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Abstract

This article presents the results of a research project on the translation of children’s literature. The 
main objective was to determine how the reception of literary works by children can be affected 
by the general translation strategy used. Second-grade primary school children participated in this 
study. The material used was one story originally written in English, but which had been translated 
into Spanish. After producing different versions of the translation, subjects read them and had to 
answer a series of questions. It was found that for that specific age group, recall and motivation (and 
therefore comprehension) was higher for the translation in which cultural aspects and references 
were adapted to the readership (domesticating translation). The translated story that contained both 
domesticated and foreignized elements (mixed translation) obtained the second-best results. Finally, 
the translation that retained elements of the foreign culture (foreignizing translation) produced less 
satisfactory results.
Keywords: Reading comprehension, reading motivation, recall, schoolchildren, translation.

Resumen

En este artículo se presentan los resultados de un proyecto de investigación sobre la traducción de 
literatura infantil. El principal objetivo era comprobar cómo se puede ver afectada la recepción de 
obras literarias para niños por la estrategia general de traducción elegida. Para realizar la investigación 
se eligieron a escolares de segundo de educación primaria. Para ello se utilizó una obra originalmente 
escrita en inglés y que había sido traducida y publicada en español. Se generaron diferentes versiones 
de traducción que luego leyeron los niños, y posteriormente tuvieron que responder a una serie de 
preguntas. Como resultado se comprobó que para este grupo específico de edad el nivel de recuerdo 
(y por tanto de comprensión) y de motivación era mayor en el caso del grupo que leyó la versión en la 
que se habían adaptado aspectos y referencias culturales (traducción domesticante). A continuación, 
la versión que mezclaba los procedimientos extranjerizante y domesticante (traducción mixta) obtuvo 
los segundos mejores resultados y, finalmente, la versión en la que se mantuvieron los elementos 
culturales propios de la lengua original (traducción extranjerizante) es la que obtuvo los resultados 
menos satisfactorios.
Palabras clave: comprensión lectora, motivación lectora, recuerdo, escolares, traducción.
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1. Introduction

As is well-known, reading can play different roles in the primary school classroom. Ewers 
(2009: 71) differentiates between “school reading” (compulsory and with a pedagogical purpose) and 
“intended children’s reading” (normally voluntary and with a leisure purpose). Petit (1999: 105) noted 
that reading may help the child in various ways, including access to knowledge, language acquisition, 
personal development, and different forms of sociability. For example, in a multicultural classroom, 
reading can be used as a way to integrate immigrants. It can also be used as a means of acquiring 
knowledge of subjects or solely as a source of pleasure. In this research, reading is conceived as a 
motivation for children to acquire a liking for the activity.

Reports from the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA, 2006 and 2009) 
describe reading as the main educational deficiency among young people worldwide. Reading is a 
transversal school activity (it is rarely an independent subject) and is the key to learning all other 
subjects as well as to the integral development of the student. Indeed, it is the backbone of the whole 
educational process. In many countries, a large percentage of the reading materials available for 
children are translations. In Spain, for instance, translated books represent almost half of all books 
published for children and youngsters (Ministerio de Educación, Cultura y Deporte, 2014: 16). In a 
study of the linguistic acceptability of translations of children’s literature, Puurtinen called for further 
research on children’s reactions to dynamic and static styles with a view to collecting data on their 
preferences (1995: 212).

The choice of reading material by the teacher is extremely important. When the primary school 
is not in an English-speaking country, teachers must choose from reading material that was originally 
written in the children’s native language or from reading material that was translated into their 
native language. This is an important choice because children’s stories can be literally translated so 
as to maintain all of the symbols and entities in the foreign culture or, alternatively, the story can be 
adapted to the receivers’language-culture.

Nevertheless, perhaps for the child the most important thing is to find the story interesting 
and attractive. Marcelo (2007: 136) argues that even though a translated primary school text should 
be acceptable from a pedagogical or moral standpoint, it should also be attractive to readers. It goes 
without saying that if the child does not like the book and initially finds it boring, he/she will not 
read it. Similarly, according to Puurtinen (1995: 23), it is irrelevant to the child reader whether a book 
is a translation or not. The book should simply be enjoyable. In regard to translated literature, the 
question is whether children prefer for the text to be overtly foreign or a cultural adaptation with a 
more familiar set of names, artifacts, customs, and other cultural symbols. In this regard, Klingberg 
(1986), Shavit (1981) and Stolt (2006), among others, claim that texts translated for children should 
not be domesticated. They argue that in this way they are able to become familiar with other cultures. 
However, Bell (in Shavit, 2006: 28) warns that “an ‘impenetrable-looking set of foreign names on 
the first page of a book might alienate young readers and that the degree of foreignness should be 
carefully considered by translators”.

Accordingly, there are basically three macrolevel approaches to the translation of children’s 
stories: (1) a domesticating approach, in which cultural aspects are adapted to the readership; (2) a 
foreignizing approach, which adheres closely to these aspects and thereby retains elements of the 
foreign identity; (3) a mixed approach in which the text has elements of both approaches. Depending 
on the approach used, it is our assertion that a book might be more or less attractive to children.
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Consequently, our initial hypothesis was that different approaches to the translation of books 
have an impact on the way children understand texts and their motivation to read them. The objectives 
of this study were to determine the effects of reading a book translated in one of three different 
manners (foreignizing, domesticating, and mixed approaches) on the following: (i) comprehension 
(recall) of the text, including recall of the names of characters and recall of cultural features (currency 
and food); (ii) detection of the geographical setting of the story; (iii) enjoyment of the book and 
motivation to read similar texts in a sample of 120 children. All of the subjects that participated in the 
study were 2nd grade primary school children (7-8 years old) from Granada and Madrid, Spain.

2. Previous Research

2.1. Translation of children’s literature
There is a general consensus on the lack of empirical research on the translation of children’s 

literature (Klingberg, 1986: 9; Leppihalme, 1997: 137; O’Sullivan, 2005: 94; Lathey, 2011: 211). One of 
the few studies available has been carried out by Puurtinen (1995) on the linguistic acceptability of 
Finnish translations of children’s literature, using the cloze method with 9 to 10-year-old children and 
adults (139)1. The purpose of the study was to examine the conformity to Finnish linguistic norms of 
Finnish translations of children’s literature within the Finnish cultural context. 

Puurtinen investigated the effects of dynamic and static styles on acceptability; she also 
investigated their frequency of occurrence in children’s literature. A dynamic style was reflected by a 
high frequency of finite syntactic constructions and a static style, by a high frequency of non-finite 
constructions. Linguistic acceptability was defined in terms of the following concepts: (i) readability 
(and also speakability); (ii) conformity to the linguistic norms of the target language literature; 
(iii) conformity to readers’ expectations. The main hypothesis was that a dynamic translation was 
preferable since it was more in consonance with the linguistic norms of Finnish literature and 
conformed better to reader expectations. 

Although it was found that dynamic translation did conform better to Finnish linguistic norms, 
the results only partially supported the hypothesis that this type of translation was preferred by 
readers in terms of readability and expectations. This led to the formulation of a more differentiated 
and flexible definition of the concept of acceptability. 

Smits (2004) addressed two questions. The first was how a Dutch translator should translate 
a children’s book in order to obtain the same effect in the translation into Spanish. The second was 
whether children have the same opinion as adults about a translated book. To answer both questions 
she performed a comparative analysis of three Dutch texts and their Spanish translations working with 
schoolchildren (ages 9-12) in Holland and Spain. Her objective was to specify the situations in which 
translators must adapt the text and to establish any positive or negative effects of the general strategy 
of translation adopted. She used a basic questionnaire in which the items were related to content 
comprehension and reading motivation. In that sense, it was the initial model for our questionnaire. 
She concluded that the children enjoyed translations with domesticated cultural aspects. Nevertheless, 
she concluded that further research should be done and positioned in favour of foreignization.

1 The cloze method consists of omitting a number of words according to a certain principle from a continuous text, and 
asking test subjects to fill in the gaps with the help of the context.
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Liang (2007), as part of a larger polysystemic study of the translation of fantasy fiction in 
Taiwan, surveyed 15 Taiwanese children to determine their responses to seven foreign elements in the 
translated Harry Potter books, finding that target readers experienced elements imported from the 
source culture as less acceptable than localised elements (In Kruger, 2013: 184).

Kruger (2013: 222) performed an experiment to investigate Afrikaans child and adult readers’ 
processing of and their responses to potentially linguistically and culturally foreign textual elements 
in translated children’s picture books, against the background of postcolonial/neo-colonial cultural 
and linguistic hybridity in South Africa. For that purpose, a reading study using eye-tracking was 
conducted and structured questionnaires or interviews with participants were used. Overall, the 
findings of the experiment demonstrate that while there are perceptible effects on processing and 
comprehension associated with the use of foreignizing strategies, these effects are not straightforward 
or uniform, with notable differences for child and adult readers.

2.2. Reading comprehension
Reading comprehension is most often defined as the construction of a coherent mental 

representation of the text in a reader’s memory. This mental representation is the final product of 
reading comprehension. The construction of this representation occurs simultaneously as the reader 
is reading. Psychological models of reading comprehension establish a distinction between the 
products of successful comprehension and the processes that end in those products (Kendeou, 2011: 
365), acknowledging a causal relationship between both. 

Ecalle et al. (2013: 118) present a more concrete definition and affirm that reading 
comprehension includes lower-level lexical skills such as efficient word reading and vocabulary 
knowledge, sentence-level skills such as knowledge of grammatical structure and higher-level text 
processing skills such as inference generation, comprehension monitoring and working memory 
capacity. According to these researchers, word recognition and reading comprehension are difficult 
to separate at the early phases of learning to read. In the same way as other authors, they consider 
that comprehension is more closely related to word recognition in younger children, whereas in older 
children, it is more closely related to oral language comprehension skills at both the semantic and 
syntactic level. 

Andreassen et al. (2010: 265) affirm that reading researchers who have studied individual 
differences in word recognition skills in relation to comprehension of text have demonstrated that 
word recognition is an important independent predictor of children’s reading comprehension. 

2.3. Background knowledge
The relative lack of relevant background knowledge may be one of the reasons for children 

to have difficulties with reading comprehension. Burgoyne et al. (2013: 132-145) consider that 
children learning English as a second language lack the cultural and personal experiences that 
provide them with the necessary background knowledge to fully understand a text. They think that 
the background knowledge the child puts into the text interacts and makes possible comprehension. 
In the same research, they mention recall and say that thanks to the background knowledge, 
children process the content of the text, and at the same time, this helps recall . Thus, in that sense, 
there are studies that show that texts culturally familiar are easier to understand than texts based 
on less familiar cultures. In their research, they found that children learning English as another 
language take longer to access and retrieve newly acquired information. This finding is important 
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since it suggests that less accessible information is less likely to be used in text comprehension 
because it takes longer to retrieve.

2.4. Reading motivation
An important question is why reading motivation should be taken into account in a general 

process for developing younger readers. A very important reason is that cognitive interaction 
and motivational involvement with a text can be considered to play decisive roles in reading 
comprehension (Andreassen et al., 2010: 264). In other words, reading comprehension is a complex 
task that requires cognition as well as motivation (Sweet & Snow in Andreassen et al., 2010: 263). 

Other researchers, in an attempt to understand the role of reading interest, propose what 
they consider to be powerful predictors for beginning readers, such as general cognitive ability, 
socioeconomic status, phonological awareness and naming speed. However, general cognitive ability 
and socioeconomic status are distal factors, which are not directly involved in reading. Phonological 
awareness, the sensitivity to the sound structure of words, is also a good predictor of reading 
development (Kirby et al., 2013: 266). Since in a foreignizing translation, the children will have to 
process a large number of words in a different language (i.e. character names, names of places, 
etc.), and words related to cultural aspects they are not familiar with (i.e. measuring units, coins, 
food, buildings, etc.), their phonological awareness and naming speed will be directly affected. Not 
surprisingly, this will have an impact on their reading interest. 

Kirby et al. (2013: 277) argue that “maintaining a positive level of interest in reading is a 
reasonable component of reading instruction” but at the same time they suggest that “instructional 
effort be focused on cognitive factors [phonological awareness and naming speed], because there is 
more evidence that they can have a direct effect on reading ability, but that this should take place 
within the context of maintaining children’s positive interest in reading”. Since interest in reading 
declines throughout the early elementary school years (with a sharper decline between grades 1 
and 4) (Kirby et al., 2013: 265), it is very important to conduct research to find ways to create 
consolidated readers among younger readers. For this reason, the books that children are given to 
promote reading should be taken into account. In that sense, the people responsible for the reading 
programs must decide to select original texts or translations. If translations are selected, factors 
to be considered are the general strategy of translation used as reflected in the number of foreign 
words and cultural elements, etc.

3. Materials

3.1. Reading material
To attain our objectives (see Introduction), first of all, we carried out a pilot study. For our pilot 

study as well as the main study, we decided to use a book that already formed part of their reading 
program. Accordingly, we selected Horrid Henry’s Nits by Francesca Simon from among the reading 
books already assigned to this class, It was first published in 1997 by Orion Children’s Books. A Spanish 
translation by Miguel Azaola was published by SM in 2001, entitled Pablo Diablo y los piojos. It is one 
of three books in a reading learning series called El Capitán Leotodo, all of which are translations, 
including two from English. This series is part of Barco de Vapor, a collection of books published by 
SM for children, 6-14 years old. 
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3.2. Evaluation instruments
Two data collection instruments were created to determine the effects of the translations: (i) 

a questionnaire to measure the recall of the text and to estimate its effect on motivation; (ii) four 
specific comprehension questionnaires, one for each chapter of the book. Despite the fact that the 
recall questionnaire was not specifically designed to collect comprehension data, it provided an initial 
estimate of reading comprehension. As noted by Hirano, despite certain shortcomings, recall results 
reflect what is involved in the reading process, supporting the validity of this instrument to measure 
comprehension (Hirano, 2006: 81). Since this research is still in progress, we still do not have the final 
results from the specific comprehension questionnaires.  In future research, an in-depth analysis of 
the design, implementation and results of the specific comprehension questionnaires designed for 
each chapter of the book will be performed.

The recall/motivation questionnaire and the comprehension questionnaires were researcher-
developed tests based on the model used in Smits’ (2004). They were also previously assessed by a 
group of experts (see 3.3. participants). The recall questionnaire was created after a comparative 
analysis between the Spanish translation and the original English book. The children had to answer all 
the questions in the recall/motivation questionnaire as they finished reading the book. It contained 
questions on the names of different characters, including nicknames related to their physical or 
psychological characteristics. Also included were items on the following potentially culture-bound 
features: monetary transactions, food dishes and ingredients, and the geographic setting of the story. 
Further questions focused on their feelings about the food described in the book, their enjoyment of 
the book, and their motivation to read more books of the same type. Standard structural criteria (e.g., 
variables, types of questions, order of questions) were followed. 

3.3. Participants
The evaluation instruments were validated by a group of experts which included a developmental 

psychologist, a psycholinguist, a reading specialist, six translation specialists, all from the University 
of Granada, and two teachers from a local primary school2. The participants were 120 schoolchildren 
from three second-grade classes (n=26/class) at the same primary school in Granada and from two 
second-grade classes at a public primary school in Madrid (n=21/class) with a bilingual curriculum 
(9 hrs/week of English learning). The children from Granada and Madrid came from socioeconomic 
levels ranging from upper to middle class and all of them were Spanish-speaking and had no specific 
problems.

4. Objectives

The objectives of this study in 7-8-year-old primary school children were to determine the 
effects of reading a book translated at a macrolevel in one of three ways (foreignizing, domesticating, 
and mixed approaches) on the following elements: comprehension (recall) of the text, including 
recall of the names of characters and recall of cultural features (currency and food); detection of the 
geographical setting of the story; enjoyment of the book and motivation to read similar texts.

2  The collaboration of the pedagogue and the psycholinguist specialized in statistics and questionnaire design was carried 
out as part of an interdisciplinary agreement between the Department of Translation and Interpreting and the Department 
of the Experimental and Behaviour Psychology of the University of Granada (Spain).
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5. Methodology

The research study took place in various phases. In phase 1, we contacted a primary school in 
Granada in order to carry out an experiment with one class of 7-8-year-old primary school children 
(second grade). In phase 2, preliminary studies were conducted in the class of one of the teachers in 
order to assess the viability of the project. In phase 3, a pilot study was conducted in the same class 
(29 children). In phase 4, two translations of the book selected for the experiment were made. The 
first translation was a domesticated version of the story in which cultural aspects are adapted to the 
readership. The second translation was a foreignized version that retained all cultural references and 
elements of the foreign identity. In phase 5, books were created of each new version. The original 
translation published in 2001 reflected a mixed approach (since it had both domesticated and 
foreignized elements). In phase 6, two instruments were created to determine the effects of each of 
the three translations: (i) for quantitative data, a questionnaire to measure the recall of the text and 
to estimate its effect on motivation; (ii) for qualitative data a specific comprehension questionnaire. 
In phase 7, the main study was performed. 

5.1. Procedure
After the approval of the school director was obtained, discussions were held with the (second-

grade) primary school teachers in the collaborative group to (i) explore the possibility of carrying out 
a pilot study with second-grade children at the school, using a book that already formed part of their 
reading program; (ii) determine the best data collection method (questionnaires, interviews, etc.); (iii) 
design a study adapted to the school curriculum and timetable.

Preliminary studies were conducted in the class of one of the collaborating teachers, using 
the book being read by the children at the time, in order to determine the best type and format of 
questions for a questionnaire. As a result of this experience, a pilot study was conducted in one of the 
three second-grade classes at the school (29 children).

Pilot study
The reading material for the research was first developed in a pilot study. The children read 

the selected book, and the questionnaire was administered. The results were immediately analysed to 
detect possible design failures. The main change was an increase in the number of questions offering 
multiple choices for the response, which had proved more successful than open questions in eliciting 
a response from the children (data not shown). Based on this pilot study, a protocol for participating 
teachers was drawn up for application in the main study. 

Main study
One year after the pilot study, the main study was carried out with 120 schoolchildren from 

three second-grade classes (n=26/class) at the same primary school in Granada and two second-
grade classes at a public primary school in Madrid (n=21/class) with a bilingual curriculum (9 hrs/week 
of English learning). At the beginning of the study, each participating teacher was given the books, 
the questionnaires, a calendar for the study, an implementation protocol for the teachers, and record 
sheets for the performance of the children.

Horrid Henry’s Nits was used for the main study. The main character of the story is Henry, a 
small boy of 10 or 11, who is always getting into trouble. He has a brother close to his age, who is 



28

ELVIRA CÁMARA AGUILERA Y PAMELA FABER

Cámara Aguilera, E. y Faber, P. (2015). "A children’s comparative study of recall, comprehension and motivation of one foreign book in three translation versions"
AILIJ (Anuario de Investigación en Literatura Infantil y Juvenil)13, p. 21-38. ISSN 1578-6072

exactly the opposite, and who is a model child in all respects. The book has four chapters, each of 
which is a story of one of Henry’s adventures. Each adventure takes place in a different context: 
at school, at home, in a museum, and in the backyard. The main theme is Henry’s inappropriate 
behaviour, which causes problems everywhere. In the end, however, he always gets what he deserves. 

To carry out the main study, a domesticating translation and a foreignizing translation were 
generated. To foreignize the text, all the cultural elements were preserved in their original form (i.e. 
pounds were kept as “libras”, the Spanish version for the English coin, or cashew nuts were literally 
translated into Spanish as “anacardos”). To domesticate the text, the cultural aspects were adapted 
to the Spanish culture (i.e. pounds were translated as “euros” or cashews were replaced with a more 
familiar type of nut for the children, such as “almendras” [almonds]). Although some of more foreign 
elements may not be entirely unknown to the children, they are certainly less familiar than those more 
commonly found in their own culture. The Spanish version published by the publisher SM, which was 
also used in the pilot study, had not followed a general translation strategy that could be classified 
either as foreignizing or domesticating. Since it contained elements of both strategies, it was regarded 
as a mixed version.

The foreignizing and domesticating of the books were limited to cultural aspects: names, 
foods, coins, etc. It was decided not to focus on other interesting aspects such as syntax (i.e. active vs. 
passive forms), given the young age of the schoolchildren under study. Apart from these adjustments 
to the text, computer software was used to make any necessary modifications to the illustrations. 
Thus, in an image of the father preparing a meal, the carrots and celery portrayed in the original, 
mixed, and foreignizing versions were replaced with lettuce and tomatoes in the domesticating 
translation. In the main study, the three translated versions were distributed equally and in a random 
manner to the children in each class. 

The final recall/motivation questionnaire generated as result of the pilot study contained 
16 items: 5 questions on names; 2 questions on money; 4 questions on food (including 1 on their 
evaluation of the food); 1 question on the ease/difficulty of reading the book; 1 question on the 
geographic setting; 1 question asking whether the children liked the illustrations; 1 question asking 
whether they liked the story; and 1 question asking whether they would like to read other books with 
the same characters. 

In each school, all participating classes underwent the experiment at the same time. The 
subjects thus read the four chapters at 9 am from Monday to Thursday of the same week, and the 
recall/motivation questionnaire was administered on Friday. The children were not aware that they 
were involved in the research project. As far as they were concerned, it was a normal class activity. A 
model of the questionnaire was designed so that it could be used with the three versions of the book 
(foreignizing, domesticating, and mixed). The children were not permitted to re-read the text. In order 
to prevent children from reading the text again outside the programmed schedule, the teachers took 
the books away after each session. 

The statistical analysis performed with the SPSS program, version 11.5 corresponds to the 
study of the absolute and relative frequencies as reflected in the results obtained for each item. 
Since the study only focused on qualitative variables, the level of dependence between items and the 
dispersion measurements of the frequency distribution were not studied. The program outputs show 
the data relative to the mean and the standard deviation. However, given the nature of the variables, 
they were not considered relevant to this research study. The statistical significance of the findings 
are discussed in the results, discussion and conclusion sections.
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6. Results

Tables 1-18 show the global recall/motivation questionnaire results obtained from the 120 
children in the study. Each table gives the question and the correct response for each translation 
and shows the percentage of students who answered correctly in each group. In some cases, the 
names or terms in the mixed (published) translation are the same as those in the domesticating 
(see Tables 4, 8, 9, 12) or foreignizing texts (see Table 11), because no more appropriate translation 
was available.

6. 1. Character names
Tables 1 and 2: The main character’s name appears 249 times and his brother’s name appears 74 

times. Recall of the main character’s name was markedly more frequent for the domesticating (92.7%) 
and mixed (89.7%) translations than for the foreignizing translation (35%). The recall frequency of the 
brother’s name was much more frequent for the mixed translation (79.5%) than for the foreignizing 
(30%) or domesticating (22%) translations.

TABLE 1
Type of translation Correct

FOR. Henry el Terrible  [Terrible Henry] 35%

DOM. Enrique el Terrible [Terrible Enrique] 92.7%

MIX. Pablo Diablo  [Evil Paul] 89.7%

What is the main character’s name?

TABLE 2
Type of translation Correct

FOR. Peter el Perfecto [Perfect Peter] 30%

DOM. Pedro el Perfecto [Perfect Pedro] 22%

MIX. Roberto, el niño perfecto [Robert, the perfect boy] 79.5%

What is the name of the main character’s brother?

Tables 3 and 4: The teacher’s name appears 26 times in the book. The domesticating translation of 
the name was recalled by 85.4% of the children, the mixed version by 38.5%, and the foreignizing 
version by 15%. The guests’ names appeared with almost the same frequency as the teacher’s name.  
The domesticating and mixed versions were the same, Sr. and Sra. Palazón, but the name was recalled 
by 51.2% in the domesticating translation and by 41% in the mixed translation 41%. The recall for the 
foreignizing name, Sr. and Sra. Mossy, was 27.5%. 

TABLE 3
Type of translation Correct

FOR. Battle-Axe 15%

DOM. Mandamás [Big shot or Bigwig] 85.4%

MIX. Agripina Guillotina [Guillotine Agripina] 38.5%

What is the teacher’s name?



30

ELVIRA CÁMARA AGUILERA Y PAMELA FABER

Cámara Aguilera, E. y Faber, P. (2015). "A children’s comparative study of recall, comprehension and motivation of one foreign book in three translation versions"
AILIJ (Anuario de Investigación en Literatura Infantil y Juvenil)13, p. 21-38. ISSN 1578-6072

TABLE 4
Type of translation Correct

FOR. Sr. y Sra. Mossy [Mr and Mrs Mossy] 27.5%

DOM. Sr. y Sra. Palazón [Mr and Mrs Palazón] 51.2%

MIX. Sr. y Sra. Palazón [Mr and Mrs Palazón] 41%

What are the names of the guests coming for dinner?

Tables 5, 6 and 7: There are 12 classmates in the book. None of the children remembered all of 
their names in any of the translations. The names in the domesticating translation were recalled 
with higher frequency, with the exception of two, which were most frequently recalled in the mixed 
version. Only two names were recalled in the foreignizing version.

TABLE 5
Type of translation Correct

FOR. Margaret la Tristona [Moody Margaret] 30%

DOM. Isabel la Tristona [Moody Isabel] 29.3%

MIX. Marga Caralarga [Long Face Marga] 40%

What are the classmates’ names?

TABLE 6
Type of translation Correct

FOR. William el Llorica [Weepy William] 0%

DOM. Guillermo el Llorica [Weepy Guillermo] 31.7%

MIX. Guillermo el Muermo [Boring Guillermo] 7.5%

What are the classmates’ names?

TABLE 7
Type of translation Correct

FOR. Dave el Despistado [Dizzy Dave] 0%

DOM. David el Despistado [Dizzy David] 0%

MIX. David el de Madrid [David from Madrid] 17.5%

What are the classmates’ names?

6.2. Monetary transactions
Tables 8 and 9: In the first question on monetary transactions, the amounts of money were recalled 
by around 48% of both domesticating and mixed groups but by only 12.5% of the foreignizing group. 
In the second question, the domesticating translation was recalled by 63.4%, the mixed by 53.8% and 
the foreignizing by 27.5%.
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TABLE 8
Type of translation Correct

FOR. 6 libras [6 pounds] 12.5%

DOM. 6 euros [6 euros] 48.8%

MIX. 6 euros [6 euros] 48.7%

How much does the Dungeon Drink kit cost?

TABLE 9
Type of translation Correct

FOR. 3 libras [3 pounds] 27.5%

DOM. 3 euros [3 euros] 63.4%

MIX. 3 euros [3 euros] 53.8%

How much do they have to pay to see the fangmangler?

6.3. Food items

Table 10: In relation to food items, the domesticating translation of the brothers’ sandwich, which 
had the most ingredients, was recalled by 61%, the mixed version by 38.4% and the foreignizing 
translation by 22.5%. 

TABLE 10
Type of translation Correct

FOR. Sándwich, sándwich de huevo o sándwich vegetal [sandwich, egg sandwich or 

vegetable sandwich]

22.5%

DOM. Bocadillo, bocadillo de queso o de jamón y queso y con lechuga y tomate [sandwich, 

cheese sandwich or cheese and ham sándwich with lettuce and tomato]

61%

MIX. Bocadillo, bocadillo de huevo o bocadillo de lechuga [sandwich, egg sandwich or 

lettuce sandwich]

38.4%

What do both brothers take for lunch for the school trip?

Tables 11 and 12: One chapter in the book describes a dinner given by the main character’s parents to 
a colleague and her husband. No child was able to recall both ingredients of the special dish prepared 
by the father in any version, but the main ingredient and the dessert were recalled by 26.8% of the 
domesticating translation group, by 7.5% of the foreignizing translation group and by 5.1% of the 
mixed translation group. The nuts offered to the guests before the meal were recalled by 56.4% of 
the mixed group, by 53.7% of the domesticating group, but by only 15% of the foreignizing group.

TABLE 11
Type of translation Correct

FOR. salmón en hojaldre con lima y jengibre” [salmon in puff pastry with lime and ginger] 7.5%

DOM. Pollo asado con limón y cebolla [roast chicken with lemon and onion] 26.8%

MIX. salmón en hojaldre con lima y jengibre” [salmon in puff pastry with lime and ginger] 5.1%

What special meal is the father preparing for the guests’ dinner?
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TABLE 12
Type of translation Correct

FOR. Anacardos [cashews] 15%

DOM. Almendras [almonds] 53.7%

MIX. Almendras [almonds] 56.4%

Which are the main character’s favourite nuts?

Table 13: The food featured in the book was described as good or delicious by 63.4% of the 
domesticating group by 47.5% of the foreignizing group and by 43.5% of the mixed translation group.

TABLE 13
Type of translation Percentage

FOR. Buenas o deliciosas  [good or delicious] 47.5%

DOM. Buenas o deliciosas [good or delicious] 63.4%

MIX. Buenas o deliciosas [good or delicious] 43.5%

What do you think about the different kinds of food in the book? They are: a) good, b) delicious, c) 
not so good, d) bad

6.4. Comprehension difficulties
Table 14: Difficulties in understanding some parts of the book were reported by 38.5% of the children 
reading the mixed version, 30% of those reading the foreignizing translation, and 14.6% of those 
reading the domesticating translation. 

TABLE 14
Type of translation Percentage

FOR. Sí [yes] 30%

DOM. Sí [yes] 14.6%

MIX. Sí [yes] 38.5%

Did you have any difficulty understanding any part of the book? 

6.5. Setting
Table 15: The story in the book was believed to be located in Spain by 78% of the domesticating group, 
76.9% of the mixed group and 65% of the foreignizing group.

TABLE 15
Type of translation Percentage

FOR. España [Spain] 65%

DOM. España [Spain] 78%

MIX. España [Spain] 76.9%

 In which country does the story take place? a) United Kingdom, b) United States,
c) Spain, d) France, e) Italy
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6.6. Illustrations

Table 16: Changes were made in only 2 of the 42 illustrations and only in the domesticating version. 
The relatively high percentage of students that liked the illustrations was similar in all groups. 

TABLE 16
Type of translation Percentage

FOR. Sí [yes] 82.5%

DOM. Sí [yes] 80.5%

MIX. Sí [yes] 82.1%

Did you like the illustrations?

6.7. Personal impression
Table 17: The story was liked by almost all groups, 94.9% in the mixed group and 90.2% and 90% in 
the domesticating and foreignizing groups, respectively. 

TABLE 17
Type of translation Percentage

FOR. Sí [yes] 90%

DOM. Sí [yes] 90.2%

MIX. Sí [yes] 94.9%

Did you like the story?

Table: 18: The percentage of children who would like to read similar books was 95.1% in the 
domesticating translation group, 77.5% in the foreignizing group, and 66.7% in the mixed group. 

TABLE 18
Type of translation Percentage

FOR. Sí [yes] 77.5%

DOM. Sí [yes] 95.1%

MIX. Sí [yes] 66.7%

 Imagine this book is part of a collection of stories with the same characters. Would you like to read 
other books about them?

7. Discussion

A total of 120 second-grade primary school children aged 7-8 years participated in this study 
of the influence on reading comprehension and motivation of the translation approach. In general, 
the recall was greater for the domesticating translation of the book, followed by the mixed and 
then foreignizing translations. Various conclusions can be derived from these data, as discussed 
below, although caution should be taken in generalizing the results. The study population was not 
randomly selected and cannot be considered representative (Nobs, 2003: 371), and no comparison was 
performed between the results obtained in the different primary schools. The study was conducted in 
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five different classes, but care was taken to minimize any possible bias by ensuring that teachers all 
followed a standard protocol and timetable. 

Recall of the names of the main characters was much higher in the domesticating and mixed 
translations because in all likelihood, both (Enrique and Pablo) are common Spanish names. Although 
Henry (foreignizing version) is phonetically close to Enrique, it is morphologically distinct. The much 
higher recall of the brother’s name in the mixed version than in the other two may be attributed to 
the greater popularity of Roberto (mixed translation) as a boy’s name nowadays in comparison to 
Pedro (domesticating translation). With regard to the teacher’s name, children would have full access 
to its semantic content in the domesticating translation (Sta. Mandamás), partial access in the mixed 
version (Sta. Guillotina), and no access at all in the foreignizing translation (Sta. Battle-Axe). The 
recall frequencies reflect this difference, with an especially high recall of the domesticating version. It 
should be borne in mind that these children had a low level of the English language, impeding their 
“verbal-phonetic-acoustic analysis of the information”3 (de Vega, 1989: 95).

None of the guests’ names are Spanish, but the morphology and phonetics of the name, 
Palazón, would be familiar to the children, favouring its verbal-phonetic-acoustic analysis. 
Interestingly, although this name was used in both the mixed and domesticating version, it was more 
frequently recalled in the latter context, possibly due to the closer cultural setting in which the name 
is set. 

The names of classmates were more frequently recalled in the domesticating translation in 
all except two cases, which were most frequently recalled in the mixed translation, probably because 
they rhyme (Marga Caralarga, David el de Madrid), and Madrid would evidently be familiar. The 
names in the domesticating translation do not rhyme but have relevant semantic content (based 
on the original). The name Guillermo el Llorica in the domesticated version was recalled by 31.7% 
of the children, Guillermo el Muermo in the mixed version was only recalled by 7.5%, while William 
el Llorica in the foreignized version was not recalled by any child. This suggests that phonological 
and morphological proximity of names may not be decisive for the children’s capacity of recall in 
comparison to the semantic value. On the other hand, the names of only two of the twelve classmates 
were recalled in the foreignizing versions, and both are phonetically and morphologically close to the 
Spanish language (Margaret la Tristona, Susan la Malhumorada).

As in the case of the guests’ names, the word was the same (euro) in the domesticating and 
the mixed versions for the monetary questions, but the recall was slightly higher in the domesticating 
translation. It is worth noting that despite the fact that the cultural references are the same in the 
case of guests’ name and in the case of the currency, recall is greater in the domesticating versions, 
what may be due to the whole context in which the name is set, culturally closer to the reader. 

Despite having the most ingredients, the sandwich eaten by the brothers was recalled with 
much higher frequency in the domesticating version. Background knowledge and cultural proximity 
of the selected products appear to facilitate recall. Moreover, the recall frequency was higher for the 
mixed than for the foreignizing translations, which contained almost identical items. Again, this may 
be due to the whole context in which the words are set, culturally closer to the reader. With regard 
to the dish prepared by the father, the recall was relatively low but much more frequent for the 
domesticating than foreignizing or mixed translations, whereas the recall for the type of nut served 
was much higher for the domesticating and mixed versions, which used the same term, than for the 

3 Translation by the authors of the article.
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foreignizing version. In this case the reason for this would be that almonds are very familiar to the 
children whereas cashew nuts are not.

In general, these results indicate that cultural knowledge/familiarity facilitates recall. Nord 
stated that a story set in the reader’s own cultural world allows for identification, whereas a story 
in an unknown setting may induce the reader to stay ‘at a distance’ (2003: 185). Interestingly, most 
of the children in this study believed the book to be set in Spain (78% of those in the domesticating 
translation group, 76.9% of the mixed group, and 65% of the foreignizing group). The fact that the 
majority of readers of the foreignizing translation expressed this belief suggests that younger children 
tend to interpret the text within the culture to which they feel closest. The children may need to 
identify with the culture displayed in the book to feel comfortable, secure, and willing to keep reading 
just for the sake of it.

Difficulties in understanding the book were more frequently reported by readers of the mixed 
version than by readers of the foreignizing version, while a much smaller percentage of the readers 
of the domesticating version appear to have experienced problems. In this regard, Stolt (2006: 68) 
pointed out that mixed processes in translation may be more negative than positive, claiming that a 
mixture of translation and ‘adaptation’ would throw the reader back and forth ‘like a ball between his 
own and the alien world”. This may also be borne out by the children’s responses when asked whether 
they would like to read more books from the same collection, given that almost all (>95%) those who 
read the domesticating version answered that they would, in comparison to 77.5% of those who read 
the foreignizing translation, and 66.7% of those who read the mixed version. Since motivation is 
essential in developing consolidated readers, these results should be taken into account.

According to De Vega (1985: 95), short-term memory involves an acoustic-phonetic-verbal 
analysis of information. Thus, items without distinctive acoustic features would be more difficult to 
recall (1989: 95) and readers that come across an unfamiliar word must first unravel its visual and 
phonetic codes before gaining access to semantic levels (de Vega, 1989: 432). This author also points 
out that texts that go beyond the schematic knowledge of children may have a negative impact on 
motivation and hamper the “up-down processes” usual in comprehension (1989: 437). 

Numerous scholars have called for the target reader to be borne in mind in the translation 
process (O’ Sullivan, 1992: 5; Puurtinen, 1995: 23; Nikolajeva, 1996: 28; Oittinen, 2000: 68, 78; Marcelo, 
2007: 139; Morales, 2008: 122), and this is of special importance in regard to books for children. The 
data obtained in this study may be of interest to the authorities responsible for promoting reading 
at schools, which is of such critical importance for the general educational and social development 
of children.

8. Conclusions

These results support the first study hypothesis, because recall and motivation were higher 
in those reading the domesticating translation. Children of this age have a limited knowledge of the 
world or background knowledge, and stories containing unknown references appear to reduce their 
recall capacity. Their tolerance of foreignizing elements within a book is much lower than that of 
the adults, as pointed out by Puurtinen (1995: 23), Oittinen (2000: 33) and Kruger (2013: 222) and 
confirmed in our study. Although most of the children liked the story, regardless of the translation 
approach, the percentage was much higher in the domesticating group than in the foreignizing group 
and was lowest, although still relatively high, in the mixed translation group.
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Our findings also verify the second study hypothesis on the more negative effects of a 
foreignizing translation on recall and motivation. Most of the children thought that the story took 
place in Spain, confirming the importance of their own space, the personal and familiar universe for 
younger children, who use reading as a means to extend their knowledge but always of and from their 
own world. Nevertheless, there is an argument for the use of foreignizing as a form of knowing other 
cultures, as strongly proposed by Smits (2004).

Numerous opinions have been offered by different researchers on the translation of 
children’s literature, but the voice of the key players, the children themselves, needs to be heard. 
Further empirical research is required to establish children’s preferences among different translation 
approaches at different ages. It is evident that a balance must be struck between two objectives: one 
is to develop the ability to read and encourage the reading habit, prioritizing readability, accessibility, 
comprehension and motivation; and the other is to widen the perspectives of children and offer 
access to other cultures and traditions. It is possible that the balance should be weighted towards the 
more familiar and comfortable domesticating translations at earlier ages, when the need to develop 
confidence in and enjoyment of reading is critical. The balance may then shift at later ages, when 
reading capacity and leisure reading habits are more consolidated, towards a more foreignizing 
approach. However, more information is required from the children themselves, as in the present 
study, in order to inform and support the optimal policy on the translation of children’s literature. 
Finally, it should be emphasized that the over-riding aim is to generate readers. As noted by the Nobel 
Prize in Literature Günter Grass, “there is no more beautiful sight than that of a child reading”.4

4  Speech given in Spain on receiving the Prince of Asturias Award for Literature in 1999.
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