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Abstract

Machine Translation (MT) increasingly has the potential to facilitate or impede second language
learning in the English as a Foreign Language (EFL) classroom. To understand teacher and EFL
learner perspectives about its use, two surveys of 20 university professors (10 non-native English
teachers and 10 native English teachers) and 139 EFL students were carried out. To measure MT'’s
capacity to promote language awareness, a comparative study with an online dictionary was done,
using two translation tasks, a posttest, and a post-questionnaire. The preliminary survey results
revealed variations in how learners and teachers perceive text-based machine translation as a
valuable tool for language learning and how much they felt its use by students in educational
settings should be accepted. Analysis of the posttest also found significant differences in the
capacity of DeepL (MT network) to promote language awareness compared to the online
dictionary, which aligned with the students’ post-questionnaire feedback. These results emphasise
the need for additional research and workplace dialogues going forward, regarding the
incorporation and supervision of MT in L2 instruction.

Keywords: machine translation, online dictionary, English as a Foreign Language, task-based
learning.

1. Introduction

Continued advancements in Machine Translation (MT) have likely escalated its impact on second language (L2)
education. Rule-based translation systems have given way to neural MT networks like Google Translate and
DeepL, which train themselves to produce increasingly accurate output (Jolly & Luiane, 2022). Such translation
tools are readily accessible to L2 learners online and can be used for various academic and personal purposes.
Previous studies have shown that MT helps reduce the cognitive burden of translations (Baraniello et al., 2016)
and encourages self-directed learning (Godwin-Jones, 2015; Wong & Lee, 2016). At the same time, there are
still ongoing debates among educators as to whether MT use by learners should constitute cheating (Jolly &
Luiane, 2022), or if it turns learners into mere passive recipients of information (Innes, 2019). These are
important concerns that need to be addressed. The aim of this study was to compare teacher and EFL learner
perspectives on MT use, and to measure the capacity of MT to promote learning in a task-based environment,
compared to an online dictionary. The research questions were as follows:

1. To what extent are the perspectives of teachers and EFL students similar or different, regarding MT use for
learning?
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2. To what extent are text translations produced by EFL students using MT or an online dictionary similar or
different?

3. Islanguage awareness during a translation task promoted more by MT use or by using an online dictionary?

2. Method

For this study, data was collected over the period of one semester. An initial survey (Appendix A) regarding MT
use for L2 learning was done first, involving 20 university professors (10 non-native English teachers and 10
native English teachers) and 139 EFL university students. A comparative case study of the MT network DeepL
and an online dictionary jisho.org was then carried out to measure the capacity of both online tools to promote
language awareness in a task-based learning environment. This study involved 22 EFL students from an
academic writing class carrying out two translation tasks, a posttest, and a post-survey (Appendix B). To answer
research question 1, the results of the initial survey (including Likert-scale responses and follow-up
explanations) for each group (non-native teacher, native teacher, and student) were compared. To answer
research question 2, the level of variation of the 22 students’ translated texts (carried out in random order) was
examined using an Al and plagiarism detector, copyleaks.com. For research question 3, the posttest results
(including the number of attempts and correct answers) were analysed using descriptive statistics and t-tests.
Finally, the Likert-scale responses and follow-up explanations of the post-survey were analysed and compared to
the posttest results.

3. Results

The first survey results (see Tables 1, 2, and 3) showed that the EFL learners were more inclined to strongly
agree or agree that MT was an effective learning tool; 78% (109/139) compared to the non-native English
teachers at 20% (2/10), or the native English teachers at 40% (4/10). Concerning whether MT was better than a
dictionary for learning, 40% (4/10) of the native English teachers strongly agreed or agreed, compared to 20%
(2/10) of the non-native English teachers and 20% (28/139) of the EFL learners. As to whether student use of
MT was unavoidable, 50% (5/10) of the non-native teachers agreed compared to 80% (8/10) of their native
teacher counterparts. Overall, the majority of teachers (native and non-native) felt that MT was more beneficial
for higher level learners (see Table 4). However, a large percentage of native teachers (40% (4/10)) also stated
that MT could be useful for beginners or learners of all levels.

Judging from the feedback, many of the EFL learners considered MT as an effective learning tool for its capacity
to quickly and accurately contextualise words and phrases, and easily facilitate wholistic understanding.
Although somewhat apprehensive, the native English teachers’ responses showed that they are more willing than
their non-native counterparts to embrace the technology. One native teacher hypothesised that “less reliance on
comprehension and memorisation” and more focus “on having the students do something with what is being
taught” could help promote more acceptance of its use. Another native teacher stated that, “The sooner we
embrace the technology in the classroom the sooner we can share ideas and communicate our thoughts.”
However, some of the non-native teachers’ concerns were that "MT is a practical tool, not a learning tool” and
over reliance on it may cause students to “abandon trying to think in English.”

Table 1. EFL learner perceptions of MT (N=139)

Strongly Agree Not sure Disagree Strongly
agree Disagree

1. MT is a good tool for 25 84 14 15 0
learning
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2. MT is more effective
than a dictionary for
learning

Strongly
agree

Agree

23

Not sure

49

Disagree

52

Strongly
Disagree

10

Table 2. Non-native English teachers’ perceptions of MT (N=10)

Strongly
agree

Agree

Not sure

Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

1. MT is a good tool for
learning

2. MT is more effective
than a dictionary for
learning

3. Using MT in the
classroom is good

4. Using MT for
assignments (homework) is
good

5. MT is unavoidable, L2
teachers must accept it

Table 3. Native English teachers’ perceptions of MT (N=10)

Strongly
agree

Agree

Not sure

Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

1. MT is a good tool for
learning

2. MT is more effective
than a dictionary for
learning

3. Using MT in the
classroom is good

4. Using MT for
assignments (homework) is
good

5. MT is unavoidable, L2
teachers must accept it
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Table 4. MT is an effective learning tool for which students? (N=20)

Advanced Intermediate Beginners | All learners | No learners
learners learners

Native English 3 3 1 3 0
Teachers’
Responses

Non-Native 6 2 2 0 0
English Teachers’
Responses

Overall 9 5 3 3 0
Responses

Analysis of the 44 translated paragraphs using the Al and plagiarism detector (Appendix C) revealed that the
DeepL-assisted ones were either deemed to be 100% identical (paragraph one) or 65.5% identical, with the other
34.5% containing only minor variations (paragraph two). For the paragraphs translated with an online dictionary,
100% of paragraph one and 71.7% of paragraph two were identified as paraphrased versions of each other. The
remaining 28.3% were found to be more similar but not identical, with only minor differences. The learner-
produced online dictionary translations exhibited more language variation than DeepL, suggesting that more
individual effort was invested in their construction. Although the original texts were both three sentences long,
the average English translation for paragraph one was 65 words, compared to 55 words for paragraph two.

The posttest results showed that a substantially higher number of attempts were made to translate the key words
of each paragraph when the students used the online dictionary. DeepL only promoted a 67% attempt rate and a
36% success rate. The online dictionary promoted a 93% attempt rate and a 65% success rate. The t-Test
analysis revealed that significant differences existed in these results (Attempts - p < .01/ Success Rate - p < .01).
The post-survey results found that a higher percentage of the EFL learners preferred using DeepL to the online
dictionary to do the translation tasks (55% vs. 45%). However, in correlation with the posttest data, 100% of
them felt that the online dictionary promoted more language awareness and 95% stated it was more effective for
language learning.

For the EFL learners, using the online dictionary lead to more hesitation and indecision about the suitability of
their grammar. One student commented that it took him “a long time to make three sentences” and that he “was
not sure if the meaning [would be] understood.” On the other hand, another student commented that DeeplL
helped her “know correct sentence structures and expressions,” while another stated it was “so easy and
quick...” Essentially, DeepL facilitated fewer opportunities for the learners to reflect on their language output.
Due to its ability to generate high-quality translations, most of the learners lacked confidence or motivation to
limit their use of it as a reference tool for learning.
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Figure 1. Participants’ Posttest Resul
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4. Discussion

For research question 1, the results showed that the EFL learners were more inclined than the teachers to believe
that MT is a beneficial tool for language learning. Compared to a conventional dictionary, its capacity to deliver
precise translations at the click of a button was seen as a notable advantage. The non-native English teachers
held the most reservations about its potential, with only 20% stating that it could facilitate learning or that it was
more effective than a dictionary. A common theme in the non-native teachers’ feedback was that MT is not
conducive to language acquisition as that is not its designed purpose. However, its capacity to generate
translations that facilitate discussions about acquired knowledge might benefit learners, depending on the nature
of the class. Some native English teachers also held reservations about MT’s use for language learning.
However, there was generally a stronger belief in this group that student use of MT needed to be accepted or
even embraced. Willingness to adopt its use was seen as an important first step in creating dialogue about how to
proactively manage its use to benefit learners.

For research question 2, analysis of the translated texts found a greater variation in the EFL students’ vocabulary
and sentence structures when the online dictionary was used than DeepL. Most of the DeepL translations were
found to be identical or almost identical in nature. For paragraph two, the smaller word count likely increased the
percentage of online dictionary translations (28.3%) categorised as being more similar than paraphrases. For
DeepL, the segments identified as having only minor variations consistently matched two specific points of the
text, the use of the word ‘but’ or ‘however’ and the phrase ‘way of learning’ or ‘learning method’. This suggests
that these parts were more likely to have been generated randomly by DeepL than by the learners themselves.
During the task, it was observed that most students finished their translations more quickly using DeepL, with
only two students being observed to have limited their use of it, by only translating words or phrases or by
spending time rewording the DeepL-translated version afterwards.

Finally, for research question 3, language awareness during the translation task was promoted more by the online
dictionary than DeepL. The efficacy of MT to deliver precise, comprehensive, and context-specific translations
resulted in the EFL students spending less time considering particular vocabulary or phrases. It is possible that
the majority felt the complexity of the MT-generated sentence structures were more advanced than what they
could produce on their own, resulting in an over-reliance on the technology and diminished opportunities for
learning to occur. If the learners’ proficiency levels had been higher, it is possible that more of them would have
attempted to translate the texts in their own words and limited DeepL use for reference purposes. Creating
opportunities for the learners to discuss the MT-translated texts may also have helped increase metalinguistic
awareness.

5. Conclusions

There is growing evidence that MT is increasingly being used by L2 students to assist their language learning,
particularly for writing. As MT technology continues to improve, it will likely become even more prevalent in
academic EFL contexts. Using DeepL can offer learners the chance to recognise language patterns, connections
between the structure and significance of language, word choices, and patterns of collocation. However, relying
too heavily on MT and taking shortcuts may not be helpful for individuals who aim at developing advanced
writing skills in foreign languages. Consequently, it is important to investigate the effects its use may have on L2
development. The findings of this study showed that exposure to translated output by DeepL did facilitate
language awareness. However, it did not do so to the same extent as the online dictionary. The initial survey
results found that most of the EFL learners felt MT was a good learning tool. However, when provided with an
opportunity to use DeepL to translate a task in a classroom environment, most of the learners who participated
ended up producing little of their own output. To promote autonomy and self-directed learning strategies that can
help learners become successful writers, it is vital to put them in situations where they must actively engage in
the writing process. It is not possible to prevent MT use outside of the classroom. Therefore, it is important to
provide training and opportunities that teach learners how to use MT more appropriately and responsibly.
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Appendix A

- Teacher Survey

1. Online translation software is an effective learning tool students should use to study English.

Strongly disagree
Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly agree

2. Please provide a reason for your thinking.

3. It is more effective for students to use online translation software than a dictionary to improve their English.

Strongly disagree
Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly agree
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4. Please provide a reason for your thinking.

5. 1 am happy for students to use online translation software in the classroom.

Strongly disagree
Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly agree

6. Please provide a reason for your thinking.

7. 1 am happy for students to use online translation software to complete assignments (homework included)
outside of the classroom.

Strongly disagree
Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly agree

8. Please provide a reason for your thinking.

9. Which type of learners do you feel online translation software benefits the most?
Advanced learners

Intermediate learners

Beginners

All learners

No learners

10. Please provide a reason for your thinking.

11. | feel online translation software is unavoidable, so it heeds to be embraced by L2 teachers.
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Strongly disagree
Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly agree

12. Please provide a reason for your thinking.

- Student Survey

1. What grade are you in?

1st year
2nd year
3rd grade
4th grade
Other:

2. How would you rate your English level?

Advanced
Upper-Intermediate
Intermediate

Early Intermediate
Elementary

Other:

3. What translation software do you use most frequently?

DeepL

Google Translate
Microsoft Translate
Weblio

Other: 4.
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4. How often do you use translation software?

Every day
Weekly
Every month
Not so much
Never

Other:

5. How did you first learn about translation software?

6. How do you mainly use translation software?

To translate one word at a time

To translate phrases one at a time

To translate one document at a time

To translate one paragraph at a time

To translate a large number of sentences

Other:

7. How often do you use translation software for English assignments (including homework) outside of class?

All the time
Quite a bit
Sometimes
Not so much
Never

Other: 8.

8. Do you think translation software is a good tool for learning English?

Yes, very much

| don't know

Not really
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Not at all

Other: 9.

9. Please write your reason

10. Do you think using translation software rather than a dictionary to improve your English is better?

Yes, very much
Yes, very much
I don't know
Not really

Not at all
Other: 11.

Please write your reason.

Appendix B

Translation Task: Paragraph one

BE_ERERLGE. AHMABEUMNMOEZEEREEGI L T0 LR ERFNICHRAT MO L E
BLES, TOTOERICFIERFEZ T TR KRB ZOLES, H2FH EREVEEREAEH>T
K%, E_EEOBFR/TOLANDMINIE, ZOTOERICR B LGREBEFE FL—=V T %25
ATV ZET, RMICHENESHHIENTEFY,

[Second language acquisition refers to the scientific study of the process by which humans acquire a second
language other than their native language. The process involves not only linguistics, but also brain science,
psychology, sociology, and a wide range of other fields. Once the process of second language acquisition is
understood, English language skills can be efficiently improved by building on appropriate English language
learning training that follows the process.]

Translation Task: Paragraph two
FE_ERBERBITOVT—EDMBEEHE >THC I LI, REXEFOUEEZZHDISIATETHRID

DTY. LALE_EERERBRIBENFEAETRILEL, HLETEFER/I0LRICHT HHE
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WEBYET, TDo, REFFEZTO>LTHE, RRICZOEREEANLGEEAERITEL LAT
BENHYFET,

[Having a certain knowledge about second language acquisition is very helpful in increasing the efficiency of
English language learning. However, second language acquisition itself is not a specific learning method, but
rather a theory of the language acquisition process. Therefore, it is necessary to actually put the theory into
concrete learning methods when learning English.]

Post-Test: Translate Japanese to English

- From paragraph one

fi2BA9" 5 [study, investigate, enquire, explore, understand, elucidate, clarify]
#t &% [sociology]

A

fisi %l = [brain science, neuroscience]
B84> % [engage, involve, relate to]

#&L [accumulate, build]

- From paragraph two

¥ 7€, [particular, specific, certain]
5, [theory]
B {K#Y, [specific, concrete, particular]

¥% & LiAD [putinto practise, put into action, apply]

Post Survey

1. For this translation task, which did you prefer to use: DeepL or the online dictionary?
DeepL

Online dictionary

2. Please write down your reasons

3. Which one made you think more deeply about language?

DeepL

Online dictionary
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4. Please write down your reasons

5. Which one helped you learn more English?
DeepL

Online dictionary

6. Please write down your reasons

Appendix C

DeepL.: Paragraph One

@ identical 100%
72 O Minor changes 0% 1 00%
SIMILAR WORDS (O raraphrased 0% MATCH
(O omitted Words 0%
DeepL.: Paragraph Two
@ (dentical 65.5%
55 © Minor changes 34.5% 1 00%
SIMILAR WORDS (©) raraphrased 0% MATCH
(O omitted words 0%

Online Dictionary: Paragraph One

. Identical 0%
O Minor changes 0% 1 00 /
63 %

SIMILAR WORDS () Paraphrased 100% MATCH

() omitted Words 0%

Online Dictionary: Paragraph Two

© 1dentical 0%
Mi h 28.3%
53 O inor changes 1 00%

SIMILAR WORDS () Paraphrased 71.7% MATCH

(O omitted words 0%
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