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  Abstract 
Despite rising demand for culturally competent audiovisual translators, tertiary 
training programs remain heavily skewed toward linguistic accuracy, leaving grad-
uates underprepared for the value-laden nature of real-world subtitling. This study 
reports on the redesign of a project-based audiovisual translation course that inte-
grates value education into professional competency development through a three-
dimensional framework: value guidance, staged skill scaffolding, and authentic 
project immersion. Mechanisms include a material-selection protocol, an ideologi-
cal-load classification system for source texts, and sequenced tasks progressing 
from guided analysis to independent client deliverables. Pre- and post-course as-
sessments (N = [sample size], self-developed instruments) indicated significant im-
provements in cross-cultural sensitivity, ethical reasoning, and technical subtitling 
proficiency. While sample limitations and the use of self-developed measures tem-
per generalizability, the findings suggest that embedding value education within 
translation project design—rather than treating it as an isolated module—enhances 
both professional readiness and cultural accountability. The model offers a replica-
ble template for narrowing the gap between language training and the cultural de-
mands of global media communication. 
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1. Introduction 

“Tell China’s story well” has moved from policy slogan to practical mandate for anyone working in translation. Film 
and television carry that story across borders, which means audiovisual translation is no longer just about converting 
dialogue—it is a site where cultural values get negotiated, sometimes subtly, sometimes overtly. The Ministry of 
Education’s Guiding Outline for Value-based Education in Higher Education makes this expectation explicit: value 
cultivation should run through the whole process of teaching and skill development, not sit beside it (Tang & Chen, 
2023). 

Walk into most audiovisual translation classrooms, though, and you find a familiar pattern. Instructors assign com-
mercial film clips. Students subtitle them. Grading focuses on whether the English sounds natural and the timing is 
right. What gets lost? A great deal. The materials themselves carry values—individualism, collectivism, particular 
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ways of framing history—and students rarely learn to read those layers. The curriculum tends to teach subtitling as a 
set of discrete micro-skills rather than a coherent workflow from script analysis to final deliverable. And assessment 
rubrics, heavily weighted toward linguistic accuracy, give instructors no structured way to evaluate whether a trans-
lation handles its cultural and ideological content responsibly. 

These are not abstract concerns. We have seen students render “我命由我不由天” from Ne Zha as “My fate is 
determined by myself”—correct English, but stripped of the Taoist cosmology that makes the line resonate. We have 
watched graduates arrive at localization studios unable to open an Aegisub file. The gap between what classrooms 
produce and what the profession needs is widening, not narrowing. 

Our response was to redesign the course from the ground up using a project-based approach that folds ideological 
education into material selection, task design, and assessment rather than appending it as a separate lecture unit. The 
teaching method combines theoretical instruction, case analysis, and guided discussion, but the core vehicle is au-
thentic project work—students translate real material for real audiences and confront the consequences of their 
choices. This paper describes the problems we identified, the framework we built, and what happened when we put 
it into practice. 

2. Challenges in Integrating Value Education into Audiovisual Translation 

2.1 Value Elements Stay on the Surface 

The most common mistake in course design for ideological education is also the most understandable: instructors 
assign a patriotic film, ask students to translate it, and call the job done. This conflates ideological content with overtly 
political subject matter. It ignores the fact that commercial cinema, animation, and documentaries carry values just 
as deeply—often more insidiously, because nobody flags them. 

Take Ne Zha again. The line “我命由我不由天” looks straightforward. A student renders it as “My fate is deter-
mined by myself.” The English is grammatical. It conveys defiance. But it also flattens a specifically Taoist concep-
tion of self and cosmos into a generic Western assertion of autonomy. “天” is not merely “heaven” as a metaphysical 
authority; within the philosophical framework the film draws on, it denotes the natural order, and Ne Zha’s rebellion 
is a negotiation with that order, not a simple declaration of independence. A rendering like “I claim my own destiny” 
at least hints at agency within constraint. An annotated version— “I defy heaven’s will” with a brief gloss—preserves 
more of the tension. There is no single correct answer. The point is that students need to see the question. 

Huang (2022) found that 83% of translation students, when presented with philosophically loaded content, pro-
duced linguistically competent but ideologically neutral translations. Our classroom experience mirrors this. The 
reasons are not mysterious. Curricula wall off “political” translation—historical dramas, government documen-
taries—from entertainment media, as if values only existed in the former. Rubrics reward terminological accuracy 
and fluency. When we interviewed our own students, several said they “wouldn’t think about worldview unless 
someone told [them] to.” That is a teaching failure, not a student failure. 

The professional stakes are real. A translator who has never been trained to detect implicit values can render a 
globally marketed film in ways that erase its cultural specificity. The climactic self-sacrifice in Ne Zha draws on the 
Confucian notion of 仁 (benevolence); without contextual framing, international audiences may read it as a conven-
tional heroic gesture and nothing more. We are not arguing that every subtitle needs a footnote. We are arguing that 
translators should at least recognize what is at stake and make deliberate choices rather than defaulting to the most 
accessible rendering. 

This capacity—to read a text for its embedded values and make strategic decisions about how to carry them 
across—is what we call implicit value transmission. It cannot be taught in a single lecture. It has to be practiced, 
repeatedly, across genres. 

2.2 Project Design Does Not Match Industry Reality 

The second gap is more tangible. Classroom translation exercises bear limited resemblance to professional localiza-
tion work, and the distance shows in what graduates cannot do on day one. 

Jiang (2024) surveyed translation graduates and found that 72% had never used industry-standard subtitling tools—
Aegisub, Subtitle Edit, anything. Sixty-five percent could not explain basic technical norms: character limits per line, 
timecode precision, reading speed calculations. These are not advanced skills. They are entry-level expectations, the 



Jingsi Nie, Huan Liao, Yang Han, Xinyu Wu, Tianfeng Wang 
 

 

DOI: 10.26855/tfll.2025.08.031 195 Translation and Foreign Language Learning 
 

equivalent of a journalism graduate not knowing how to use a camera. 
Part of the problem is what we might call the simulation paradox. Instructors want to prepare students, so they 

design exercises. But those exercises are neat: pre-selected clips, clean source files, no client brief, no deadline pres-
sure, no style guide beyond “make it sound natural.” Real localization is messy. Clients provide incomplete scripts. 
Assets arrive in formats that require troubleshooting. Deadlines shift. Reviewers request changes that seem arbitrary 
but reflect commercial considerations the translator cannot see. Students who have only encountered the classroom 
version arrive at their first job and discover that translation is maybe 40% of what they actually do. 

The gap manifests in three areas. Without authentic constraints, students never learn to work under commercial 
pressure—tight turnarounds, mandated terminology, brand voice requirements. Without exposure to raw production 
materials rather than polished clips, they do not develop the resourcefulness to handle incomplete or inconsistent 
sources. And because technical training is siloed from creative decision-making, they struggle with the integrated 
judgment that localization demands: when to prioritize fidelity, when to prioritize readability, when to flag a cultural 
problem back to the client rather than solving it alone. 

Industry numbers paint a stark picture. Graduates take six to eight months to reach basic productivity. Thirty-four 
percent of entry-level translators need complete retraining on fundamental workflows. Only 11% can execute 
timestamp synchronization correctly. Fewer than 20% understand how translation choices affect a title’s marketabil-
ity. Iyuno Media Group, one of the largest localization firms globally, reports spending roughly ¥800,000 per year 
on new-employee upskilling. These figures come with caveats—industry surveys vary in methodology and sample—
but the direction is consistent across sources. 

Fixing this requires more than adding a software tutorial. It means building partnerships with streaming platforms 
and local studios so students work with actual style guides and production files. It means assessing process, not just 
product: did the student analyze the brief, manage the timeline, respond to feedback? It means creating simulation 
environments where students experience the full localization cycle from kickoff to final QA, including the revision 
rounds that are the reality of professional work. Some programs have started doing this. The evidence so far is en-
couraging but preliminary. 

2.3 Evaluation Ignores Ideological and Cultural Dimensions 

The third gap is built into the grading sheet. Typical audiovisual translation rubrics allocate about 70% of the score 
to technical and linguistic criteria—terminology, grammar, fluency, timing. The remaining 30% might go to vague 
categories like “overall quality.” What is almost never measured in any structured way is whether the translation 
handles its ideological and cultural content responsibly. 

Consider the translation of “德先生与赛先生” (Mr. Democracy and Mr. Science) from The Age of Awakening. A 
conventional rubric would reward “Democracy” and “Science” as accurate lexical choices and move on. But the term 
carries specific historical weight: it emerges from the May Fourth movement, it represents a particular moment in 
Chinese intellectual history, and a rendering that drops the “Mr.” honorific or flattens the cultural context risks mak-
ing the concept sound like a generic reference to Western political philosophy rather than a historically situated 
Chinese appropriation of those ideas. We are not saying “Democracy and Science” is wrong. We are saying the rubric 
should give instructors a way to ask: does this rendering preserve the term’s historical specificity, or does it inadvert-
ently invite a Western-centric reinterpretation? 

The absence of ideological assessment criteria produces three downstream effects. Students internalize a “lan-
guage-first” mindset and do not develop the habit of checking sociopolitical implications; Yang (2024) found that 
62% of recent graduates could not properly contextualize terms related to socialist core values in international co-
production settings. Instructors have no standardized way to evaluate cultural transmission—audience reception, 
cross-cultural resonance, narrative positioning in the target culture are all left to subjective impression. And the gap 
extends to practical skills: 78% of students in Yang’s survey could not identify potential ideological pitfalls in source 
material, and 85% had never been trained to consult political terminology databases or official style guides when 
handling sensitive content. 

The professional consequences unfold over months. Graduates entering media localization roles focused on na-
tional image or historical narratives require substantial on-the-job training before they develop the political sensitivity 
the work demands. The deeper issue, though, is conceptual. A grading system that only measures linguistic accuracy 
implicitly teaches students that translation is a transactional, technical act—swap words, match grammar, deliver file. 
That view directly undermines the strategic role China needs translation to play in international discourse. A techni-
cally flawless subtitle that misframes a cultural concept is not actually flawless. We need rubrics that say so. 
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3. Building the Project-based Model 

3.1 Selecting Materials That Carry Both Value and Professional Weight 

Material selection is where the redesign starts, because everything else flows from what students are asked to translate. 
We developed a classificatory tool we call the ideological spectrum analysis framework, which sorts audiovisual 
content into three categories based on the type of value work required. 

Category A covers core socialist values and politically sensitive discourse—content that demands precise termi-
nology and careful alignment with official renderings. Category B includes culturally significant but ideologically 
flexible material, where translators have room to adapt for audience comprehension without risking distortion. Cate-
gory C flags content that contains potentially problematic framing, requiring cautious localization or, in some cases, 
consultation with the client before proceeding. The categories are not mutually exclusive; a single film can contain 
all three. The point is to make students classify before they translate, so the value dimension is visible from the start 
rather than discovered after the fact. 

We applied this framework while translating Minning Town (山海情), particularly in passages dealing with “吊庄

移民” (relocation for poverty alleviation). The term itself sits in Category A—it has official policy equivalents that 
must be followed. But the surrounding emotional content sits in Category B: how do you render the dignity of people 
who left impoverished villages without using language that exoticizes or stigmatizes them? We avoided “poverty-
stricken” in favor of less loaded phrasing and ensured the translation aligned with official poverty-alleviation termi-
nology while preserving the human texture of the story. This is not easy, and student teams made different choices. 
That was the point—the exercise generated debate about where precision ends and adaptation begins. 

We also built in metaphor-decoding modules. One productive exercise compared how Big Fish & Begonia (大鱼

海棠) handles the symbolic “sea hibiscus tree” with how Studio Ghibli and Disney have approached analogous cul-
turally specific imagery. Ghibli tends toward preservation—keep the reference, trust the audience. Disney tends to-
ward domestication—replace it with something familiar (“oak tree”). Students analyzed both strategies, argued about 
which served the text better, and tried their own hands at rendering. The goal was not to declare a winner but to make 
visible the trade-off between cultural authenticity and communicative accessibility that every translator navigates 
(Zhang, 2024). 

What we observed, term after term, is that students who start the semester treating values as a checkbox begin by 
mid-semester to flag issues unprompted. They argue with each other about whether a given choice preserves or be-
trays the source. That shift—from compliance to discernment—is the outcome we care about most. 

3.2 Staged Project Training: Competency and Value Internalization 

The course runs in three sequential phases, each building on the previous one. Students do not touch a real client 
project until they have demonstrated competence in guided settings. 

Phase 1: Basic training. The first segment focuses on methodological awareness through what we call “case 
reverse disassembly.” We take a finished professional translation—the kind that appears in a released film or broad-
cast documentary—and work backward: what choices did the translator make, what alternatives existed, why did 
they choose this over that? The Battle at Lake Changjin example works well here. The phrase “冰雕连” (literally 
“ice sculpture company,” referring to soldiers who froze to death in their positions) could be translated literally as 
“ice sculptures” or rendered as “Frozen Heroes.” Students compare the two, analyze the emotional and ideological 
weight each carries, and debate whether “Frozen Heroes” overstates or appropriately honors. Through structured 
exercises, they practice identifying culturally embedded emotion in source text, applying affective equivalence rather 
than formal equivalence, and evaluating alternatives for value transmission. We pair this with corpus work—looking 
at patterns in successful international propaganda releases to see what strategies actually communicate across cultures 
and what falls flat. 

Phase 2: Simulated projects. This is the course’s center of gravity. Student teams take on full “Intangible Cultural 
Heritage Documentary Translation” projects that mirror professional workflows as closely as a classroom can. Each 
team receives a brief, a style guide template, raw source files (not pre-cleaned clips), and a deadline. The cultural 
sensitization module has them work through a checklist during script review: historical references, religious conno-
tations, political sensitivities, potential misreadings. Technical execution follows industry parameters: subtitles stay 
within 20 characters per line, synchronization holds to within 0.5 seconds, semantic integrity is non-negotiable. The 
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constraints are not arbitrary—they come directly from partner studios’ specifications. 
One memorable project involved the Dai ethnic group’s Water Splashing Festival. Student teams tried several 

renderings: “Water Splashing Festival” alone, “Water-Splashing Festival (Dai New Year),” and eventually “Water 
Splashing Festival (a blessing ritual).” The last version won out because it gave international viewers a functional 
frame—this is not random water-throwing, it is a ritual of blessing—without overexplaining. In post-project reflec-
tion, students noted that the constraint of 20 characters per line forced creative compression that a no-limit exercise 
would not have produced. The technical limitation, paradoxically, sharpened their cultural mediation thinking. 

Phase 3: Real-world application. Teams that meet quality benchmarks move on to actual commissioned work—
short cultural documentaries, museum exhibit texts, promotional material for local cultural organizations. The stakes 
are real. Clients review. Deadlines matter. A poor translation has consequences beyond a grade. 

Assessment across all three phases uses a rubric that weights ideological and cultural dimensions alongside tech-
nical proficiency. We do not claim the rubric is perfect; inter-rater reliability is still uneven, and calibrating across 
instructors takes ongoing effort. But it exists, which means students get explicit feedback on value-related choices 
rather than a generic “good job.” 

The results have been encouraging. Over 85% of participants showed measurable improvement on both technical 
skills (assessed through industry-standard rubrics) and cultural mediation competency (assessed through critical re-
flection portfolios). We treat this number cautiously—the assessment instruments are our own, and there is no control 
group. But the qualitative feedback is consistent: students report seeing translation differently after the course. Several 
used the phrase “cultural ambassador” unprompted, which suggests the identity shift we hoped for is taking hold. 
One student wrote that they used to think translation was “about finding the right English words” and now understand 
it as “about deciding what matters and how to carry it across.” That is the change we are after. 

4. Conclusion 

The problems this paper describes are not unique to our program. Audiovisual translation education across China 
struggles with the same three gaps: value education that stays superficial, training that does not prepare students for 
professional work, and assessment that measures only language. Our restructured course addresses them through a 
project-based model that integrates value guidance into material selection, stages competency development from 
guided analysis to real client work, and uses a rubric that treats cultural and ideological judgment as learnable, as-
sessable skills. 

The pilot results are promising but preliminary. We need larger samples, comparative data from other institutions, 
and longitudinal tracking of graduates into their first jobs. The ideological assessment rubric needs refinement and 
inter-rater reliability testing. The industry partnerships that make Phase 3 possible are fragile and depend on individ-
ual relationships. None of these are small challenges. 

Even so, the direction feels right. Translation education that treats language as a technical skill and values as a 
separate lecture topic does justice to neither. A project-based model, built on authentic materials and real constraints, 
gives students a reason to care about both—and a framework for making the kinds of judgments that no amount of 
lecturing can teach. For China’s cultural outreach to work, it needs translators who can handle a subtitle file and 
navigate a cultural minefield, often in the same sentence. That is who we are trying to graduate. 
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