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Abstract 
Familiarizing students with strategies for transferring cultural meanings (intertextual units, culture-
specific idioms, culture-specific items, etc.) should be part of a comprehensive translator training 
programme. The present paper focuses on strategies for transferring such meanings into other 
languages and explores possibilities for introducing these methods and practice to translation 
students. The methodology of the research: the authors (university translation teachers) analyse the 
means of transferring cultural meanings from English into Lithuanian in a specific travel book, attribute 
these means to theoretically grounded strategies and analyse the use of specific strategies; translation 
students are familiarized with concepts and methods related to transferring cultural meanings and 
asked to put their theoretical knowledge into practice, i.e. interpret and translate certain culture-
specific items from the same source text, and ground their decisions on theory; the comparison of the 
strategies employed by the professional translator of the source text (as identified by the authors of 
this study) and by the students is made. As a result, both students and teachers gain valuable 
experience, and new practices of conducting translation classes for a specific purpose evolve. 
Conclusions highlight the differences and similarities of non-professional and professional choices, 
summarize the possibilities for introducing methods of transferring cultural meanings to students, and 
round up with specific considerations of the impact of theoretical knowledge and the degree of 
experience on decisions made in the translation process. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
Rendering culture-specific items (CSIs) has been traditionally considered a challenging activity. 
Difficulties arise not only in translation but first of all in identification and interpretation of the meaning 
of CSIs. This process requires theoretical background knowledge, competence in understanding and 
interpretation of CSIs, multilayered texts and cultural contexts [1], [2]. Various researchers recognize 
that this activity is complicated for professional translators, let alone novice translators (including 
students) [3], [4], [5]. In order to improve students’ competencies in rendering CSIs, in addition to 
general translation theories, an emphasis should be placed on teaching different translation 
procedures and improving students’ critical thinking. Pym [1] suggests that knowledge of different 
theories will help translation students to choose from a number of options and justify their possible 
translations.  

Therefore, the aim of this paper was to analyse students’ choices in transferring cultural meanings. 
More precisely, the paper investigated the translation procedures used by the professional translator 
and novice translators (students) as well as the students’ ability to recognize CSIs and name 
translation procedures used in translating CSIs. Furthermore, an analysis of the variety of students’ 
choices of translation procedures in rendering CSIs was made. Studying these issues may provide 
helpful pedagogical recommendations for translation trainers on what areas should be emphasized in 
translator training and to what extent it would be necessary to teach CSIs related theory in translation 
classes. 

2 THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 
Various translation scholars view CSIs in different ways ([2], [6], [7], [8], [9], [10], [11]). Although the 
topic has been both intensively and extensively studied, there is a lack of studies approaching the 
problem of teaching translation of CSIs. One of the very few researchers to address the issue, Olk has 
researched that students’ insufficient cultural knowledge negatively affects the quality of their 
translation, and process oriented classroom approaches are necessary to detect overtly correct 
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solutions [12]. Students have to be taught not only ways of rendering cultural meanings but also how 
to recognize and interpret items carrying cultural meanings. In the 2013 publication, Olk describes a 
comparative design with three groups of participants (British, German students and a group of 
professional translators), aimed at testing the quantitative CSIs analysis framework; the experiment 
proved that such a framework can be applied effectively to a text despite “inevitable subjectivity 
issues” [13]. Quantitative analysis of CSIs renderings may be especially challenging, because 
identification of such items is to some degree “intuitive”, “subjective” and selective [13]. 

In this research, we propose that students in translation classrooms should be taught in a certain 
sequence. First, they might be familiarized with translation procedures offered by different authors, 
then asked to analyse the original and translated versions of a selected text and identify cultural 
meanings and procedures used. This should help them to improve their ability to spot a translation 
problem and develop their critical analysis skills in evaluating the translation procedure used, and 
providing their own translations.  

One of the most widely used taxonomies of translation procedures for translating CSIs has been 
proposed by Davies who distinguishes translation procedures preservation, addition, omission, 
globalization, localization, transformations and creation [8]. Individual procedures are used and can be 
discussed at the micro-level. Preservation is often employed when there is no close equivalent in the 
target culture and “a translator may simply decide to maintain the source text term in the translation” 
[8]. Davies relates this procedure to Aixelá’s (1996) [6] repetition, Newmark’s (1988) [10] transference 
and Hervey and Higgins’ (1992) [14] cultural borrowing. In other cases, actual source language words 
are not preserved, but cultural references receive literal translations, with no explanations. According 
to Davies, translators frequently preserve proper names, either maintaining the original names or 
translating them literally. Translators preserve the references when they decide that these contribute 
to the “evocation” of a specific cultural background [8]. Davies explains that sometimes “simple 
preservation of the original CSI may lead to “underdifferentiation” (Hönig and Kussmaul’s term [15]) 
and “obscurity” ([8]). In such a case, the translator may decide to use addition, i.e. retain the original 
word or phrase and add explanatory information that he/she considers necessary [8]. When added 
explanations make the original items redundant, these items may be left out altogether. Davies states 
that additionally provided information may irritate readers and vary “in its usefulness”: from “obviously 
helpful”, to “irrelevant or unenlightening” and sometimes “downright misleading”. A translation tradition 
in the target culture may influence the way of providing additional explanations [8]. Omission means 
that no trace of a CSI is found in the translated text [8]. Translators may omit “problematic” items when 
they cannot find an adequate way to convey the original meaning, or the effort required to render the 
CSI is strenuous, or they consider that explanations or periphrases would distort  the author’s intention 
(or “emphasis”) [8]. Sometimes, omission can be quite an acceptable strategy if it does not alter the 
original message. Davies warns against “systematic” application of the omission strategy, for it may 
result in a considerable loss of meaning [8]. Globalization refers to replacement of CSIs with more 
neutral or general translation in the sense that they become more accessible to audiences with more 
diverse cultural backgrounds [8]. Though this procedure is suitable for conveying the main message of 
the target text to wider audiences, in many cases it may result in some loss of meaning or effect. It 
relates to Aixelá’s (1996) [6] universalization. Unlike globalization, which provides culture-free 
descriptions, localization gives a clear reference to the culture of the target audience [8]. Davies 
relates this strategy to Aixelá’s (1996) [6] naturalization. The translator may not seek “total” 
localization, but he/she may adopt this procedure to transfer individual CSIs. Attempts to introduce 
target culture elements into the source culture context may result in certain inconsistencies, requiring 
the translator to bring about additional modifications to the target text. Localization of proper names is 
used “to harmonize” names with TL norms or to replace original names with the ones more typical of 
the target context, which is a more “drastic” attempt [8]. The procedure of transformation involves the 
modification in the content of the text beyond globalization or localization, and is seen as “an 
alteration” or “distortion” of the original message [8]. It may be difficult to distinguish transformations 
from other procedures, especially addition in the treatment of proper names, because often 
transformations involve greater explicitness. According to Davies, translators may adopt this strategy 
seeking “accessibility” or for the purpose of “attenuation”, to use Aixelá’s term [6], [8]. The creation 
procedure is applied when translators create a CSI which was not present in the original text [8]. 
Davies relates this procedure to Aixelá’s “autonomous recreation” [6], [8] which, according to Aixelá, is 
very rare. Removing characteristics of names associated with the source culture, translators may 
simultaneously introduce the “flavour” of the source culture by including additional elements. In 
Davies’ view, translators may resort to such “manipulations” for compensation purposes: when they 
seek “to compensate for losses” of the source culture “at other points in the text” [8].  
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In addition, combinations of different strategies may work in specific cases [8]. Furthermore, Davies 
encourages translators to focus on the macro-level and employ the described translation strategies 
bearing in mind “the global effect” of the text [8]. Discerning several different (sometimes even 
contrasting) “networks” of culture-specific references, contributing to the success of the text as a 
whole, will result in a more systematic treatment. Davies advises translators not to “spell out” for the 
readers of the target texts what may not be clear for the readers of the source texts and evaluate the 
importance and contribution of individual CSIs to the overall “setting” and “characterization”; such an 
attitude may lead to sound translation decisions [8]. To sum up Davies’ approach [8], specific 
strategies may work in some contexts and not in others; translators may prefer different treatments of 
similar examples in different places of the text; there is no general agreement about the strategies that 
would be the most effective in particular cases; differences in renderings of the original may be 
associated with different translation traditions in the target cultures; adopted solutions reflect the 
complexity of the translators’ task, i.e. to provide a realistic source culture background for the target 
text and to make that background comprehensible to the target readers; though translation requires 
compromise, successful renderings of the same book prove that translators have both effectively 
adapted the content to meet the needs of the target audiences and retained “the character” of the 
source text. 

3 METHODOLOGY 
As rendering of CSIs is challenging for students, we assume that the ability to recognize and critically 
evaluate cultural meanings is to be emphasized in translator training. Before assigning the translation 
brief to the students in the experiment, they were familiarized with the theoretical background 
regarding the concept of CSIs and the transfer/treatment of cultural meanings, specifically as 
introduced by E. E. Davies [8]. Then the students were given the translation brief with the instruction to 
translate excerpts from an English narrative containing culture-specific items (Moroccan, Arabic, 
French, American, etc.) bearing in mind their target audience.  

Tahir Shah’s travel novel “The Caliph’s House. A year in Casablanca” (2007) [16] and its Lithuanian 
version “Kalifo rūmai. Metai Kasablankoje” (2012; translated by Rasa Drazdauskienė) [17] were used 
to compile a set of excerpts/sentences for the translation classroom experiment. These source texts 
were selected because they give an account of Tahir Shah’s year-long adventure in the kingdom of 
Morocco, the city of Casablanca, and contain a significant number of CSIs relating to geographical 
features, material culture (food, clothes, houses and towns, transport), social culture (work and 
leisure), customs, activities and concepts (artistic, historical, political, religious).   

The students were asked to translate the provided excerpts/sentences into Lithuanian, adapting 
culture-specific references to make them intelligible and “accessible” to the target readers, but also 
preserve the exotic effect of the TT (the task of reconciling two different goals). They were not 
informed about the authorship and publication of the source text. After completion of translation, the 
students were asked to determine what translation procedures they used as suggested by Davies 
(2003) [8]. 

4 RESULTS 

4.1 Translation procedures 
The students were asked to translate extracts containing CSIs. The original translator’s version was 
taken as standard. An attempt was made to determine whether the students used the same 
procedures as the translator of the book. For the purposes of this research, sentences where the 
translator used the procedures of preservation, addition and globalization were given for students to 
translate from English into their native language. In the selected example where the professional 
translator used the preservation procedure, the majority of the students (60%; n=9) also used 
preservation, followed by addition (20%; n=3) and globalization (20%; n=3). In the selected example 
where the professional translator used the addition procedure, the majority of the students (72%; 
n=10) used globalization, one-fifth (21%; n=3) used addition and one student (7%; n=1) used the 
creation procedure. In the selected example where the professional translator used the globalization 
procedure, the absolute majority of the students (100%; n=15) used globalization as well. The variety 
of procedures employed by the students show that translating CSIs and finding satisfying solutions is 
a challenging task, especially for novice translators.  
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Calculations were also made regarding the proportion of translation procedures recognized by the 
students in their own translations. In the majority of the cases, the students were not able to recognize 
the translation procedure they used. In 73% of translated sentences containing CSIs, they incorrectly 
named the translation procedure. For example, they translated the CSI “jellabas” as “dželaba”, which 
falls within Davies’ preservation, but they indicated that it was creation or localization. Another 
example is the CSI “souqe” translated as “turgus” (literally “market”), which falls within Davies’ 
globalization procedure, but many of the students indicated that it was addition, preservation, 
localization or even transformation. It is also interesting to note how students dealt with some more 
complex cases. The students had to translate the CSI “antimony” in the sentence “One entire street 
was devoted to Moroccan furniture, while another sold only brassware and a third perfumes and 
beauty products – rose water and antimony, jasmine oil, sandalwood and musk.” [CH:146]. 
"Antimony” here relates to eye paint (the substance made of mineral or other powder, used by women 
in ancient times for beautifying the eyes; antimonite, stibnite – mineral).   The majority of students 
interpreted the CSI as “stibis” (EN “chemical element Sb, antimony”) and named the strategy 
transformation; one student explicated quite effectively rendering the CSI as “stibio mineralas” (EN 
“antimony mineral”) and named a combination of procedures – preservation + addition; and none has 
rendered the CSI explicitly as “eye paint [from powdered minerals]”, what some Lithuanian readers 
might have expected.  

The results of the survey conducted after the experiment (see full analysis below) demonstrate that 
almost half of the students felt rather confident with their knowledge in naming the procedures. This 
clearly demonstrates that students need more theoretical knowledge and practice in order to make 
reasonable judgments and decisions in the translation process.  

4.2 Survey 
In order to determine translation students’ understanding of CSIs transference, a survey was 
conducted in a higher education institution for training translators. The participants of the survey were 
BA and MA students who study translation. The anonymous questionnaire consisted of eight closed 
questions. In total, 15 completed questionnaires were returned.  

First of all, the students were asked whether they thought that they were able to recognize CSIs and 
expressions in the text given by the teacher. The majority of the students (73%; n=11) agreed and 
(20%; n=3) were not sure. Next, they were asked to rate their experience when trying to understand 
and interpret the meaning of the CSIs found in the given text as very hard, somewhat hard, not sure, 
somewhat easy, or very easy. The question answers were given on the Likert scale. Almost half of the 
students (47%; n=7) found understanding and interpreting the meaning of CSIs somewhat hard, one-
third (33%; n=5) were not sure and the rest (20%; n=3) found it somewhat easy. None of the students 
found it very hard or very easy. Besides, the students were asked to rate their experience when trying 
to actually translate the meaning of the CSIs found in the given text as very hard, somewhat hard, not 
sure, somewhat easy, or very easy. The results were as follows: 47% (n=7) – somewhat hard, 33% 
(n=5) – somewhat easy and 20% (n=3) – not sure. Like in the previous question, none of the students 
found translating the meaning of the CSIs very hard or very easy. Then, the students were asked 
whether they were able to find satisfying solutions when translating the CSIs found in the given text 
into their native language. The vast majority of the students (80%; n=12) decided that their solutions 
were satisfying, and the rest were not sure, which is rather unexpected as, according to the answers 
provided to the previous questions, half of the students struggled in understanding, interpreting and 
translating CSIs.   

In order to find out whether the translation students were indeed able to recognize and grasp the 
translation procedures employed in transferring CSIs, they were asked to evaluate whether they could 
name the strategies they used in transferring CSIs. The answers were equally divided between yes 
(47%; n=7) and not sure (47%; n=7), which shows that students feel rather confident about their 
knowledge, as only one student admitted his/her incompetence in naming the translation procedures.  

The survey inquired for the students’ opinion on which strategies are the best for translation of CSIs in 
general (see Fig. 1) and which strategies they used most often when they translated the given text 
containing CSIs (see Fig. 2): preservation, addition, omission, globalization, localization, 
transformation, creation. 
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 Fig. 1 Fig. 2 

The addition procedure (followed by preservation and globalization procedures) was chosen by the 
students as the best for translation of CSIs. Omission was considered the least effective means of 
rendering CSIs. However, students were reluctant to use addition when actually translating CSIs. 
Instead, they used the preservation procedure. To note, students did not give much credit to the 
transformation as a suitable procedure; however, transformation was the second most frequent 
procedure used by students in their actual translations.  

Finally, the students were asked to answer whether theoretical knowledge of the strategies used for 
translation of CSIs helped them to actually translate CSIs. More than half of the students (54%; n=8) 
agreed, one-third (33%; n=5) were not sure and the rest (13%; n=2) did not agree.  

5 CONCLUSIONS 
The current study focused on students’ abilities to recognize, interpret and convey cultural meanings, 
as well as differences and similarities in the use of translation procedures by professional and non-
professional translators. The analysis indicated that students’ choices of translation procedures in the 
majority of cases were different from the professional translator’s choices, except in the case of the 
globalization procedure, which shows that translation of CSIs and finding satisfying solutions for 
novice translators is a challenging task. The students also struggled with grounding their decisions on 
theory as they were not able to indicate the translation procedure they used in the majority of the 
sentences. This clearly demonstrates that students need to have theoretical background and more 
emphasis should be placed on methods of transferring cultural meanings, in order for students to 
acquire more expertise in their translations. Pedagogical implications arise from the research that 
teachers should take the impact of theoretical knowledge into consideration when planning their 
seminars and classes. Although the students did not recognize translation procedures they used, the 
results of the survey revealed that only one student admitted having struggled with the identification of 
the procedure used. This again supports the above stated pedagogical implication that students need 
a more focused training in terms of theory and its application. The fact that the sample used in the 
experiment for translation included selected statements and brief excerpts, and the students had not 
been provided with a more coherent context, may be regarded as a limitation to the conducted 
experiment since focusing on fragments could have prevented some students from correct 
interpretation of individual CSIs. 
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