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  Abstract 
This paper will compare the translation exercise tasks in the mainstream Chinese 
and European English as a Foreign Language (EFL) textbooks to find the educa-
tional philosophies and goals of competence development behind them. To explore 
the translation exercises in New Concept English and English File comprehen-
sively, qualitative content analysis was employed in this study to examine them 
from four aspects: “linguistic form”, “communicative function”, “cultural dimen-
sion” and “pragmatic awareness”. Based on the analysis results, it was determined 
that the Design of exercises in New Concept English emphasizes the accuracy con-
trol of syntactic structure and mechanical matching of vocabulary; thus, it promotes 
a “form-centered” style. At the same time, in the context of simulated real-life com-
munication, English File has added translations to focus on the whole transmission 
of meaning, cultural adaptation and pragmatic choice to form a “sociocultural-task-
based” system. Therefore, in this paper, we put forward a new Design Framework 
for the “Ecological Translation Task” and propose that translation should be rein-
terpreted as an all-round language practice activity to cultivate students’ metalin-
guistic awareness, cross-cultural sensitivity and pragmatic competence; thus, it pro-
vides some theoretical ideas and practical directions for the future development of 
textbooks and teaching reform. 
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1. Introduction 

In the field of second language acquisition, the role of translation has undergone changes over time; at first, it was 
used extensively in the grammar-translation method, but with the rise of the communicative approach, its use was 
reduced, and now it is being rationally considered anew (Laviosa, 2014). The current consensus in academia is that 
when translation is employed as a way to teach and not as the content of study itself, students’ metalinguistic con-
sciousness, cross-cultural comparison ability and all-round language proficiency will be boosted (Leonardi, 2010). 

Textbooks are carriers of teaching ideas, and the exercises in these books aim to achieve the goals of instruction. 
 

1 Correction Note: This article was updated on June 11, 2026 to include supplementary publication integrity information. 

https://www.hillpublisher.com/Journals/tfll/


Yanan Wu 
 

 

DOI: 10.26855/tfll.2025.08.015 89 Translation and Foreign Language Learning 
 

The Design Philosophy of the translation exercise directly shows the authors’ ideas on teaching. Translation exercises 
are still being used in Chinese EFL classrooms, but their Design has not kept up with the new trends of teaching that 
emphasise communication and intercultural competence. What are the main differences from the typical communi-
cative-oriented textbooks in Europe? What are the differences in educational philosophy? 

Most of the existing research has been in the form of theoretical analysis or single-textbook analysis at the macro 
level, and in-depth, multi-dimensional cross-cultural comparative empirical studies of translation exercise tasks have 
not been carried out. Some representative textbooks from China and Europe are selected for this paper to construct a 
new four-dimensional analysis system, and then the following questions will be addressed: 

1. What are the specific differences in the characteristics of translation exercises in Chinese and European EFL 
textbooks across the four dimensions of linguistic form, communicative function, cultural dimension and pragmatic 
awareness? 

2.What are the different teaching paradigms and goals of competency development based on these differences?   
3. How can the Design of translation exercises be optimised to better serve the ultimate goal of fostering world-

class English teachers in the 21st century? 

2. Literature Review 

2.1 The Evolution and Reorientation of Translation Pedagogy 

The revival of translation pedagogy is based on the re-discovery of its value. Research has shown that, with reason-
able application, the native language and translation activities can stimulate deep thinking and enhance the ability to 
think about one’s own language (Cummins, 2007). Recently, the scope of research has been expanding; Pintado 
Gutiérrez (2019) has proposed that translation is a type of “symbolic simulation” activity that can make learners think 
critically about the two language systems and thereby gain a deeper understanding of both. 

2.2 Design Philosophy of Textbook Exercise Tasks 

At the centre of textbook evaluation is whether the exercise tasks are in line with the stated teaching objectives 
(Tomlinson, 2012). Good communicative tasks should have goal authenticity, learner engagement and meaning-cen-
teredness (Ellis, 2003). Many exercises in the textbooks are still at the “pseudo-communicative” level. Translation 
exercises are to be expected in light of this; they will either be mechanical training exercises or have some sense of 
expression. 

2.3 Innovative Dimensions: Pragmatics, Intercultural Communication, and Ecological Design 

The newness of this paper is that it will focus on pragmatics and intercultural communication. Translation is not only 
about exchanging signs from one language to another; it is also a kind of cultural dialogue and purpose selection 
(Baker, 2018). Do textbook translation exercises guide students on how to handle culture-loaded words? Do they 
need to adjust their language according to the circumstances in society? The above are some indicators of their mo-
dernity. In accordance with the ideas of ecological pedagogy (van Lier, 2004), the cultivation of communicative 
competence in technology-enhanced learning environments (González-Lloret, 2020) and recent developments in 
task-based language teaching (East, 2021) have inspired the proposal of “ecological translation tasks” in this paper; 
thus, it is suggested that tasks should be placed in a complete, meaningful and real-world “contextual ecosystem” to 
promote the harmonious development of learners’ language skills, cross-cultural literacy and independent spirit. 

3. Research Design and Methods 

This study employs qualitative content analysis. 

3.1 Analysis Samples: 

Chinese Sample: New Concept English (NCE) Volumes 2 and 3. 
Reason for selection: Volumes 2 and 3 are the most widely used textbooks for Chinese EFL learners transitioning 

from foundational grammar study to intermediate reading and writing. Their translation exercises are highly repre-
sentative, effectively reflecting typical practices in traditional Chinese foreign language teaching at this stage. 

European Sample: English File (EF) Intermediate and Upper Intermediate (4th Edition).  
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Reason for selection: This level corresponds to the B1-B2 stages of the Common European Framework of Refer-
ence for Languages (CEFR), representing a critical period for developing independent language users. The 4th Edi-
tion is the most recent and widely used version across Europe and globally, embodying contemporary textbook design 
trends under communicative language teaching approaches. 

3.2 Analytical Framework: A framework comprises four core dimensions: 

Translation Exercise Four-Dimensional Analysis Framework Coding Standards 
Dimension: Linguistic Form 
Coding: Form-Centered 
Description: The exercise explicitly requires the use of specific grammatical structures or one-to-one vocabulary 

matching, lacking communicative context. 
Dimension: Linguistic Form 
Coding: Meaning-Centered 
Description: The exercise serves communicative purposes, with form choices supporting meaning expression. 
Dimension: Communicative Function 
Coding: Context Absent 
Description: Exercises consist of isolated sentences lacking communicative scenarios, purposes, or audience in-

formation. 
Dimension: Communicative Function 
Coding: Contextualized 
Description: Exercises are set within explicit communicative scenarios featuring clear roles, purposes, and audi-

ences. 
Dimension: Cultural Dimension 
Coding: Ignored/Literal Translation 
Description: Culturally loaded words are either unprocessed or require only literal translation, with no cultural 

explanation or adaptation guidance. 
Dimension: Cultural Dimension 
Coding: Highlighted/Adapted 
Description: Exercises involve cultural differences and require cultural interpretation or adaptation. 
Dimension: Pragmatic Awareness 
Coding: Hidden 
Description: Exercises do not prompt social pragmatic rules for language use. 
Dimension: Pragmatic Awareness 
Coding: Explicit 
Description: Exercises explicitly require adjusting language formality, tone, or strategies based on social context.  

3.3 Analysis Process: 

Systematically selected 20 Chinese-to-English/English-to-Chinese exercise units from each textbook. Two independ-
ent coders analyzed the exercises using a predefined coding scheme. Inter-coder reliability was calculated using Co-
hen’s kappa (κ = 0.85), and discrepancies were resolved through discussion. 

4. Research Findings and Discussion 

4.1 Linguistic Form: Accuracy Control vs. Meaning Fluency 

NCE: Exercise patterns are highly rigid, aimed at testing mastery of specific grammatical items. For example: “Fill 
in the blanks with the correct form of the given verb and translate the sentence: If I ___ (have) time, I ___ (go) to the 
cinema yesterday.” (Answer: had had, would have gone). The focus is on the mandatory accuracy of syntactic struc-
ture, detached from context. 

There are more examples to illustrate this feature: 
Example 1 (Mechanical Grammar Practice): “用动词的将来完成时翻译：到明年年底，我将完成这本书的写

作。” (NCE III, L10). The only goal of this exercise is to force the use of the specific grammar structure “will have 
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done”, and there is no natural context or communication purpose for the sentence. 
 Example 2 (Vocabulary One-to-One Matching): “翻译并注意’manage’的用法:他设法在天黑前到了家。” 

(NCE III, L36). This exercise needs to be precisely in line with “manage to do”, and it is a case of isolated memori-
sation and substitution of vocabulary rather than an understanding of the semantic meaning of “successfully accom-
plishing (a difficult task)” in context. 

EF: Often, the purpose of translation is to communicate. For instance, in a unit on “complaining”, the task is to: 
“Your friend stayed at your house too late and bothered the neighbours.” The neighbours sent a text. Please translate 
the above answer into English: ‘I am very sorry about the noise last night.’ It will not happen again.” The aim is to 
achieve good communication in a particular situation, and form serves function.   

There are more examples to illustrate this feature: 
Example 1 (Functional Form): In the section “Giving Suggestions”, the task is a conversation, and it is given as: 

“Your friend has been under a lot of pressure recently. Translate the suggestion into English: “Why don’t you take a 
few days off?” Here, the goal of the translation is to serve the communicative function of giving advice; thus, various 
sentence patterns that can express advice, such as “Why don’t you...?”, “You should...”, and “How about...?”, must 
be selected by learners. Form is Function. 

Example 2 (Meaning Negotiation): Task instruction: “Translate the following sentence into English so that it 
sounds more natural: ‘I like the taste of this dish.’ “This is not a simple translation; rather, it guides learners to 
negotiate meaning and produce more idiomatic expressions (e.g., “This dish is very tasty” or “I really like the flavor 
of this dish”). Meaning and natural expression are the focus; word-for-word correspondence is not required. 

4.2 Communicative Function: Contextual Deficiency vs. Contextual Embedding 

NCE: Exercises often lack authentic communicative contexts. For example: “翻译:他不仅说了谎，而且还偷了

钱。” (NCE III, L53). The sentence is isolated and serves only to demonstrate the “not only...but also...” structure.   
There is another example to illustrate this feature: 
Example (Isolated Sentence): “翻译:如果明天下雨，我们就待在家里。”(NCE II, L64). This is a typical prac-

tice sentence for conditional clauses, but it lacks any information about who is speaking, who it is addressed to, or 
under what circumstances—it is a “vacuum” sentence used only for drilling. 

EF: Exercises have a small context. For example: You are in an English-speaking country and want to ask for the 
way to the train station. Translate your question into English. It has a role, a place and a purpose, so it is a motivated 
communicative act. 

There are more cases to show you: 
Example 1(Defined Role and Context): “You are a hotel front desk clerk. A guest reports that the air conditioner 

is broken. Translate your response into English: ‘I’m very sorry to hear that. I’ll send an engineer up immediately.’” 
This task clearly defines the role (front desk clerk), context (hotel), and communicative purpose (apologizing and 
offering a solution), making the translation a genuine communicative act with a specific goal. 

Example 2 (Multimodal Context): After the dialogue in the listening material, the prompt is: “The woman said she 
was late in the previous talk.” How did she give herself a warning? Translate the girl’s apology into Chinese; this 
exercise is a combination of translation and listening, and it has a rich context formed by paralinguistic factors such 
as intonation and emotion. Students must revise what they have learned to complete the composition. 

4.3 Cultural Dimension: Ignoring and Literal Translation vs. Highlighting and Adaptation 

NCE: A single way to handle culture-loaded words. For instance, when “饺子” or “春节” appears, it is automatically 
translated as “dumplings” or “Spring Festival” without any explanation of cultural connotations or guidance for al-
ternative translations. 

There are many other such cases: 
Example 1 (Culture-loaded Words Processing Omission): When the term “单位” appears （如: “他在一家大单

位工作”）, the practice is to translate it directly as “unit” and completely ignore the social connotations of the word 
in Chinese culture, which specifically refer to a “工作单位”. It does not add any cultural notes or alternative transla-
tions (such as “company” or “workplace”). 

Example 2 : “元宵节” is uniformly translated as “Lantern Festival” without explaining that it is a time for family 
reunions and the consumption of specific foods (tangyuan). It does not help the students think about whether this 
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translation is fully in line with the original culture. 
EF: Organises various activities for different cultural groups. For example, in the “Diet” unit, it is necessary to 

translate a sentence containing “I’m full” and then guide learners to note that this is related to a polite expression 
meaning “no more rice” in some cultures. It hopes that the students will learn to be cultural mediators rather than 
language transmitters. 

There are more cases to show this phenomenon: 
Example 1 (Cultural Notes and Adaptation): The exercise is to translate the dialogue “I’m going to grab a sandwich,” 

and with the teacher’s guidance, students are asked to note that “grab” is a casual and quick-eating culture, and then 
discuss how to express this style in Chinese, for instance, using “随便吃点” instead of “享用” 

Example 2 (Cultural Comparison): Task prompt:  “My British friend said my cooking was ‘very interesting’. 
What do you think she means?” How would you retell and explain this comment to a Chinese friend in Chinese? This 
task directly addresses the problem of cultural difference and helps learners learn that “interesting” can be a polite 
way to say “not very good”. It is a very good case of cultural mediation and intercultural competence. 

4.4 Pragmatic Awareness: Universal Implicit vs. Explicit Requirements 

NCE: This part is almost completely absent. Exercises do not promote social norms for the use of language. For 
example, (Missing Pragmatic Rules) The exercise may present the sentence “把盐递给我” and expect a direct trans-
lation of “Pass me the salt”; however, it ignores the pragmatic rule that an imperative sentence is often considered 
too direct and rude in English, so one should add a softening expression such as “Could you...” or “Please” 

EF: Explicitly foster the practical abilities of the children. A typical task is to change the style of an informal 
message to be more formal and polite for an email to one’s manager in English, as suggested by Taguchi (2019), this 
kind of task can directly train learners’ ability to switch between different language styles and develop sociolinguistic 
awareness; they are considered necessary attributes of high-level intercultural competence. 

There are more examples to illustrate this feature: 
Example 1 (Formal Style Transformation): Translate the following note message: Meeting postponed. Jim’s idea 

of a formal business email to notify all team members is to transform the language style; it needs to be organised 
logically and formally written, so learners learn how to change their language style according to the situation. 

Example 2 (Pragmatic Training in Rejection Strategies): Your colleague invites you to a party, but you are not free. 
Translate the refusal into English, and it should be polite but honest; thus, students can learn to use different strategies, 
such as apologizing, giving reasons, expressing regret, etc., for the difficult speech act of “refusal” (e.g., “Thank you 
for the invitation, but...”). I am very sorry, but I will be busy that day. I hope you have a good time!”. It is a new kind 
of Pragmatics. 

Discussion: Based on the analysis, the two textbooks are almost in opposition. NCE is in the form of a structuralist 
system; therefore, it is a way to assess one’s knowledge of language, which does not align with the current theories 
of foreign language teaching. At the same time, EF is the main part of the sociocultural paradigm and task-based 
teaching method; it reconstructs translation as a simulation of real-life social activities, integrates form, function, 
culture and pragmatics deeply, and better serves the goal of cultivating intercultural communicators (Byram, 2021). 
It is not only a design issue but also a problem of philosophy; that is to say, one considers language to be a system of 
fixed rules, and the other believes it is dynamic social activity. In addition, the latter will learn language as well as 
how to use language to achieve goals and how to behave properly in an open world. In line with Byram’s (2021) 
model of “intercultural communicative competence” and Taguchi’s (2019) focus on cultivating “pragmatic compe-
tence”, the differences between the two systems should be considered in the development and teaching of Chinese 
textbooks. 

5. Conclusions and Implications 

Based on a comprehensive comparison, it has been found that the construction of translation exercises in Chinese 
and European EFL textbooks is relatively different, and this difference can be traced back to diverse ideas about the 
roles of translation instruction. The classic Chinese textbooks are precise and focus on the language system, whereas 
the new European textbooks cover all-around communication, culture and pragmatics. 

Based on the research results above, a new Design Framework for “ecological translation tasks” has been put 
forward. The following are some specific suggestions for the development of future textbooks and teaching: 
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1. Contextualized design: Set up an actual, particular communication situation (Who, To Whom, When, Where, 
Why) for each translation task to give the translation a purpose and meaning.   

2. Multi-dimensional integration: In the design of tasks, all sorts of demands should be taken into account simul-
taneously, such as language form, cultural connotations (how to handle culture-loaded words), pragmatic rules (style, 
politeness strategies), etc., to create “holographic” tasks. 

3. Subject-centered participation: Encourage learners to make reasonable choices and express themselves crea-
tively in translation (e.g., by providing multiple acceptable translations), cultivating their critical thinking and deci-
sion-making abilities rather than pursuing a single “standard answer.” 

4. Reflective enhancement: After the exercise, add a metacognitive question such as: “Why did you choose that 
translation?” What are the circumstances and cultural conditions you think will help to promote the transformation 
and internalisation of knowledge into skills. 

The limitations of this study are that the versions and quantities of the sample textbooks are small. In the future, 
one can expand the scope of the sample by adding more Chinese “new curriculum standards” textbooks and other 
popular European textbooks. Experiments can be carried out to study the actual effects of different paradigms of 
translation exercises on learners’ English proficiency, pragmatic skills and cross-cultural awareness in daily life, and 
such data will provide empirical support for the research. 
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