
1.IntroductionandLiteratureReview

A translation-into-Japanesetest(TIJ-T)isa

well-knownmethodofmeasuringcomprehen-

sionofatext.However,thereliabilityandvalid-

ity oftranslation asatesting techniqueto

measure reading comprehension have been

questionablethusfar.Shizuka(2006)claimsthat

translationtestsinuniversityentranceexams

areoneofthemainfactorshinderingtheim-

provementofEnglisheducationinJapan,par-

ticularly in high school.Nevertheless,many

nationaluniversitiesadoptthistestingtech-

niqueforscreeninghighschoolstudentappli-

cants.

The relationship between translation and

readingcomprehensionabilityhasbeeninvesti-

gatedanddeclaredaninvalidmeasureforread-

ingcomprehension(Aoki,2000;Minowa,2006;

Ushiroetal,2005;Watanabe,1994).Sofarre-

searchhasfocusedonthesentence-levelrela-

tionshipbetweentranslationandcomprehension.

In mostreadingsituations,however,readers

usuallycomprehendaparagraphasawhole,not

asseparatesentences.Readingcomprehension

doesnotalwaysrepresentthecombinedcompre-

hensionofeachsinglesentence.Readingcom-

prehensionreflectswhatawriterwishestocon-

veyinaparagraph.Theoretically,translationof

asinglesentencecanrevealonlyapartialunder-

standingoftheparagraph.Theprimarypurpose

ofthisstudy,therefore,istofindouthowmuch

ofaparagraph・smainideacanbeunderstood

throughthetranslationofasinglesentence.

AccordingtotheCourseofStudyforForeign

Languages(MEXT,n.d.),studentsshouldbeable

toobtainnecessaryinformation,makeanout-

line,summarizethemainpointsandunderstand

thewriter・sintentionswhenreadingtexts(em-

phasisadded).Summarizingmainpointsandun-

derstandingthewriter・sintentionsareessential

skillsinteachingreadingatthehighschool

levelinJapan.Furthermore,researchhasindi-

catedthattheabilitytoidentifythemainideain

anexpositorytextisafundamentalreading

comprehensionskill(Just& Carpenter,1992;

Tomitch,1996,2000).Totheresearcher・sknowl-

edge,nopreviousstudieshavebeenconducted

toinvestigatetherelationshipbetweentransla-

tionandcomprehensionofthemainideaatthe

paragraphlevel.

Thesecondarypurposeofthisstudyisto
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investigatewhetherdifferenttypesoftesttak-

ersexist.Regardingtheshortcomingsoftransla-

tiontests,Aoki(2000),Minowa(2006),Sekine

(1994)andWatanabe(1994)identifiedtwotypes

oftesttakers:thosewhocancomprehendasen-

tencebutcannottranslateitintoJapanese,and

thosewhocantranslatethesentenceliterally

butnotcomprehenditsmeaning.However,allof

thesearticlesinvestigatedtherelationshipbe-

tweentranslationandreadingcomprehension

throughasentence-levelinterpretation,nota

paragraph-level.AsWilliams(1984)claimed,the

abilitytoidentifythemainideainanexpository

textisafundamentalskillofcomprehension.

Noneofthesearticlesused themain idea

identificatinasameasureofreadingcomprehen-

sion.Inthisstudy,therefore,itishypothesized

thatsometesttakerswillfallintothesegroups:

(A)thosewhocanunderstandthewriter・sinten-

tionbutwhocannottranslatethemainideainto

Japanese;(B)thosewhocannotidentifythemain

ideabutcanprovidealiteraltranslationinto

Japanese.

Thepresentstudy,therefore,addressesthefol-

lowingresearchquestions(RQs).

RQ1:Towhatextentcantranslationtestsmeas-

urereadingcomprehensionofthemain

ideaattheparagraphlevel?

RQ2:Dothefollowingtwogroupsreallyexist?

(A)Thosewhoidentifythemainideaofapara-

graphbutcannottranslateitintoJapanese.

(B)Thosewhocannotidentifythemainideaof

aparagraphbutstillprovidealiteralJapanese

translation.

2.Experiment1

Thisexperimentattemptstoinvestigatethe

relationship between translation ability and

mainideareadingcomprehensionatthepara-

graphlevel.

2.1Method

2.1.1Participants

Atotalof65Japanesenationaluniversitystu-

dentsparticipatedinthisstudy.42weresopho-

mores,17werejuniors,andsixstudentswere

seniors.Allwereeducationmajors.

2.1.2Materials

Todeterminereadingcomprehension,anex-

positorytextfrom the2008NationalCenter

Testwasused,apassageconsistingofseven

paragraphswith seven multiple-choiceques-

tions.Exceptforthethirdquestion,eachques-

tionwasdesignedtodetermineiftesttakers

couldidentifythemainideaofeachparagraph.

Questionthreefocusedonaperipheraldetail

andwasthereforeexcluded.Answersfrom the

remainingsixquestionswereusedforthisstudy

(seeAppendixA).Foratranslationtest,fivesen-

tencesfromthissametextwerechosenbyfive

experiencedhighschoolEnglishteachers(see

AppendixA).Eachteacherlookedforsentences

thatseemedtoreflecttheauthor・smainideas

andintentions.

2.1.3Procedure,Scoring,andDataAnalysis

Studyparticipantsfirsttookthereadingcom-

prehensiontest(RC-T).Afteraweek,theywere

askedtotranslatefiveunderlinedsentencesinto

Japaneseasatestoftranslationability.Inthe

RC-T,eachquestionwasworthonepoint,fora

topscoreofsix.Thereliabilityofthetestwas

.40.Thuscautionisneededwheninterpreting

theresults.

InscoringtheTIJ-T,theresearcherandahigh

schoolEnglish teachermarked theanswers

independentlyusingbasedonmodelanswers

(inter-rater=0.86).Thereliability(Cronbach・s

alpha)ofthetestwas.87.Thescoresfrom the

tworaterswerecombinedanddividedbytwoto

calculatethemeanscore.

ToanswerRQ1,aPearsonproduct-moment

correlationwascalculatedbetweentestscoresin

translationandreadingcomprehensioninorder
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toexaminethevalidityoftranslationasaread-

ingcomprehensiontest.ToexamineRQ2,itwas

necessarytocomparethescoresobtainedinthe

twotests.Theparticipantsweredividedinto

threegroups(usingthecriterionofM ±� SD)

asshowninTable1and2:high,middle,andlow

groupsaccordingtotherankorderofthescores

obtainedineachtest.ThehighgroupintheRC-

Twasdefinedas・participantswithhighreading

comprehension・andthelowergroupas・parti-

cipantswithlow readingcomprehension・.The

highgroupintheTIJ-Twasdefinedas・partic-

ipantswithhightranslationability・andthelow

groupas・participantswithlowtranslationabi-

lity・.Itwasexaminedwhetherparticipantsin

themiddleorlowgroupoftheTIJ-Tbelongedto

thehighgroupintheRC-T.Inaddition,whether

thelowreadingcomprehensiongroupfellinto

thehighormiddlegroupsoftheTIJ-Twasalso

lookedat.

2.2ResultsandDiscussion

Tables3and4indicatethedescriptivestatis-

ticsandcorrelationcoefficientsbetweenthetwo

tests.APearsonproduct-momentcorrelationbe-

tweentranslationandRC-T scoresyieldeda

moderatecorrelation valueofr=.435.The

variationoverlapbetweenthetwowasr2 =

0.4352=0.189.Thustheoverlappingvariationin

theTIJ-Tscoresaccountedforaverylow18.9%.

Accordingly,itcanbeconcludedthattransla-

tiontestsarenotvalidasareadingcomprehen-

sionmeasure.Inaddition,theabilitytotranslate

themainideaofaparagraphisquitedifferent

fromtheabilitytosimplyidentifyit,afindingin

linewithAoki(2000).

Theresultswerenotsurprising.IntheRC-T,

testtakersseemedtosummarizetheauthor・sin-

tentions,understandtheentireparagraph,and

then choose the answerthatmostclosely

matchedtheirsummaries.Incontrast,intheTIJ-

T,testtakerstriedtoproducealiteralJapanese

translation ofeach given sentence,utilizing

theiroverallknowledgeofvocabularyandsen-

tencestructures.Theabilitytoidentifyamain

ideawasnotassessedhere.Inthisfashion,the

mentalprocessesinvolvedintakingeachtest

werelikelyquitedifferent.

AsseeninFigure1andTable5,therewere

four(6.1%)andten(15.4%)participantswhofell

intothehighcomprehensiongroupbutwereas-

signedtothelow andmiddlegroupsofthe

translationtest.Intotal,21.5%ofthepartici-

pantswithhighreadingcomprehensionability

didnottranslatethemainideaintoJapanese.In

otherwords,theyfailedthetranslationtestde-

spitehavingcomprehendedthetext.

Conversely,therewerethree(4.6%)andsix

(9.2%)participantsfromthelowcomprehension

groupwhoendedupinthemiddleandhigh

groupsofthetranslationtest.Inotherwords,

13.8%oftheparticipantswerestillabletotrans-

latethemainideasofeachparagraphdespite

ValidityofTranslationTestsasaMeasureofReadingComprehension
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Table1.DescriptiveStatisticsforRC-T
groups

Group Count Mean S.D

High 31 5.32 0.48

Middle 13 4.00 0.00

Low 21 2.48 0.75

Total 65 4.14 1.37

Table2.DescriptiveStatisticsforTIJ-T
groups

Group Count Mean S.D

High 22 18.68 2.11

Middle 23 13.93 1.24

Low 20 7.40 1.80

Total 65 13.53 4.89

Table3.DescriptiveStatisticsoftheTwoTests
(N=65)(FullScore:RCT=6,TIJT=25)

Mean SD

ReadingComprehension(mainidea)
Test

Translation-into-JapaneseTest

4.14

13.53

1.37

4.89

Table4.Pearson・sCorrelationCoefficients
ReadingComprehension(mainidea)Test

Translation-into-JapaneseTest .435**

(65)

Correlationissignificantatthe.01(2-tailed)



notcompletelyunderstandingthem.Thesestu-

dentswouldhavelikelypassedthetranslation

testdespitetheirlackofcomprehension.

3.Experiment2

In the reading comprehension test in

Experiment1,thetesttakersseemedtojust

choosethebestanswerfrom thefourgiven

choicesanddidnotidentifyorconstructthe

mainideaontheirown.Inthissecondexperi-

ment,studentswereaskedtosummarizewhat

theyfeltthewriterintendedtosayineachpara-

graph.Suchsummarizingtestsprovideabetter

evaluationofcomprehensionability(Minowa,

2006).Ideallythesummarieswouldbewritten

inEnglish,butthiswasnotalwayspossibledue

tolow Englishabilityofsomestudypartici-

pants.Sincetheaim ofthistestwastodeter-

mineifparticipantscould simply articulate

themainideasintheirownwords,summaries

writteninJapanesewerepermitted.

3.1Method

3.1.1Participants

A totalof94first-yearJapaneseuniversity

studentswithhighschoollevelEnglishability

participatedinthisstudy.43wereeducation

majorsand51majoredinscience.

3.1.2Materials

Asatesttomeasuremainideareadingcom-

prehension,thefinalpartofthereadingsection

ofthe2009NationalCenterEnglishTestwas

adoptedforthisexperiment(seeAppendixB).

Thetextconsisted ofeightparagraphsand

sevenmultiple-choicequestions.Thestudents

wererequiredtoconstructamainideastate-

mentinJapaneseonfourparagraphschosenby

theresearcher.Asatranslationtest,thesame

materialwasused.Thetesttakerswererequired

totranslateintoJapanesethefourunderlined
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Figure1.Scatterplotshowingtherelationshipbetweenthetwotestscores(r=.435)

Table5.ComparisonbetweenRCTestandTIJTest

TIJ-Tevaluation Total

RCT
evaluation

high middle low

highn%intotal 17 10 4 31

26.2% 15.4% 6.1% 47.7%

middlen%intotal
2 7 4 13

3.1% 10.8% 6.1% 20.0%

lown%intotal
3 6 12 21

4.6% 9.2% 18.5% 32.3%

TIJ-TTotal%intotal
22 23 20 65

33.9% 35.4% 30.7% 100%



sentencesthatwerechosentoreflecteachpara

graph・smainidea(seeAppendixB).

3.1.3Procedure,Scoring,andDataAnalysis

First,theparticipantstookthemainidearead-

ingcomprehensiontest(MIC-T).Afteraweek,

theywereaskedtotranslatefoursentencesinto

Japanese.

IntheMIC-T,eachwrittenstatementwas

worthtwopoints,foratoppossiblescoreof

eightpoints.Statementsthatreflectedclearun-

derstandingofeachparagraph・smainideawere

givenhighermarks.Theresearcherandahigh

schoolEnglishteacherscoredthestatementsin-

dependentlybasedonthemodelanswersmade

bytheresearcher(inter-rater=0.86).Thereli-

abilityofthetestwas.625.

Inscoringthetranslation-into-Japanesetest

(TIJ-T),theresearcherandahighschoolteach-

ersmarkedanswersindependently basedon

modelanswers(inter-rater=0.93).Thereliabil-

ity(Cronbach・salpha)ofthetestwas.837.Each

translationquestionwasworthfourpoints,fora

totaltopscoreof16.

A Pearsonproduct-momentcorrelationwas

calculatedbetweentheTIJ-TandMIC-Tscores.

ToanswerRQ2,theparticipantsweredivided

intothreedistributiongroupsofhigh,middle,

andlow (usingthecriterionofM ±� SD)as

showninTables6and7.

3.2ResultsandDiscussion

Tables8and9indicatethedescriptivestatis-

ticsandcorrelationcoefficientsbetweenthetwo

testscores.AsshowninTable7,aPearsonprod-

uct-momentcorrelationbetweentranslationand

readingcomprehensiontestscoresyieldedalow

value(r=.387).Thissuggestsaweakcorrelation

betweenthetwo.Thevaluewassquaredin

ordertoobtainavarianceoverlapofr2=0.3872=

0.150.Thismeansthatonly15.0%ofthevaria-

tionamongtranslationscorescanbeaccounted

forbythevariationinmainideacomprehension.

Inotherwords,itcannotbeconcludedthatthe

twotestsmeasuredthesamekindofability.

Therefore,aTIJ-T cannotbeconsideredasa

validtoolforevaluatingmainideacomprehen-

sion.

Figure2andTable10showtherelationship

betweenthetwotestscores.Therewereeight

(8.6%)andthree(3.2%)participantswhofellinto

thehighgroupinMIC-Tbutwhowereassigned

tothelowandmiddlegroupsofthetranslation

test.Intotal,11.8%oftheparticipantswereable

toidentifyamainideabutdidnottranslateit

intoJapanese.Thesestudentswouldlikelyfail

thetranslationtestdespitebeingabletocon-

structthemainideainatext.

Conversely,therewereseven(7.5%)andtwelve

(12.9%)participantswhofellintothelowgroup

intheMIC-Tbutwhowereassignedtothehigh

andmiddlegroupsinthetranslationtest.In

total,20.4%oftheparticipantsactuallydidnot

comprehendthemainideainthetextyetwere

ValidityofTranslationTestsasaMeasureofReadingComprehension
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Table6.DescriptiveStatisticsforMIC-T
groups

Group Count Mean S.D

High 28 5.91 0.96

Middle 34 3.99 0.40

Low 31 2.24 0.74

Total 93 3.98 1.63

Table7.DescriptiveStatisticsforTIJ-T
groups

Group Count Mean S.D

High 28 13.87 0.96

Middle 38 10.91 1.10

Low 27 6.04 2.12

Total 93 10.38 3.37

Table8.DescriptiveStatisticsoftheTwoTests
(N=93)(FullScore:MIC-T=8,TIJ-T=16)

Mean SD

MainIdeaComprehensionTest

Translation-into-JapaneseTest

3.98

10.38

1.63

3.37

Table9.CorrelationCoefficientsMainIdea
ComprehensionTest

Translation-into-JapaneseTest .387**

(93)

Correlationissignificantatthe.01(2-tailed)



stillableto provideaJapanesetranslation.

Thesestudentswouldmostlikelypassthetrans-

lationtesteventhoughtheyareunabletocom-

prehendamainidea.

4.ConclusionandImplications

Theprimarypurposeofthisstudywastoin-

vestigatethevalidityoftranslationtestsasa

meansformeasuringcomprehensionofmain

ideasinparagraphs.Theresultsofthetwoex-

perimentssuggestthatsuchtestsarenotvalid

toolsforidentifyingorconstructingthemain

ideaoftheparagraphinanexpositorytext.The

secondarypurposewastoconfirmthepresence

oftwotypesoftesttakers.Thetranslationtest

produced thefollowing typesofexaminees:

thosewhocouldidentifyamainideabutdonot

translateitintoJapanese(typeA),andthose

whodidnotcomprehendthemainideabutstill

producedaliteralJapanesetranslation(typeB).

ThisfindingsuggeststhatAtypesmayfailthe

translationtestdespiteunderstandingthewriter・s

intention.Btypesmaypassthetranslationtest,

buttheyactuallydonotunderstandthemain

ideainaparagraph.

Noonecandisputethatidentifyingthemain

ideaofaparagraphisanessentialskillwhen

readinganexpositorytext.Readingcomprehen-

siontestsshouldassesstowhatdegreethemain

idea hasbeen understood.However,simple

translationtestsdonotseemtoaccomplishthis

task.Instead,theyassesswhethertheexaminee

canmakealiteraltranslationfrom Englishto

Japanese.Inotherwords,thesetranslationtests

measuretheabilitytocomprehendindividual

wordsandgrammaticalpatternsbutnotthe

deepermeaningsthewritersaretryingtocon-

vey.Itisnearlyimpossibletomeasurewhether

an examineecan comprehend aparagraph・s

mainideathroughtranslatingonlyonesentence

from it.Ifthepurposeofthetestistomeasure
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Figure2.Scatterplotshowingtherelationshipbetweenthetwotestscores(r=.387)

Table10.ComparisonbetweenMIC-TandTIJ-T

TIJTestevaluation Total

MICTest
evaluation

high middle low

highn%intotal 17 3 8 28

18.3% 3.2% 8.6% 30.1%

middlen%intotal
9 16 9 34

9.7% 17.2% 9.7% 36.6%

lown%intotal
7 12 12 31

7.5% 12.9% 12.9% 33.3%

TIJ-TTotal%intotal
28 38 27 93

35.5% 33.3% 31.2% 100%



justwhetheranexamineehasknowledgeof

basicsentencestructuresandlexis,itwouldbe

sufficient.Asitis,itisunclearwhylongpas-

sagesareusedforreadingcomprehensiontests.

Itisnotwithinthescopeofthepresentstudy

tosuggestanidealreadingcomprehensiontest.

Themultiple-choiceandopen-endedtestsem-

ployedinthisstudytoextractmainideasina

paragraphalsohavesomelimitationsasmen-

tionedinthispaper.Therefore,furtherstudyis

urgentlyneededtohelpdesignatestthatmeas-

urestheabilitytoextractthemainideafroma

paragraphmoreaccurately.
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Appendix A: Examples of Translation-into Japanese Test 

and Reading Comprehension Test 

2008�������	
���(����)�������������

<Example of Translation-into Japanese Test> 

���� !�"#$%(translate the underlined sentences into Japanese) 

(1)  My niece, Ann, is in her third year at university. She has recently started her job search. 

When she entered the university, she wanted to be an architect and planned to apply for work in an 

architectural firm. (A) But as she prepared for her job search, she learned that the way people 

work has changed a lot in the last few years. She discovered that much of the change has occurred 

because of what is called the IT Revolution. The “IT (Information Technology) Revolution” refers 

to the dramatic change in the way information is perceived and used in today’s world. 

&'()

(4)  Another example of this type of arrangement is reliance on overseas call centers, which have 

become increasingly common.  (D) It has become possible for a telephone operator in India to 

answer a customer-service call from anywhere in the world, respond directly to the customer and 

offer a satisfactory solution, at a far lower cost to the company than ever before.  Many large 

companies now depend on such call centers. Today in Japan, when you call a toll-free number, 

there is a chance that someone in Chingtao, China will answer the phone in Japanese to help solve 

your problem. 

<Example of Reading Comprehension Test> 
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Appendix B:  Examples of Main Idea Reading Comprehension Test 

2009�������	
���(����)�������������

*(1)~(5)�+,-,./�0�1$2$34�56�/789:4;"#$%

<Main Idea Reading Comprehension Test> 

*���(a)~(e)� !�"#$%

<Translation-into Japanese Test> 

(1)< When l first entered the university, my aunt, who is a professional translator, gave me a new 

English dictionary.  I was puzzled to see that it was a monolingual dictionary, which meant that 

everything was in English.  Although it was a dictionary intended for learners, none of my 

classmates had one and, to be honest, I found it extremely difficult to use at first. I would look up 

words in the dictionary and still not fully understand the meanings.  I was used to the familiar 

bilingual dictionaries, in which the entries are in English and their equivalents are given in 

Japanese. I really wondered why my aunt decided to make things so difficult for me. (a) Now after 

studying English at university for three years, I understand that monolingual dictionaries play a 

crucial role in learning a foreign language.

&'()

 (5) Then, if bilingual dictionaries are so useful, why did my aunt give me a monolingual 

dictionary? As I found out, there is, in fact, often no perfect equivalence between words in one 

language and those in another. My aunt even goes so far as to claim that a Japanese “equivalent” 

can never give you the real meaning of a word in English! (e) Therefore she insisted that I read the 

definition of a word in a monolingual dictionary when I wanted to obtain a better understanding of 

its meaning. Gradually, I have come to see what she meant. 

ValidityofTranslationTestsasaMeasureofReadingComprehension
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