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IMPROVING TRANSLATABILITY
AND READABILITY WITH SYNTACTIC CUES
IN SOFTWARE LOCALIZATION

To make translators” jobs easier or to improve the readability of English-
language documents there are some guidelines for improving readability at the
sentence, clause, and phrase level. Most of them imply general readability
principles such as using short sentences, using passive voice only when
appropriate, keeping subjects and verbs close together, and avoiding long noun
strings and nominalizations. Like the abovementioned types of guidelines, the
syntactic cues guidelines focus on individual sentences, clauses, and phrases, as
they take both translatability and readability into account.

Syntactic cues are elements or aspects of language that help readers correctly
analyze sentence structure, identify parts of speech, or both. For example, suffixes,
articles, prepositions, auxiliary verbs, and word order enable us to make
grammatical sense. Still, the emphasis on conciseness and coherence in technical
communication makes many technical writers, translators and editors routinely and
deliberately eliminate syntactic cues from their documents. However, syntactic
cues often improve readability and translatability in one or more of the following
ways:

 they enable readers, translators, and machine-translation systems to analyze
sentence structure more quickly and accurately. In this respect, they are
particularly beneficial for non-native speakers of English;

o they eliminate ambiguities that might not be noticed by human translators
and that can therefore result in mistranslation. Ambiguities also are likely to be
mistranslated by machine-translation systems, and they often force human
translators to seek clarification or to make educated guesses.

Unlike many implementations of controlled English, the syntactic cues
guidelines don’t impose any restrictions on vocabulary nor on the range of
grammatical constructions that are permitted. When used with discretion, the
syntactic cues guidelines don’t result in language that sounds unnatural to native
speakers of English.

It is easy to see that inserting a syntactic cue can make it easier for all reader,
and probably also for many machine-translation (MT) systems, to correctly analyze
the structure of some sentences. For example, consider the following sentence:

la After a process creates a resource, any process it starts inherits the
resource identifiers.

Human readers, as well as MT systems, are likely to stumble on the main
clause because two subjects, process and it, appear to be followed by two verbs,
starts and inherits. This sequence is an apparent violation of normal word order in
English sentences. It 1s much easier to recognize that the main clause contains an
embedded relative clause when we insert the relative pronoun (syntactic cue) that:
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1b After a process creates a resource, any process that it starts inherits the
resource identifiers.

When a relative pronoun is the subject of a clause, you can often omit the
relative pronoun plus a form of the verb fo be. For example, in sentence 2b, the
relative pronoun that and the verb are have been omitted. Sentence 2a is more
syntactically explicit.

2a Programs that are currently running in the system are indicated by icons
in the lower part of the screen.

2b Programs currently running in the system are indicated by icons in the
lower part of the screen.

Non-native speakers who are not fluent in English have particular difficulty
when that + to be 1s omitted. The participles that are left behind (such as running
in the above example) can play so many different grammatical roles that they are
inherently confusing to non-native speakers. In fact, participles are so problematic
that present participles (the-ing verb forms) should be replaced by other
constructions when possible. Past participles, which usually end in -ed, cannot be
replaced so easily, but often they can be expanded into relative clauses. For
example, you could replace sentence 3a with sentence 3b, with no loss of meaning
and no change in emphasis.

3a DATAMAX continues processing program statements dfter repairing the
data set.

3b DATAMAX continues to process program statements dfier it repairs the
data set.

As sentences 3a and 3b illustrate, the syntactic cues approach is more than
just inserting syntactic cues here or there. It often involves replacing an ambiguous
or potentially confusing sentence constituent with something that is simpler or
more syntactically explicit.

E. B. byaarosa

AHAJIW3 ITEPEBOJUECKHX OIIHWBOK CTYJIEHTOB, .
N3YYAIOIHUX UCITAHCKHHA A3bIK KAK BTOPOU MHOCTPAHHbBIN

Llenbro JaHHOM CTaThy SIBISETCS aHAIM3 M CHCTEMATU3alMs HauOoJIee THITNY-
HBIX MEPEBOTYECKUX OIIMOOK CTYACHTOB CTAPIINX KYPCOB, O0YYAROIIMXCS CIIEHAIb-
HOCTH IEPEBOMUYMKA, M3YYAIOIMNX HCIAHCKHUM S3BIK KaK BTOPOW MHOCTPAHHBIA Ha
0a3e aHMIMICKOrO $3bIKA, B paMKaxX Y4YeOHbIX IUCHMIUTMH «lIpakTHueckuii Kypc
nepeBoja» U «I IMCbMEHHBIN IEPEBOAY.

OlLeHKa KauecTBa NEPEBOAA — 3TO OJIMH M3 HAHOOJee IUCKYCCUOHHBIX U HEOI-
HO3HAYHBIX BOIPOCOB COBPEMEHHOIO IMEPEBONOBEACHUA. Kak MpaBWiiO CUMTACTCH,
YTO XOpOLIMKA Ka4YeCTBEHHBIM MEPEBOJ] XapaKTEPU3YETC OOCTATOYHO ITOJTHOM
nepeaayei Bcex 0COOEHHOCTEN CMBICTA, CTPYKTYPBI M CTHIS NOAMMHHMKA. [Ipr 3TOM
NEPEBENCHHBII TEKCT JOIKEH CITY>KUTh MOJHOLEHHON 3aMEHOH OpuruHaa, 001aaarh
0€3yNPEUYHOCTHIO SI3bIKA M CTUJISL, OBITh TOHSATHBIM YMTATETHO.
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