
      TRANSLATION & LOCALIZATION
                                IN 
            TECHNICAL COMMUNICATION
     Fall 2016                                                                                                                  Instructor: Laura Gonzales

Course description:

As technical communicators preparing to enter an increasingly diverse workplace, it’s important that we understand and 
value, and practice how information gets transformed to meet the needs of various audiences. In this course, we will 
research methods and strategies used by technical communicators working across languages and cultures. We will use 
this research to learn our own approaches to transforming and contextualizing ideas for various purposes. While we will 
learn from the experiences of translators and localizers who work across languages, we will also focus on translation 
activities that take place within the English language. The point is to understand that translation and localization are 
important practices for all successful communicators. 

Course objectives:

By the end of this course, you should be able to: 

1) Articulate the role of translation and localization in effective, ethical technical communication.
 
2) Use translation and localization principles to overcome communicative discrepancies in technical communication 

projects.  

3) Understand and use digital tools to assist with translation and localization both within and across languages. 

4) Help organizations, clients, and communities reach various audiences and stakeholders by enacting translation and 
localization principles. 

5) Collaborate with technical communicators from diverse linguistic and cultural backgrounds, and understand the 
strength that these collaborations bring to technical communication work. 

                                  TRANSLATION AND LOCALIZATION ARE HUMAN PRACTICES  
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Assignments)and)Grading

Though a majority of our course will focus on learning from our clients, community members, and peers, we will start the course 
by reading important studies exploring translation and localization in technical communication. All of our course readings will be 
available on our Google classroom site. These readings include (but are not limited to) the following:  

Agboka, G. Y. (2013). Participatory localization: A social justice approach to navigating unenfranchised/disenfranchised cultural 
sites. Technical Communication Quarterly, 22(1), 28-49.

Amant, K. S. (2002). When cultures and computers collide- rethinking computer-mediated communication according to 
international and intercultural communication expectations. Journal of Business and Technical Communication, 16(2), 196-214.

Batova, T., & Clark, D. (2014). The complexities of globalized content management. Journal of Business and Technical 
Communication. 

Barton, David, and Carmen Lee. Language online: investigating digital texts and practices. Routledge, 2013.

Bolarsky, C. (1995). The relationship between cultural and rhetorical conventions: Engaging in international communication. 
Technical Communication, 4(3). 245-259.

Gonzales, L. (2015). Multimodality, translingualism, and rhetorical genre studies. Composition Forum, 31.

Gonzales, L., & Zantjer, R. (2015). Translation as a user-localization practice. Technical Communication 62 (4), 271-83. 

Jarvis, M., & Bokor, K. (2011). Connecting with the “other” in technical communication: World Englishes and ethos 
transformation of U.S. native English-speaking students. Technical Communication Quarterly, 20(2), 208-237.

Maylath, B., Vandepitte, S., Minacori, P., Isohella, S., Mousten, B., & Humbley, J. (2013). Managing Complexity: A Technical 
Communication Translation Case Study in Multilateral International Collaboration. Technical Communication Quarterly, 22(1), 
67-84.

Powell, M. D., Kirsch, G. E., & Rohan, L. (2008). Beyond the archive: Research as a lived process. Dreaming Charles Eastman: 
Cultural Memory, Autobiography, and Geography in Indigenous Rhetorical Histories, 115-127.

Sanders, E.F. (2014). “11 untranslatable words from other cultures.” DISQUS, Retrieved from http://blog.maptia.com/posts/
untranslatable-words-from-other-cultures

Sauer, B. (2003). The Rhetoric of Risk: Technical Documentation in Hazardous Environments. Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 
Mahway, NJ, USA.

Sun, H. (2012). Cross-cultural technology design: Creating culture-sensitive technology for local users. Oxford University Press.

Sun, H. (2006). The triumph of users: Achieving cultural usability goals with user localization. Technical Communication 
Quarterly, 15(4), 457–481.

Walton, R., Zraly, M., & Mugengana, J. P. (2014). Values and Validity: Navigating Messiness in a Community-Based Research 
Project in Rwanda.Technical Communication Quarterly.

Wiberg, Andrew. "Mukurtu: information retrieval system engineered for indigenous individuals and communities." (2014).

Zemliansky, Pavel. "Workplace use of web 2.0 communication tools and its implications for training of future communication 
professionals." Virtual Environments for Corporate Education: Employee Learning and Solutions: Employee Learning and 
Solutions (2010): 50.

Required Texts and Materials

http://blog.maptia.com/posts/untranslatable-words-from-other-cultures
http://blog.maptia.com/posts/untranslatable-words-from-other-cultures
http://blog.maptia.com/posts/untranslatable-words-from-other-cultures
http://blog.maptia.com/posts/untranslatable-words-from-other-cultures
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Assignments)and)Grading

Project 1: What are translation and localization? What do these processes mean to technical communicators? (50 
points):
As we read our introductory readings on translation and localization, you will be asked to keep track of how these practices are 
defined in the context of technical communication. For this assignment, you will be asked to develop your own definitions of 
translation and localization, and to describe the role of these practices in technical communication. You can present your ideas 
in the form of a traditional alphabetic technical communication genre (e.g., memo, info graphic, tutorial), or you may create a 
digital project of your choice (e.g., video/documentary, Storify, website). 

Project 2: Tracing Translation Moments (50 points): 
As we will learn through our our research, “translation moments” are instances in time when communicators pause to make a 
rhetorical decision about how to adapt or contextualize a specific word, phrase, or idea. After learning to identify translation 
moments, you will be asked to trace the translation moments that you experience in your own communication for a period of 
two weeks. You will be asked to keep track of the context in which you experience these moments, and to reflect on how you 
overcome these moments of pause and potential confusion. You will then deliver a presentation to your classmates that 
illustrates how translation moments play a role in your communication. You will be asked to also present the tools, strategies, 
and resources that you use to overcome translation moments. 

Project 3: Researching Translation in Organizations and Communities (50 points):
For this  team project, you will be asked to partner with a community, client, or organization of your choice. For a period of two 
weeks, you will research how translation moments are enacted in that organization--who do people interact with? what tools do 
they use to communicate? what communication issues do they encounter, and how are these issues resolved? You may choose 
to work with an organization you are already a part of, or you may work with an organization suggested by your instructor. We 
will discuss tools and strategies for working with organizations in an ethical and reciprocal manner. 

Project 4: Facilitating Translation in Organizations and Communities (100 points): 
After researching translation moments in the organization of your choice, you will work with your clients/communities and your 
team of classmates to present a set of guidelines or solutions that might help your organization overcome translation moments 
in a more effective manner. This could include a digital tool that you researched to facilitate the organization’s activities, a work-
flow strategy that could be implemented into the organization, or an idea for professional development that could benefit the 
organization. You will present your translation moment solutions to your class, and will then deliver both a verbal/visual 
presentation and a written white-paper to your clients. 

Low stakes work (50 points): Short reading quizzes and responses, class and online participation, etc. 

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 300 Total Possible Points

Assignments

!

Your%semester%grade%will%be%based%on%the%
percent%of%points%you%earn%during%the%
semester:%

% 100:94%%%=%%4.0%
% 93:87%%%=%%3.5%%%
% 86:80%%%=%%3.0%%
% 79:75%%%=%%2.5%%
% 75:70%%%=%%2.0%%
% 69:65%%%=%%1.5%%
% 64:60%%%=%%1.0%%
% <%59%%%=%%0%



Points for each project will be assigned, generally, on the following criteria (but specific criteria will be discussed for 
each project):
Exemplary: An exemplary project reveals an astute and consistently effective understanding of rhetorical principles, 
an exceptional range of micro- to macro-level detail, and only very few minor editorial problems. It may indicate 
students’ willingness to take risks, to push themselves beyond safe or obvious responses to an assignment. This 
kind of exemplary work could be used as a model for classmates to emulate. It may even be worthy of publication. 
If it’s a collaborative project, small group partners identified a student’s contributions as outstanding. Perhaps the 
student took a leadership role.
Good: A good project reveals a generally commendable understanding of rhetorical principles, a generally effective 
range of miro- to macro-level detail, and several minor editorial problems. Although good work is more than just 
acceptable, it may indicate that a student took relatively safe or obvious approach to an assignment. Good work is 
less likely to be considered a model for others. If it’s a collaborative project, small group partners identified a 
student’s contributions as generally strong. Partners indicate that the student’s contributions were an important part 
of the project.
Acceptable: An acceptable project reveals a basic, serviceable understanding of rhetorical principles, and just 
enough micro- to macro-level detail. Or an acceptable project may be inconsistent, offering appropriate detail in 
some places but not others. A few major editorial adjustments may be needed. An acceptable project meets 
minimum assignment requirements. If it’s a collaborative project, small group partners identified a student’s 
contributions as unexceptional. Partners may indicate that the student only did what was asked but did not take 
any initiative. Partners may indicate that the student’s contributions had to be revised somewhat

Poor: A poor project indicates a significant misunderstanding of rhetorical principles. Micro- to macro-level details 
are frequently inadequate or inconsistent. Excessive errors weaken the writer’s credibility. Inconsistencies and lack 
of detail may indicate that an assignment was thrown together at the last minute. If it’s a collaborative project, small 
group partners identified a student’s contributions as minimal or weak. Partners may indicate that the student did 
not do everything he or she promised.  Partners may indicate that the student often missed meetings without 
attempting to catch up.

Unacceptable (<1.0): An unacceptable project is often incomplete. Significant portions of the project may have 
been left undone. Or perhaps portions of the project were copied from other sources without attribution or revision.
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Grading

A note on email and participation:

Engaging in conversations about our course concepts, readings, and projects is crucial to your success, 
not only in this course but as a professional. For this reason, a successful participation grade in this course 
requires that you engage with your peers in relevant discussions. This includes asking and answering 
questions and sharing your thoughts in a respectful manner. You may do this both in class and via Twitter 
(using #wra**). Remember that Twitter is a public forum where you shape your digital identity. Think about 
how you can start shaping your digital identity to best suit how you want to be perceived by future peers 
and employers. 

While I am generally happy to answer any questions via email, I require that all conversations about your 
grades take place in person. If you would like to discuss your grade, please email me to make an 
appointment or come by during office hours.  I will only discuss your grade on a particular assignment up 
to one week after you received your feedback.
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Course Policies

Academic Integrity

Student-teacher relationships are built on trust. You should assume that I’ve made good-faith decisions about the content and 
structure of the course; I should assume that the assignments you hand in are yours (that you are the one who produced them); 
and so on. Acts that violate this trust undermine the educational process. 

Article 2.3.3 of the Academic Freedom Report states that, “The student shares with the faculty the responsibility for maintaining 
the integrity of scholarship, grades, and professional standards.” In addition, we will adhere to the policies on academic 
honesty as specified in General Student Regulations 1.0, Protection of Scholarship and Grades; the all-University Policy on 
Integrity of Scholarship and Grades; and Ordinance 17.00, Examinations. (See Spartan Life: Student Handbook and Resource 
Guide and/or the MSU web site.) 

You are expected to develop original work for this course; therefore, you may not submit course work you completed for 
another course to satisfy the requirements for this course. Students who violate MSU academic integrity rules may receive a 
penalty grade, including a failing grade on the assignment or in the course.  

Article 2.3.5 of the Academic Freedom Report (AFR) for 
students at Michigan State University states: “The student's 
behavior in the classroom shall be conducive to the teaching 
and learning process for all concerned.” Article 2.3.10 of the 
AFR states that “The student has a right to scholarly 
relationships with faculty based on mutual trust and civility.” 
General Student Regulation 5.02 states: “No student shall …  
interfere with the functions and services of the University (for 
example, but not limited to, classes …) such that the function 
or service is obstructed or disrupted.” Students whose 
conduct adversely affects the learning environment in this 
classroom may be subject to disciplinary action through the 
Student Faculty Judiciary process.

Be Kind

In order to receive any accommodation for any disability, students must first register with the Resource Center for Persons with 
Disabilities (RCPD). The RCPD will request appropriate documentation and make a determination regarding the nature of the 
accommodation to which a students is entitled. The RCPD will then give the student a “visa” that specifies the kind of 
accommodation that may be provided. It is then the responsibility of the student seeking accommodation to present the visa to 
his/her instructor.

American)with)Disabilities)Act

Come to Class
Because this is a class that requires collaboration and 
discussion, you are expected to attend and be prepared. We 
will often work on projects and other exercises during class 
time, and there is no substitute for your presence at these 
times. If you miss 4 or more hours, your low-stakes & 
participation grade may be lowered by 0.5 for every 
additional hour. For example, someone who missed 4 
classes may earn no higher than a 23.5 in participation, and 
someone who missed 5 classes may earn no higher than a 
23. Note: Missing more than 6 hours is likely to result in 

failure for the entire course. Being late for class or 
leaving early is considered unprofessional and will 
count as an absence.


