spread them on the road.  In Palestine 

in those days people spread palm branches on the road to prepare the way for an important 

person.  But one group of people who heard this story did not understand the meaning of this 

action.  They thought that people were spreading branches on the road in order to block the 

path so that Jesus couldn’t pass. 

RULE 

          If people do not understand the action or get the wrong meaning from the action, then you 

should translate the action and add some information to explain the meaning of the action. 
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EXAMPLE 1 

In Acts 13:51 we read about the disciples shaking the dust off 

their feet.   In that culture this action had the meaning that 

they were very unhappy with the people at the place they were 

visiting.  We do not do that action with that same meaning.  So it 

is important to translate so people will understand what that 

action meant.  Here is one idea for how to translate that action: 

 

 "They shook the dust off their feet to show that they were not happy with those 

 people." 

EXAMPLE 2 

 One day a Pharisee invited Jesus to have dinner.  This Pharisee didn’t welcome Jesus 

properly (Luke 7:36-50).  Later Jesus said to the Pharisee: ‘You didn’t kiss me’.  In Jewish 

culture, the person who invited friends to have dinner at his house kissed the people when 

they arrived.  It was a way of saying, ‘I’m glad you have come’.  It was not rude or wrong in 

their culture.  Today men don’t do that any more in Western cultures.  So if you translate that 

directly, someone might get the wrong meaning.  Therefore the Good News Bible has put 

some information in that helps us understand what the action meant.  Luke 7:45 says in the 

Good News Bible: 
 

  ‘You didn’t welcome me with a kiss.’ 

EXAMPLE 3 

 Jesus said he was the Son of Man who would sit at the right side of the almighty God.  

Matthew 26:65 tells us that when the High Priest heard Jesus he ‘tore his clothes’.  In that 

time people tore their clothes if they were shocked or greatly unhappy about something.  So 

one English translation has given the readers a clue by translating the verse as: 
  

  ‘The High Priest tore his clothes in horror.’ 

EXERCISE 4 

 For each of the three examples above, think about: 

 - Whether you do that same action in your culture 

 - if you do, what meaning does the action have? 

Then write down ideas about how you would translate the same sentences in examples 1-3: 

 

 a)  Example 1: 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 b)  Example 2: 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 
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c)  Example 3: 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

ACTIONS THAT ARE LIKE FIGURATIVE LANGUAGE 

 There are also some figurative language actions in the Bible.  These are not actions 

that people really did, but are like figurative language.  You need to really study the Bible and 

other books about the culture of Jesus’ time so you can know when something is a real action 

that people did, or when it is more like figurative language. 

EXAMPLE 4 

 In Romans 12:20 it says that if our enemies are hungry, we should feed them, and if 

they are thirsty, we should give them a drink.  The older English translations then say: 

 

 ‘. . . for then you will heap coals of fire on their heads.’ 

 

         This wasn’t something they really did or were supposed 

to do.  It was a figurative way of talking.  It was a way of  

saying you would make your enemy feel very ashamed if you 

were kind to them. The Good News Bible translated it this 

way: 

            '...for by doing this you will make him burn with   

              shame.' 

 

REMEMBER  

          You need to study the meanings of figurative actions before you can translate them 

accurately. 
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UNIT 21 

ADDING KNOWN INFORMATION TO YOUR TRANSLATION 
 

 Sometimes writers do not include information that the readers from their culture 

already know.  The problem is that readers from other cultures might not know the same 

information.  When should you add information so that people who read your translation 

understand well and do not get confused? 

 

Read the following sentences: 

 1. Joe is going to the Smokies. 

 2. Joe is going to McDonalds. 

 3. Joe is going to Snoopy. 

 4. Joe is going to the Ohio. 

 5. Joe is going to UC. 

 6. Joe is going to Alcatraz. 

 7. Joe is going to Lawson. 

 

 Do you know where Joe is going in each sentence above?  If you are an American you 

might know because you know other information about each destination: 

 1. The Smokies are mountains. 

 2. McDonald's is a restaurant. 

 3. Snoopy is a dog. 

 4. The Ohio is a river. 

 5. UC is a university. 

 6. Alcatraz is a prison. 

 7. Lawson is a man's name and the name of a place. 

 

 But, could you translate the sentences accurately if you did not know the meaning of 

the destination?  In some languages you need to know if the destination is a place or a person. 

 

 In the Wik language, when you talk about a place, you must add the ending -ak to a 

place and also use the word "aak": 

 Nil Joe-an aak     Lawson-ak  iiy 

 he  Joe       place  Lawson-to  went 

 

 In the Wik language, if Lawson was a person, you add a different ending to his name: 

 

 Nil Joe-an Lawson-ant iiy 

 he  Joe      Lawson-to   went 

Exercise 1 

 In your language do you need to know if the destination is a person or place in order to 

translate properly?  Write down how you would translate the sentence "Joe is going to 

Lawson." for, (a) Lawson is the name of a place, (b) Lawson is the name of a person. 

a) ___________________________________________________________________ 

b) ___________________________________________________________________ 
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 Read these sentences in Wik and look at their meaning: 

 

 Nil pek   uk   "He went to the boat dock." 

 he  down went down 

 

 Nil kungk mo   "He went to Weipa." 

 he   north  flew 

 

 Nil yoon      iiy  "He went to the camp." 

 he   outside went 

 

 Nil kaaw mat   "She went to Cairns." 

 he  east    went up 

 

 Nil kuuw uk   "She went back to Aurukun." 

 he   west  went up 

 

 If you look at the meaning of the words in the Wik sentences, you might wonder how 

the Wik people understand the meaning shown on the right column.  But the Wik use these 

terms often and everyone who knows the culture knows what they mean.  Wik people don't 

have to explain the meaning to each other.  But, do you think they need to explain the 

meaning to outsiders?  Of course they do.  The information in the sentences is information the 

Wik people share with each other, but outsiders do not yet know the same information. 

PEOPLE SOMETIMES KNOW THINGS THAT THEY DO NOT SAY 

 When you tell a story to a friend, there is usually a lot of information that you do not 

need to include because you and your friend share the same culture and share many of the 

same experiences.  If you tell a story about going to a fishing place that you and your friend 

know about, you do not spend a lot of time describing the place because your friend already 

knows about it.  You would not need to describe who you went with because your friend 

knows the person already.  But if you told the same story to someone who came from far 

away, you would need to explain many of the things that you left out. 

 

 For example, read the sentences below.  In each case, the first sentence is short and it 

is written to people who know what the writer is talking about.  The second sentence is 

longer, and explains things that someone from a different culture might not know. 

 

Implicit: The king visited the White House. 

Explicit: The king visited the White House, where the American president lives. 

 

Implicit: Offices in Jordan were closed because of Ramadan. 

Explicit: Offices in Jordan were closed because of the Muslim holiday of Ramadan. 

SOMETIMES PEOPLE WHO WROTE THE BIBLE KNEW THINGS THAT THEY 

DID NOT WRITE DOWN 

 The writers of the Bible wrote to people who knew the culture and the background of 

their stories.  The writers did not always add information that a stranger would need to 

understand. 
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 Today most of the people who read the Bible do not know about the Jewish culture or 

about the customs from long ago.  A translator must study the Jewish culture and customs of 

Bible times to help him understand the meaning of messages and stories in the Bible.  When 

you translate, sometimes you must add some information that the original readers understood 

because they knew the culture or the background.  The added information was there for the 

original readers, but it was not written down because they already knew the information.  You 

must add certain information so that other people, who do not understand Bible culture and 

customs, can understand the same meaning that the original readers understood. 

 

 What kinds of information need to be added?  Here are some examples: 

1. INFORMATION THAT PEOPLE KNEW ABOUT THE COUNTRIES AND 

PLACES MENTIONED. 

 Sometimes you need to add extra information to help the readers understand about the 

countries and places in the Bible. 

 

 For example, in the story of Jonah, God told Jonah to go to Nineveh.  But Jonah didn't 

want to go to Ninevah, instead he tried to go to Tarshish (which was in Spain).  All the 

hearers knew that Tarshish was a long way west and Ninevah was to the east.  So they knew, 

without being told, that Jonah was going off in the opposite direction.  If you compare the 

Good New Bible with the New International Version, you will see that the Good News 

Version added that Spain was in the opposite direction.  They added this information so that 

the readers would understand that Jonah was trying to run away from the Lord, just like the 

original readers understood. 

 

Jonah 1:3 New International Version 

  "But Jonah ran away from the Lord and headed for Tarshish.  He went  

  down to Joppa where he found a ship bound for the port..." 

 

Jonah 1:3  Good News Version 

  "Jonah, however, set out in the opposite direction in order to get away  

  from the Lord.  He went to Joppa, where he found a ship about to go to  

  Spain..." 

2. CUSTOMS AND ACTIONS. 

 There are lots of Jewish customs that we do not understand very well.  For example, 

many times in the Bible people put on sackcloth.  This means that the person was sorry about 

something.  If the people in your language group do not know this meaning, the custom might 

sound very strange to them and they might miss the point of the story.  Read Jonah 3:5 below: 

 

 "The Ninevites believed God.  They declared a fast, and all of them, from the 

 greatest to the least, put on sackcloth." 

 

The Good News Version has made the meaning clearer: 

 

1. "The people of Ninevah believed God's message.  So they decided that everyone 

 should fast, and all the people, from the greatest to the least, put on sackcloth to 

 show that they had repented." 
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 Suppose you were translating a story from your own language about one of your 

customs into English for Europeans to read.  If someone first told the story just for your own 

people, you might have to add some extra information to make it clear for European people to 

understand the story. 

Example from a Philippines language: 

 Read the following story from a language in the Philippines.  Can you tell the story to 

someone else in a way that makes sense? 

 

Story 1 

 '... One of those who found some of the buried money was Juan Begar.  

They arrived with it at night to his house, and he did kapi for it that night at his 

house at Salakoban.  Yes, it was at this house where he did kapi for it. 

 The next morning as they were eating the head, the new jaw bone fell 

down.  And it was not tilted when it fell but rather it was upright and it was 

pointing east.  When the old women saw it, they said, 'Do it a second time.  

Perhaps they have regarded it as insufficient.'  And yes, Juan did kapi for it a 

second time.' 

 

Do you understand this story?  Are there parts that are puzzling? 

Exercise 2 

 Put a circle each part of the story above which you do not understand.  Then count 

how many places you do not understand. 

 

 That story comes from the Ibaloi language.  People who do not understand the 

customs of the Ibaloi people would need a lot of help to understand the story.  This is because 

the person who told the story is telling it for other Ibaloi people and he does not have to 

explain to them all about their own customs.  They know what he is talking about already.  If 

he did explain everything, the people would probably get irritated.  But people who do not 

know Ibaloi customs will not understand the story.  Now read the story re-written below with 

some helpful information added: 

 

 '... One of those who found some of the buried money was Juan Begar.  

They arrived with it at night to his house, and he celebrated the feast of kapi 

with a pig as payment to the ancestral spirits that night at his house at 

Salakoban.  Yes, it was at his house that he celebrated the feast of kapi for 

finding the buried money. 

 The next morning as they were having the traditional community 

breakfast following feasts, the jaw bone of the pig which had been sacrificed 

the previous evening fell down from the eaves of the house where it was 

traditionally hung.  And it was not tilted when it fell but rather it was upright 

and it was pointing east where the ancestral spirits are said to live.  When the 

old women saw it, they regarded it all as a bad omen and said, 'Celebrate the 

feast of kapi a second time.  Perhaps the ancestral spirits have regarded the pig 

you sacrificed as insufficient payment.'  And yes, Juan did the feast of  kapi for 

a second time.' 
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Exercise 3 

 Compare story 1 and 2, and then underline all the places in story 2 where some new 

information has been added to help people who are not from the Ibaloi tribe to understand. 

REMEMBER 

 You sometimes need to add information that helps the readers know what the customs 

and actions mean. 

3. PARTS OF THE STORY HAVE BEEN LEFT OUT. 

 Sometimes a writer leaves out part of the story if he thinks the readers will understand 

it without an explanation.  But sometimes you need to add this information to the story to 

help others understand.  For example, suppose that you are translating a story about a man in 

Yangon: 

 

 "The next morning he was late to the meeting because he left home at 8:00." 

 

 People who live in Yangon understand that at 8:00 in the morning, the traffic is very 

bad and cars move very slowly.   If someone wants to get to a morning meeting, he must 

leave very early.  But people who do not live in a big city might not understand this.  

Therefore, when you translate this sentence, you might need to add some information to help 

people understand the real meaning. 

Exercise 4 

 Translate the sentence above into your own language.  Add any information that the 

readers will need to understand the meaning. 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 Now, think about the following sentence from an African village: 

 

 "I didn't go to church because of the birds." 

 

 The people listening to the speaker understood very well the reason for not going to 

church.  They knew that when it is close to harvest time, the birds like to come and eat all of 

the grain from the plants and nothing will be left to harvest.  The farmers must constantly 

chase the birds away or the birds will destroy the crops. 

 

 But people from other places and cultures probably do not understand the whole 

meaning of the sentence.  Therefore, when they translate, they might have to say, "I didn't go 

to church because I had to keep the birds away from the ripe grain for harvest."  The message 

has not been changed, but the meaning is more clear to people from different cultures.  Now 

readers from other cultures can understand the same as people from the African village. 

Exercise 5 

 Translate the sentence from Africa into your own language so that people will 

understand the whole meaning. 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 
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 For another example, read Jonah 1:3-4.  The story doesn't tell us that after Jonah went 

on the ship, the sailors untied the ship and sailed off.  The story goes on to tell about the 

storm coming.  People who live by the sea and use boats will easily understand all the things 

that the sailors did without being told.  But people who live in the desert might not 

understand what happened.  You might need to add something about the boat leaving the 

dock or they might think that the storm came when the boat was in the harbor. 

BE CAREFUL 

 You must be careful when you put in extra information to help the readers understand 

the original meaning.  You should not add extra information just because you think that the 

readers will not understand the story without it.  You must test your translation first with 

other people to find out what they understand.  Ask people to tell the story back to you in 

their own words and see if they understand. 

 

 You must be careful when you add extra information.  If you add too much 

information, the reader might get lost from the main point.  What is the best way to add extra 

information?  Here are four possible ways: 

 

1. Add a few words of information to make the story clear.  (See the example of Jonah 3:5 

earlier in this unit). 

2. Add the information in a heading or introduction to the story, but not in the story itself. 

3. Add a picture or drawing that will help people to understand.  There are some places in the 

Bible where people were standing on the roof of a house.  In some cultures, that is very 

strange because the roof is made of grass or leaves and the person would fall through.  A 

picture of a house from Bible times would help people to understand that the house had a flat 

roof made of wood, stone, or hard clay. 

4. If you need to add a lot of information, you should not add it all in the story.  You can use a 

footnote at the bottom of the page to help people understand better.  

Exercise 6 

 For each verse below, think about how you should translate in order to make the 

meaning clear to the people reading your translation.  Do you need to add information? 

 

Acts 5:16 

 "The people also gathered...bringing the sick and those afflicted with unclean spirits, 

and they were healed." 

 

 For people from one language group of Mexico, 'healed' can only refer to sickness, not 

evil spirits.  The translators had to tell people that Jesus also helped the people who had evil 

spirits.  Their final translation was: 

 

 "...all of the people were healed and the evil spirits left them." 

 

Translate this verse into your language: 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 
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Matthew 26:6 

 "Jesus was in Bethany in the house of Simon the leper." 

 

 If you did not add any information, would people think that Simon still had leprosy?  

There were many people called Simon at that time and saying "Simon the leper" was a way to 

tell people which person named Simon they were talking about.  Simon no longer had 

leprosy, but people would know that 'Simon the leper' was the man who was healed from 

leprosy. 

 

Translate this verse into your language: 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

John 4:20 

 The Samaritan woman said to Jesus,  

 "Our fathers worshiped on this mountain, and you say that in Jerusalem is the place 

where men ought to worship." 

 

 Can your language use the verb 'worship' by itself, or do you always have to include 

the person who is worshipped?  For example "...where men ought to worship God." 

 

Translate this verse into your language: 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Mark 1:21 

 "And they went into Capernaum and immediately on the sabbath he entered the 

synagogue." 

 

 This verse is speaking about Jesus and his disciples.  In the first part of the verse it 

says "they" and in the second part of the verse it says "he".  If you translate the verse this way, 

will people think that only Jesus entered the synagogue?  Actually, Jesus and the disciples 

went into the synagogue together.  The people who read Mark in the first century would 

understand this.  Mark talked only about Jesus because he was the main character, not 

because the disciples did not go in. 

 

Translate this verse into your own language: 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 
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4. SHORT WAYS TO SAY THINGS IN LANGUAGE. 

 Read the following sentences: 

 a. Susu had some Coke and so did Kalaya. 

 b. John caught five fish and Henry three. 

 c. He gave Mele a necklace and Rita a bracelet. 

 d. He is not the God of the dead, but of the living (Mark 12:27). 

 e. John didn't work at that business, and if he had, he wouldn't have like it. 

 

 Can you see how the writers of these sentences did not write all of the meaning?  In 

the first sentence, if you added all of the meaning, it would look like this: 

 

 a. Susu had some Coke and Kalaya had some Coke too. 

 

 This English is fine, but it is a bit long and boring so we usually say: 

 

 a. Susu had some Coke and so did Kalaya. 

Exercise 7 

 Rewrite sentences b-e with the full meaning included. 

 

b)_____________________________________________________________________ 

c)_____________________________________________________________________ 

d)_____________________________________________________________________ 

e)_____________________________________________________________________ 

Exercise 8 

 Compare the sentences you just wrote with the original shorter sentences.  Why do 

you think we can make sentences shorter in English? 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

Exercise 9 

 It is very important to think about how you say things in your own language.  You 

probably use short ways to say things in your language too, but not always the same way as 

English.  Now write down how you would say sentences a-e in your language in a natural 

way. 

a. ______________________________________________________________________ 

b. ______________________________________________________________________ 

c. ______________________________________________________________________ 

d. ______________________________________________________________________ 

e. ______________________________________________________________________ 
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IMPORTANT POINTS 

 Sometimes you need to add some information that the writer knew, but did not 

include because the original readers already knew the information.  But you should only add 

information when: 

 

1. the hearers cannot understand the main point of the story or message without the 

information. 

 

2. the hearers will get the wrong meaning without the information. 

 

The other important things to remember are: 

 Don't change the true meaning. 

 Don't change what really happened. 

 

 The Bible was written long ago, but God wants us to understand it today.  We must 

translate so that people from our own language can understand it well, but we must not 

change the original meaning.  This is very difficult to do.  You may need to add information 

to help people understand the original meaning, but you must be careful about what you add.  

You cannot add information that is not true for the story.  You only add what is necessary for 

people to understand the implicit meaning, nothing more. 
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UNIT 22 

SENTENCE STRUCTURE 
 

          You need to understand how different parts of sentences are connected to each other, and 

how to express the same meaning in your language in a clear way. 

 

 Read these sentences: 

 1.  The man finished his work, then he went to sleep. 

 2.  The man went to sleep after he had finished his work. 

 3.  When the man had finished his work, he went to sleep. 

 4.  After he had finished his work, the man went to sleep. 

 

 All these sentences have the same two ideas put together in 

different ways.  These two ideas are: 

 the man went to sleep 

 the man finished his work 

 

 These two ideas by themselves don’t have any connection with each other.  But the 

connecting words in sentences  1-4  (then, after, when) are time words, and they tell you that 

the two ideas have a time relationship. 

 

 Notice that in English the connecting word can be at the beginning of a sentence or in 

the middle of the sentence.  In Burmese, connecting words are generally in the middle of the 

sentence.  Some languages do not have separate time words.  Instead, some languages add  

prefixes or suffixes to show time order. 

EXERCISE 1 

 Look at stories in your language and study how your language shows time 

connections.  Underline any places in the texts that show time connections. 

CONNECTING PARTS OF SENTENCES TOGETHER 

 One of the most important things in translation is to understand how different parts of 

sentences are connected to each other and how to express the meaning of those sentences in 

your own language. 
 

 The four sentences above all have the same meaning even though they have different 

connecting words.  All of these connecting words show the same ‘time’ relationship.  But 

often different connecting words make the sentences have different meanings.  We want to 

look at some more connecting words in English and find out what meanings they have.  We 

will look at five different ways that sentences are connected in English and the meaning of 

some connecting words. 
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1. REASON-RESULT 

 The sentence below tells us the REASON why the man went to sleep. 

 

 "The man went to sleep because he was tired." 

 

There are two ideas in this sentence: 

 the man went to sleep 

 the man was tired 

 

 The connecting word 'because' tells us that the connection between the two ideas is a 

REASON.  We can show a reason in other ways in English too.  For example: 

 

 The man went to sleep, since he was tired. 

 The man was tired, so he went to sleep. 

 

 In English some connecting words can come at the beginning of the sentence, but that 

does not change the meaning.  The meaning is still the same: 

 

 Because the man was tired, he went to sleep. 

 Since the man was tired, he went to sleep. 

 

 In English the words ‘because’ and ‘since’ have almost the same meaning.  In each of 

the above sentences the speaker can use either ‘since’ or ‘because’, but the meaning will 

remain the same. 

EXERCISE 2 

 Write down the two main ideas in the sentences below.  Then underline the 

connecting words that show it is a ‘reason’ connection. 

 

 "The lady took her child to the clinic since he had a high fever." 

 "The man had a big argument with the store manager because he had offended his 

 wife." 

 "The plane went off the runway because a tire had blown." 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 
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EXERCISE 3 

 How many different ways can your language express ‘reason’?  Write down some 

ideas.  Can the reason part of the sentence come anywhere in the sentence, or only in one 

place?  Look at some stories or texts in your language to be sure. 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 There are two other words in English that also show us a ‘reason-result’ relationship: 

'so' and 'therefore'.  They are different from ‘since’ and ‘because’ which can either be the first 

word in the sentence or begin the second part of the sentence.  ‘So’ and ‘therefore’ always 

come in the second part of a reason-result sentence.  They show you which part of the 

sentence is the result. 
 

 "The man didn’t finish repairing the car, so he couldn’t go to the football game." 

 "The woman was hungry, so she cooked some rice." 

 "John asked the right man, therefore he got the money." 

 "The young man didn’t listen, therefore he got punished." 

EXERCISE 4 

 What is the ‘reason’ and what is the ‘result’ in each of the four sentences above?  

How would you best translate the sentences into your language? 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

2.  PURPOSE 

 The sentence below tells us what the man wanted to do when he went to school.  It 

tells us his PURPOSE for going to school. 
 

 "The man went to school so that he could talk to his child’s teacher." 
 

We can say this in other ways in English without changing the meaning: 
 

 "The man went to school to talk to his child’s teacher." 
 

 "The man went to school in order to talk to his child’s teacher." 
 

 "In order to talk to his child’s teacher, the man went to school." 
 

 "So that he could talk to his child’s teacher, the man went to school." 
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EXERCISE 5 

 Underline the connecting words in the previous sentences that show a ‘purpose’ 

connection in the sentence. 
 

 In English we can turn the sentence around and put the purpose part first. However, in 

some stories and sentences it may sound better to put the purpose in the second part of the 

sentence.  In some languages, such as the Labu language of Papua New Guinea, the purpose 

part can only be in the second part of the sentence. 

EXERCISE 6 

 Read the sentences below and underline the connecting words that show you there is a 

purpose connection in the sentences: 
 

 "The man went to the bank so that he could get money." 

 

 "The child went to the store in order to buy an ice cream." 

 

 "In order to have a big feast for everyone, they killed a bull." 

 

 "The man went to the garage to buy a tire." 

EXERCISE 7 

 Write down some purpose sentences in your language.  Don’t translate English 

sentences.  Write from your own thoughts. 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 Now write down all the ways you can say the following sentence in your language.  (If 

there is only one way, just write that one way.) 

 

 "The man went to school so that he could talk to his child’s teacher." 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 
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3. CONTRAST 

 Read the sentence below. 
 

 "Even though the man went to sleep, he still finished his work." 
 

The two ideas in the sentence are: 

 the man went to sleep 

 the man finished his work 

 

 The connection words ‘even though’ connect the two ideas.  "Even though" tells us 

that it is a CONTRAST sentence.  (You might want to look up the word ‘contrast’ in the 

dictionary to better understand its meaning.) 

 

 Some of the English words that show contrast are: 'even though, although, in spite of, 

but, however'.  We could say the meaning of the above sentence in other ways in English: 

  

 "The man finished his work even though he went to sleep." 

 "The man went to sleep but he still finished his work." 

 "Although he went to sleep, he still finished his work." 

 "The man went to sleep; however, he finished his work." 

 "In spite of going to sleep, the man finished his work." 

 

 In Wik-Mungkan, there is a word 'nungkway' which means ‘although’, ‘even though’.  

It can only come at the beginning of the sentence.  But in English the words 'even though' can 

come either at the beginning or in the middle of the sentence.  In Burmese ‘even though’ 

usually comes in the middle of the sentence.  Look at these English sentences: 

 

 "Jack went to play football even though he had a bad knee.  It was a long game 

 because the ground was still muddy from rain." 

 

 If we translated this into the Wik language in the same order as English, people would 

read it this way: 

 

 "Jack went to play football.  Even though he had a bad knee, it was a long game 

 because the ground was still muddy from rain." 

 

 This wouldn’t have the correct meaning in Wik.  So they would have to put the part of 

the sentence beginning with ‘even though’ first: 

 

 "Even though he had a bad knee, Jack went to football .  It was a long game 

 because the ground was still muddy from rain." 

EXERCISE 8 

 Read stories in your language and underline sentences that have contrast connections 

like ‘even though’, ‘although’ and 'but'. 

 

 

 
 

 



 

 

214 

 

Here are a few more contrast sentences in English: 

 

 "Although the lady had a very sore hand, she got the painting ready to give to her 

 friend." 

 "Even though the small boy started last, he was the fastest runner and won the race." 

 "The man thought he was late for the plane, however, he wasn’t." 

 "The lady thought someone had taken her money, but she found it under her pillow." 

EXERCISE 9 

 Write down the two ideas in the sentences above, and underline the connecting words 

that show it is a ‘contrast’ connection. 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

EXERCISE 10 

 Write down some contrast sentences in your language.   Do not translate English  

sentences.   Just write some sentences from your own thoughts. 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 Now write down all the ways you could say the following sentence in your language.  

(If there is only one way, just write that one way.) 
 

 "Even though the man went to sleep, he still finished his work." 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 
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4. CONDITION 

 The sentence below tells us that it might rain tomorrow, and if it does rain, the plane 

will not come. 

 

 “If it rains again tomorrow, the plane will not come.” 

 In this sentence, we are saying the plane might come and it might not come, we don’t 

know.  It depends on whether it rains.  In CONDITION sentences, one thing depends on 

another.  We can also turn this sentence around and say: 

 

 “The plane will not come if it rains again tomorrow.” 

 

 In English we can choose the sentence order that sounds best.  But in some languages 

only one word order is allowed. 

 

 In some languages you will not find a word for ‘if'.  In Wik language there is a special 

ending on the verb plus the word 'nath' which means ‘maybe’.  These two words in a sentence 

indicate it is a CONDITION connection. 

 

 Ngay     nath       wamping       nungk-a,      ngay  piikang  nintang. 

 I            maybe   come-might   to-you I      will-hit  you    

 ‘If I come to you, I will hit you.’ 

 

Here are some more ‘condition’ sentences in English: 

 "If the plane doesn’t come, we won’t get our money." 

 "We’ll be able to leave early, if we finish our work quickly." 

 "If your fever stays high, we will send you to the hospital." 

 

EXERCISE 11 

 Write some condition sentences in your own language.  Don’t translate English 

sentences.  Write from your own thoughts. 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 Now write down all the ways you can say the following sentence in your language.  (If 

there is only one way, just write that one.) 
 

 "If it rains again tomorrow, the plane will not come." 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 
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5.  ALTERNATION 

 The sentence below tells us that the man cannot finish his work and go to sleep at the 

same time.  He cannot do both.  He does one or the other.  He must make a choice. 

 

 "Either the man will finish his work or he will go to sleep." 

The two ideas in the sentence are: 

 the man will finish his work 

 the man will go to sleep 

 

 When we see the connecting words 'either', 'or', we know it is an ALTERNATION 

connection. 

 

Here are some examples of ‘alternation’ sentences: 

 

 "Either he did leave or he did not leave.  Tell me!" 

 "Either the young man will come to work or his older brother will come." 

 "Would you like tea or would you like coffee?" 

EXERCISE 12 

 Underline the connecting words in the above sentences that show it is an ‘alternation’ 

connection. 

EXERCISE 13 

 Write some alternation sentences in your language.  Don’t translate English  

sentences.  Write from your own thoughts. 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

Now write this sentence in your own language.   

 

 "Either the man will finish his work, or he will go to sleep." 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

MORE TO THINK ABOUT 

 What did you find out about connecting words in your own language?  Did you find 

that your language has exactly the same connecting words as English?  Or are some of your 

connecting words different from English?  Perhaps you found that your language has lots 

more endings on words that connect things together instead of separate words.  Perhaps you 

found that your language connects sentences in different ways from the ways we have 
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discussed.  Some languages have lots of connecting words (like Greek and English).  Some 

Papua New Guinea languages have only two connecting words.  But there is always a way to 

translate the same meaning as the source text. 

EXERCISE 14 

 From your work in this unit, make a list of all connecting words in your language.  

Then read one or two more stories in your language and underline all the connecting words in 

the stories.  If you see any more connecting words, add them to your list.  If  your language 

has prefixes or suffixes that connect parts of sentences, make a list of them also. 

 

 Write a story to someone younger than you giving them advice.  Or read a story about 

giving advice that someone else wrote in your language.  When you’ve finished, underline all 

the connecting words or connecting prefixes and suffixes in that story.  If there are some 

connecting words that you didn’t have in your first list of connecting words, add them to this 

list.  Write example sentences that show how the connecting words are used. 

 

 The other thing you have to remember is that not all connecting words mean exactly 

the same thing in one language as in another language.  All languages have words that are 

similar in meaning, but not quite the same.  In some languages, some connecting words have 

a very wide meaning or lots of meanings.  But in other languages there might be lots of 

connecting words with just one meaning each.  In the Wik language there is a connecting 

word  'puth' which has a wide meaning.  Sometimes it is like ‘and’ in English, sometimes it is 

like ‘but’ in English, other times it is more like ‘so’.  And sometimes it is like ‘because’ or 

‘for’ in English!  The meaning depends on the sentence it is used in. 

 

 Therefore when we translate connecting words from English, we have to think about 

lots of things: 

 

 a) Would my language use a connecting word here or would it express this meaning 

       in a different way?  For example, maybe your language would put a suffix on a 

       word instead of using a separate word. 

 b) Would my language use the same word order as English or a different word order? 

 c) Do the connecting words in my language have the same meaning or different  

      meaning from the connecting words in English? 

REMEMBER 

 It is important to understand how parts of a sentence are connected together.  It is also 

important to know how each sentence is connected to the next sentence.  It is important to 

study all connecting words. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

218 

 

CHART OF CONNECTING WORDS 

             On a very large piece of paper, make a chart like the one below.  This chart will show how your language joins sentences together.  It 

will be a tool to help you translate more difficult sentences in the future.  

 Connecting Words in English  This is how my language works 

REASON because,  so,  since,  therefore  

   

   

   

PURPOSE so that,  in order to, to +  verb  

   

   

   

CONTRAST even though,  although,  but  

   

   

   

CONDITION if,  unless,  if . . . not  

   

   

   

ALTERNATION either . . . or,  or  

   

   

   

TIME when,  after,  since  
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UNIT 23 

MAINLINE AND SUPPORTIVE INFORMATION 
 

           You must learn to identify the main story line and the supportive information, and to 

translate each part properly. 

 

 There are various paths or roads in the places we live.  Main roads are big and lead us 

quickly to where we want to go.  Main roads are usually wide and made of cement.  Cement 

roads in large towns usually have traffic lights and signs that tell us it is a main road.   But 

there are other, smaller paths and roads as well.  Sometimes we turn onto a smaller path from 

the main road in order to be quiet and think, or to get a drink from a waterhole or fruit from a 

tree near the path.  We might follow the path to find the tracks of an animal, or just to rest.  

After a while we return to the main road and finally arrive at the place to which we were 

going. 

 

 Stories are similar to roads and paths.  People have a main idea or message that they 

want to share when they speak or write.  This is like the main road.  But sometimes they want 

to say other things as well, and therefore they leave the main idea for awhile to tell you about 

something else.  This is like the small path you go down for a while. 

 

 To be good translators you must recognise when the story is on the main road or idea 

and when the story is going off the main idea.  You need to notice types of language that 

show you when the story is changing focus.  You must know the clues in the source language 

and in your own language so that you can translate well. 

 

 Remember what we have repeated several times in this training course:  Find the main 

events, ideas, people, things and places before you start to translate. 
 

 It is important to do this so that you can emphasize the main ideas from the source 

language in your language as well.  In this unit you will learn some ways to find out what is 

important and what’s not so important.   

MAINLINE INFORMATION 

 How do you recognise when the story is keeping on the mainline?  What are some of 

the clues? 

CLUE 1 

 In many languages, storytellers first tell briefly what the story will be about, and 

maybe when and where it happened.  For example: 

 

 “Now I am going to tell you about this strange airplane.” 

 

 “Here’s a story about how my sister got lost in Mandalay, and about how we searched 

 for her.” 
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CLUE 2 

 Sometimes the storyteller tells the main idea or point very clearly at the beginning and 

then again at the end: 

 a)   This story is about the fox tricking the rooster ...................................................... 

       .............................................................................................................................. 

       ....................................... Now I have told you about the fox tricking the rooster. 

 

 b)   I’m telling you to stop using bad drugs ................................................................ 

        .........................................................................So you must stop taking drugs. 

CLUE 3 

 Sometimes certain words are repeated again and again in a story.  These words might 

help you discover the main message, for example: 

 

 If the author uses the word ‘light’ again and again in the story, then you will know that 

the most important message has something to do with ‘light’. 

 

 If the author uses the word ‘truth’ again and again through the story, then you will 

know the most important message has something to do with ‘truth’. 

CLUE 4 

 Many languages have endings on words or special words that show the most 

important part of the story.  If you follow these endings or special words throughout the story, 

the most important message will be clear to you. 
 

 For example, in Wik-Mungkan, sometimes the word for the person or thing that is 

important will be at the beginning of a sentence or paragraph and there will also be a special 

ending on the word as well.  This is similar to the English phrase: 

 

 As for John, he . . . 

EXAMPLE 1 

 Pam kuutananganiy-a,  wur’ekan,         nyiinan paththam. 

 godfather                      raises himself   sits up 

 “As for the godfather, he raises himself quickly and really sits up.” 

EXAMPLE 2 

 Wakaniy-a,  ump-ump,  aakan-a,  pach-pachath  nungantakamwey . . . 

 grass           cut             place        cleared            herself 

 “As for the grass, she cut it and cut it, and cleared the area herself . . .” 
 

 Some languages also talk about important things or people at the end of paragraphs or 

sentences, to remind us that they are important.  For example in English: 

 

 . . . that was him, John, that was the one who did it. 

 . . . he did it, that John. 
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EXAMPLE 3 

 Here is an example from Wik-Mungkan from the end of a paragraph, again with 

special little endings on the words for the two most important people in the story: 

 

 . . . kekangan-a,    pungiythana   pamaniy-a,  puth   komanhaniy. 

       with-spears     might spear    man             and     young woman 

 “. . . They might spear them, that is, the man and the young woman.” 

CLUE 5 

 Many languages use questions to show important parts of a story.  In some languages 

the writer uses a rhetorical question to show what is important.  Sometimes there are a lot of 

questions together one after the other.  The sentence after the question is usually very 

important.  For example:  

 a)   And who came then?  The two policemen on horseback. 

 b)   And what did he see?  A mother bird feeding her babies. 

 c)   What shall I say next?  If our children listen we will be a happy society. 

 d)   Here is another Wik-Mungkan sentence: 

 Ngul    pek      ngoonchana,   ngeen    thathang-a,   kucham    many   monkey. 

 then     inside   entered           what      did I see       two           little    monkeys 

 ‘When we had entered inside, what did I see?  Two little monkeys.’ 

CLUE 6 

 You may notice in some stories that all of a sudden the sentences in a story become 

very short.  At first the sentences were long with lots of information.  Then the sentences 

suddenly become short.  In some languages short sentences tell you that this is an important 

part of the story.  For example: 

 

 The pig was happily eating in a lovely part of the country.  His friend 

had wandered away eating bugs in some nearby shade.  The sun was not too 

hot and there was not much breeze.  It was a perfect day and they were both as 

happy as could be.  Then he noticed movement.  He stood still.  He didn’t 

move.  He didn’t breathe . . . 

CLUE 7 

 Sometimes you might notice that the speaker or writer is telling about things in the 

past, but then all of a sudden he changes and speaks in the present or in the future.  This is 

called changing the tense and it can be a clue to a most important part of the story, as in the 

following story: 

 . . . The dogs had come together a long way and were very tired.  They 

followed the scent and soon came close to the cave.  They sniffed around.  

They are clever, aren’t they?   They are showing their skill.  They captured the 

robbers and their owners gave them a good meal and they lay down and went 

to sleep at last. 

 

 You must think about how people who speak other languages show what is important 

in their stories.  But it is just as important for you to use the right ways in your language to 

show which are the important people or things and what are the important ideas in the story 

you are translating. 
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EXAMPLE 4 

 Here is part of speech in the Wik language translated into English: 

 

 The Old Year is over, it’s finished, we’ve entered the New Year now.  

Let’s not think about our old fights, we’re in the New Year now.  Let’s not 

think about the fights from before.  We’ve entered the New Year now. 

 What about it?  I say this to you, men and women, what do you think 

shall we fight for ever?  I say to you men, let’s leave it, we’re in the New Year 

now.  Be done with it, let’s leave our anger, let’s not keep fighting for ever . . . 

 

 Can you find some of the ways the speaker expresses her most important ideas?  Write 

down your answer here: 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

REMEMBER 

   a)  Different languages have different ways to make something important.  You might find 

         these ways all through the story or just in a smaller part of the story. 

   b)  You must keep important ideas from the source text important in your translation but   

         use the ways that are proper in your language. 

EXERCISE 1 

 Write a story in your language about something you lost.  Then re-write the story three 

times: 

a) The first time, make the thing that you lost the most important thing in the story.  

b) The second time, make the person who lost the thing the one who gets the most attention in 

your story.   

c) The third time, make the person who found the thing the most important part of your story. 

 

 Exchange your stories with another speaker of your language.  Look for the clues or 

ways the other person has used to show what is most important.  Write down these ways. 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

GOING OFF THE MAINLINE 

 If you follow the mainline sentences, you will discover the most important message of 

the story.   If  you take any of the mainline sentences away, the story will not makes sense.  

You would no longer be able to follow the message of the story.   

 

 Think of the story another way:  The main sentences are like the floor, walls and roof 

of a house.  If you take any of them away, the house would not be complete anymore.  The 

house would not hold together. 
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 But sometimes the story goes off the mainline to give us extra information or make an 

interesting comment.  When the storyteller talks about things that are not on the mainline, he 

might want to: 

 a)   describe things 

 b)   explain something 

 c)   tell us about something that happened earlier 

 d)   explain what someone is thinking or feeling 

 e)   tell us about something that might happen. 

 

 If you take these sentences away from the story, the story still makes sense and is 

connected together, but it isn’t as interesting.  These sentences do not tell us the most 

important parts of the story.  They are like other parts of a house: the paint on the walls, the 

curtains, the pictures hanging up, or the furniture.  All those things make the house look 

interesting and different from other houses.  But you can take them all away and the house is 

still a house.  It won’t fall down. 

EXERCISE 2 

 Do these things to the story below: 

 a)   Put a circle around the words and sentences that show the important events. 

 b)   Underline sentences that are off the mainline of the story to give extra 

 information or make the story more interesting.  The supportive material might: 

  -   describe things 

  -   explain something 

  -   tell us about something that happened earlier 

  -   tell us about what someone is thinking or feeling 

  -   or telling us something that might happen. 

 

  Johnny, who was a teacher at Lakara Primary School, was driving 

along the street.  All of a sudden, a little dog ran out onto the road.  Johnny 

swerved violently, so he wouldn’t hit him.  He recognised the dog as being the 

special pet of one of the little kids in his class, and he knew if he hit him, the 

little kid would be quite broken-hearted.  So he swerved, but as he did, a little 

child ran out on the road on the other side.  Johnny slammed on the brakes as 

hard as he could, but before he knew what was happening, the car started to tip.  

Johnny felt cold with fear, and he wondered if his time had come to die.  Once 

before he had been in a bad accident and been badly injured.  He thought of all 

that as the car rolled right over twice and stopped on its side. 

 

  All of a sudden Johnny realised he was all right, he only had a few 

bruises.  But he was worried about the little child and the dog.  He was afraid 

they might both be hurt or dead.  He climbed awkwardly out of the car and 

looked around.  The little child was standing there staring at him with his finger 

in his mouth.  The little dog was standing on the side of the road barking.   

Only the car was a mess.   People started to come running out of their houses to 

help him. 
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WORDS THAT SHOW THE STORY IS OFF THE MAINLINE 

 Some languages have ways to show when the story is going off from the main story in 

order to explain something.  In the story above, there are some words that show us when the 

writer is explaining something: 

 

 a)   ‘who was a teacher at Lakara Primary School’  (describing who Johnny was) 

 b)   ‘He recognised . . . he knew . . .’  (These are not ‘happening’ words, but words 

         about ‘thinking’ and ‘knowing’) 

 c)   ‘The little kid would be broken-hearted . . .’  (telling about something that might 

         happen in the future) 

 d)   ‘He wondered . . . he realized’  (again, not ‘happening’ words, but words about 

       ‘thinking’ and ‘feeling’) 

 e)   ‘Once before he . . .’  (telling about something that happened in the past, and   

         which is not a part of this story). 

EXERCISE 3 

 Now read Luke 8:26-33 and do the same things that you did for Exercise 2. 

 

 26 Jesus and his disciples sailed on over to the territory of Gerasa, 

which is across the lake from Galilee.  27 As Jesus stepped ashore, he was met 

by a man from the town who had demons in him.  For a long time this man 

had gone without clothes and would not stay at home, but spent his time in the 

burial caves.  28 When he saw Jesus, he gave a loud cry, threw himself down 

at his feet, and shouted, ‘Jesus, Son of the Most High God! What do 

you want with me?  I beg you, don’t punish me!’ 29 He said this because Jesus 

had ordered the evil spirit to go out of him.  Many times it had seized him, and 

even though he was kept a prisoner, his hands and feet tied with chains, he 

would break the chains and be driven by the demon out into the desert. 

 30 Jesus asked him, ‘What is your name?’ ‘My name is Mob’, he 

answered because many demons had gone into him.  31 The demons begged 

Jesus not to send them into the abyss.  32 There was a large herd of pigs 

nearby, feeding on a hillside.  So the demons begged Jesus to let them go into 

the pigs, and he let them.  33 They went out of the man and into the pigs.  The 

whole herd rushed down the side of the cliff into the lake and was drowned. 

EXERCISE 4 

a)   Pick out three stories that you or others have written in your language.  Then for each 

story do the same things that you did for Exercise 2. 

b)   Are there words or expressions in your language which show that you have gone off the 

mainline of the story for a little while to explain something or to give some extra 

information?  Write down five examples here: 

 

1_________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

2 _________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 
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3 _________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

4 _________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

5 _________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 If you want further practice, do the same exercise with some articles in your local 

newspaper or with these passages from the Bible:  Colossians 1:24-29, John 14:1-7. 

HOW TO SHOW EMPHASIS 

 A flashlight is a very helpful thing to have when you are hunting or when you are out 

on a dark night.  It helps you to see more clearly and find what you are looking for. Without a 

flashlight, everything would look the same, all dark. 

 

 Languages have words that act like a flashlight which empasize or show how 

important certain ideas are.  If there were no words to show emphasis, then all the sentences 

would look the same and it would be hard to tell what is important in the story.  Many times 

when we are reading or listening to a story, suddenly something in the story changes.  It is 

like a flashlight coming on.  It tells us ‘Listen to this, this is an important part of the story’. 

 

 You must learn these emphasis words or ways to show emphasis in the source 

language.  You must also know the emphasis words or ways to show emphasis in your own 

language.  Often we speak our language correctly without paying attention to how our 

language actually works.  The translator’s job is to look very closely at the source language 

and the target language and find out how they work. 

 

 All languages have usual ways to say things.  When there is a change from the usual 

way, you need to pay special attention.  For example: 

 

a)  Sometimes we change the order of words on purpose.  If the usual order of words changes, 

it is like a flashlight for us.  Whatever has been changed is important.  The usual order might 

be: “John shot the tiger with an arrow”.  But the order might change to put the emphasis on 

the tiger like this: “It was the tiger that John shot with an arrow”. 

 

 In the second sentence, the emphasis is on the tiger, because it has been changed from 

its usual place in the sentence.  So the reader knows that John shot a tiger, not another animal. 

 

b)  The active voice might be the usual way to tell a story or give advice.  But a story might 

change suddenly to the passive voice.  When a change like this happens, you should pay 

special attention and think about why it is important. 

 The usual way might be: “The car hit Paul”. But when the sentence changes to “Paul 

was hit by the car”, we know that the emphasis is on Paul.  The speaker wants to pay special 

attention to the person who was hit. 
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c)   Sometimes the writer repeats the verb at the beginning of the sentence or paragraph.  This 

usually helps us pay special attention.   For example: 

 

 “. . . they went and went and went and went, and then saw the pig they had been 

 tracking all afternoon.” 

 

d)    Sometimes the speaker or writer will say something in two different ways.  This is like a 

spotlight showing us that ‘this is important’: 

 

 ‘All night long they kept on going, they didn’t stop.’ 

 ‘He didn’t come on a bus, he came on a boat.’ 

 

e)    Sometimes the writer will end a sentence with some information and then begin the next 

sentence or paragraph with that same information.  When you notice this, the person is 

probably emphasizing the information.   He is emphasizing the idea with a special sentence 

structure: 

 

 “. . . They found the tracks of a pig and shot him.  After they had shot the pig . . .” 

 “. . . This is a truthful word.  Because this is true, nothing will make me change my 

 mind.  Because nothing will change my mind, let’s not talk about it.” 

TESTING YOUR TRANSLATION 

 When you are translating, you must be sure that the most important message is clear to 

the people reading your translation.  You can find out by testing your translation properly. 

You can read your stories to other people (or ask other people to read them) and ask them to 

tell you: 

 -   who they think are the most important people or things in the story 

 -   what they think are the most important events or happenings in the story 

 -   what they think are the main points of the story. 

 

 First you can do this for the whole story, and then ask the questions for each 

paragraph.  If these people can’t tell you the most important part or message, or if they tell 

you that someone or something is important that isn’t very important, then you probably 

haven’t used your language in the right way.  You will need to go back and change your 

translation to make sure that the main parts are clear. 

SUMMARY 

 If you make nothing important, and do not emphasize anything in your stories, the 

stories will sound very lifeless, and very boring.  You need to make your translation 

lively and interesting AND you need to emphasize the right things! 

REMEMBER 

a)  Make the same things important in your translation as in the source language story. 

b)  Emphasize the same things in your translation as in the source language story. 
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UNIT 24 

WHO IS THE BIBLE WRITTEN FOR? 
 

 You must think about the people who will read the Bible so that you know what type 

of language is the best to use and easiest to understand.   

 

 There are different ways of speaking in every language.  Many people might speak a 

certain language, but they do not always speak in the same way.  In every language group 

there are also smaller groups: 

 - old people and young people 

 - men and women 

 - people who speak different dialects 

 - people who know other languages and those who do not 

Exercise 1 

 a) Write down three examples of words or expressions that the old people in your 

community use, but which the young people do not know. 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 b) Write down three examples of words or expressions that the young people in your 

community have started to use, but which the old people do not say. 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 c) Write down three examples of ways people speak to small children. 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 d) Write down three examples of English words that young people or children use 

quite often instead of the words from your own language. 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 
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 e) Write down three examples of words that people say differently depending on 

which area they come from (different dialects). 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 f) Do men and women sometimes speak differently in your language?  If so, write 

down three examples. 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

WHO WILL READ THE TRANSLATION? 

 When you translate you have to think very carefully about what kind of language to 

use.  All the time you have to think about the people who will use the translation.  Before you 

translate something, you must answer this question: 

 

 Who is the translation for? 

 If you are translating a children's story, then you must use the kind of language that 

children understand and enjoy. 

 If you are translating for young people, then you must use the kind of language that 

young people understand and enjoy. 

 If you are translating for old people, then you must use the kind of language that old 

people understand and enjoy. 

 

 But sometimes it is not very simple.  Sometimes you want to translate a story for 

everyone who speaks your language.  Then you have to think very carefully about what type 

of language to use.  Here are some of the problems you might have: 

 

 - If you translate in the type of language old people like, the young people might not 

 understand well. 

 - If you translate in the type of language young people use, the old people might not 

 like it or say that the language is not proper. 

 - If you translate in one certain dialect, some of the people from the other dialects 

 might not understand all of the translation. 

 - If you translate in the language that women like to use, the men might think that the 

 translation is only for women. 

WHO DO YOU TRANSLATE THE BIBLE FOR? 

 When you translate the Bible, are you translating only for yourself? 

 Are you translating only for people with a lot of experience in the church? 

 Are you translating only for the old people? 

 Are you translating only for the young people? 

 Are you translating only for the ones who can read? 
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 NO, God's message is for everyone and so you should translate the Bible for all the 

people who speak your language. 

TWO RULES 

 There are two rules that will help you know what kind of language to use when you 

translate: 

Rule 1. Think of one certain person when you translate.  Think about an ordinary person who 

is about 30-35 years old, not too young and not too old.  Write in a way that you think this 

person will understand.   

 

Think of a real person when you translate. 

 

Rule 2. Even though different groups speak the same language in some different ways, there 

are many words and ways of speaking that everyone uses.  We can call this the ‘common 

language’.  For example, maybe there are two words for an object with the same meaning.  

One word only old people know and one word everyone knows.  Choose the word that 

everyone knows. 

 

Translate so that everyone can understand. 

 

 The New Testament was first written in Greek, but it was written in the normal 

language and common kind of Greek that everyone understood.  There was another kind of 

Greek that important people used for important matters.  But the New Testament writers tried 

to use the common language, the language that everybody understood no matter where they 

lived or how educated they were. 

 

 There are now different English translations of the Bible.  Some of them are written in 

English that is more difficult to understand.  Some are written in English from a long time 

ago that no one speaks anymore (King James Version).  Some are written in the common 

language that people speak today (Good News Version).  Can you think of any Bibles that 

you can read that do not use the common language that people use today?  Are they difficult 

for the ordinary person to understand?  Why are they difficult? 

 

 When you translate, you want to use the same type of language as the original writers, 

which is the ordinary, common language that everyone understands. 

YOU MUST OVERCOME THE PROBLEMS  

 It might sound easy to translate so that everyone can understand, but it is not.  Here 

are some stories about problems other people had. 
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Exercise 2 

 Think about each story below and think about how to solve the problem.  Write your 

answer below the story. 

 

Story 1 

 Helen is translating the Bible into the Boto language.  She has a problem.  Some 

people speak the Boto language one way and others speak differently.  There are two dialects.  

Helen must decide which way she will translate.  The one group of Boto speakers is has more 

people and is more important than the other group.  Helen decided to translate in the big 

group's kind of Boto.  She knows that the other group, the small group, can understand both 

kinds of Boto.  So Helen translated one book of the New Testament.  But the smaller group 

got upset and angry.  They refused to read it because it wasn't in their own Boto dialect.  What 

should Helen do? 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Story 2 

 Susa is doing Bible translation in Papua New Guinea.  He has a problem and does not 

know what to do.  The older people speak in a difficult way and use hard words that the 

younger people do not understand.  Many of the young people have gone away to school or 

have worked outside the village area and have returned using a lot of English mixed with 

their language.  They don't know the hard words in their language any more.  Also, they do 

not always speak the language correctly.  They don't always put words together in the right 

way or use the right words. 

 The older people say that Susa should translate in the way they speak.  The old people 

say they are the only ones who speak the language properly.  Susa doesn't know what to do.  

He knows that the younger people will not understand the Bible if he translates the way the 

old people speak. 

 

What do you think Susa should do? 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 Is it more important for the old people to have the Bible in their kind of language or is 

it more important for the young people to be able to understand the Bible? 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 
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Story 3 

 Malaka is a translator who works in Africa.  In his language there are a lot of words 

that are only used in church or when Christians are talking together.  There are special 

Christian words or expressions that his people made up when the missionaries came with the 

new ideas that weren't in their language.  Some of the words are old words that they have 

given new meanings to.  But only the Christians know those special meanings or words well.  

The non-Christians look puzzled when someone uses the new words.  But Malaka doesn't 

think it matters.  He thinks the Bible has been written for Christians only.  He thinks you have 

to preach to people, and after they have become Christians then they will understand the 

Bible.  Malaka won't take new translation to non-Christians to test how they understand it 

because he says they do not know enough about the language. 

 

What do you think about Malaka's attitude? 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

REMEMBER 

 You must know who you are translating for so that you can use the language they will 

understand. 
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UNIT 25 

TRANSLATING DIFFERENT STYLES OF LANGUAGE 
 

           You need to decide what is the best style of language for each part of your translation. 

 

 You have already studied how you can translate a little differently depending on who 

the translation is for.  In this unit you will study some different ways of speaking and writing.  

We call these different ways of speaking and writing ‘styles’ of language. 

 

1.  CHANGING YOUR STYLE OF LANGUAGE DEPENDING ON WHO YOU’RE  

TALKING TO, OR WHERE YOU ARE 

EXERCISE 1 

 There are different styles of greeting in English.  Think about these sentences, and 

circle what you think are the right answers: 

 

 1.   Maung Maung went to an important meeting in Mandalay.  Someone introduced 

  him to the local leader.  Maung Maung said to him: 

       a)  ‘Hello buddy! How are you doing’?’ 

       b)  ‘How do you do, Sir?’ 

       c)  ‘Hi baby doll!’ 

 

 2.   Jimmy saw one of his old friends in town.  He said to him: 

       a)   ‘How do you do, Sir?’ 

       b)   ‘Hi baby doll!’ 

       c)   ‘Hello buddy! How are you doing’?’ 

 

 3.   Bill saw a cute girl he knew.  He said to her: 

       a)   ‘Hello buddy! How are you doing’?’ 

       b)   ‘Hi sweetie!’ 

       c)   ‘How do you do, Madam?’ 

 

 All of these expressions have the same meaning, that is, they are all ways of greeting 

someone.  But they sound funny or rude if we use them in the wrong situation.  We change 

our style of talking depending on who we are talking to:  an old friend, a little child, a close 

relative, or an important person. 

 

 We also change our style of talking depending on where we are.  At an important 

meeting, we would talk in a more polite and proper way.  When we meet someone on the road 

we can use more informal speech. 

 

 We can call the proper and polite way of talking ‘formal’, and the everyday kind of 

talking ‘informal’. 
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EXAMPLE 1 

 In the next set of examples, the first sentence is formal and the second sentence is 

informal. 
 

 Formal: I require your attendance to be punctual. 

 Informal: I want you to come on time. 
 

 Formal: The driver of the vehicle was intoxicated. 

 Informal: The driver of the car was drunk. 
 

 These examples are from English, but the same kind of thing happens in other 

languages.   The Apache Indians in America considered war to be an important event and the 

men used special language.  They used special words during that time.  When they came 

home from war, they went back to using normal, informal language. 

EXAMPLE 2 

 In Kiribati, meetings in the village meeting house are very important. There are 

special formal words which people use in the meetings.  Some examples are: 
 

MEANING ORDINARY WORD SPECIAL, FORMAL, WORD 

old man unimane katumara 

people koraki banin 

guest irua tima 

EXAMPLE 3 

 In some languages there are different ways to say ‘you’ depending on whether the 

speaker is talking to a good friend, or whether they are talking to someone they don’t know 

very well.  In French people say: 

 

 tu ‘you’    (when talking to a good friend or relative) 

 vous ‘you’    (when talking to others) 

 

 Italian, Spanish, German, Dutch, Swedish, Norwegian, Greek, Fiji Hindi and Russian 

all work the same way. 

EXAMPLE 4 

 Some other languages, such as Japanese, have suffixes which the speakers add to 

names when they want to show respect to someone.  In Thai, there are special words that 

people have to use when they are talking to the king.  For example:  
 

MEANING ORDINARY WORD SPECIAL, FORMAL, WORD 

eat kin sawe 

give hai thawai 

go pai sadet 
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EXAMPLE 5 

 Several Australian languages have special words that must be used with certain 

relatives. There are two lists of words below from the Wik language.  The words in List 1 are 

more common, but they cannot be used with certain relatives, such as a person’s son-in-law 

or mother-in-law.  For this group of relatives, the speaker must use words from List 2: 

 

ENGLISH LIST 1 LIST 2 

nose kaa’ wuup 

fire thum uparup 

small many meethikang 

eat mungkan wachampungan 

no ya’a kaathama 

EXERCISE 2 

 a)   Think about your language.  Do you talk in different ways to different kinds of 

         people, such as important people in your community or certain relatives?  Write 

         your answers here. 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 b)   Do you talk in different ways depending on where you are?  For example, would 

        you talk differently at a meeting? at a ceremony? with your family at home?  Do 

        you use special words at special times, such as when you are out hunting or at a 

        ceremony?  Write your answers here. 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 c)   How should the different styles of your language affect your translation work?  

        Write your answers below. 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 
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2.  CHANGING YOUR STYLE OF LANGUAGE DEPENDING ON WHETHER YOU 

ARE TALKING OR WRITING 

 It seems that in every language, people don’t write exactly the same as they talk.  

When we talk: 

 -   we make expressions with our faces and we move our hands 

 -   we can change our voices to be fast or show 

 -   we can change our voices to sound excited or bored 

 -   we can act out some of what we are talking about 

 -   we can make mimicking sounds, for example, the sound of a bird, or how someone  

      snores, or the sound of an airplane.   

 

Also when we talk: 

 -   we often say things more than once 

 -   we might leave sentences half finished and start new ones 

 -   we might say words like ‘um’ and ‘ah’ or ‘you know’ all the time 

 -   we might forget what we are saying, and start a new story instead. 

 

 If we record someone talking and then write it down exactly, it is 

often very hard to read.  It might change topics very quickly, or it might be boring, because 

the person seems to repeat himself all the time.  Also he might use words that are not very 

suitable for a book. 

EXERCISE 3 

 Here are two stories about the same event.  Both tell about the time that Jesus made a 

whip and drove the animals out of the Temple (John 2:13-16). Story 1 is the way someone 

who saw it happen might have told it to their friends.  Story 2 is the English translation of 

how it was written in the Bible. 

 

STORY 1 

 That Jesus, he must have come to town like the rest of us, for the 

festival.  Well, I think he must have got there and then went straight to the 

Temple.  Well, he gets there, right? And then what does he see, all this 

incredible noise, cattle mooing, sheep baaing, pigeons cooing and then to top it 

all off - clink, clink, clink, clink - all these guys set up at their little tables 

changing money and taking some money on the side, of course, the rotten 

thieves.  Anyway, Jesus looks around and he sees them all in one quick look. 

 Well before anyone knew what happened, he picks up these cords and 

quick as lightning, ties them together 

to make a whip.  He ties them 

together and no one quite understood 

what he was doing there, until 

suddenly, we see his arm jerked back, 

and wheeee! --- BIM! the whip flys 

through the air, hits a bull on the 

rump, and I tell you, it was nearly a 

stampede!  He whipped at them and 

whipped at them until all those cows 

and sheep rushed out of the Temple, 

the whole bunch of them. 
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 Well, that wasn’t all, then he rushed to the tables with all this money lying on 

top.  He just grabs one end of each table and pushes them all over - boom! boom! 

boom!   And all this money goes flying everywhere and lands in the dust and the hay.  

Then he almost roared.  Those guys selling pigeons, all this time they were just 

standing there, they couldn’t talk at all, couldn’t say a word.  He looked straight at 

them, pointed to the pigeons and yelled out like thunder, “TAKE THEM OUT OF 

HERE!  What do you think my father’s house is?  A store?  GET THEM OUT!”  

They moved, I can tell you. 

 

STORY 2 

 It was almost time for the Passover Festival, so Jesus went to 

Jerusalem.  There in the Temple he found them selling cattle, sheep, and 

pigeons, and also the money chargers sitting at their tables.  So he made a 

whip of cords and drove all the animals out of the Temple, both the sheep and 

the cattle; he overturned the tables of the money-chargers and scattered their 

coins; and he ordered the men who sold the pigeons, “Take them out of here! 

Stop making my father’s house a marketplace!” 

FOR YOU TO DO 

 Write down some of the ways the written story and the spoken story are different. 

 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

NOTE:  When you translate, you cannot add a lot of extra information like in Story 1.  You 

have to translate the story accurately.  Story 1 is not a translation, it is just how someone 

might tell this story to his friends. 

THINK ABOUT HOW PEOPLE WILL USE YOUR TRANSLATION 

 When men wrote the Bible it was similar to many situations today.  Some people 

could read and write in their own language but some people could not.  They had to listen to 

someone read to them.  The writers of the Bible wrote their stories so that people who could 

read well could read to others.  They knew that a lot of people 

would hear the story so they wrote it to sound natural when 

people heard it. 

 

 How will people use your translation? Maybe there are 

some other people who can read in the language very well.  

Maybe there are some others who will only hear the translation 

if others read to them at home, in the field, or in church.  Or 

they may hear it on a cassette or a video.  They may even hear 

it on radio.  When you translate you must think about people 
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listening to the translation and make it sound appropriate to read outloud.  You also have to 

think about the people who can read well.  It needs to be the appropriate kind of language for 

people to read to themselves and to read outloud. 

 

 You need to make your translation interesting and lively for both people who can read 

and people who will listen to it. 

LISTEN TO WHAT PEOPLE SAY ABOUT YOUR STYLE OF LANGUAGE 

 As you test your translation, you must listen to what people say about your style of 

language.  Sometimes people might say things like this: 

 

 “That story just goes around and around, saying the same thing over and over again.” 

 “That story is hard to listen to.  It has sentences that are too long.” 

 “I don’t like some words in the translation, they don’t fit.  They sound more like the 

 kind of slang that young people use with each other.” 

 

 You need to listen to what people say and then go back and see if you need to change 

your translation to a better style. 

REMEMBER: 

         You need to decide what is the best style of language for your translation. 
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APPENDIX 1 

THE STEPS OF TRANSLATION FOR THE FIRST DRAFT OF THE 

BOOKS OF THE BIBLE 

BEFORE BEGINNING THE TRANSLATION OF A BOOK: 

1. Read through the whole book 2-3 times. 

 - read the book in the National language Bible and other Bibles you understand well. 

 - if you can read English, read the Good News Bible and the New International   

   Version. 

 - try to think about what the main points of the book are. 

 

2. Read an introduction to the book in a Bible handbook or commentary.  Learn about the 

author of the book and the people he wrote to. 

 

3. Read an outline of the contents of the book.  You can find this in a Bible handbook, 

commentaries and some Bible versions. 

 

4. Think about the reasons the writer wrote the book.  

Why did he write the book?  For example, Moses wrote Genesis to tell about how God made 

the world and about the early people who followed God.  The writers wrote the gospels to tell 

about Jesus' life. Paul wrote some letters to encourage early Christians who were in trouble. 

 

5. Divide up the book into sections to make translation easier.  Plan to translate each section, 

not the whole book at once.  You can use the Section Headings in each chapter if that is 

convenient. 

BEFORE YOU BEGIN TO TRANSLATE A SECTION OF A BOOK: 

1. Read the whole section 2-3 times in different Bibles. 

 

2. Answer these questions about the kind of story in the section: 

 - What kind of story or message is it? 

 - Why do you think the writer is writing this section? 

 - Who do you think the writer is writing to? 

 - How do you think the writer was feeling? 

 

3. Answer these questions about the section: 

 - Who are the main people in this section? 

 - What are the main objects or things? 

 - What are the main happenings, events, or points?  In what order? 

 - When and where did these events happen? 

 

4. How does this section fit with the section before it?   

Read the section that comes before the section you are about to translate, and then answer 

these questions: 

 - Is the section I am about to translate the next thing that happened?  Does it occur at  

  a different time later on?  Does it occur in the same place or a different place? 
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 - Is the section I am about to translate the next point about the same topic or is it a 

 different topic? 

 - Does it explain something that happened in the last section? 

 - Does it tell why something happened in the last section?  Did something in the last 

 section cause something to happen in this section? 

- Ask the same questions about the relationship between paragraphs in the section  you 

are translating. 

 

5. Study the meaning of all the difficult words and expressions. 

 - Underline or write down all the words that have meaning that is not clear to you.  It 

 might be a new word or expression, or it might be a word or expression that you don’t 

 know how to translate into your language. 

 - Study the meanings of the words or expressions that you don't know.   

 Here are some suggestions about how to study the meaning of words and 

 expressions: 

  a) read the verse in different translations.  Look at the meaning of the  

  verses that come before and after it for clues to meaning. 

  b) look up the word in the dictionary, Bible dictionary, or ask someone to  

  help you understand the meaning. Look for pictures to help you understand. 

  c) have someone rewrite the verse in more simple language. 

  d) talk with others who understand the Bible well and those experienced in 

  translation. 

 - Write down ideas about how to translate the difficult words or expressions and  

 check them with your advisor or consultant. 

 - Discuss your ideas with other people who speak your language. 

 

6. Think about the section you will translate.  Do you understand the meaning?  Do you 

understand how all the parts fit together? 

 

NOW, TRANSLATE THE SECTION OF THE BOOK: 

 

7. Retell the section in your own language to someone else from your language or tell it into a 

tape recorder.  Then write it down in your own language the way you told it.  Is the meaning 

correct?  Telling the story to someone will help you to get good ideas about how to say things 

in natural ways.  When you tell the story from your memory, you usually use language that 

people commonly use. 

 

8. Write down or type the translation.  Think about the translation and rewrite or edit it 

several times if necessary to make it better.  Listen to how you told the story in step 7 to get 

ideas about how to say things naturally.  As you translate, remember that you are trying to 

express the same meaning as the source text in your own language in a way that is clear and 

natural.  Next, read the section again in the source language and be sure that you translated all 

of the meaning accurately. 

 

9. Read the translation again.  Read the whole section out loud to yourself.  Does it sound 

natural in your language?  Read the whole section to someone else who speaks your language 

and ask their opinion.  Change your translation to make it easier to understand or easier to 

read. 
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APPENDIX 2 

TWO STEPS IN TRANSLATING 
 

 There are two terms that we need to review: 

1. Source language - The source language is the language from which the translation is made.  

The source language is the language you start with. 

 

2. Target language - The target language is the language that you translate into.  The target 

language is usually your first language. 

 

 If a person is translating from your National language to English, which language is 

the source language?  ________________________________ 

Which language is the target language? _________________________________ 

 

 The text you are translating from is called the source text. 

TRANSLATE FROM THE MEANING IN ONE LANGUAGE TO THE SAME 

MEANING IN ANOTHER LANGUAGE 

 Your goal as a translator is to communicate the meaning of the source text in your 

own language.  The grammar and expressions of each language are different, so you cannot 

just translate the words of the source text one by one.  You must first think about the meaning 

of the source text. 

 

 The following diagram shows how translation works: 

 

Source language text     Target Language Translation 

 

 . 

 

Step 1            

Discover the 

Meaning 

Step 2 

Reexpress the 

Meaning 

Meaning Meaning 

Meaning 
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There are two steps in translation: 

Step 1: Study the source text and discover the meaning that is expressed. 

Step 2: Reexpress or retell the same meaning using the words and word order that is clear and 

natural in your language. 

 

 When you translate, the words and word order of the source and target languages will 

be different, but the meaning should be the same.  In the diagram above, the meaning is 

represented by the circle.  The meaning can be taken out of one language and expressed in 

another language.  Notice that the circle or meaning is the same in both languages, but the 

forms in each language (square and hexagon) are different. 

 

 Never leave out step 1.  Never translate before you know the meaning of the source 

text. 

Exercise 1 

 Translate the following story into your own language.  Underline places in your 

translation where you used expressions or grammar which are different from the source 

language.  Discuss these with your consultant. 

 

  One day a poor man took a pot of milk to market.  "I shall get a good 

price for this milk", he thought.  "I will buy some eggs with the money.  One 

of our hens will sit on them and then I shall have a dozen little chicks.  Soon 

the chicks will become hens.  They will all lay eggs.  Then I shall buy a calf 

with the money.  The calf will grow into a cow.  The cow will also have a 

calf.  That calf will grow into a cow too.  Soon I shall have a dozen cows.  I 

shall be a rich man." 

  The man was very happy.  He clapped his hands with joy.  The pot of 

milk fell off his head.  And that was the end of all his dreams. 
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APPENDIX 3 

REVIEW OF THE TRANSLATION PROCESS 
 

1. The translation team, and possibly the translation advisor, discuss the meaning of the 

chapters and key terms they will translate.  Use the "Key Biblical Terms" material and other 

books that help you understand the Bible.  Remember to update your key terms list for 

reference later.  There are also helpful key terms listings in Paratext and Translator’s 

Workplace. 

 

2. A translator makes a first draft following Appendix 1, "The Steps of Translation for the 

First Draft of Books of the Bible". 

 

3. The translation team (2-4 people) reads through the first draft together and revises it.  This 

will help get input from people from different ages, dialects and locations.  They can use 

some of the suggestions from the first section of Appendix 5, “How to Test the Translation”. 

 

4. Type for the first time or revise the draft you already typed in the computer.  Label the 

translation "Draft 1".  Be sure to back-up your work. 

 

5. Work with your translation advisor to check the translation for accuracy by comparing it 

with the RSV or NIV versions.   

 

6. Revise the translation according to the RSV/NIV check.  Label the translation "Draft 2".  

Be sure to back-up your work. 

 

7. Test the translation with 2-3 local people following Appendix 5, "How to Test the 

Translation: Section 2".   

 

8. If you choose to use comprehension questions, you will need to prepare and translate 

comprehension questions for testing and discuss the questions and answers with the 

translation committee. Do a comprehension test of the translation with 2-3 speakers following 

Appendix 6, "How to Use Comprehension Questions to Test Translation for Understanding". 

 

9. Revise the translation based on the results of testing.   Label the translation "Draft 3".  Be 

sure to back-up your work. 

 

10. Back translate the translation into English or National language (depending on what 

language the translation consultant speaks) following Appendix 7, "Getting Ready for the 

Consultant".  If the advisor is the one who is doing the back-translation, he/she may want to 

start this step during the RSV/NIV check. 

 

11. Have a consultant check the translation with your team. 

 

12. Revise the translation based on the results of the consultant check.   Label the translation 

"Draft 4".  Be sure to back-up your work. 

 

13. Distribute the translation to 5-10 reviewers for comments and editing (See Appendix 8). 
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14. Revise the translation based on the reviewers’ comments.  Label the translation "Draft 5".  

Be sure to back-up your work. 

 

15. Do further checks for consistency, formatting, and publishing.   
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APPENDIX 4 

TRANSLATION PROGRESS CHART 
 meaning/ 

key terms 

first 

draft 

revise 

1st draft 

type = 

draft 1 

RSV 

check 

revise = 

draft 2 

comprehension 

testing 

revise = 

draft 3 

back 

translate 

consultant 

check 

revise = 

draft 4 

reviewers 

read 

revise = 

draft 5 

Matthew              

Mark              

Luke              

John              

Acts              

Romans              

I Corinth              

II Corinth              

Galatians              

Ephesians              

Philippians              

Colossians              

I Thess              

II Thess              

I Timothy              

II Timothy              

Titus              

Philemon              

Hebrews              

James              

I Peter              

II Peter              

I John              

II John              

III John              

Jude              

Revelations              

Genesis              

Psalms              

Proverbs              

Jonah              
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APPENDIX 5 

HOW TO TEST THE TRANSLATION 
 

 The first draft is never the final draft.  There are lots of things you need to check.  You 

need to check the translation yourself, but you also need to test the translation with other 

people. 

SECTION 1: HOW TO CHECK THE TRANSLATION YOURSELF (OR TOGETHER 

WITH OTHERS ON THE TRANSLATION TEAM) 

 After you finish the first draft, it is best to wait a few days so that you can look at your 

translation with a refreshed mind.  When you are ready, follow these steps: 

1. Read your translation aloud to yourself (or on tape if possible). 

2. Ask yourself these questions, correcting any mistakes as you read along: 

 a) Is the translation natural? 

  - is the language used common and normal? 

- does it sound like a good speaker of your language or does it sound like a 

foreigner speaking your language? 

  - does the story sound like the parts are connected well? 

  - are the main parts of the story joined together properly? 

  - does the translation sound like the type of story it should be in your  

  language?  For example, if the story is about a man teaching, does it sound 

  like a man teaching in your language? 

 b) Is the meaning clear? 

  - are there any parts that are confusing? 

  - are there any places where people might understand the wrong meaning? 

  - is it clear who did the different actions? 

c) Is the translation accurate?  Compare your story with the Source texts your team 

uses.  

  - have you left out any meaning? 

  - have you added anything extra that was not implied? 

  - have you changed any meaning? 

 d) Is the translation interesting? 

  - is the translation lively or boring? 

  - does the translation express the right mood and feelings? 

 e) Do the sentences and paragraphs fit your language? 

  - do the paragraphs break the story at the right places? 

  - are the sentences too short, too long, or just right? 

  - have you started the paragraphs in a natural way for your language? 

 f) Is the spelling and punctuation correct? 

  - have you spelled the words correctly in your language? 

  - have you spelled peoples’ names correctly? 

  - have you used full stops and commas correctly? 

  - have you used capital letters properly? 

 g) Is the translation the right kind of language for the people who will read it? 
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3. Read the translation one more time.   

 A good way to do this is to read the whole translation onto a tape and listen to it again.  

Then you can listen how the whole story sounds together and you might find some things that 

you need to improve. 

 

 Now it is time to take the translation to other people and test it with them.  You will 

need some neat copies of the translation to distribute.   

SECTION 2: TESTING THE TRANSLATION WITH OTHER PEOPLE WHO SPEAK 

YOUR LANGUAGE 

 All translators need the help and the opinions of other people to do a good translation.  

You might think the translation is clear and gives the correct meaning, but it is hard for you to 

know for sure that other people will understand the same way you understand.  You have 

spent a lot of time studying the meaning, and you have all that information in your mind.  The 

people who hear or read your translation won't have the same information in their minds. 

 

 You also need other people's opinions about how natural the translation is.  When you 

translate from English, the National language, or another language, it is easy to get confused 

and use the structure of the source language instead of your own language.   

 

 It is also helpful to get opinions of people different from you.  You will want to test it 

with people from different ages, genders, religions, locations, education levels and dialects if 

possible. 

 

 Here are some ways for you to test the translation with other people who speak your 

language: 

1. Read the translation to other people. 

 Read the translation to at least two different people, or to two different groups of 

people.  Ask them for their opinion, about whether it is: 

 - natural 

 - easy to understand 

 - lively and interesting 

Ask them to tell you about any places where your translation is not clear or natural.  They 

might have some good ideas about how to improve the translation. 

2. Listen to other people read the translation. 

 Find someone who reads the language well and do the following: 

 a) Give him a copy of the translation and ask him to read it out loud to you (he should 

 not read to himself first) 

 b) Make sure you have a copy of the translation also.  Listen to the person read. 

  - everytime he makes a mistake or hesitates or looks puzzled, underline  

  that part of the translation. 

  - if he leaves something out, circle it. 

  - write down anything the person reads differently than what you wrote in  

  the translation. 
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c) Ask the person about the places where he hesitated or looked puzzled or read things 

differently than the way they were written.  Maybe the meaning was not clear to him 

or the  language sounded strange.  He might have good ideas to help improve the 

translation.  Write the ideas on your copy. 

 d) Do the same thing with 3-4 people of different ages and backgrounds. 

 

3. Ask people to tell the story again. 

 Read the translation to someone who does not already know the story or, have a good 

reader read it himself.  You might need to do this section by section if the story is long.  Then 

do the following: 

 a) Ask the person to tell the story again to you in his own words.  You might want to 

 tape record what he says so you can listen more than once. 

 b) Listen to what he says and notice: 

  - whether he left out any important parts 

  - whether he retold part of the story with different meaning 

  - whether he used some good expressions that might be clearer and more  

  natural than the ones in the translation. 

 c) Ask the person about the parts he left out or the parts with a different meaning.  

 Maybe he will have some good ideas to help you improve the translation. 

 d) Do the same thing with 3-4 people of different ages and backgrounds. 

4. Questions and answers. 

 Prepare a list of questions to ask people to check if your translation is clear and 

accurate.  This is explained in more detail in Appendix 6: How to Use Comprehension 

Questions.  For example, if you were going to check Mark 2:1-12, you could ask questions 

like this: 

 Where was Jesus standing while he was preaching? 

 Who was listening to Jesus? 

 Who came to the place and wanted to reach Jesus? 

 Why could the people not reach Jesus? 

 What did they do? 

 What did Jesus say to the paralyzed man? 

 

 In these questions, you are not asking for people's opinions, but you are asking people 

to give you answers from the story.   If people give wrong answers then you need to check 

your translation and possibly correct it.  Sometimes, however, the translation is fine, but the 

people were not listening carefully.  Ask 2-3 people the same questions to make sure the 

translation is clear. 

5. Ask some people to take the translation home and review it. 

 If there are people who can read and write your language well, ask them to take a copy 

of the translation home.  Ask them to read it carefully and write down any ideas for correcting 

or improving it.  They can send you their comments. 

6. Check with a group of people. 

 When you have made all of the improvements that are needed, it is good to read the 

translation again with a group of people, such as the translation committee.  They might have 

some final comments or suggestions. 
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APPENDIX 6 

HOW TO USE COMPREHENSION QUESTIONS TO TEST 

TRANSLATION FOR UNDERSTANDING 
 

 The purpose of comprehension testing is to find out if an ordinary person can 

understand the translation.  The translation committee prepares testing questions to test and 

check their translation.  A translation team will usually test the translation before a consultant 

checks the translation. 

 

You can use the questions in two ways: 

 (1)  The translator (or another member of the translation team) can use the questions 

to check his own translation.  He should try to answer the questions correctly using only his 

translation and not previous knowledge. 

 

 (2)  The translator (or another member of the translation team) can use the questions 

to test how well other people understand the translation.  For this purpose, the translation 

team needs to translate the questions into their own language. 

 

 Be aware that comprehension testing takes a lot of work and time.  Some translation 

teams choose to just do the testing described in Appendix 5. 

A.  PREPARE QUESTIONS IN YOUR OWN LANGUAGE 

 There are English comprehension questions for books of the Bible already.  Choose a 

set of questions prepared for the book of the Bible you are working on, or make a set of 

questions with the help of a translation advisor or consultant.  Translate these questions into 

your own language.  Also, be sure to write down the answers to the questions that are accurate 

and from your translation.  Write down the chapter and verse in which you find the answers 

also.  If the answers to the questions are not in your translation, you might need to correct 

your translation. 

 

 The questions should all be easy to understand.  The answers should be easy to find in 

the verses you are testing.  Always check the questions with the translation team to make sure 

that they are clear and easy to understand.  If the questions are confusing to the hearers, then 

the answers will not be helpful.  If the translation team cannot answer the question correctly, 

then the question is too difficult. 

DIFFERENT KINDS OF QUESTIONS 

 For each paragraph or section of the text, there are two kinds of questions: 

 

 Theme questions test whether or not the main point of the verses are clear. 

 Detail questions test whether or not the details of the verse are included and are clear. 

 

 There are also general questions that ask about the style of translation. For example: 

 What kind of story is this section?  For example, is it instructions?  Is it poetry? 

 What kind of a person is speaking or writing? 

 What kind of audience is he writing for? 

 How is the writer feeling in this section? 
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 You usually ask general questions at the end of the testing session. 

 

 Make an answer sheet with the name of the book, chapter, the number of each 

question and space to write notes.  On this copy write down the answers that the assistant 

gives, especially any wrong answers or misunderstandings.  (If the answer is correct, you can 

just put a check mark.) 

B. WHAT KIND OF ASSISTANTS WILL YOU NEED? 

 In order to the test the translation, you need the help of target language speakers who 

have little or no previous knowledge of the Scripture you are testing.  An assistant who is 

familiar with the Scripture already in another language might answer the questions from his 

previous knowledge.  Such answers will not help the translator to know how clear the 

translation is. 

 

 You can test one person by himself, or two or three people together (providing one of 

them is not too dominating).  You can also use the questions in a Bible class or in a Bible 

study group, in order to test the translation and help people to study the Scripture. 

 

 You must help the assistant understand what he is supposed to do: 

a)  EXPLAIN TO THE ASSISTANT CLEARLY THAT YOU ARE NOT TESTING HIS 

INTELLIGENCE.  RATHER, YOU ARE TESTING THE TRANSLATION TO FIND OUT 

WHETHER IT IS GOOD OR NOT.  Explain to him that if he is not able to answer any of the 

questions, it means that the translation has a problem and it is not his fault. 

 

b)  Explain to the assistant that the purpose of the questions is to find out whether the 

translation is easy to understand.  The assistant might not have previous experience answering 

questions in this way.  (In some cultures, people only ask questions when the person who is 

asking does not know the answer.)   

 

 You will find that some people are good assistants because they are interested and  

ready to learn.  Others are not good helpers - maybe they think the work is boring and have 

other things they want to do.  Try testing with different people.  Give people a reasonable 

time to learn how to do testing.  After a while you will find people who give helpful answers. 

HOW TO USE TESTING QUESTIONS 

 1. Choose at least 2-3 assistiants who have not read the book before.  One with high 

education, one with low education.  One a man, one a woman.  One a believer, one not a 

believer.  Test them one at a time separately. 

 

 2. Explain clearly to the person that you are not testing his intelligence.  You want 

them to help you test the translation to see if it is good or not. 

 

 3. First read the whole chapter or section to the assistant.  Or, if the assistant can read 

well, ask the assistant to read the translation of the chapter or section aloud.  Then ask the 

theme questions for that chapter or section. 
 

 4. After he answers the theme questions, read each paragraph one at a time.  Then read 

one or two verses from the paragraph at a time and ask the detail questions on the verses. 
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 5.  Write down any incorrect answers on the answer sheet. 

 

 If possible, two members of the translation team should give a short demonstration 

about how to do testing. 

POINTS TO REMEMBER: 

 1. Use the questions to help start discussions.  If a useful discussion develops about 

the verses, do not stop the discussion.  Write down helpful comments. 

 

 2. Give the assistant opportunities to ask questions about the verses.  He might find  

problems in the translation which you have not asked about. 

 

 3. Write down any surprising or interesting answers.  These may give a clue about 

problems that you need to solve later. 

  

 4. Sometimes an assistant will give a very long answer to a question and, at the same 

time, give the answer to some of the other questions on the list.  When this happens, you do 

not need to ask the questions which the assistant already answered. 

 

 5. Write down the expressions that your assistant uses when they are different from 

the translation.  Sometimes the different expressions are clearer or more natural and you can 

use them to improve the translation. 

INTERPRETING THE ANSWERS TO THE TESTING QUESTIONS 

 Correct answers to questions should mean that the translation is communicating 

effectively and accurately.  (But be sure that the assistant is not answering the questions from 

previous Bible knowledge.) 

 

 Incorrect answers could mean any of the following things: 

a)  That the question was not clear and the assistant did not understand the question.  Make 

sure the assistant understood the question. 

b) That the assistant does not understand what he is supposed to do.  The testing method 

might be confusing him.  If this is the case, you need to explain or demonstrate again. 

c)  That the assistant is not interested, or is not concentrating. 

d)  That the translation is not clear.  Always consider this as a possibility. 

 

 You should repeat the test with several different assistants or groups of assistants.  IF 

ALL OR SEVERAL OF THE ASSISTANTS ANSWER ANY QUESTION 

INCORRECTLY, THEN  YOU PROBABLY NEED TO CORRECT THAT PART OF THE 

TRANSLATION. 

 

 The translator will then need to study the verses carefully to discover what is wrong.  

The problem might be: 

 -  wrong choice of words 

 -  wrong story structure 

 -  wrong or unclear connections 

 -  some essential background information is not included 

 -  something needs to be more clear 
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SUMMARY OF HOW TO USE TESTING QUESTIONS 

1.  Prepare your questions. 

2. Translate the questions you want to use into your own language.  Don’t translate literally. 

Adapt them to work well for your situation.  Check the questions with the translation team. 

3. Write down the correct answer to each question including the chapter and verse where it is 

found. 

4. Prepare an answer sheet to write down answers for each section of the translation. 

5. Choose at least 2-3 assistants who have not read the book before.  One with high education, 

one with low education.  One a man, one a woman.  One a believer, one not a believer.  Test 

them one at a time separately. 

6. Assure the person that you are not testing his intelligence.  You want them to help you test 

the translation to see if it is good or not. 

7. First read the whole chapter or section to the assistant.  Or, if the assistant can read well, 

ask the assistant to read the translation of the chapter or section aloud.  Then ask the theme 

questions for that chapter or section. 

8. After the assistant answers the theme questions, read each paragraph one at a time.  Then 

read one or two verses from the paragraph at a time and ask the detail questions on the verses. 

9. Write down incorrect answers on the answer sheet. 

10. Give the results (answer sheet and notes) to the translator so he can use them to revise the 

translation. 
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APPENDIX 7 

GETTING READY FOR THE CONSULTANT 
 

 After you finish the translation and test it properly, you must have a consultant check 

your work.  A consultant must check all the Bible translator's work.  The consultant will 

check to see if the translation is accurate and clear.  You will need to provide a person for the 

consultant to work with who has not worked on the translation before.  This person should be 

a good speaker of your language and not have a lot of previous Bible knowledge.  The 

consultant will check to make sure this person can understand the translation even though he 

did not work on the translation before.   

Often, a consultant has worked in many languages and has good ideas about how to 

improve the translation.  Usually consultants will not know your language or only know your 

language a little bit.  So you need to have someone make a back translation into a language 

you both speak such as English or the National language so the consultant can understand the 

translation.  Sometimes there is not a consultant available who speaks a common language 

with the translation team.  In that case, the translation advisor can do a back translation into a 

common language with the consultant. After the consultant studies the back translation 

carefully, he will make some comments and ask some questions. 

HOW TO MAKE A BACK TRANSLATION 

 It is best to ask someone in your community who is a good English (National 

language) speaker to make the back translation for the consultant.  This means writing down 

in English (National language) what the translator said in the target language. 

Here are some rules: 

1. The person who is doing the back translation must only look at the translation, he must not 

look up the English or any other language or find the story in another Bible. 

2. He must write down the English (National language) for what the translation says.  If he 

has already heard the story, he must not write down what he knows, but only what the 

translation says.  If he knows that the meaning is wrong in some places in the translation, he 

must still write down what the translation says. 

3. If the meaning of the translation is not clear in places or he does not know the English 

(National language), he can leave a space and put a question mark. 

4. If there are some words or expressions that people might understand in two ways, he 

should write down both meanings. 

EXAMPLES OF BACK TRANSLATION 

Example 1 

 Here is a sentence from a translation in the Lau language with English written 

underneath each word: 

 

 Re  maedani a Sekaraea    e   lea i   Beu    Aabu a God sulia      si   kada 

 one day           Zechariah  he go  to  house holy     God because the time 

 

 nae  na  kada na  figulaa a Sekaraea   uria na  iililana raoa  gera fataabu 

 that the time  the group     Zechariah  for  the doing   work they  priest 
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 Writing each English (National language) word under the target language word is not 

the kind of back translation you should do for a consultant.  The person who is doing the back 

translation needs to do the back translation in good English (National language) that the 

consultant can understand. But he must also back translate in a way that shows the general 

structure of the language he back translates from. 

 

 

 

 Here is an example of a bad back translation in the Lau language: 

 

 "One day Sekaraea he went to House Holy God's because the time that the 

time group Zechariah's for doing work their priest." 

 

 You can see that this is not the right word order for English words and it is strange 

English.  It is very hard to understand the meaning. 

 

 Here is an example of a good back translation: 

 

 "One day Zechariah went to God's Holy House, because that time was the 

time for Zechariah's group to do the priests' work." 

HOW TO BACK TRANSLATE IDIOMS 

 If you back translate an idiom from your language literally (word for word) the 

consultant will not know what it means.  When you back translate an idiom, translate the 

meaning into English (National language) first, then in parenthesis, write the literal idiom. 

 

For example:   dek   kin jay    eng phea dai  khanom ning chin 

                        child eat heart self to      get candy     one  piece 

 

If you back translate the idiom literally you get:  

"The child was eating his heart out for a piece of candy." 

 

The proper way to back translate the idiom is: 

"The child very much wanted (eating his heart out for) a piece of candy." 
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APPENDIX 8 

REVIEWING TRANSLATION 
 

 The translation committee should appoint 10-20 reviewers for the Bible translation.  

The reviewers will have many questions.  Maybe they will wonder exactly what they are 

supposed to do.  Maybe they will wonder how to do the work.  This section will answer some 

of the basic questions and give suggestions for how a reviewer should do his work. 

1.  WHAT IS A ‘REVIEWER’? 

 A Reviewer is a representative of the people who will use the Bible translation.  Every 

Bible translator wants to know whether the people understand the translation.  He wants to 

know if his translation is communicating the true message in a clear and natural way. 

  

 The Reviewers will help him find out if the translation is clear and natural.  Reviewers 

are people who have been especially chosen to receive copies of the trial versions of the 

translated books of the Bible.  The reviewer must study the translation carefully and send 

back their comments and suggestions to the translators.  The translators will then study all the 

suggestions they receive and will use the best ones to revise the translation and prepare it for 

publication. 

 

 The translators need the help of the Reviewers in order to do a translation which is 

good and which is widely acceptable to the people of the area. 

2.  WHAT KIND OF PEOPLE CAN BE REVIEWERS? 

          Many different kinds of people can be reviewers.  In fact, it is a good idea to have 

people of different kinds so that they can give different viewpoints. 

 - There should be some men and some women. 

 - There should be some older people and some younger people. 

 - If possible, there should be some Christians and some non-Christians. 

 - There should be some well-educated people, with good Bible knowledge, and others 

    who are less educated. 

 - There should be representatives of all the different church denominations in the    

    area. 

 - There should be representatives from the different dialect areas which will use the 

    translation. 

 

 Usually, Reviewers are people who can read the target language.  However, it would 

be possible for someone who cannot read to be a Reviewer if he works with someone who 

can read.  The one qualification that a Reviewer must have is that he must be someone who is 

really interested in having the Bible translated into his language, and who is willing to give 

time to help in this work. 

3.  WHO CHOOSES THE REVIEWERS? 

 The translation committee usually chooses the Reviewers.  The committee will try to 

appoint people who represent a variety of the people of the area, as described in point 2 

above.  The number of Reviewers will depend on the size of the language area and on other 

factors.  Generally there are approximately 10-20 reviewers. 
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4.  HOW DO REVIEWERS DO THEIR WORK? 

 Reviewers do their work in different ways.  This depends on the situation.  It is good 

to try different methods and find out which method gives the best results in your particular 

situation. 

 

- Sometimes some of the Reviewers work together as a group or small committee.  

They have a regular time for meeting (for example, one day every month, or one week 

twice a year) and they sit together to read and discuss the translated books. 

 - Sometimes Reviewers like to work by themselves.  They receive the copy of the 

 translation, write their notes on it, and return these to the translator. 

 - Sometimes Reviewers sit together with the translator to discuss the translation.  This 

 is very good because the translator can ask questions to find out whether his 

 translation is clear. 

 - Always encourage the Reviewers to test the translation with other people too. For 

 example, the reviewer can use it in a Sunday School class, or read it in family 

 devotion times or at informal Bible study groups. 

5.  DOES A REVIEWER NEED TO KNOW ANOTHER LANGUAGE?  DOES A 

REVIEWER NEED TO BE A BIBLE SCHOLAR? 

 People sometimes ask, “Does a Reviewer need a good knowledge of another 

language, especially the source language?” 

 

 The answer to this question is, “Not necessarily”.  A Reviewer who does not have a 

good knowledge of the source language can still help to check the translation to see if it is 

clear and meaningful and natural in his own language.  Most Reviewers are primarily 

concerned with checking the clarity and naturalness of the translation.  People who do not 

have a good knowledge of the source language and who are not Bible scholars can do this 

work well. 

 

 There may, however, be some Reviewers who are Bible scholars.  In this case, you 

can also ask them to help check the accuracy of the translation.  To do this they will compare 

the translation with another good translation to see if it has the same meaning.  Those who 

check for accuracy must have a good knowledge of another language and be Bible scholars. 

 

 In general, the primary responsibility of the Reviewers is to check for clarity and 

naturalness, while the translators and translation consultant are primarily responsible for 

checking the accuracy of the translation.  But if any Reviewer thinks that the translation is 

inaccurate, he should always make a note about this and return it to the translation committee. 

6.  WHAT DO REVIEWERS NEED TO KNOW IN ORDER TO DO THEIR WORK? 

 a)  They need to be able to read the target language easily and fluently. 

 b) They need to understand the basic principles of Bible translation, so that they 

 know what the translators are trying to do. 

 c)  They need to know how to do the work of reviewing. 

 d) They need to understand how their works fit into the various stages of the 

 translation project.  They are part of a team, so they need to know their role.  They 

 also need to know what the other team members are doing. 
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7.  DIVIDE THE WORK AMONG THE REVIEWERS 

 If you have enough reviewers, divide the work among them.  Maybe only 5-10 

reviewers will review each book.  Be sure to keep track of who reviews each book, who has 

returned their comments, and what books have been completed. 

8. REVIEWERS NEED TRAINING 

 The translation committee should train each reviewer.  The reviewers can attend an 

introductory translation workshop or you can have a short 3-5 day workshop just to train 

reviewers.  The training should include: 

 "Introduction to Bible Translation"  

 "Who is the Bible Written For?" (Unit 24)  

 "Two Steps in Translation" (Appendix 2) 

 "Review of the Translation Process" (Appendix 3) 

 "Different Languages Arrange Words Differently" (Unit 1) 

 "A Translation must be Accurate, Clear, and Natural" (Unit 3) 

 "Putting Words Together” (Unit 10), and this section. 

 

HOW TO DO THE WORK OF A REVIEWER 

1. How to review a translation for clarity and naturalness. 

 A. Always review a whole section at one time so that you can study the meaning in 

context.  Sections are separated by section headings in some Bibles.  If there are no section 

headings, review the translation one paragraph at a time. 

 

 B. To begin, read the whole section or paragraph.  It might be helpful to read outloud.  

As you read, underline any places in the translation which seem to be unnatural or where the 

meaning is not clear.  Underline any places where you have to hesitate in reading or where 

you have to read the sentence again in order to understand. 

 

 C. Next, read the section or paragraph again.  Study the parts you underlined and try to 

figure out what is wrong.  Think of ways to improve the translation and write these down.  

 

 When you write suggestions for the translator, you can either write them on the 

translation or write them on a separate piece of paper.  If you use a separate piece of paper, be 

sure to write your name, and the name of the book, chapter and verse you are commenting on.  

Explain the problem and also try to give a suggestion to improve the translation.  Try to 

explain why you made the suggestion. 

 

 D. Read the section again and look for other problems. 

 

 E. Return the copy of the translation and your notes to the translator so he can make 

revisions. 

 

 Most reviewers will stop here and not review the translation for accuracy. 
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2. How to review the translation for accuracy. 

 A. Reviewers who have formal Bible training and know another language that has a 

good Bible may want to review the translation for accuracy. 

 

 B. First review the translation for clarity and naturalness as shown above. 

 

 C. Read the whole section in a good Bible translation from another language that is 

accurate and well accepted, such as English. 

 

 D. Compare the translation in your language with the translation in the other language: 

      - has any meaning been left out? 

      - has any meaning been added to the translation? 

      - has any of the meaning been changed or misunderstood? 

 

 Be sure to check the meaning and do not compare the language structures.  Every 

language has a different structure.  A good translation expresses the same meaning as the 

original language, but not the same structure. 

 

 E. Read the section again.  Are the main points clear?  Is the emphasis on the right 

ideas?   

 

 F. Write down your corrections and suggestions on another sheet of paper including 

the book, chapter and verse. 

 

 G. Sometimes different versions of the national language Bible are translated from 

different sources and may contain slightly different information.  This is an issue that the 

translation team and advisor need to work out with the translation committee.  Reviewers 

should not expect the translation to always follow the source text exactly.  The translation 

team may be using multiple source texts and Bible helps which help them make other 

choices. 

REVIEWERS SHOULD REMEMBER 

- Study a whole section at one time.  Read the whole section before you study the details. 

- Make criticisms and suggestions that are helpful.  Try to suggest better ways to do things. 

- Mention good things you find in the translation occasionally.  This will encourage the 

translators. 
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APPENDIX 9 

OTHER HELPFUL INFORMATION FOR BIBLE TRANSLATORS 
 

CHART OF NEW TESTAMENT BOOKS: SIZE 

    

Book # of  Chapters #  of  Verses #  of  Months* % of NT 

Matthew 28 1071 10 13.5 

Mark 16 673 6 8 

Luke 24 1151 10.5 14.5 

John 21 879 8 11 

Acts 28 1007 9 12.7 

Romans 16 433 4 5.4 

I Corinthians 16 437 4 5.5 

II Corinthians 13 257 2.5 3.2 

Galatians 6 149 1.5 1.9 

Ephesians 6 155 1.5 1.9 

Philippians 4 104 1 1.3 

Colossians 4 95 1 1.2 

1 Thess. 5 89 0.75 1.1 

2 Thess. 3 47 0.5 0.6 

1 Timothy 6 113 1 1.4 

2 Timothy 4 83 0.75 1 

Titus 3 46 0.5 0.6 

Philemon 1 25 0.25 0.3 

Hebrews 13 303 3 3.8 

James 5 108 1 1.4 

1 Peter 5 105 1 1.3 

2 Peter 3 61 0.5 0.8 

1 John 5 105 1 1.3 

2 John 1 13 0.25 0.2 

3 John 1 14 0.25 0.2 

Jude 1 25 0.25 0.3 

Revelation 22 404 3.5 5.1 

Total 260 7957 73.25  

 

* at 5 verses per day, 22 days per month 



   

 

264 

CHART OF OLD TESTAMENT BOOKS: SIZE 

 

Book # of  Chapters #  of  Verses # of  Months* % of OT 

Genesis 50 1533 14 6.6 

Exodus 40 1212 11 5.2 

Leviticus 27 859 7.75 3.7 

Numbers 36 1288 11.75 5.5 

Deuteronomy 34 959 8.75 4.1 

Joshua 24 658 6 2.8 

Judges 21 618 5.5 2.7 

Ruth 4 85 .75 .4 

1 Samuel 31 811 7.5 3.5 

2 Samuel 24 695 6.5 3 

1 Kings 22 816 7.5 3.5 

2 Kings 25 719 6.5 3.1 

1 Chronicles 29 240 8.5 4.1 

2 Chronicles 36 822 7.5 3.5 

Ezra 10 280 2.5 1.2 

Nehemiah 13 406 3.75 1.8 

Esther 10 167 1.5 .7 

Job 42 1070 9.75 4.6 

Psalms 150 2523 23 10.9 

Proverbs 31 915 8.25 3.9 

Ecclesiastes 12 222 2 1 

Song of Songs 8 117 1 .5 

Isaiah 66 1302 11.75 5.6 

Jeremiah 52 1373 12.5 5.9 

Lamentations 5 154 1.5 .7 

Ezekiel 48 1273 11.5 5.5 

Daniel 12 357 3.25 1.5 

Hosea 14 197 1.75 .8 

Joel 3 73 .75 .3 

Amos 9 146 1.5 .6 

Obadiah 1 21 .25 .1 

Jonah 4 48 .5 .2 

Micah 7 105 1 .5 

Nahum 3 47 .5 .2 

Habakkuk 3 56 .5 .2 

Zephaniah 3 53 .5 .2 

Haggai 2 37 .25 .1 

Zechariah 14 211 2 .9 

Malachi 4 55 .5 .2 

Total 929 23223 212  

 

* at 5 verses per day, 22 days per month 
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ORDER OF TRANSLATION 

 Experienced translators generally agree that the books of the New Testament are most 

easily translated in the following order: 

 

Mark, Acts, Matthew, Luke, Philemon, 1 & 2 Timothy, Titus, 1 & 2 Thessalonians, James, 

John, 1, 2 & 3 John, Revelations, Galatians, Philippians, Ephesians, Colossians, Hebrews, 

Romans, 1 & 2 Peter, Jude, 1 & 2 Corinthians. 

KEY TERMS 

 There are certain words or phrases that you will need to study very carefully in order 

to translate properly.  These are called Key Terms.  They are important words that you must 

translate accurately.  If you do not, you will seriously distort the meaning of the Scriptures.  

Such words or phrases include religious and cultural terms unfamiliar to the readers, as well 

as words which are consistently used in figurative language. 

 

 Key terms probably cause the most frustration to both translators and consultants.  

Everyone will not approve of any one key terms list.  Notes on Translation #73 suggests a  list 

of key terms divided by topic.  The Africa Area Aids has another list.  The Key Biblical 

Terms Handbook provides descriptions of key terms and discusses how to translate them.  

Paratext and Logos (Translator’s Workplace) have other helpful material.  You should discuss 

key terms with your advisor and consultant in order to decide which ones to use.   
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One Possible List of Key Terms  
 

abide demon/ devil inherit/ inheritance redeem/ redemption 

abomination desire iniquity repent/ repentance 

accuse devout intercede resurrection 

adoption disciple Jesus righteous 

adultery discipline judge/ judgement Sabbath 

altar divorce justify/ justification sacrifice 

angel/ archangel doctrine king Sadducee 

anoint double minded Kingdom of God saint 

antichrist elders Kingdom of heaven salvation 

apostle elect/ election lamb sanctify 

ark encourage/ encouragement law Satan 

armor eternal Levite savior 

atone/ atonement exalt Lord scribe 

authority exhort lost Scripture 

awe faith/ faithful love servant 

baptize/ baptism fasting manna sign 

beloved fear (of God) master sin/ sinner 

bishop fellowship mediator slave 

blaspheme flesh meditate Son of Man 

bless foreknow meek/ meekness soul 

blood foreordain mercy/ merciful speak in tongues 

body forgive/ forgiveness Messiah spirit, evil 

born again freedom milk (spiritual) stone, corner 

bread fruit miracle swear 

breastplate gentile mystery synagogue 

brother gifts (spiritual) name tabernacle 

call (figurative) glory/ glorify/ glorious nature (sinful) tax collector 

Christ/ Christian God neighbor temple 

church godless offer/ offering tempt/ temptation 

circumcise godly only begotten tent 

citizen/ citizenship gospel parable testify/ testimony 

clean (ceremonial) grace/ gracious paradise thank/ thankful 

command/ commandment guilt pastor tradition 

condemn/ condemnation Hades persecute unleavened bread 

confess/ confession hallowed Pharisee vine 

conscience heart power virgin 

content/ contentment heaven praise watch 

corruption hell pray/ prayer way 

counselor Holy Spirit preach wilderness 

covenant holy/ holiness predestine will 

cross/ crucify homosexual priest witness 

crown hope promise word 

curse hymn/ song prophet/ prochecy worship 

day of the Lord hypocrite pure/ purify wrath of god 

deacon idol/ idolatry rabbi  

deceive immoral/ immorality ransom  

deliver/ deliverer incense reconcile  
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Sensitive Key Terms and Passages 
 There are certain words and phrases which many churches use symbolically.  These 

words and phrases have almost become part of church doctrine.  For example: 

 

 - the body of Christ 

 - baptism 

 - the baptism of the Holy Spirit 

 - Christ as the Head of the Church 

 - blood 

 

 We recommend that you translate these and other such words fairly literally wherever 

possible. 

 

 In the matter of "baptism", we recommend that you maintain denominational 

neutrality by using a neutral or general term.  For example we do not recommend that you use 

the terms "to sprinkle", "to dip" or "to immerse". 

 

 Different churches interpret the expressions "this is my body", and "this is my blood", 

differently, therefore we recommend that you translate these phrases literally.  These occur in 

in Matthew 26, Mark 14, Luke 22 and 1 Corinthians 11. 

 

 The basic principle we urge you to follow is to avoid translations that people will 

consider to be denominational or sectarian in nature. 

PROPER NAMES 

 As a general rule you should follow the spellings for proper names in a national 

language or regional language translation.  If the spelling of a name is not directly from 

another version you will need to keep a list of all names and their spellings.  Somewhere near 

the end of your project you will need to check all names for consistent spelling. 

SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIALS IN PUBLISHED NEW TESTAMENTS 

Supplementary materials that you can include in a New Testament are: 

 1)  preface 

 2)  index of books 

 3)  brief introduction to each book 

 4)  brief outline of each book 

 5)  section headings 

 6)  cross references in parallel passages of the Gospels 

 7)  footnotes 

 8)  illustrations 

 9)  word list 

 10) selective concordance or a subject index 

 11) maps 

 

 We recommend that you consider including many or all of these materials in a 

published New Testament.  Start including these materials with your first publications to 

discover how to write them effectively and in order to help readers learn how to use them. 
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1)  Preface and Introductions 

 A useful way to include background information for a book is to write a brief (one 

page) introduction.  A consultant will have to approve it.  You can find examples in other 

published New Testaments.  Make necessary adjustments to fit your language group.  You 

can also write your own introduction.  Introductions should not include denominational 

interpretation or theological bias. 

2)  Section Headings 

1.   The best time to translate the section heading is just after you have translated that section.  

At that time you have the subject of the section fresh in your mind and should be able to 

translate the section heading in a meaningful way. 

 

2.   The section heading should summarize the main subject, not explain it.  You should not 

add any information which is not included in the text. 

 

3.  Section headings should be as short and neat as possible.  But it is better to have a longer 

heading which will be clearly understood than to have a short heading which will be 

confusing. 

 

4.  Use section headings only where there are major breaks in the story or chapter. Do not 

disrupt the flow of a story. 

 

5.  In order to help a new reader avoid confusion, use bold type or a different font to make the 

section heading different from the text. 

 

6. Avoid using pronouns in the opening sentence of a new section.  Public reading often starts 

at a section heading and it is better to use names so that it is clearly understood who or what 

is being referred to. 

3)  Footnotes 

 Footnotes can provide background detail or explanation in addition to the text itself.  

You should avoid denominational interpretation, theological bias, or long discussion.  You 

can also use footnotes to explain changes you made to the text in order to make it more 

meaningful.  You can give the literal form of the source text in the footnote, with an 

explanation, if appropriate.  However, you should not use footnotes too much.  Too many 

footnotes distract the attention of the reader from the text and can confuse the reader. 

 

 Make sure that footnotes look different from the text.  For example, use a different, 

smaller, font and/or have a line to separate the text and the footnotes. 
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4)  Illustrations 

 Pictures are not just decoration, but can help the reader to understand something 

which is in the text.  Illustrations can include pictures of: 

 

 1)  animals and plants in the text which might be unfamiliar to the reader, for 

 example, camel, bear, nard, hyssop, fig tree, vine with grapes, etc. 

 2)   aspects of Biblical culture which might be unfamiliar, for example, shepherd with       

 sheep, a watchtower in a vineyard, etc. 

 3)   aspects of the Jewish religious system which might be unfamiliar, for example, 

 the tabernacle, priests and Levites in their official clothes, altars, seven-branched 

 lampstand, phylactery, synagogue, temple, etc. 

 

 David C. Cook Publishing Co., Horace Knowles, the American Bible Society, and the 

United Bible Society have pictures available for translations.   

BIBLE STUDY AIDS 

 The questions you use for comprehension checks can also be used as Bible study aids. 

Encourage church leaders to add other questions that will help apply Scripture to personal 

needs. 

PROOFREADING 

1)  Items to be checked before submitting for publication 

 Before you submit your translation for publication, one or more people should check 

in detail for: 

 1)   placement of headings 

 2)   chapter and verse numbers 

 3)   consistency of type for headings 

 4)   indentations, paragraphs, Old Testament quotes, etc. 

 

 Using Paratext makes this easy to do.  A translation consultant can help you learn the 

process. 

2)  Items to check when you get the typeset draft 

 After you submit the translation for printing you will receive a copy before the final 

printing.  Two people are required to proofread the translation.  They should check the 

following: 

 1)   typographical errors 

 2)   consistency in spelling (do this with the help of a word list from the computer) 

 3)   capital letters  

 4)   punctuation 

 

 
 

 

 


