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ABSTRACT: This study seeks to investigate the frequency of errors in the translation of 

abstracts produced by Google Translate with reference to Keshavarzʼs (1999) model of error 

analysis. This research will be of great benefit to undergraduate students to use these findings 

as a guideline in writing a thesis abstract. Five types of error classification is used as the 

parameters, namely lexicosemantic error, tense error, preposition error, word order error, 

distribution and use of verb group error, and active and passive voice error. The data were 

obtained from several faculties at the Methodist University of Indonesia, Medan. A total of ten 

abstracts of undergraduate students’ paper from various faculties were randomly selected. The 

data are then compared on each sentence segment and any words or phrases found to have 

errors are analyzed. The study revealed that 21 frequencies in terms of lexicosemantic errors, 

9 frequencies in terms of tense errors, 13 frequencies in terms of preposition error, 27 

frequencies in terms of word order error, 15 frequencies in terms of distribution and use of 

verb group errors, 8 frequencies in terms of active and passive voice errors.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

The use of Google Translate has been increasing either in the academic discipline or in the non-

academic discipline. Despite the fast-turnaround time produced by Machine Translation such 

as Google Translate, the quality of the translation has been considered far from perfection. 

Thus in order to evaluate the quality of machine translation, error analysis has been suggested 

to be conducted. In line with this, numerous text genres have been investigated, including one 

of which is an abstract text. Abstracts as a summary of a research paper harbors important 

information where it serves to attract readers to whether read the entire passage or leave it.  

 

In Indonesia, the need to translate abstracts of undergraduate thesis into English is a 

requirement for students to complete their final year academic papers. Some universities oblige 

students to have the abstracts of their scientific papers translated by an official institutional 

language center, but, some others do not require official translation service to translate their 

abstracts into English. As a result, students are allowed to use whatever means available to 

translate their abstracts as fast as possible without taking into account the accuracy of the 

translated text. The last resort students would take is using Google Translate to translate their 

abstract since the service it provides is free and real-time basis results within seconds. 

However, the majority of students have been unaware of the consequences it bears upon it such 

as wrong word choice, wrong prepositions, wrong word order, and so on. They have been 

known to have used Google Translate to translate their abstracts of bachelor’s papers into 

English.  This phenomenon is found in the Methodist University of Indonesia, Medan. The 

university administration does not require final year students to translate their bachelor’s 

papers’ abstracts accurately using the service of professional translator.  
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Purpose of the Study 

The main purpose of this study is to find out the errors created by Google Translate in 

translating abstracts of bachelor’s papers from Indonesian to English.  

 

Research Question 

What is the frequency of errors in the translation of abstracts form Indonesian into English in 

terms of errors in lexicosemantic, tense, preposition, word order, distribution and use of verb 

group as well as active and passive voice? 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Translation 

House, J. (2015:2) states that translation can be defined as the result of a linguistic-textual 

operation in which a text in one language is re-contextualized in another language. As a 

linguistic-textual operation, translation is, however, subject to, and substantially influenced 

by, a variety of extra-linguistic factors and conditions. 

 

Machine Translation 

Google Translate is one of several machine translations most commonly used by people around 

the world to translate texts over 90 different languages. Not only can it translate words, but 

also phrases, sections of a text, or a web page. To translate a text, Google Translate searches 

different documentaries to find the best appropriate translation pattern between translated texts 

by human. This pattern searching is called Statistical Machine Translation. Since the number 

of translated texts varies from users to users, consequently, the quality of Google Translate 

depends on the number of human translated texts searched by Google Translate (Karami, 

2014). Quite recently, another assessment to the study of Google Translate has been proposed 

by Bozorgian and Azadmanesh (2015). In case of subject-verb agreement, they considered both 

Google Translate and human translators and finally they concluded that Google Translate does 

not handle subject-verb agreement very well while translating English sentences into Persian 

compared to human translators. 

  

In line with present research, several studies have done similar researches on abstract 

translation errors. Setiawan (2013) has done a research on English translation errors in abstracts 

of educational administration students of post graduate school of State University of Medan. 

He classifies the errors into two types namely grammatical errors and content errors. His 

research found that in the grammatical error type, the use of verb group took 58%, and (2) in 

the content error type, presentation of different senses took 38%.  

 

In the meantime, Susilowati (2006) conducted a research on translation errors in the English-

translated abstracts of some management department theses in Petra Christian University. Her 

study discovered that from the quantity of the content errors in translation, the majority of 

Management Department students make left out and different sense errors. For the grammatical 

error, the predominant errors are error in the production of verb group and miscellaneous error. 

Content errors include different senses, less precise or less accurate, misuse of phrases, misuse 

of formal or official registers, etc. (Newmark, 1988; Barnett and Stubbs, 1980). Corder (1974) 

was the first who studied error analysis and defined language transfer as the main process in 

L1/L2 language learning in the 1960s. Meanwhile, Keshavarz (1999) defined error analysis as 

collecting samples, identifying errors, classifying, and evaluating them. Error analysis, as a 
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way to identify systems’ weaknesses and define priorities for their improvement, is gaining 

increasing interest in the MT community (Popovic and Ney, 2011; Popovic et al., 2013).  

 

Error Analysis 

Error Analysis (EA), a fundamental branch of applied linguistics, emerged in the sixties to 

address students’ performance (Shrestha, 1979). According to Longman Dictionary of 

Language Teaching & Applied Linguistics (2010), (EA) is manifested in order to (1) describe 

strategies used by the learners in language teaching, (2) spot causes of errors, and finally (3) 

gain information on common difficulties in language learning to develop materials and 

strategies to help the learners avoid their errors. 

 

Error analysis is a type of linguistic analysis that focuses on the errors learners make. It consists 

of a comparison between the errors made in the Target Language (TL) and that TL itself 

(Corder, 1974). According to Richards et al. (1992: 96), “error analysis may be carried out in 

order to: a) find out how well someone knows the language, b) find out how a person learns a 

language, and c) obtain information on common difficulties in language learning”. Moreover, 

error analysis explores analytically the actual errors which are produced by foreign language 

learners and tries to describe the causes of errors. Moreover, error analysis helps to identify the 

weaknesses, with a variety of techniques, for identifying, classifying and systematically 

interpreting the language learners’ errors (Khodabandeh, 2007). 

 

In terms of errors made by students of English, errors appear when the learner’s knowledge of 

the rules of the target language is incomplete. Errors are considered to be systematic, governed 

by rule and also regarded as rule-governed when they follow the rules of the learner’s 

interlanguage (Keshavarz, 2011). According to Abbasi and Karimnia (2011) it is essential that 

teachers be able to adjust their teaching plan to make their teaching work more effectively by 

identifying learners’ errors. Moreover, recognizing errors can provide valuable information for 

teachers about how much the learner has learned and what kind of problems s/he has in the 

study of language. As Conde (2011) puts it, “error detection has been the traditional basis for 

translation evaluation”. Gass and Selinker (1994) identified six steps followed in conducting 

an error analysis. These included ‘collecting data’, ‘identifying errors’, ‘classifying errors’, 

‘quantifying errors’, ‘analyzing sources of error’, and ‘remediating for errors.’ 

 

Errors in Translation 

According to Koller (1979:216), based on the concept of equivalence between source text and 

target text, a translation error is regarded as some kind of non-equivalence between source text 

and target text or non-adequacy of the target text.  In functionalistic approach and approaches 

based on the ‘skopos theory’, an error is defined as relative to the fulfillment of the target text 

function and the receiver’s expectations (Schmitt 1998:394; Nord 2009; 190). 

  

More recently, error analysis has also become a focus of research in the Machine Translation 

(MT) area, where some works are dedicated to the design of taxonomies (Llitj´os et al, 2005; 

Vilar et al, 2006; Bojar, 2011) and others target errors’ identification (Popovi´c and Ney, 2006). 

Evaluation of machine translation (MT) ouput is a controversial task in the MT community. 

Several automatic measures have been proposed including the Word Error Rate (WER), the 

Position independent word Error Rate (PER), the BLEU (Papineni et al., 2002) and the NIST 

(Doddington, 2002) measures being the most widely used ones. A relationship between these 

error measures and the actual errors found in the translations is however not easy to find. Since 
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present study is a qualitative study, and those measures are of qualitative study, then they are 

used in the present study. We adopt error classification based on grammatical errors, lexical 

errors, word order errors which are easier to investigate and those error classification further 

elaborated on section three below.  

 

METHODS 

 

This study applies a descriptive qualitative approach. In collecting the data, a total of 10 

abstracts were randomly selected from various faculties including the faculty of agriculture, 

the faculty of letters, the faculty of information and technology. All abstracts were in fact 

translated using machine translate, that is Google Translate. From the ten abstracts compiled, 

a total of 92 sentence fragments were gathered. 

 

In analyzing the collected data, the first step taken was tabulating and comparing the 

frequencies of Indonesian to English translation errors of different types. Then, the frequencies 

of correct and incorrect translated tokens of the different types of translation errors according 

to Keshavarzʼs (1999) model of error analysis (e.g., lexicosemantic errors, tense errors, wrong 

use of preposition, word order errors, errors in the distribution and use of verb groups, and 

errors related to active and passive voice) were put together in separate tables. Then, the 

frequencies of different types of errors produced by Google Translate were counted, tabulated, 

and the proportion of each type was converted into percentages. 

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

 

Below are some examples of errors found in the translation of abstracts 

 

Error in Lexicosemantic  

Shown below is an example of a text that has errors in lexicosemantic. 

Source Text : Luaran dari penelitian ini berupa software untuk mencari dan 

menghapus  file yang di duplikat pada media penyimpanan computer. 

GT Text : Outcomes of this research is a software to find and remove duplicate 

files on computer storage. 

Suggested 

Translation 

: The outcome of this study is to produce a software that can search for 

and delete duplicated files on a computer storage device. 

 

As we can see, GT failed to translate the clause “menghapus file yang di duplikat” in Bahasa, 

instead it was translated into “remove duplicate files”. It should have been “remove duplicated 

files”. GT has been known to produce inappropriate modifier and modified rule.   

 

Tense 

As the publication manual of the American Psychological Association claims (2002, p. 14), 

“use the present tense to describe results with continuing applicability or conclusions drawn; 

use the past tense to describe specific variables manipulated or test applied”. Generally, 

students used present tense in their abstracts. They were mixing present and past tenses. This 

also is found in machine translation system, as shown in the below example of the text that has 

errors in tense. 

Source Text : Data diambil dari teknik novel The Grapes of Warth dan dari informan  

(petani) di daerah Tanah Karo, Raya, Tiga Tunggu, dan Saribudolok.  
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GT Text 

 

: Data are taken from The Grapes of  Warth and the Informants 

(farmers) in tanah Karo, Raya, Tiga Runggu, and Saribu dolok. 

Suggested 

Translation 

: Data were collected from The Grapes of  Warth as well as from some 

informants (farmers) in several districts including Tanah Karo, Raya, 

Tiga Runggu, and Saribu dolok. 

 

As pointed above, the use of past tense is typical in writing abstract. However, in Indonesian 

grammar, there is no tense, but in the English grammar, tense has substantial role in 

emphasizing the order of an event. The verb “are” in the above example of GT text should have 

been “were” since the data has been collected in the past. 

 

Preposition 

Shown below is an example of the text that has errors in preposition.  

1. Source 

Text 

      GT Text 

Suggested 

Translation 

: pada media penyimpanan computer secara berulang-ulang. 

: the computer storage media over and over again.  

: on the computer storage media repeatedly. 

 

2. Source 

Text 

 

      GT Text 

 

Suggested 

Translation 

 

: Dilaksanakan di kampus Fakultas Pertanian UMI sekitar 13 bulan 

(Mei  2013-Juni 2014).  

: Held on the campus of the Faculty of Agriculture UMI about 13  month 

(may 2013-June 2014).  

: The research was conducted at the Faculty of Agriculture, UMI campus 

for 13 month (may 2013-June 2014).  

 

As is presented above, the Indonesian text starts with a preposition “pada”, but in the Google 

Translated Text, the preposition is omitted or left untranslated. In this case, the text sounds 

unfaithful as the original text. As for the second text, the preposition “sekitar” in Indonesian is 

translated by Google Translate into “about”. In this sense, GT failed to adopt the context, in 

which the original text actually means “duration” of the research taking place.  

 

Word Order 

Word order is the one of the most common types of errors produced by google translate. Shown 

below is an example of the text that has errors in word order.  

Source Text : mencopy file dari media penyimpanan yang lain yang nama filenya 

berbeda tetapi contenct dari file nya yang sama. 

GT Text : copy files from storage media whose file names are different but the 

content of the same file. 

Suggested 

Translation 

 

: copying files from other storage media whose file names are different but 

the content of the file is similar. 

The above sentence shows that Google Translate does not translate the source clause “tetapi 

contenct dari file nya yang sama” properly, instead it was translated as “file names are different 

but the content of the same file”. The original meaning in the source text is actually “the 
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content” being similar not “the file” being similar. Therefore the original meaning of the text 

is not successfully transferred and it caused semantic error as well. 

 

Distribution and Use of Verb Group 

In this classification of distribution and use of verb group error, this study refers to Ho’s (2005) 

error taxonomy regarding verbs and verb groups: 

a. Omission of suffix – s/- es/ - ed/ - ing 

b. Omission of – ed participle after a form of the verb be 

c. Inappropriate form after modal verb (unnecessary insertion/ overgeneralization of suffix – s, 

- ed, - ing, infinitive to) 

d. Inappropriate form after modal verb (omission of suffix – ed in past perfect form) 

e. Omission of direct object 

f. Omission of infinitive to 

g. Omission of –ing participle 

h. Omission of auxiliary verb 

i. Inversion of verb - subject in indirect question format 

In addition to the above classification, this research also looks at the wrong use of verb forms 

in sentences. Below is an example of wrong verb form in the target text produced by Google 

Translate. 

Source Text : Prototipe penyirma tanaman menggunakan sensor suhu dan 

kelembapan berbasis mikrokontroler arduino uno untuk 

menggerakan secara automatisasi alat selama kelembapan tanah 

belum tercapai 

GT Text : Penyirma prototype plants using temperature and humidity 

sensors based microcontroller arduino uno to move in automation 

tools for soil moisture has not been reached. 

Suggested Translation 

 

: Plant watering prototype uses microcontroller-arduino-uno-based 

temperature and humidity sensor to move the tools automatically 

as long as the soil moisture has not been reached. 

   

As can be seen from the above text, the source word “menggunakan” is translated as “using” 

in the google translated text. The use of “verb-ing” in the above target text is inappropriate. 

The form of “verb-ing” in English normally serves as an adjective clause which acts as a 

modifier.  

 

Active and Passive Voice 

Some errors committed by Google Translate is also sometimes the structure of active and 

passive voice as shown below: 

Source Text : Telah dirancang sebuah alat yang berfungsi untuk memelihara 

tanaman agar bertumbuh dengan baik 

GT Text : Has designed a tool that serves to maintain the plant to grow well. 

Suggested 

Translation 

: A tool has been designed to support the plant to grow well  

 

The above text shows that GT translates the source text in a form of active voice while sentence 

structure of the source text is in the form of passive voice. Therefore, in this case, the issue here 

lies in the error classification of passive and active voice. In addition to that, a subject of the 
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sentence is missing, therefore, the sentence should sound “A tool has been designed to support 

the plant to grow well.” 

Accordingly, the following six types of errors as per Table 1 were identified, counted, and 

categorized. 

Table 1. Frequencies of Errors in the Translation of Indonesian-to-English Abstracts 

 by Google Translate 

 

Error Types Frequency Percentage 

Lexicosemantic 21 29 

Tense 10 14 

Preposition 9 12.5 

Word Order 15 21 

Distribution and Use of Verb Group 9 12.5 

Active and Passive Voice 8 11 

Total 72 100% 

 

By looking at the second column of the above table, lexicosemantic errors had the highest 

frequency (f = 21), whereas wrong use of active and passive voice had the lowest frequency (f 

= 8). Error types which were in the middle were wrong distribution and use of verb group (f = 

9), errors relating to preposition (f = 10), word order errors (f = 15), and wrong use of 

prepositions (f = 9). The total number of identified errors was 72 errors. 

The direction of translation might affect the quality of the translations rendered by the Google 

Translate since the frequencies of errors of each type were mostly different in Indonesian to 

English renderings from the time the translation was done from English to Indonesian.  

 

CONCLUSION 

 

This study has investigated types of errors found in the translation of Indonesian bachelor’s 

papers of the students of Methodist University of Indonesia, Medan into English as a result of 

relying Google Translate as the tool on translating the text. Lexicosemantic as the dominant 

error found in abstract translations has affected the content of the abstract. Some words have 

been mistranslated and do not fit the context of the original text. Therefore, it is encouraged to 

alter the words done by human translators by looking at the context as a whole.  

As for academics, it is suggested that further researches touch on similar issues in abstract 

translation but with more varieties from different universities or colleges with a larger amount 

of data and different backgrounds or fields of study.  
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