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CHALLENGES OF TRANSLATING SPOKEN DISCOURSE AND SOME WAYS OUT 

Jeevan Karki 

 

When translators render spoken discourse 
recorded in one language into another, they face 
a unique challenge in the process. This paper 
discusses the processes of translating spoken 
discourse, its challenges and some ways out. The 
major challenges discussed in this paper are 
translating paralinguistic features, clichés and 
dialect, incomplete sentences, and English words 
that occur in Nepali discourse. While presenting 
the challenges, it also offers some solutions to 
overcome these challenges.  
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1. Introduction  

Basically translation is a process of rendering a 
text or statement from one language to another. 
Therefore, it is a bilingual activity. Translation is 
not only the process of rendering written 
discourse of the source language into the target 
language, whereas it also includes rendering oral 
discourse. Brislin (1976, in Bhattarai, Adhikari & 
Phyak, 2011:1) agrees with it stating “translation 
is the general term referring to the transfer of 
thoughts and ideas from one language to another, 
whether the languages are in written or oral 
form”. Rendering the spoken discourse involves 
the processes different from the translation of the 
written discourse. Sometimes, the spoken 
discourse is to be rendered into written form in the 
same language, which is called transcription. 
However, when the source language of the spoken 
discourse is different from what is to be 
transcribed, the transcribing process involves 
translation. Transcription is not simply writing 
down in paper what is spoken. It involves an 
intensive process. The translator should 
understand the nature and process of transcription 
before translating the discourse. Bailey (2008) 
puts transcription as a process that involves close 
observation of data through repeated careful 
listening (and/or watching) and this is an 
important first step in data analysis. According to 

Bailey, a careful listening is important, which 
often involves listening and re- listening before 
transcribing. He also urges it as the first important 
step of data analysis. If the data or information is 
not well interpreted, it directly affects the finding 
of any research. Therefore, transcribing the 
spoken discourse is one of the most important 
steps of data analysis and so is the case of 
translation. If the translator fails to interpret the 
information, the wrong information or data is 
documented, which entirely affects the product. In 
the meantime, the translator has to understand the 
difference between spoken and written discourse 
as they are different from each other in many 
aspects and hence their translation process is also 
different. It is important to discuss the features of 
written and spoken discourse before talking about 
translating audio- taped spoken discourse. 

2. Differences between written and spoken 
discourse 

Language is the means of communication and we 
use either spoken form or written form of 
language to communicate. Although both the 
forms of language are used to communicate, they 
entail different features. The written language 
involves graphic symbols, whereas the spoken 
language includes vocal sounds. These two forms 
of languages have different features. Paltridge 
(2006, in Ghasemi & Khoshbouie, 2014) 
identifies seven differences between written and 
spoken discourse, which are discussed below. 

Grammatical intricacy: both the forms of 
discourses have their own grammatical features. 
Generally, the sentences in spoken discourse are 
short and simple, whereas the sentences in written 
discourse are compound and more complicated.  

Lexical density: it refers to the ratio of content 
words (i.e. nouns, verbs, adjectives, and adverbs) 
to function words (e.g. pronouns, prepositions, 
articles) within a clause. Written discourse is 
lexically dense compared to spoken discourse as it 
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has proportionately more content words than 
functional words. 

Nominalization: it refers to presenting events and 
actions as nouns instead of verbs. Basically, 
written discourse has more nouns than verbs. It 
tends to have longer noun groups than spoken 
discourse.  

 Explicitness: it refers to clarity and exactness. 
Generally, written discourse is more explicit than 
spoken discourse as spoken discourse is 
spontaneous and hence it involves fillers and off 
topic information. 

Contextualization: spoken discourse is more 
attached to the context than writing because 
speech depends on a shared knowledge, situation 
and background for interpretation. Written 
discourse is less contextualized than spoken 
discourse.  

Spontaneity: generally spoken discourse lacks 
organization and is even ungrammatical because it 
is spontaneous, whereas written discourse 
maintains coherence and cohesion. Spoken 
discourse contains more unfinished and 
reformulated sentences. Topic changes, 
interruption and overlapping are common in it.  

 Repetition, hesitations, and redundancy: some of 
the distinct features of spoken discourse are 
repetition, hesitations, and redundancy, as it is 
produced in real time. Repetition of words/phrases 
and even ideas are common. Similarly, 
hesitations, pauses and fillers (um, er, you know, I 
mean) and unnecessary words are also the part of 
spoken discourse.  

3. Significance of the study 

The audio recording of spoken discourse has been 
common in researches, media and other walks of 
life. It has also been one of the essential tools in 
qualitative data collection. After recording the 
data, the discourse is basically transcribed. 
However, when it is to be transcribed into a 
different language than the language of interview, 
translation is required. In the context of Nepal, it 
is common to audio-tape the spoken discourse in 
Nepali and to translate that into English for the 
use of information or analysis. The collected data 

have important value for the purpose it is used. 
Therefore, its appropriate translation is also 
equally important. However, it has not gained 
much attention and the process behind it is rarely 
documented. Thus, it is a virgin land for 
researchers and writers. On the other hand, it 
cannot be assimilated with translation of written 
texts because it is different and involves a 
different process than translating written texts. 
Consequently, it is important to discuss the 
processes, challenges and solutions, which can 
construct new knowledge in this field. The 
documentation of its process benefits translation 
practitioners, students and researchers.   

4. Challenges in translating audio-taped spoken 
discourse  

We have discussed above how spoken discourse 
differs from written in terms of different aspects. 
It also gives us insight that translating spoken 
discourse is different and even more challenging 
than written discourse. Atkinson (1992) says, 
“There is no such thing as a ‘natural’ mechanism 
for the representation of speech”. It further 
clarifies the challenges involved in translating the 
voice into words as there is not any natural 
mechanism to do so. On the other hand, written 
discourse is formally drafted. Therefore, 
unnecessary elements are already removed 
through editing. However, spoken discourse is 
quite informal. Similarly, information and ideas 
are incoherent and hence they are scattered here 
and there.  

In the same way, translating spoken discourse is 
translating sounds into words. It is therefore even 
more mechanical. It involves careful listening of 
the audio with many repetitions. On the other 
hand, if the translator fails to understand 
pronunciation or the voice of the speaker, it is 
very frustrating.  

In this paper, the writer identifies five major 
challenges in the process of translating audio- 
taped spoken discourse. The challenges discussed 
here are based on his experience of translating 
spoken discourse for the purpose qualitative data 
analysis in a research. Therefore, it discusses the 
challenges involved technical translation.  
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4.1 Translating paralinguistic features  

Generally speaking, paralinguistic features are the 
additional verbal clues that come along the verbal 
communication. However, broadly speaking 
paralinguistic features also include the non-verbal 
signals that speaker uses while speaking. The 
paralinguistic features are discussed under the 
following two headings:  

a. Verbal features: speakers use different vocal 
features while speaking such as the level of tone 
in the voice, intonation, stress, pauses, laughter, 
clearing throats, and coughs. These features 
greatly determine the meaning that the speaker is 
trying to covey. For instance, rising intonation in 
the statement, ‘you like tea’ can be understood as 
yes/no question, whereas falling is simply a 
declaration. On the other hand, stress in a 
particular word gives quite different meaning. For 
example, the stress in the word ‘difficult’ in the 
statement, ‘translation is DIFFICULT job’ 
emphasizes that the job of translation is very 
difficult. Therefore, it is very important to 
consider these vocal features to fully understand 
the actual meaning the speaker is trying to 
convey.  

b. Non- verbal features: it is equally important to 
understand non-verbal features of a speaker to 
understand the actual meaning of his/her 
statement. The non-verbal features include bodily 
features such as facial expressions, biting lips, 
shrugging shoulders, scratching head/face/neck, 
and nods. These non-verbal signals can give clues 
and additional information and meaning over and 
above spoken (verbal) communication 
(www.skillsyouneed.com ).  

However, it is challenging to translate such verbal 
and non-verbal paralinguistic features of source 
language into target language because they can 
have cultural specific meanings. Interpretation of 
paralinguistic features is even a challenge to 
understand in the same language. So it is even 
more challenging to translate such features into 
the target language. Let’s have an example:  

SL (Nepali): ��न: तपाइको �वचारमा अ�ेंजी मा�यम 

साँि�चकै आव�यक हो त?  

TL (English): Do you think English medium is 
really necessary? 

SL: उ�तर: हँ... (आकाश�तरहेद�/खो�दै) Main, English 

भनेकोतI INTERNATIONAL language हो�न... 

TL (English): Um, mainly English is the 
INTERNATIONAL language. So… 

We can see both types of paralinguistic features in 
the statement of the respondent.  

a. Verbal paralinguistic features: in the above 

extract, the word हँ (hã-um) in the beginning of 

sentence, pauses after that and the stress in the 
word international are examples of verbal 
paralinguistic features. These features are difficult 
to translate into the target language. 

b. Non-verbal paralinguistic features: looking 
towards the sky and coughing in the above extract 
are examples of non-verbal paralinguistic 
features. How can we maintain this feature into a 
translated text in the target language? To what 
extent do we need to translate these features? 
These are questions to be discussed.  

Proposed solution: Some of the verbal 
paralinguistic features can be maintained in 
translation. For instance, stress can be capitalized 
and pauses can be maintained in some ways.  

4.2 Translating clichés and dialect  

Clichés are common in spoken discourse. 
However, they are culture and person specific. 
Some speakers often repeat some words or 
phrases while speaking, which in fact is the 
identity of the speaker. The clichés may not have 
meaning in the statement. However, they mark as 
the characteristic of the speaker. On the other 
hand, sometimes the words used as clichés can 
have sense in the sentence. So, it is a challenge to 
identify the clichés from the non- clichés. In the 
same way, the dialect is equally challenging to 
translate. The special properties of a dialect such 
as distinctive pronunciation, sentence structures 
and accent are hard to render. When such 
properties are not rendered, the identity of the 
speaker is lost in the target language. It is a big 
challenge for a translator. Let’s consider two 
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extracts from an interview which consist both 
clichés and dialect. 

Extract: 1 
SL (Nepali) प�हलेचाह� ं हा�ले नेपाल�उ बाट, medium 

बाटपढाथो होइन सार | �बचमाचाह� ंअब सबजैनाले भनमु न 

अब English न ै use गय� भन े सब�ैतर कामला�ने 

English नरैैछ...  

TL (English): In the beginning, we taught in Nepali 
medium, right sir? Then, later everyone emphasized 
English language, as it is useful everywhere. So… 

Extract: 2 
SL (Nepali): अब रा�ो खाले student ले�न अ�ल कम 

न��बर �याउने ज�तो, अब �कन �य�तो भोभ�दाखे�र अब 

college मा एकैचोट� प�दाखे�र चाह� ंहा�लाई गा�ो भो भ�न े

ज�तो...| 

TL (English): Even good students were scoring less 
in exams. Then, when inquired, they said that it was 
difficult for them to study in English medium only 
at college… 

In these statements, we can see a number of 
clichés. The bold words and phrases are often 
repeated and do not give any sense in the written 
discourse. However, they are important and 
unavoidable features in speech. So how can we 
translate them in English? Can we find equivalent 
words/phrases for them? Or can we avoid them? 
These are crucial questions.  

On the other hand, the underlined two words in 
the first extract are dialect used in Sherpa 
community. These words differ from standard 
Nepali in terms of grammar and spelling (and 
pronunciation). It is another crucial issue that how 
a translator can maintain the identity of a speech 
community while translating such words and 
phrases.  

Proposed solution: It is really necessary to 
identify the clichés from non-clichés. Some words 
in Nepali, which are often used as clichés, have 
meaning for other uses. For example, the words in 

the above extracts अब (aba:now) and चाह� ं (chahî: 

while/one) have specific meaning in sentences. 
Therefore, the translator should identify such 
cases and translate them appropriately. 

 

4.3 Translating incomplete sentences  

One of the features of spoken discourse is 
spontaneity, which results in incomplete 
sentences. Incomplete sentences mean incomplete 
ideas. When there are such sentences in the 
interview, it is hard to interpret ideas and 
translate. Here is an example of incomplete 
sentence:  

Extract: 1 
SL (Nepali): ��न: �श�कको �मता �वकासकाला�ग 

�व�यालयमा क�ताकाय��मह� �याइएको �थए?  

TL (English): What kinds of programs were 
introduced in school for the capacity enhancement 
of teachers?  

SL (Nepali):  उ�तर: �श�कको �मता व�ृ�को ला�ग 

training त...,य�तो हु�छ के, आ�नो �मता व�ृ� गन�लाई 

आफै अगाडी सनु�पछ�  … 

TL (English): Answer: in order to enhance the 
capacity of teachers, training… I think, one has to 
take initiative oneself to enhance their capacity. 

Extract: 2 
अब रा�ोखाले student ले �न अ�ल कम न��बर �याउने 

ज�तो, अब �कन �य�तो भोभ�दाखे�र अब college मा 

एकैचोट� प�दाखे�र चाह� ंहा�लाई गा�ो भो भ�न ेज�तो... 

TL (English): Even good students were scoring less 
in exams. Then, when inquired, they said that it was 
difficult for them to study in English medium only 
at college… 

The interviewer is trying to explore the 
intervention of school in capacity building of 
teachers in the extract- 1. However, the answer is 
twisted somewhere. It seems the interviewee is 
trying to say something in the beginning stating 
‘In order to strengthen the capacity of teachers, 
the training is…’ but the sentence is incomplete 
and hence senseless. The same case is seen in the 
last part of the extract- 2. This sentence can be 
completed in a number of different ways. It can 
take auxiliary verbs and clauses or it can be 
declarative sentence or speculative or anything. It 
is a challenge for a translator to render actual 
meaning from such discourse. As a result, such 
data do not give actual message or information.  
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Proposed solutions:  The interviewer should ask 
the follow up question immediately to recover 
such data if possible. However, if the problem is 
identified during translation, the translator can 
recall the context and generalize the ideas from 
different clues. If the interviewer and translator 
are different, the generalization is also not 
possible. In that case the translator can study the 
previous and following statements and complete 
the sentence. If that does not work, then it can be 
avoided.  

If it is possible, the translation should be done by 
the same person who has audio- taped the 
discourse because he/she has listened to the 
speaker carefully while recording and also has 
understood the context and speaker. However, it 
may not be always possible. In that case, the 
translator can sit together with the person who has 
spoken with the speaker/s.  

4.4 Translating English words that occur in Nepali 
discourse  

One of the interesting challenges of translating 
audio- taped Nepali translation into English is the 
occurrence of English words in the source 
language. Paradoxically, wrong use of English 
words/phrases by the speaker in the source 
language creates problems instead. The translator 
has to be aware of the wrong use of English words 
in source language. The seemingly right English 
words/phrases used by the speaker can be 
deceivable. Here are examples of such 
occurrence:  

SL (Nepali):“लु�लामा को�रयनह� ठुलो margin मा 

आउदैन ...” 

Although the word ‘margin’ in this sentence is 
English and seemingly right, it does not give 
intended meaning when the same English word is 
used in English translation. Let’s have a try: 

TL (English): The Koreans do not come in big 
margin in Lukla. 

What does big margin in this sentence mean? It 
does not sound appropriate. So, this sentence can 
be rewritten as; The Koreans do not come in big 
number in Lukla. The intended meaning of the 
word margin is number and that sounds 

appropriate in the sentence. Here is another 
example of such deceptive English word; 

��न: तपाइको �वचारमा अ�ेंजी मा�यम साँि�चकै आव�यक 

हो त?  

TL (English): Do you think English medium is 
really necessary?  

उ�तर: हँ... (आकाश�तरहेद�/खो�दै) Main, English भनेको 

त INTERNATIONAL language हो�न...  

TL (English): (looking at the sky/coughing) Main, 
English is the international language, sir… 

The respondent is trying to justify the use of 
English medium instruction. The use of main in 
this sentence is seemingly right but when it is 
used in the English translation, it cannot give 
appropriate meaning. She is using the word as an 
adverb and placing it initially so the use of this 
word in translation goes, Main English is the 
international language…” now what does the 
word imply in this sentence? The intended 
meaning of the word is mainly. So the sentence 
can be rewritten as English is mainly the 
international language… or the major point is 
English is the international language… 

4.5 Translating long and unstoppable sentences  

Sometimes, it is very challenging to get across the 
text. There are many disturbing factors like, 
repetition of words, incomplete sentence, 
unnecessary use of words and most of all weird 
sentence structures. Sometimes, the spoken 
discourse does not follow even a simple sentence 
structure. The simple sentence structure in Nepali 
is S+ O + V but there is verb before noun phrase 
in the bold and italicized sentence in the extract 
below. In the same way, topic shift is common 
without completing sentences. Similarly, 
examples are used in the middle of the sentence 
leaving the sentence incomplete, which results in 
a challenge to process the sentence. Such a case 
can be seen in the underlined text in the following 
extract. The example referred in the text below 
could have been added after completing the 
sentence but it is inserted in the middle without 
even completing the sentence.   

English भनेकोत international languageहो�न सर 

तेह�भर important चाह� होतर म, मलाईचाह� feeling मा 
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क�तो ला�छ भन-े first म मचाह� SLC �दने �व�त�कै गाउँमा 

आएर काम गदा� खे�र चाह�,ं हँ... (breaths) नेपाल�को क�त 

क�त नेपाल�को words ह�चाह� ंEnglish मा मा� ैपढेथो भनौ 

न, square लाई वग� भ�नपुछ�,क�तो अ��यारो �थयो 

होइन,तर teaching ग�र ग�र नेपाल� एकदम try गरेर होइन 

तर…केटाकेट� नेपाल�मा पढाउँदा- पढाउँदा English न ै पो 

�बस�| 

TL (English): Main, English is the international 
language, sir. So it’s important but in my feeling… 
first when I returned my village to teach as soon as 
I completed my SLC exam.. (breaths) it was 
difficult to use Nepali terminology for instance, 
square for barga as I studied only in English but 
later when I tried hard to teach children in Nepali, I 
felt like I forgot English…  

Proposed solution: It is really painful and tiring to 
work with such a text. Therefore, it is suggested to 
work in two layers. In other words, the source text 
should be first transcribed into the same language 
with necessary edits. The edit involves removing 
redundant words/phrase, unnecessary 
words/phrase and rearranging the sentence in 
manageable structure without diverting the sense 
of the sentence. In the same way, the edited text 
can be broken into manageable chunks in order to 
process the information to translate. Although the 
process involves working in two layers, it makes 
the translation process easier.  

5. Conclusion 

Translation is only an attempt to seek the highest 
degree of equivalence. The equivalence is even 
more challenging in spoken discourse than 
written. Moreover, translating audio-taped spoken 
discourse has its own complexity. Some of the 
challenges discussed above can be overcome by 
using some techniques, whereas some remain 
almost insurmountable. For instance, retaining 
non-vocal as well as some vocal paralinguistic 
features is a big challenge. Similarly, clichés and 
dialect, and incomplete sentences are also other 
challenges to propose any workable solution.  

However, some of the complexities can be 
simplified by using different skills and techniques. 
Firstly, a translator should have a good 
interpreting skill so that there is no chance of 
misinterpretation of the text. In the same way, the 
problems can be minimized when the audio is 
translated by the same person who has recorded it 
because it is easy to generate meaning through the 
context. Sometimes, the translator needs to be in 
contact with the speaker so that follow-up 
questions can be asked in case of ambiguity. 
Likewise, the translator should be very careful 
about using his/her intuition in non-cliché words 
from clichés and seemingly right English words 
that occur in spoken Nepali. Another important 
technique to deal with such discourse is to 
transcribe the audio in the same language, edit it 
and translate into another language. Also, 
breaking the sentences into manageable chunks is 
another technique, which can simplify the 
translation process. Most importantly, the draft of 
translation must be well edited before making it 
final. 
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