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COMPARATIVE OVERVIEW
OF TEST ADAPTATION AND 

TRANSLATION VERIFICATION PROCEDURES 
IN THREE INTERNATIONAL SURVEYS



Comparative Overview

• efforts made in three international 
surveys

• to ensure that the translated/adapted 
instruments are equivalent across 
countries 

• national versions depend on translation 
of an international source version

high stakes process



Comparative Overview
• Because translation is a high stakes process, the 

organisations in charge financed rigorous 
assessments of translations

• to target stringent quality standards

• Procedures presented in the paper are the result 
of this investment and include

translation and adaptation of test instruments 

verification of the translated/adapted 
instruments

documentation of those processes



TERMINOLOGY

• translation and adaptation used jointly 
throughout the paper 

Because Translation: too restrictive to 
describe the process of culturally 
adjusting a test rather than literally 
translating it (Joldersma, 2004).

• Verification: checking linguistic correctness of 
the target version + checking equivalence of 
that target version against the source version.



EXAMPLE: ADAPTATION



From the Practitioners’ Perspective

identify practices in each phase that

have been successfully used to detect 
problems in translating and adapting the 
instruments

resulted in thorough documentation and 

provided good proxies for indicators of 
quality in translation and adaptation.



OECD/PISA 2006
PROGRAMME FOR INTERNATIONAL 
STUDENT ASSESSMENT

internationally standardized 
assessment 
Tests are typically administered every 
three years to 15-year-old students
reading, mathematical and scientific 
literacy in terms of knowledge and 
skills needed in adult life. 



IEA/TIMSS 2007
TRENDS IN INTERNATIONAL 
MATHEMATICS AND SCIENCE STUDY

TIMSS 2007 is the fourth in a cycle of 
internationally comparative 
assessments

Carried out every four years at the 
fourth and eighth grades

TIMSS provides data about trends in 
mathematics and science 
achievement over time.



UNESCO/LAMP 

• LAMP builds upon the ALL survey by measuring 
five levels of literacy and numeracy skills 

• through a combination of household survey 
methods and educational assessments
conducted on a 5- to 10-year cycle.

• Adult + young adult population  (15 and older) 
not attending school



Best Practice #1

• prepare a training module for translation 
and adaptation of the data collection 
instruments that can easily be replicated 

based on concise general guidelines 
+ specific guidelines per item

hands-on exercises

and checklists



EXAMPLE:
General guideline for MC item
Keep in mind the fact that the 
relative length of the possible 
responses should not, insofar as 
possible, change significantly 
across languages. 

GENERAL GUIDELINE



10
10.

10.

Full

Empty

May replace with  
letters  or symbols
common in country. May use 

country’s 
common word for 
‘gas’.

e.g. ‘petrol’, 
‘benzine’

Be sure to use a word 
comparable to ‘about’ 
to indicate an 
estimation is 
acceptable.

Do not 
change!

16 17

ITEM-SPECIFIC GUIDELINES





Best Practice #2
• even if the budget is limited, order (or 

produce) ex ante translation in at least 
one language

• and keep track of difficulties encountered.

• This will allow early detection of flaws in 
the source version

• and make it possible to draw translators’ 
attention to potential difficulties



Expect



Best Practice #3
• item-specific instructions for translation 

and adaptation in a separate form. 
• To be used by translators, NCs, verifiers 

and IPC. 
• Each party is aware that other players 

focus on those entries >> this drives joint 
effort to spontaneously document issues 
and/or the way that they were addressed.

• Comments are centralised > translation 
history







Best Practice #4

• prompt translators (and verifiers) to react

• by using simple or dichotomous questions

• to be answered by ticking a box or 
selecting from a drop-down menu

• Ask all parties to regard the completed 
form as an integral part of the deliverables.



Scroll-down menu

Added info
Missing info
Layout/Visual issues
Grammar/Syntax
Consistency
Register/Wording
Adaptation
Mistranslation



USING SEVERITY CODES

Code 1: Serious error (likely to affect
item functioning)

Code 2: Minor error
Code 3: Suggestion for improvement
Code 4: Acceptable adaptation

Code 1? Not sure (but could be serious)



Best Practice #5
• Inform translators and NCs that national versions 

will undergo quality control 

• Feedback recorded in a central monitoring tool

• in which NC listed problems encountered

• and the way they addressed them. 

• If possible, arrange one iteration after 
verification > NCs can comment on verifier 
interventions before going to the field.
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