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Abstract:  

Realistically, Vietnamese-English translation is not easy for Vietnamese students to 

master, and relative clauses are not typical in Vietnamese. Therefore, learners cannot 

avoid mistakes in their translation practice. Concerned researchers carried out a study to 

identify common Vietnamese-English translation errors in terms of English relative 

clauses. The participants were 60 juniors from the Bachelor of English course at Tay Do 

University. Test papers and interviews were employed as the instruments. The collected 

data from the two instruments mentioned above were all analyzed carefully afterward. 

The results of the study showed that the students suffered from a variety of grammar and 

vocabulary problems hindering them from translating Vietnamese into English correctly. 
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1. Introduction  

 

Language is an integral factor in many aspects of our lives. Indeed, people cannot 

communicate with each other without language. It builds a bridge between people from 

different nations. However, language can be a barrier to communication because of the 

linguistic and cultural diversities of the world. In this case, translation bridges the gaps 

between people from other parts of the world, together with its interpretation.  

 It is obvious that translation is one of the factors that removes language obstacles 

and makes people closer. As a result, accurate and successful translation plays a pivotal 

role in effective communication. No one can deny the significance of the practice of 
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translation in the universalization of human knowledge. It is considered as a form of 

communicating thoughts among various cultures. According to Roxana (2016), 

“communication between cultures can be achieved through translation. Through translation, 

people are introduced to different languages and ways of thought. It is important to understand 

the relation between language and culture in order to train translators and interpreters”. Susan 

Bassnett (2014) also stated that “translation makes available material across a whole range of 

cultural activities that would otherwise be inaccessible to anyone who does not have access to other 

languages”.  

 In Vietnam, people are more concerned about the quality of the translation field, 

especially Vietnamese-English translation. However, it is not easy for Vietnamese 

students to master this field because of the grammar and syntax differences. In English 

grammar, relative clauses are very complicated and have many rules to follow. Celce-

Murcia and Larsen Freeman (1999) claimed that “the acquisition of relative clauses is 

important because of their complex form and function, and high frequency in both spoken and 

written texts”. Nonetheless, it is difficult to translate Vietnamese sentences into English 

relative clauses because relative pronouns do not exist in Vietnamese grammar. 

According to Dinh Van Duc (2001), “In Vietnamese we do not have the concept of “relative 

pronouns”. Only the definition of pronoun exists”. 

 In conclusion, Vietnamese learners often encounter difficulties in translating 

Vietnamese sentences into English relative clauses due to the non-existence of relative 

clauses in Vietnamese grammar.  

 This research was expected to discover translation problems that English-majored 

juniors at Tay Do University face in translating Vietnamese sentences into English 

relative clauses. 

 In furtherance of this aim, this research sought to address the following question: 

• What are some problems confronted by English-majored juniors at Tay Do 

University in translating Vietnamese sentences into English relative clauses? 

 

2. Literature review 

 

2.1 Definitions of translation 

Due to its prominence, the term “translation” has been defined by different authors. This 

has resulted in a considerable number of definitions describing the term, some of which 

are mentioned below. It can be said that translation is a process and a product. Catford 

(1995) defined that “translation is the replacement of textual material in one language (SL) by 

equivalent textual material in another language (TL)”. Another author, Bayu Nugroho, (2007) 

gave a different definition of translation, describing it as “a process of rendering meaning, 

ideas, or messages of a text from one language to other language”. There are some 

considerations following this process, which mainly relate to the accuracy, clarity and 

naturalness of the meaning, ideas, or messages of the translation. This leads to the fact 

that it is important to consider whether the readers of the target text accept equivalent 

information as the readers of the source text do. Additionally, Bui Tien Bao and Dang 
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Xuan Thu (1997) pointed out another interesting definition, “it is rendering a written text 

into another language in the way that the author intended in the text”. Nida and Taber (1982), 

on the other hand, elaborated that “translating consists in reproducing in the receptor 

language the closest natural equivalent of the source language message”. In general, the purpose 

of translation is to reproduce various kinds of texts, including religious, literary, 

scientific, and philosophical texts, in another language and thus making them clear to 

wider readers. “Translation is the expression in another language (or target language) of what 

has been expressed in another, source language, preserving semantic and stylistic equivalences” 

(Marlone, 1988).  

 

2.2 Relative clauses 

2.2.1 Definitions of relative clauses 

According to Celce-Murcia and Larsen Freeman (1999), “relative clauses are defined as a type 

of complex postnominal adjectival modifier that is used in both written and spoken English”. 

Avery Andrew (2009) stated that “relative clauses are subordinate clauses that help to delimit 

the potential reference of a noun phrase (the relative clause says something that has to be true of 

anything that the noun phrase might refer to)”. Similarly, Radford (2004) and Ballard (2007) 

claimed that “relative clauses are finite subordinate clauses that postmodify and identify or give 

extra information to their antecedents, i.e. noun phrases (NPs) and some pronouns. A relative 

clause is normally headed by a relativizer – for example ‘who’, ‘which’ or ‘that’, which refers back 

to the preceding NP or the antecedent in the main clause”. 

 A relative clause is a clause that usually modifies a noun or noun phrase and is 

introduced by a relative pronoun (which, that, who, whom, whose), a relative adverb 

(where, when, why), or a zero relative. It is also known as an adjective clause, an 

adjectival clause, and a relative construction. According to Quirk (1985), “An adjective 

clause is introduced or marked by a relative pronoun, which can function as a subject, direct object, 

indirect object, object of the preposition, predicate noun or possessive determiner of an adjective 

clause and has co-reference to the antecedent”.  

 

2.3 Types of relative clauses 

According to Garant (1991), there are two main types of relative clause: Restrictive 

relative clauses and Non-restrictive relative clauses. Marinet (2003) presented two basic 

types of relative clauses: defining relative clauses and non-defining relative clauses.  

• Defining relative clauses (Restrictive relative clauses) 

A defining relative clause gives essential information about the noun or noun phrase it 

modifies; the purpose of a defining relative clause is to clearly define who or what we are 

talking about. Without this information, it would be difficult to know who or what is 

meant. Obviously, this is only necessary if there is more than one person or thing 

involved. 

• Non-defining relative clauses (Non-restrictive relative clauses) 
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A non-defining relative clause provides interesting additional information that is not 

essential to understanding the meaning of the sentence. It tells us more about someone 

or something, but does not define it. 

 

2.4 Common problems in translating with relative clauses 

According to the American Translation Association (ATA) (2009), these include 22 types 

of errors: (1) incomplete passages, (2) illegible handwriting, (3) misunderstanding of the 

original text, (4) mistranslation into the target language, (5) addition or omission, (6) 

terminology/word choice, (7) register, (8) too freely translated, (9) too literal/word-for-

word translation, (10) false cognate, (11) indecision in word choice, (12) inconsistent, (13) 

ambiguity, (14) grammar, (15) syntax, (16) punctuation, (17) spelling, (18) accents and 

other diacritical marks, (19) case (upper case/ lower case), (20) word form, (21) usage, and 

(22) style.  

 However, some improvements have been made to the original material in order 

to have the best adapted criteria used in this study. Below are problems that students 

often face in English relative clauses translation: 

 

a. Translational errors 

 - Mistranslation into the target language,  

 - Addition or omission. 

 

b. Linguistic errors 

- Relative pronouns and relative adverbs, 

- Reducing relative clauses, 

- Punctuation, 

- Tense and conjugation, 

- Word choice, 

- The use of articles, 

- Prepositions, 

- Spelling, 

- Singular and plural forms. 

 

3. Methodology 

 

This research was designed as a descriptive one with a combination of qualitative and 

quantitative approaches. The participants were 60 English-majored juniors, who were 

delivered the test papers to investigate problems resulting from Vietnamese-English 

translation of relative clauses. In addition, to make the research more specific and 

objective, interview questions were used to collect information about attitudes towards 

translation skill from 2 experienced teachers and 10 students.  
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4. Results and Discussion 

 

4.1 Results from test papers 

A Vietnamese-English translation test was delivered to 60 participants, and 60 test 

responses were collected for data analysis. The researchers studied each response 

carefully to identify the participants’ errors in translating sentences with relative clauses. 

The errors in translation of sentences with relative clauses were investigated via an 

eleven-item test (part 1: 7 items, part 2: 4 items). The responses were not scored either 

right or wrong or in terms of degree of correctness. Instead, the responses were analyzed 

to determine common errors that quantitatively characterized the test responses.  

 The responses from test papers were analyzed and divided into 2 parts based on 

the test paper’s structure to clarify the problems in translation from Vietnamese to 

English with relative clauses. 
 

Part 1 
 

Table 1: The number and percentage of students’  

incorrect Vietnamese-English translations with relative clauses 

 Number of sentences Percentage (%) 

Correct sentences 173 41.19 

Incomplete sentences 35 8.33 

Incorrect sentences 212 50.48 

Total 420 100 

 

As can be seen from Table 1, 41.19% of sentences made by students were correct and 

50.48% were incorrect. Incomplete sentences accounted for 8.33%. Concerning this case, 

1.90% of the sentences were not given with full translation and up to 6.43% of the 

sentences were not translated into relative clauses. This result showed that students faced 

difficulties when they translated with relative clauses.  

 The following table presents the frequencies of errors made by students from 212 

incorrect sentences. 

 
Table 2: Common errors of translating Vietnamese-English with relative clauses 

Types of errors Number of errors Percentage (%) 

Mistranslation into the target language 13 3.34 

Addition or omission 39 10.02 

Relative pronouns and relative adverbs 60 15.42 

Punctuation 15 3.86 

Tense and conjugation 28 7.20 

Word choice 51 13.11 

Use of articles 33 8.48 

Prepositions 29 7.46 

Spelling 43 11.05 

Singular and plural forms 78 20.05 

Total 389 100 
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Part 2 

 
Table 3: The number and percentage of students’  

incorrect Vietnamese-English translation with reduced relative clauses 

 Number of sentences Percentage (%) 

Correct sentences 94 39.17 

Incomplete sentences 35 14.58 

Incorrect sentences 111 46.25 

Total 240 100 

 

As clearly seen from the table above, 39.17 % of sentences were correct and 46.25% were 

incorrect. In terms of incomplete sentences (14.58%), 4.17% of the sentences were not 

translated completely and 10.42% of the sentences were not translated into reduced 

relative clauses. In brief, the result showed that students also had problems with reduced 

relative clauses. 

 The frequencies of errors from 111 incorrect sentences will be shown in the 

following table. 

 

Table 4: Common errors of translating Vietnamese-English with reduced relative clauses 
Types of errors Numbers of errors Percentage (%) 

Mistranslation into the target language 3 2.54 

Addition or omission 14 11.86 

Reducing relative clauses 49 41.53 

Punctuation 15 12.71 

Tense and conjugation 12 10.17 

Word choice 5 4.24 

Use of articles 0 0 

Prepositions 3 2.54 

Spelling 0 0 

Singular and plural forms 17 14.41 

Total 118 100 

 

4.2 Results from interview’s questions 

4.2.1 Results from students 

By and large, it can be deduced that vocabulary and grammar structures are two basic 

problems that most students have to confront in the translation process. Eight out of ten 

students said that they lacked the vocabulary to know the English equivalent in specific 

situations, especially academic words for translating a Vietnamese-English text. This was 

a serious problem confusing students. In addition, one hundred percent of the students 

conceded grammar errors are unavoidable. This was totally true in the light of the errors 

analyzed from test papers. There were 6 out of 10 students who were confused in 

choosing the appropriate tense in English. Sometimes, students could not recognize 

which tense should be used in a particular context. 
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 Concerning translating with relative clauses, according to the students’ responses, 

most students encountered difficulties with relative pronouns when translating 

Vietnamese sentences into English relative clauses. Specifically, all students 

acknowledged that it was too hard for them to choose the correct relative pronouns and 

relative adverbs. Moreover, the others added that they had difficulty distinguishing 

between defining relative clauses and non-defining relative clauses. Therefore, putting 

commas in translated relative sentences properly also made students confused. 

Strikingly, one hundred percent of students claimed that reducing relative clauses were 

the biggest obstacle for them. 

 

4.2.2 Results from teachers 

Thanks to the results of interviewing teachers, the students' problems in translating with 

relative clauses became more obvious. Both of them said that poor grammar and lack of 

vocabulary were the common barriers in students’ translation. Concerning the translation 

with relative clauses, they pointed that students faced difficulties in using relative 

pronouns and relative adverbs. Furthermore, they also stated that most of the students 

encountered difficulties when reducing relative clauses. This statement totally matched 

with the results from the test papers and the students’ interview questions. One of them 

added that the major cause of these problems came from the difference between 

Vietnamese and English grammar. There are no relative clauses in Vietnamese, so 

students do not know how to translate them into English correctly. 

 

5. Conclusions 

 

The results from the tests and interviews proved that students could not produce correct 

translations because of the following problems. First, using relative pronouns and 

relative adverbs properly was a big challenge for most students. Students knew how to 

place relative pronouns and relative adverbs correctly, but they could not remember the 

usage of them. Concerning this problem, students should master the theory of relative 

clauses to avoid misusing relative pronouns or relative adverbs when translating 

Vietnamese into English. Another serious one was reducing relative clauses into relative 

phrases. In addition, the researchers realized that two of the biggest problems for 

students in written translation were vocabulary and grammar structures. Hence, students 

did not have enough vocabulary to transfer the full message from the source language 

into the target language, also causing errors relating to spelling or word choice. Due to 

the difference in grammar structures between Vietnamese and English, grammar errors 

were the most common errors. 
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