CITI PTT - 3

1. Background

The first published proposal for a translator’s workstation is generally attributed to Martin Kay of Xerox PARC, in an article entitled “The Proper Place of Men and Machines in Language Translation”; see Kay [4] in the References, Section 5 below. Kay’s proposal for a translator’s amanuensis, as he called it, is advanced as an alternative to classical machine translation, which is criticized as being overly ambitious, given the limits of our current understanding of how human language works. Rather than attempting to have computers automate the most complex phase of the translation process, it would be more reasonable for us, Kay argues, to take a modest, bottom up approach and offer the human translator an integrated set of computerized aids that would help him perform the routine, peripheral aspects of his job more efficiently. Kay makes some concrete suggestions on how he thinks such a workstation should be assembled; but these details are less important than the overall thrust of his incremental approach to the question of how machines should be used in language translation. “First they will take over functions not essentially related to translation. Then, little by little, they will approach translation itself. The keynote will be modesty. At each stage, we will only do what we know we can do reliably.” (Kay 1980, p.11)

1.1 PTT-1

The computer-assisted translation group at the Centre for Information Technology Innovation (CITI) has been engaged in the development of a translator’s workstation, or PTT^1 as it is commonly called here, since 1985. From the outset of the project, the CITI sought to ensure the cooperation and support of the Translation Bureau of the Department of the Secretary of State, the largest translation service in the country. Early work on the project focussed essentially on defining functional specifications for a translator’s workstation: a firm of private sector consultants proposed a first set of specifications; these were then modified and completed with the help of a questionnaire which the CITI administered to all the translators in the Secretary of State.^2 Based on these functional specifications, the CITI assembled, between 1988 and 1989, its first operational prototype of a translator’s workstation, known as the PTT-1. It is important to note that one of the fundamental goals of the project at this stage was to ascertain to what extent these functional specifications, developed in consultation with the eventual end-users of the workstation, could be satisfied by using inexpensive hardware and commercially available, off-the-shelf software, most of which was not specifically designed for translators. Thus, this first version of the

1. PTT is a French abbreviation that stands for “poste de travail du traducteur". 2. For more details on the early stages of the PTT project, see Macklovitch & Isabelle [10].