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Differences to Web Site Localization

Different than with Web Sites, the localization of application software generally requires

a much larger effort of internationalization before the actual translation.

This is in part because of the different development cycles that web sites and software
products have: whilst a renewal of a web site usually means a complete re-programming
of the HTML code, application software usually evolves and will be further developed.
This means, any new version of a software product will share the largest part of its source

code with its predecessor.

An approach common in web site localization — to simply create a copy of the site in a
subdirectory — is normally not acceptable for such products. Otherwise the client will run

into problems in the next evolution cycle of its software development.

Original Product

Internationalization

Locale- International Product —
Independent e Original Language
Code

New Languages

I assume that everybody at Eurologos knows how to translate, so | will focus on that part

of the localization process that is called internationalization.
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The Evolution of Software Internationalization Techniques
Introduction

There is a certain “state of the art” in how well programmed software should be
programmed — unfortunately, most programmers are either not aware of it, or time

pressure requires them to ignore these rules.

This is of course an opportunity to sell added value services to the client, who may not
even be aware of the code quality of their software.

Let’s explain the evolution of localization concepts in a simple example. You have
certainly all have seen messages like this before:

B x|

\l.) You have 15 days left before this software expires.

For this example, a French localization should probably look like this:
B x|

L \
\l) Il ne vous reste que 15 jours avant |'expiration du programme.

In the following sections, we will see different ways of how such a dialog can be

internationalized:

1. “Spaghetti-Code”

The simplest source code for such a message box could be:

MsgBox "'You have " + str(numDays) + " days left before this software expires."

Easily enough, the command “MsgBox” displays a simple message box (by default just

with an “OK” button), and the quoted string afterwards will be displayed inside this box.
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Here, the text to be displayed consists of three parts: the first static text, a number
(converted to a string by the “str()” function), and another static text to finish the

sentence.

Since we do not want to confront the translators with anything like this, we will extract
the static strings for them, and subsequently, they will instead be confronted with two

unrelated strings like:

You have
days left before this software expires.
From the above, would you think that “You have ” needs to be translated as “11 ne
vous reste que ”? Did you also notice the extra blank space in the end of the first, and
in front of the second string? Without context, this is almost impossible to translate
properly, even more so if these strings appear in a list with thousands of other similarly

incomprehensible string fragments.

Unfortunately, because it removes much of the complexity that involves a good
programming style, examples that look like the above code can often be seen in
programming tutorials, and subsequently inexperienced programmers often fail to
comprehend that this is not good programming style.

The term “Spaghetti Code” is often used for such kind of programming, because the
structure and logic of such program code is rather confusing and as comprehensible as a
plate full of noodles.

2. Buffered Strings

A Dbetter concept would be to keep the sentence intact in one string, thus reducing the

level of fragmentation. For example:

MsgBox Replace(*'You have % days left before this software expires.",

"%, str(numDays))
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Here, a special character (in this example a percentage sign) is used to indicate the place
where the variable should be placed. Then, this placeholder is replaced, and the resulting
text is put into the message box. It’s quite simple, really.

After text extraction, the translator would again be confronted with two strings:

You have % days left before this software expires.
%

Obviously, the single “%” is not a big problem, since it’s clear that it does not need
translation, but at least we now have an unfragmented sentence which we can easily

translate.

Of course, this is still far from perfect. Still somebody has to go through all the source
code and find the strings to be translated. Of course, if the place holder string is used
consistently it could be excluded from the string extraction, etc. but it is still far from
perfect.

3. Constants

The next idea that programmers came up with was: why don’t we define all the strings
that need translation together at one place, and then just use references to these instead of
typing them again and again?

This could be done by simply defining constants (e.g. in the beginning of each module),
for example like this:

Const ExpirationMessage = '"You have % days left before this software expires."

And then change the message box code to:

MsgBox Replace(ExpirationMessage, "%'", str(numDays))

Now all the texts to be translated are together at one place, and the actual source code
only contains those strings which do not need translation.
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We can even make an automatic switch for the language, like:

#if version_fr
Const ExpirationMessage

"1l ne vous reste que % jours avant l"expiration
du programme."
#else

Const ExpirationMessage

"You have % days left before this software
expires."

#endif

In this example, the #if, #else and #endif instructions are compile-time commands, that
means when the programmer builds the application, the compiler program decides
(depending on the settings) which string to assign to the constant ExpirationMessage.

No code changes, no multiple versions of the source code... easy.

In a variation of the above, one can often see the actual constant assignments externalized
in a single text file per language. These text files can then be given to external service
providers (i.e. translation agencies) who do not have to care much about the program
logic. All they need to know can be explained in 5 minutes (don’t touch the part in front

of the equal sign, and keep the quotation marks where they are).

4. External Resources & Runtime Language Switching

Of course, this is not where the optimizations stop. Why not separating the texts
(including the localizations) and the program logic completely? In this case, the localized
strings can be placed in a resource file which ships with the software product, and the
strings are loaded into memory on program startup. The actual program is completely
language-independent — changing the locales file can turn it into another language

version.

This is a great time saver for the manufacturer: not only because they only need to debug
one single language version (other languages are created when packaging the locales file
with the program logic), but also the updates are much simplified.

Now, the next step of course would be, if the manufacturer could just ship one CD-ROM
with all language versions to all the world and the users can choose by themselves which
language they use. Exactly this is where the development is going.
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Of course, having already implemented the functionality to load locale resources on
runtime, this is easy to implement — but it requires a lot of organization to make sure all
the language version are ready at the same, time — and that the software’s core functions
are really completely language (= “locale”) independent (or to use a buzzword: it is

internationalized).

5. Outlook

The technical evolution has not finished here, of course, nor are the techniques listed
above strict and separated. Many applications frameworks (the fundament on which
application software is written) provide more or less intelligent internationalization
features — some even helper applications to aid in the localization process. For a short

overview, however, the above will suffice.

Conclusion

Proper software internationalization is not just « I’art pour I’art »; it can save the client a
lot of money both in the further development of the product, and at the next locale that is
to be added. It requires, of course, first some investment in time and/or money, but in a
truly professional environment, this will amortize quickly by the reduced development

Costs.

If the internationalization was done right, the translator will not be confronted with
technical problems any more — and thus can focus on the task he or she can do best:
translating.

In any case it should be smart to ask a (potential) client which techniques and framework
he is using in order to estimate the available options, and subsequently to estimate the

amount of work necessary to finish the work.
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