
VT 2019 
Yrkes Examensarbete, 15hp 
VAL projektet 

 

  

 

Digitally speaking… 
How secondary school English teachers perceive the use of 
digital translation tools in English language learning  

Shona Lidström 
 

  



 2 

Abstract 
For today’s digital native students, digital translation tools appear to be the most favoured help 
tools in language classes. The day of the paper dictionary has gone and this is being followed 
closely by online dictionaries and thesauruses. The purpose of this research is to contribute to the 
knowledge concerning the role digital translation tools have in the teaching and learning of 
English at secondary school level. Specifically, it looks at the use of digital translation tools, the 
possibilities and challenges they present both in and outside of the classroom, and what way 
teachers perceive their impact to be on English language learning outcomes. Perceptions were 
gathered from eight English teachers during recorded, semi-structured interviews, both group 
and individual. These were transcribed then analysed using a thematic analysis. The analysis and 
results highlight a growing concern that students are using digital translation tools in the lower 
grades and many appear to lack confidence in their language abilities. Furthermore, it is clear that 
teachers see the use of digital translation tools as one means of help, not the only means, and that 
it is important to test students’ knowledge by regulating the use of these tools from time to time. 
Teachers have mixed opinions concerning the general standard of English being affected by the 
use of digital translation tools. This study has also raised the question of the possibility of a 
growing dependency on digital translation tools among students in lower grades, an area needing 
more research. 

Key words: thematic analysis, help tool, lack of confidence, regulating use, language production 
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Introduction 
Within a relatively short time, digital technology has pervaded all aspects of society. It has 

made our life easier and although the older generation may not be as computer savvy as 

the younger generations, they have, never the less, become digital immigrants (Prensky, 

2001) of the digital revolution, ushering out the old ways for the new. It is not surprising 

therefore, that changes in education are occurring in response to digitalisation. 

 

Education in the digital age, according to Burnett (2016), is not just about ensuring 

students have digital skills, but supporting them to navigate and negotiate possibilities 

provided by technology. She says: 

 

 “Developments in digital technologies are changing what many 

children know and do, and what they need to know and be able to  

do. If much of our lives are conducted onscreen and online, then  

children need to be equipped to make the most of available  

opportunities in ways that are ‘advantageous’ to them and also be 

aware of possible  risks” (Burnett, 2016, p.18). 

 

Within education, digitalisation has opened up a completely new range of opportunities, 

both locally and internationally. The concept of eTwinning has developed where teachers 

in different countries can share the same class time, via Skype for example, enabling 

students to interact with one another. Many companies are producing interactive digital 

work tools for use in school, for example, Nationalencyklopedin, Gleerups; rendering the 

textbook and workbook obsolete. However, one of the most significant changes in recent 

years is the immense impact that digitalisation is having on language. It can be argued that 

not since the invention of the printing press, credited to Johannes Gutenberg in the 

fifteenth century, has anything had such a big effect on the dissemination of language 

(Palmero, 2014).  

 

While the printing press gave the printed word to Europe, digitalisation makes the printed 

word available to the world. Furthermore, it has made it possible for us to read these 

words regardless of the language in which they are written. In short, it has given us the 

translation tool. Digital translation tools have been rapidly developing since the first 
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public demonstration of a machine translation, by Georgetown University in collaboration 

with IBM, took place in 1954 (Hutchins, 2004). In the New York Times on the 8th January 

1954, the headline “Russian is turned into English by fast electronic translator” appeared 

with the statement: 

 

“A public demonstration of what is believed to be the first 

 successful use of a machine to translate meaningful texts from 

 one language  to  another took place here yesterday afternoon. 

 This may be the cumulation of centuries of search by scholars 

 for a mechanical translator” (Hutchins, 2004, p.1). 

 

Sixty-five years later, we can translate using a computer, we can scan texts with a 

translation pen, we can use a translation app on our mobile phones and we can use voice 

translators where in-ear technology, such as Google Pixel Bud headphones, provides a 

translation with only a two second lag (Boodaghians, 2018). One of the leading digital 

translation services is Google Translate. Within one year, Google completes billions of 

translation requests involving 103 languages (Lynn, 2016). However, we must be asking 

ourselves what kind of effect this is having on language acquisition. If we take English as 

an example, many students today would argue that they have sufficient knowledge of 

English because they are using it online, often with other young people who also have 

English as a second language. For many, using Google translate is sufficient for their needs, 

resulting in them having little motivation to further develop their language skills.  

 

To be able to produce language, however, is not a matter of writing down, verbatim, a 

given translation or doing a copy-paste on the computer, but it is to understand 

vocabulary, grammar, word classes, punctuation, and so on, as well as the nuances of the 

language. It is the understanding of how to express oneself in an appropriate manner in a 

given context. If we look at what today’s students consider the old fashioned way of 

looking up words in word books, it can be argued that much was gained from this simple 

act. Firstly, one learnt the alphabet, one learnt about word classes and the need to choose 

the correct form of the word for the context in which it was to be used. Furthermore, one 

practised spelling by having to write the word down. This clearly illustrates that the 

difference between using a word book, or dictionary, and a translation tool is quite 
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dramatic in the sense that so many potential learning opportunities may have been lost. 

However, Prensky (2001) suggests that because students spend so much time interacting 

in the digital world they “think and process information fundamentally differently from their 

predecessors” (Prensky, 2001, p.1). They have a Google reflex, that is, if they need to know 

anything they go directly to Google. Today’s schools must, therefore, accommodate the 

needs of these digital native (Prensky, 2001) students and help them to critically analyse 

digital translations and not just take them at face value. They have to be creative and 

motivate students to want to improve their English by using digital tools in such a way 

that students want to increase their vocabulary, want to learn grammar and how language 

is structured. They have to motivate the students to believe in the skills they have and in 

their learning potential. Moreover, they need to teach students to accept that digital 

translation tools are help tools and nothing more. 

 

Aim and research questions  

The purpose of this research is to contribute to the knowledge concerning the role digital 

translation tools have in the teaching and learning of English at secondary school level.  

The specific aim of this research is to answer the questions: 

x To what purpose and extent do teachers see students using digital translation tools 

during English lessons? 

x What possibilities and challenges do teachers see with students using digital 

translation tools when working on English assignments, both in, and outside of, the 

classroom? 

x In what way do teachers perceive the use of translation tools impacting on English 

language learning outcomes? 
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Background 
This chapter presents an understanding of the Swedish National Agency for Education’s 

stance on digitalisation in education as stated in the school curriculum for the compulsory 

school. It also discusses literature and research on the use of translation tools in the 

English classroom. 

 

School curriculum  

As digitalisation has become more and more integrated into society as a whole, it is only 

logical that it should be an integral part of education. In 2015, the Swedish government 

asked the Swedish National Agency for Education to draft a proposal on how to integrate 

digitalisation into the school curriculum so that all students could acquire the knowledge 

to understand and influence the world in which they live. On 9th March 2017, the 

government agreed to the proposal and in 2017 – 2018 the Swedish National Agency for 

Education amended the 2011 school curriculum for the compulsory school, preschool 

class and the leisure-time centre to include digitalisation. The justification for these 

amendments were that a) we live in a time where there is a deluge of constantly changing 

information available digitally, b) for students to be able to live in this fast pace, fast 

changing community they need to have the right skills and competencies to navigate 

through it, and c) as not all children have the same benefits in their home life, by offering 

the opportunity to learn digital skills in school it gives all students equal opportunities 

(Andersson and Skoglöf, 2019).  

 

It was felt that this knowledge was not static but would keep changing according to the 

needs of society and the development of digital technology itself. What this means is that 

students need to be empowered with knowledge and abilities so that they can be active 

in their community, their work and their private lives. In the school environment, all 

teachers have a responsibility to become aware of the risks and possibilities of 

digitalisation so that students gain the right competencies. Thus, teachers must organize, 

plan and carry out lessons involving digital tools in such a way that they advance student 

knowledge. 

 

The amendment to the curriculum states that  

“[t]he school should contribute to pupils developing an  
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understanding of how digitalisation is affecting the individual  

and the development of society. All pupils should be given the  

opportunity to develop their ability to use digital technology. 

They should be given the opportunity to develop a critical, 

responsible attitude towards digital technology, so that they can 

see opportunities and understand risks, and also be able to 

evaluate information. The educational programme should thus  

  provide pupils with conditions to develop digital competence and 

                        an attitude that promotes entrepreneurship” (Swedish National 

                        Agency for Education, 2018, p.8).  

 

The knowledge requirements for English are not directly affected by this amendment, 

however, the introduction of computers into the classroom means that English teachers 

can take advantage of digital tools which are readily available to help meet the aims of 

English as set out in the curriculum, that is, “understand and interpret the content of 

spoken English and in different texts, express themselves and communicate in speech and 

writing, use language strategies to understand and make themselves understood, adapt 

language for different purposes, recipients and contexts…” (Swedish National Agency for 

Education, 2018, p.34). 

 

One of the knowledge requirements for reaching E- / C- / A- grades in English productive 

skills at the end of year 9 is that students can express themselves simply, understandably 

and relatively coherently / relatively varied, relatively clearly and relatively coherently / 

relatively varied, clearly and coherently. A core content teachers use in their planning so 

that students can achieve this requirement, is language phenomena, such as grammar and 

sentence structure (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2018). By giving students 

writing assignments they are able to develop their production skills to at least an E grade. 

Whether students should be allowed to use digital translation tools when writing 

assignments to show their production ability, and which will be graded by the teacher, is 

debatable and this has also been addressed by the Swedish National Agency for Education. 

This year, 2019, the written section of the year 9 National Test in English will be 

digitalised. The test must be locked, that is, if the student leaves the screen he/she is 

working on he/she will not be able to return to the test without a key code from the 
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supervising teacher and autocorrect must be inaccessible. As in previous years, word 

books and dictionaries cannot be used (Swedish Association of Local Authorities and 

Regions, 2018).  

 

Earlier research on the use of digital translation tools 

In recent years, research has begun to look at the use of digital translation tools and how 

they are changing second language learning and teaching. There is no disputing that 

digital translation tools are here to stay so the question becomes one of how to maximise 

their benefits, highlight their limitations and effectively incorporate them in to language 

learning.  

 

In order to try to understand the impact digital translation tools have had, and are having, 

on language learning, several studies have focused on motivation, that is, what motivates 

students to use digital translation tools. Factors such as speed and efficiency of the tools 

have been suggested as big motivators (Larson-Guenette, 2013). However, as pointed out 

by McCarthy (2004), their use could be attributed to a “lack of time, lack of energy, a lack 

of imagination, coupled with a lack of scruples or a lack of linguistic insight … It may [even] 

be the result of sheer desperation.” (McCarthy, 2004, para.23). This rather negative view 

is perhaps the impression teachers may form from classroom behaviour, but it may 

conceivably be more than that. Leonardi (2011, in Josefsson, 2011) argues that a student 

comparing a second language (L2) to his/her mother tongue (L1) is both natural and 

necessary for learning the L2. Thus, it can be said that the student is already engaged in 

mental translation and the digital translation tool simply makes the process quicker. This 

implied innate need to mentally translate form L1 to L2 has also been suggested by Cohen 

and Brooks-Carson (2001, in Baker, 2013). They studied thirty-nine French language 

learners and found that many of them wrote better compositions when writing directly 

in L2 compared with writing in L1 then translating to L2. However, they also found that 

even though the digital translation tool was being used, students still engaged in mental 

translation, as evidenced by the “stronger link between concepts and [their] first 

languages” (Baker, 2013, p. 27) in their compositions. This suggests that students with 

more advanced language skills are able to use digital translation tools with more 

discretion. 
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The discretionary use of digital translation tools as a strategy to resolve translation issues, 

or perhaps I should say the non-use of them, has been demonstrated by Josefsson (2011). 

She points out that the type of translation used by students today is one which focuses not 

on grammatical accuracy but on meaning and understanding. In her study she focused on 

strategies students used in translating texts, for example, a dictionary, a computer aided 

translation, Google translate (GT), and working off each other’s knowledge, ideas and 

suggestions. She found that 90% of the students used GT to look up words on their mobile 

phones, while 60% sometimes used a printed dictionary. Students were aware of 

grammatical errors, for example, vocabulary choice, word endings and sentence order, 

which occurred with GT and they also felt that it was too literal in its translation. This 60% 

can be considered to also be mentally translating as they realized the translation was not 

completely accurate and this, again, highlights the students’ language skills, which 

enabled them to be critical of GT.  

 

The ability to critically analyse digital translations is a skill we need to be teaching our 

students early in their education, as it is by this means that the digital translation tool 

becomes a part of the student’s language learning process. Nino (2009), for example, 

demonstrated that by teaching students how to edit the input to a digital translation tool 

and its subsequent output, they became more linguistically aware of the L2 and its 

nuances. Williams (2006) also found that students gained more linguistic awareness from 

using digital translation tools, suggesting that they can potentially “force students to think 

about language as a communication tool, not as a set of decontextualized vocabulary 

words or phrases” (Williams, 2006, p.574). The ability to critically analyse translations 

however, is largely dependent on the student’s L1 language skills. As an L2 speaker myself 

I know how important it is to have a very good understanding of L1 grammar in order to 

make sense of L2. This was demonstrated in a study by Briggs (2018). He studied the use 

of digital translation tools among Korean-speaking university students. Students were 

asked to translate Korean conversations to English and although there was no restriction 

concerning the use of digital translation tools, teachers discussed their limitations at the 

beginning of the course. Briggs found that digital translation tools were frequently used 

by the students, the main purpose being to look up words. Regardless of this frequent use, 

Briggs also found that only a small portion of the students trusted using digital translation 

tools for their English assignment. This implies that they had the ability to critically 
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analyse the translations being produced. However, the results also showed that only 

13.8% of the students considered their ability to produce written English to be better than 

that produced by digital translation tools. This means that around 84% of the students, 

which is an alarmingly high figure, felt the translation tool did a better job than they could. 

This then further validates their use of digital translation tools.  

 

From a pedagogical point of view, students feeling their language skills are less than that 

of digital translation tools can have far outreaching consequences. One such risk is that 

students can be creating a dependency on them instead of going through the cognitive 

processes of language production. According to Briggs (2018), these cognitive processes 

“can be quite overwhelming” (Briggs, 2018, p.17), especially for students who do not have 

the aptitude for learning language. Garcia and Pena (2011, in Briggs, 2018) suggest 

“[digital translation] tools may actually help students who would otherwise feel hopeless 

to participate actively in such communicatively oriented language learning 

environments” (Garcia and Pena, 2011, in Briggs, 2018, p.17). However, when the school 

curriculum sets out minimum language learning goals, it is expected that it is the student 

who is able to produce work to this minimum level, not the digital translation tool.  

 

On an academic level, the use of digital translation tools has a questionable cloud hanging 

over it. There is an apparent “lack of consensus … surrounding issues of … (dis)honesty” 

(Ducar and Schocket, 2018, p. 781), when it comes to submitting work produced, in part 

or in whole, by a digital translator. Studies have shown that educators cannot readily 

agree on what constitutes cheating and unintentional plagiarism (Ducar and Schocket, 

2018). If this is indeed the case, then educators have a moral challenge ahead of them. 

Correa (2011) says the production of language “is a substantial part of most, if not all, 

assignments: any unauthorized help that the student can get in order to put their thoughts 

into words can become an act of academic dishonesty” (Correa, 2011, p. 67). When 

reading comprehension of L2 and the ability to produce written texts in L2 form part of 

the student’s final grade in English, then the teacher has to be satisfied that it is the 

student’s work and not that of a digital translation tool. If these issues are hard to resolve 

at an academic level, then perhaps it becomes the responsibility of the schools to teach 

the moral and ethical considerations inherent in using digital translation tools.  
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What is evident from the research is that students frequently use translation tools 

because they are quick, especially when they just want to look up a word. However, those 

students with sound linguistic skills are aware of the need to be critical of digital 

translations. As Briggs’s (2018) study showed, teachers need to be helping students use 

digital translation tools “critically and analytically” (Briggs, 2018, p.17). This, in my 

opinion, starts at the upper primary/lower secondary school level, where students are 

required to start producing written texts in English to a national standard and are being 

encouraged to take more responsibility for their own learning.  
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Method 
For this qualitative study, semi-structured interviews were conducted with eight 

secondary school English teachers, to ascertain their perceptions on the use of digital 

translation tools in English language learning. Responses to the questions were analysed 

in terms of the themes arising from the questions asked. Following is a more detailed 

description of the sample, the methodology used in this study, together with its ethics, 

reliability and validity. 

 

Sample 

Semi-structured interviews, both group and individual, were conducted with eight 

teachers. Their details are presented in Table 1 below. Fictitious names have been used. 

 

Participant, 
province 

Number of years 
teaching 

Level of English 
currently teaching 

Computer status in 
the English 
classroom 

Ella,  Västerbotten 30 Years 7 – 9, lower 
secondary 

Bookable computer 
trolley 

Frida, Västerbotten 16 Years 6 – 9, lower 
secondary 

One to one 

Liz, Västerbotten 10 Years 6 -9, lower 
secondary 

One to one 

Ben, Norrbotten 4  Years 7 – 9, lower 
secondary 

One to one 

Sally, Norrbotten 22 Years 7 - 9, lower 
secondary 

One to one 

Kim, Norrbotten 15 Years 7 - 9, lower 
secondary 

One to one 

Elsa, Stockholm 21 Years 5 – 7, upper 
secondary 

One to one 

Wilma, Norrbotten 35 Years 5 – 7, upper 
secondary 

One to one 

Table 1.  Background information concerning the participants in this study. 

It was felt appropriate to interview both lower and upper secondary school teachers as 

their students are at the stage of their education where they should be taking 

responsibility for their own learning and be more competent in making choices.  
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All teachers were contacted by email and were given a cover letter (see appendix 1),   

outlining the aim of the study and inviting their participation. They were contacted again 

to arrange a time for the interview, at which point they were sent a copy of the interview 

guide (see appendix 2).  

 

Data collection 

With the aim of the study being to ascertain perceptions held by English teachers, a 

qualitative research method was used. According to Jamshed (2014), qualitative research 

methodology is considered an appropriate approach when investigating a new field of 

study or when speculating about various issues. Trost (1997) argues that a qualitative 

study can be used if researching people’s way of reasoning or what action they have taken. 

This is in keeping with ascertaining the perceptions of teachers, which is the purpose of 

this study. 

 

Data in this study was collected in recorded, semi–structured interviews. According to 

Jamshed (2014), one of the most common types of data gathering methods within 

qualitative research is interviewing, which “gives an in-depth and extensive 

understanding of the issues by means of [its] textual interpretation” (Jamshed, 2014, 

p.87). A commonly used qualitative interview is the semi-structured interview. In 

describing this form of interview, Jamshed (2014) points out that it allows for participants 

to be interviewed once, either individually or in a group, using an interview guide 

composed of open-ended questions. The interview guide “serves the useful purpose of 

exploring many respondents more systematically and comprehensively as well as to keep 

the interview on the desired line of action” (Jamshed, 2014, p.87). Bernard (1988, in 

Cohen and Crabtree, 2006), who also supports the use of a semi-structured interview for 

this kind of study, considers that it is best used when the interviewer has only one chance 

to conduct the interview. This then fits perfectly with the time constraints of teachers. 

Cohen and Crabtree go on to say that a semi-structured interview allows the interviewees 

the freedom “to express their views in their own terms” (Cohen and Crabtree, 2006, p.1), 

which again meets the purpose of this study. 
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In order to accommodate my participants’ schedules, the semi-structured interviews 

were carried out in one small group, one individual interview and in four telephone 

interviews:- 

Interview 1 – three lower secondary school English teachers 

Interview 2 – one upper secondary school English teacher 

Telephone interviews 1 - 4 - three lower secondary and one  

upper secondary school English teachers. 

 

All interviews were conducted according to the interview guide. Furthermore, they were 

all recorded to enable the interviewer to focus on what was being said during the 

interview. Some written notes were also taken.  

 

Data analysis  

Data gathered from the interviews was analysed using a thematic analysis, that is, a 

thematic, descriptive presentation of the qualitative data obtained from notes and 

interview transcripts. According to Joffe (2012), thematic analysis is a method which is 

used for identifying and analysing themes or patterns of meaning, or in the case of this 

study, perceptions, resulting in “highlighting the most salient constellations of meanings 

present in the dataset” (Joffe, 2012, p. 1).  

 

Data was read several times and emerging themes were noted. A table was then drawn 

up, excerpts of which appear in the results section, for the major themes identified. These 

themes are awareness of use of digital translation tools, teaching tools, students’ 

competencies, good practices, developing self-confidence, regulating use, quality of work 

produced and, lastly, the general standard of English. A brief explanation of each theme is 

given then, under each theme, data is analysed and concluding comments made. 

 

Ethical considerations 

These are discussed in relation to the four main requirements of principles of research: 

information, consent, confidentiality and use (Vetenskapsrådet, 2017). 

 

The information requirement was met during the recruitment of participants for this 

study when they all received a cover outlining the purpose of the study and the mode of 
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data collection, that is, recorded interview and handwritten notes by the interviewer. 

Participants were reminded of this again when the interview guide was sent to them and 

at the beginning of the interview. All participants consented to taking part in the 

interviews and that the interviews would be recorded. Furthermore, they all consented to 

the interviews being conducted in English, a second language for seven of them. To meet 

the confidentiality requirement, participant anonymity is maintained throughout the 

study by using fictitious names. Furthermore, the transcripts of the interviews are not 

included in the appendix. Interview recordings, written notes and transcripts were used 

only for this study and on acceptance of this study by the university they will be destroyed. 

Finally, the information collected from the interviews will be used for research purposes 

only, thus fulfilling the use requirement. 

 

Method discussion 

The interview 

Three different forms of a semi-structured interview were used: one group, one individual 

and four individual telephone interviews. This meant that every interview had a different 

dynamic making it very important that the interviewer kept to the interview guide in an 

attempt to maintain the reliability of the data gathered. 

 

Reliability  

Reliability in qualitative research can be viewed in terms of the concept of quality, that is, 

credibility, neutrality and applicability (Lincoln and Guba, 1985, in Golafshani, 2003). 

Thus it was essential that the interview questions in this study were neutral, that is, free 

of any positive or negative biases of the interviewer. Furthermore, to remain consistent, 

the interviewer followed the interview guide for every interview in an attempt to 

maintain good intra-rater reliability. However, being a semi-structured interview, 

comments made gave rise to different sub-questions being asked in different interviews 

in order to have the more specific questions answered. As all sub-questions related 

directly to the specific question, I do not considered this to have affected the outcome of 

the interviews. 
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Validity 

Validity in qualitative research can be viewed in terms of trustworthiness of the 

information (Lincoln and Guba, 1988, Mishler 2000, Johnson, 1997 in Golafshani, 2003). 

The questions asked in the interview had good content validity as they related directly to 

the aim of this study, that is, how teachers perceive the use of digital translation tools in 

the English language classroom. Data gathered from the interviews can be considered to 

be trustworthy as all the participants teach English and all allow the use, to some extent, 

of digital translation tools during their lessons, so they were able to speak from their own 

first-hand knowledge and experiences. In addition, I am also a lower secondary school 

English teacher with first-hand knowledge of the subject area, including the learning goals 

as set out in the curriculum, which further strengthens the validity of this study. 

 

Generalizability 

There were only eight informants in the study so the results cannot be generalized to be 

the perceptions of all secondary school English teachers in Sweden. Having said this, the 

perceptions of the teachers, together with the themes identified in this study, add to the 

growing body of literature on digital translation tools. 



 18 

Results  
This chapter presents the outcome of a thematic analysis of the responses teachers gave 

for each specific question asked in the study. The majority of the teachers’ responses are 

presented as quotes within the analysis. However, where teachers have made similar 

comments but which also differ slightly in their reasoning, the quotes have been 

presented in point form with their key points highlighted in italics. At the end of each 

analysis is a conclusion of the findings. 

 

To what purpose and extent do teachers’ see students using digital translation tools 

during English lessons? 

 

The theme identified in answer to this question is: 

 

x Awareness of use, that is, how often and for what purpose students are using 

digital translation tools 

 

All teachers interviewed are aware that their students are using digital translation tools 

at some point during English lessons. Ella commented that she is “only recently aware 

because they are so quick” to change screens, while Kim stated quite plainly that “you can 

see them doing it”. Ben supported this commented by adding that when you look at the 

students’ computers “almost 90% of students have Google Translate open”. Some 

students tell their teachers that they are using digital translation tools; others ask their 

teachers if they can use them, which increases the teacher’s awareness of their use.  

The primary use of digital translation tools appears to be as a dictionary, to look up single 

words. However Ben, Sally and Kim have seen their students translate sentences and, at 

times, larger blocks of text. Wilma notes that she has found that “often the students who 

are a little less confident in English…use Google translate” for translating sentences as 

well as single words.  

 

Some concern was expressed by teachers that students prefer to use digital translations 

tools as opposed to on line dictionaries,  saying that they don’t like having too many words 

to choose from. Sally perceived that “they just want to pick the first word they see and 

that’s in Google Translate, they just get one word and what I notice now is that … they 
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have no idea if it fits in the context”. Kim commented that “in year 7 they often use Google 

Translate for just looking up … words I would expect them to know … [that they would] 

use regularly in their vocabulary, but they often use it as ... reassurance in a way, ‘I just 

have to check that I’m correct’. They don’t trust themselves”.  

 

Most teachers agree that it is important that they know if their students are using digital 

translation tools, commenting: 

 

Elsa: - “It’s important that I know how they look for their knowledge and that they are 

using them”. 

 

Wilma: - “It is very important because if I’m not aware I might end up with … Google 

translations of everything, even though within Google there are many strange 

[translations]. Google is improving year by year so it will get better and better so I need 

to work quite hard … to help them find a good way of using it”.  

 

Ella: - “I want to know it’s their work that they are writing and not just getting it 

translated … I think teachers have to be aware if it’s that child’s work or not and that’s 

why it’s important to have one-off assessments, where they don’t get any help 

whatsoever … just to have some kind of a bench marker [of ability]”.  

 

Frida, however, said that she does not “think it’s important because [she] think[s] they 

learn by using them, provided they don’t use them during tests”. 

 

Conclusion  

All the teachers interviewed are aware that their students are using digital translation 

tools during English. Some students are open about it, often asking if they can use them, 

while others try to hide the fact by quickly changing screens when the teacher approaches. 

Most of the teachers consider digital translation tools to be simply that, tools, for looking 

up words for example, or, as in the case of students who are weaker in English, for helping 

them understand phrases. However, what seems to be a growing concern for some lower 

secondary school teachers is that some students are translating common English words, 

which they would expect them to already know, to check that they are right. This apparent 
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lack of trust in their own language abilities has also been noticed by teachers interviewed 

from upper secondary schools. This is another reason why teachers say it is important 

that they are aware of why their students are using digital translation tools, so that they 

can adjust their teaching according to students’ needs.  

 

What possibilities and challenges do teachers see with using digital translation tools 

during English lessons? 

Themes identified in answer to this question are: 

x Teaching tools, that is, digital translation tools being used as tools to develop 

analytical and critical abilities 

x Student competencies, that is, helping students to become more competent in 

using digital translation tools 

x Good practices, namely the ethical considerations involved in using digital 

translation tools 

x Developing self-confidence to use digital translation tools less 

x Regulating use, which has arisen out of a need for teachers to test how much 

students know without getting any help from digital translation tools. 

Teaching tools 

All teachers agree that digital translation tools do have a place in English reading 

comprehension and writing but only as help tools to clarify words students do not 

understand, that is, as a form of dictionary. Comments include: 

 

Wilma: - “I think it fits in very well but they need to work on the how to use it so that 

they learn what to look for”. 

 

Frida: - “I think it gives them a better chance to get knowledge and to be able to 

understand a second language and the same [with writing]… because it’s not easy to 

know how to spell when it comes to English”.  

Elsa: - “I want them to be self-confident so while they are practising they can use these 

tools but from time to time I want to give them an assignment where they are not using 

digital tools”. 
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In order to effectively use digital translation tools students need to become aware of their 

strengths and weaknesses and all the teachers agree that it is a good idea to use some 

lesson time to work with this. Elsa has done this before with her French class but was 

quick to say that “digital translation tools are better in English, they are not as good in 

French and mistakes are more obvious and easier to show”. Wilma says she does this 

during class when there is a need, giving the example of when a student comes up with a 

word and wonders if it is a good word to use. She uses the opportunity to go to the 

computer and, projecting on to the screen, show the class “if you use this one in Google … 

this is the answer you get. If you go to another dictionary then you can get some examples, 

so this is the way I would like you to work with words”. The lower secondary school 

teachers tend not to use digital translation tools as a teaching tool so often; however, Liz 

considers she should use it more saying 

 

“I know some of [the students] are quite good at understanding  

already why it is not good to put the whole text through Google 

Translate. It could be interesting and maybe good for everyone 

to see what it really makes with the text and why this could be 

wrong”.  

 

Liz suggests that an effective way of doing this could be to use Google Translate to 

translate a Swedish text to English, discuss with the students whether or not the 

translation is correct then translate the English text back to Swedish. This could be done 

several times so that students can see that every time they translate the text it changes. 

This technique has been used by Ben who put a Swedish text through Google Translate 

which came out completely different to what the correct translation should be. He then 

said to his class “this is why you can’t use Google Translate for everything!”  

 

Student competencies 

Teachers in the upper secondary schools perceive their students to be more competent in 

being critical and analytical of digital translations, especially those with a high standard 

of English. For some students who are a little weaker in English it is harder for them. 

Wilma described a situation with one of her students who she had seen copy-paste a 
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translation from Google Translate. She took the time to explain to the student that by 

working this way you get this and that mistake, to which she said the student replied “I 

see it when you say it to me”. She went on to say, “I think he realized it is better to write a 

text on your own with mistakes and faults, then work with it, rather than do it the other 

way”. 

The lower secondary school teachers, on the other hand, are unanimous in their 

perception that many of their students have a limited ability to be critical and to analyse 

digital translations. Ben and Liz perceive that students trust the translation more than 

they trust themselves. Frida offered a plausible explanation for this saying “I think they 

read too little to know how to express themselves”. Teachers perceive that the students 

who are weaker in English doubt their abilities more and are therefore more accepting of 

digital translations as being correct. Sally considered this to correlate with their abilities 

in Swedish. She said “their ability in Swedish isn't that good nowadays so how should you 

learn another language if you don't know your own?” 

 

Good practices 

Most teachers agree that they have a responsibility to help instil good ethical and moral 

practices when using digital translations tools in the classroom, however, some say that 

it is not their job alone. Their comments include: 

Sally: - “I think when it comes to digital translation tools of course we have to tell them 

but I … hope also their parents”. 

Wilma: - “Me being the English teacher is maybe the most important person doing so 

but the same as with everything else, when it comes to morals all who work in school 

have the obligation to do so, to talk about what is right, what is wrong”. 

Elsa: - “I think what we need to do with our students, or perhaps within teaching, is to 

decide when we are going to teach them how to use the tools and when to use them as 

help ... So I think we need to perhaps have a certain class when we teach them with and 

about the tools and certain classes when we say that today we are not going to work 

with the tools, we are going to work with our English”. 
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In discussing how to make students more aware of these issues, all teachers agree that it 

needs to be done as early as possible. Kim considers it is appropriate to start in primary 

school saying:  

 

“When they come here in year 7 they already use Google Translate for  

everything, so they learnt it somewhere … and I don’t know how they 

worked with it in the lower grades … They absolutely don’t think of it 

 as cheating. I think if I was to ask my year 7 if it was cheating, they would 

 say ‘no, it’s a help’!” 

This is also supported by Liz, saying “I think it would be good to start earlier [than lower 

secondary school] … just talk about it ... try some words … I think most of them understand 

that everything will not be correct if you … try to translate from Swedish to English”. 

Not only do the teachers agree that there is a need to make students aware of good 

practices, but they also suggest that it should be in the form of a structured course. Their 

suggestions, although similar, include: 

Ella: - “It should probably be a little mini course on its own or maybe even in a contract 

when you take the computer, that you’re using the computer under these restrictions 

– ‘I have understood that I will not use Google Translate to do my work for me’ ...”. 

Ben: - “Have a course on how to use the tools in their computer. So it’s just not ‘here you 

have a computer, you can write in it, you can listen to stuff and also you have a digital 

translation tool ... [but with a course it will show students] this is how you should be 

able to use it in a good way so that you can actually produce’ and, as we were saying 

before, analyse and be critical about the stuff they produce for you” . 

Wilma: - “Maybe we should get back to, at least for the earlier years, having someone 

in charge of seeing to that [students] get the basics so that everybody has them”. 

Within the realm of good practices is the act of cheating. Teachers are unanimous on the 

point that they do not consider using digital translation tools to be a form of cheating if 

students are given permission to use them in a learning situation and if they are using 

them properly, that is, for just looking up words and simple phrases. Ella however, was 
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able to give a good example of what she considers cheating saying “if I've asked them to 

write something in their own words and they've written it in their own words in Swedish 

… translating from one language to another I consider it to be cheating and I would ask 

them to redo it”. Likewise, Frida commented that students often hand in work that she 

considers is too good for them. When this happens she said “I ask them, what is it all about 

and, tell me in your own words, and they can’t do that, that’s cheating” 

Liz sums up the teachers' perceptions about cheating by saying “when [students] are at 

the very basic level it’s quite obvious if they’ve used a lot of translation to write their text. 

Maybe they think they can cheat but it’s not so easy. They have to better at English first!” 

 

Developing self-confidence 

A lack of self-confidence in language abilities is an emerging theme from the discussions 

with the teachers. Kim explains how some of her year 7 students panicked when they had 

to do an assignment in Exam.net saying 

 

“their only strategy is Google Translate … they haven’t developed 

other skills or strategies for explaining ‘how can I say this in another 

way’ or ‘how can I write this so they understand [even if] it’s not 

the word I wanted’. They are lacking in that area”. 

 

Ben also perceives this to be the case with some of his students, commenting that “if 

Google Translate shows another word they get really insecure about themselves, ‘Am I on 

the right track or not’. They start doubting themselves”. However, the teachers are 

actively trying to turn this lack of confidence around using various methods, such as: 

 

Liz: - “Encourage [students] to use their own words because the text will be better then. 

Maybe they could get help with some of the words; maybe they have to find another 

word or another way to write it. If they don’t come up with anything of course you try 

and help them to find easier words”. 

Wilma: - “First I think I would try to talk to them about the fact that it is OK to make 

mistakes and if they do something, whether it’s speaking or writing, or if they try to do 
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something, I can help them find a more correct, better way. [Find out] is it the words 

that are the problem, is it the grammar or is it the verbs we have to focus on to make 

less mistakes”.  

Ella: - “I think I would encourage them in another way. For example, if they can’t keep 

up with their reading, if the reading is too hard for them, then I would encourage them 

to use another tool like ReadTheory. It diagnoses their level and goes up or down in 

text level depending on their score each time. …The digital translation tool won’t really 

help them at all, it will just get the job done, they’ll understand for the moment but it 

won’t help them to learn”. 

On the more practical level of actually using English, Elsa spoke about encouraging 

students to be a part of international projects, eTwinning, and so on, saying “where they 

can speak with each other and they can write to each other and that whole kind of thing 

that will make them more confident”. She further went on to say that “probably travelling 

is helping them with English. It’s a big motivator for learning the language. You can’t use 

digital translation tools in all situations, in an actual situation you have to be using 

language”. 

 

Regulating use 

In order to be able to set a grade teachers need to know at what level students are 

performing. For this reason, all teachers have strategies for regulating the use of digital 

translation tools when it comes to tests or assignments, which they want the students to 

do without any form of help. Such strategies include the use a controlled digital tool for 

example, Exam.net, DigiExam.com, ChromEx and/or paper assignments where students 

cannot have access to any digital translation tools. Regulation of digital translation tools 

is, as Liz pointed out, also done by talking with students, “telling them not to use them all 

the time and for all words. Show them that [the translation] is not the correct English”. 

Interestingly, Elsa does not use strategies to regulate the use of digital translation tools 

saying, “I think it depends on the assignment that they are working with. I have some 

students who have a native language other than Swedish and for them it’s perfect because 

I probably can’t help them. So I think it’s really good that they can look in their native 

language”. 
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Teachers agree that it is impossible to regulate the use of digital translation tools outside 

the classroom and, as such, they tend to limit the kind of homework they give to students. 

However, as Frida points out, it is not only digital translation tools being used for 

homework that is a concern, but also the help they receive from others. She says “it’s a 

problem when it comes to students who struggle in English. You can see if they have had 

help from someone at home, parents or older siblings ... so I try and have them do their 

assignments in school so I know they are not getting any help from anyone”. 

The teachers try to encourage the use of online dictionaries and thesauruses. Ben even 

encourages the use of dictionaries in book form. Sally says “it’s important to use digital 

translation tools but how you use them and how much and for what” needs to be 

addressed. “I think it’s good if they need to know a word”. Other teachers agree with this 

saying: 

Elsa: - “I don’t encourage [the use of digital translation tools] but rather than get stuck 

I want them to use them”. 

Liz: - “I think sometimes I try to encourage them if they want to, for example, learn 

new words and they don’t have to ask me or a friend every time ... they can Google it. 

… You can use it to learn new words and to improve language and in this way I think 

it is very good to use”. 

Liz: - “Mostly if they could choose themselves, most of them would choose Google 

Translate. Sometimes I encourage it and they are used to using Google Translate, but 

I think it’s not the best dictionary online. I can give them examples of other pages they 

can go and use, for example Lexin.nu ... And I sometimes use a Swedish page, tyda.se 

… there are lots of online dictionaries you could use ... Sometimes I show them others 

just to show that there are others” (Liz). 

The teachers are in agreement that digital translation tools should be integrated into the 

English language classroom. Wilma summarised it well with her comment that they are 

“a very good way for finding new words both when you don’t have the English word for 

your Swedish, but also if you have an English word, you can use it and see if you can find 

another English word”. Despite teachers’ attempts to get students to use online 

dictionaries, Liz commented that “they just fell back into Google Translate” and this was 
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further confirmed by Sally saying, “I have tried [to teach them other tools] but they just 

love Google Translate”.  

Looking beyond the classroom to the students’ future, Elsa stresses the importance of 

digital translation tools in the working environment, especially when conversing with 

customers who have a different language from you. Through using digital translation 

tools, the translation is immediate and thus reduces the risk of being misunderstood. She 

says “[T]his is the future that all students will meet. I want them to be familiar with the 

tools but I also want them to have knowledge of the language”. 

There appears to be little doubt among the teachers that Google Translate is the preferred 

tool of the students and as such it needs to be a part of the English language classroom. 

Liz made the point that: 

 

“they use it even if I don’t teach them. They need to use it by  

themselves, for example when they encounter words in their spare  

time … and also after school they will use it so … they wouldn’t  

understand if they couldn’t use it at school … They need to learn for 

life”.  

Conclusion 

This question generated considerably more discussion during the interviews compared 

with the other two research question discussions and, consequently, more themes were 

identified. This could be suggestive of an increase in use of computers during class time, 

as schools work to fulfil the digitalisation requirements of the revised curriculum 

(Swedish National Agency for Education, 2018), in addition to teachers becoming more 

aware of the possibilities and challenges which accompany this.  

 

All teachers agree that digital translation tools play an important role in reading 

comprehension, where they enable students to understand words, and in written 

assignments, where they can help with spelling and learning new words. They do, 

however, stress the need for digital translation tools to be used correctly. In order to 

understand the strengths and weaknesses of digital translation tools some teachers have 

started to incorporate digital translation exercises into their teaching. They consider it to 
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be a valuable exercise which needs to be done from time to time. The upper secondary 

school teachers consider their students capable of critically analysing digital translations. 

They say it is easier for those students with a high standard of English, but even for the 

weaker students, once they understand the need to be careful, they too start to exhibit 

these skills to the best of their knowledge and ability. Lower secondary school teachers 

consider that many of their students do not have this ability. They perceive many of their 

students to have poor language skills and that they do not know how to express 

themselves. One reason they give for this is that today’s students read too little so they 

are struggling to build up a good vocabulary.  

 

All teachers agree that, as teachers, they have an obligation to work with students to help 

instil good morals, which now also includes helping students develop good moral and 

ethical practices in the field of digitalisation, and, as this study shows, this includes the 

use of digital translation tools. Wilma, however, pointed out that as no specific school level 

is taking responsibility to teach this, probably nobody is doing it! Similarly, all teachers 

consider that students should be developing good practices before they reach their class, 

which, they say, is not happening. To overcome this, teachers suggest students should go 

on courses where they are taught good practices. One teacher suggested that this should 

form part of the contract students enter with the school to receive their computers. 

 

Discussions around whether digital translation tools can be considered a form of cheating 

revealed that all teachers agree that as long as they give students permission to use digital 

translation tools for the assignment and if they are using them correctly, it is not cheating. 

In situations where teachers allow the use of digital translation tools they are seen as a 

help tool. There are some situations, however, where the teachers do consider their use 

to be cheating, for example, writing an assignment in Swedish then putting it through 

Google Translate in to English then handing it in. But as Liz says, perhaps students think 

they can cheat but “they have to be better at English first”.  

 

Closely related to student competencies, discussed above, is how self-confident students 

are with their English language abilities. The teachers perceive that many students are 

lacking self-confidence. Knowing that it is part of the language learning process to make 

mistakes, all teachers agree that they need to encourage students to use their own words, 
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to help them find the right words to use and to expose them to as much English as possible. 

All agree that for students who lack self-confidence and/or who are weak in English, 

digital translation tools will not really help them to learn.  

 

The frequent use of digital translation tools means that teachers have to try to regulate 

their use. In test situations, for example, digital test platforms such as Exam.net, 

DigiExam.com, ChromEx are being used so that students cannot access digital translation 

tools. During lessons, most of the teachers would prefer their students to use online 

dictionaries and thesauruses but all agree that Google Translate is the students preferred 

choice and, while they don’t necessarily encourage its use, they would rather the students 

use it than get stuck. Furthermore, all teachers agree that digital translation tools should 

be integrated into the English language classroom.  

 

In what ways do teachers perceive the use of digital translation tools impacting on 

English language learning outcomes?  

The themes identified in answer to this question are:- 

x Quality of work produced – comparing work produced with the help of digital 

translation tools with work produced solely by the student 

x The general standard of English - whether digital translation tools are 

contributing to a higher, or lower, standard of English within the secondary school 

student population. 

x  

Quality of work produced 

Digital translation tools have both a positive and a negative effect on the quality of work 

produced by students. Elsa commented, and most of the teachers agree, that “students 

who are really good at English are good at using these tools … good at critically thinking, 

they can see where things are wrong”. According to Liz, these students “can analyse texts, 

they can see if they have translated something properly or they can search for words... 

some of them are a bit critical about their own English and the way they use words”, which 

also helps maintain a good standard. Likewise, Wilma says that the quality of work can be 

maintained 
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“ because it’s much quicker to have this type of tool. I’ve always 

worked a lot with dictionaries to look up words and try to say ‘… I 

won’t tell you the word, you can ask a friend but otherwise you can 

use a dictionary’. Now it’s much easier to say that because it’s quite 

quick to look it up … it’s easier to make them look for new words”. 

On the other hand, Elsa considers “the weaker students, unfortunately for them … are 

weaker because of the digital translation tools”. This is further illustrated by Wilma’s 

comment:  

 

“there are some students who, when they have the possibility 

to use digital translation tools, try to find more difficult words and 

then they get to some strange level where you have words that don’t 

fit the context …”. 

  

Elsa went on to say that “those who are on the lower level often they have their language 

turn out simpler because they haven’t achieved the vocabulary to use”.  

 

The discussion concerning the quality of work produced today by students when not 

using digital translation tools resulted in an agreement that for many students they 

produced a poorer quality of work. Comments include: 

 

Kim: - “In year 7, for me, it is a lot worse because of their uncertainty and their lack of 

confidence in their abilities”.  

 

Frida: - “When they write they tend to use the same words over and over again … If they 

don’t use any dictionaries or digital translation tools it is of a lower standard”.  

 

Sally: - “What I see mostly when they haven’t used any help is the spelling”.  

 

Ben: - “A lot of my students can speak quite good English but they cannot write it down 

... reading is the part most students actually understand … but when it comes to 
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writing, where they have to actually produce something, then they become really 

insecure and they don’t know how it sounds, spells ...”. 

 

The quality of work produced does, of course, “depend on other things too which impact 

on their use of English, not just digital translation tools” according to Liz, however, Elsa 

says digital translation tools “have probably helped them to get better”. She makes an 

interesting observation, saying that “during my years as a teacher, students have become 

better and better at English. They are so good now ... so I have to rethink how I teach 

English … I’m teaching at a totally different level now”.  

 

General standard of today’s English 

Perceptions are mixed concerning the effect digital translation tools are having on the 

standard of English being produced. Comments include: 

 

Ben: - “A lot of the time they just copy-paste so I don’t think they actually know what 

they are translating ... They just fully trust digital translation tools to do the work for 

them … I think they produce but they have no idea what they are producing”.  

 

Frida: - “If they want to improve themselves, the standard is getting better ... but if they 

have an assignment they just want to finish off because they want a break in thirty 

minutes … then they are not doing good work”.  

Ella: - “I think when they use them it’s only helping them. They are not using them as a 

crutch. I don’t think they are using them to cheat, if they are, there is only a few of them 

that are doing that”.  

Liz: - “I’m not sure. Maybe it’s not so good for those who are less willing to learn more 

English and they think this is an easy way to do it ... but for many it’s an easy way to 

look up words when you don’t understand a word and you learn more”.   

Elsa: - “I think they have a higher standard of English but I also think that the best 

students of English are a lot better than they were twenty years ago. I also see a larger 

gap between the stronger and the weaker students”.  
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All teachers agree, however, that digital translation tools can make language learning 

easier, if used correctly. Conversely, a lack of interest or a lack of knowledge of how to use 

digital translation tools can affect language learning. Elsa illustrated this by describing 

one of her students who is struggling with English, she is not at all interested in watching 

films, in playing computer games and other online games, nor is she interested in reading. 

In her spare time she is outside all the time playing sports. Elsa considers this to be “such 

a shame because she feels it and she’s a good student and of course it’s a problem for her 

in school …. She has no interest in [English]”. 

Conclusion 

The general perception is that students who are strong in English are strong with or 

without the help of digital translation tools. Conversely, students who are weaker in 

English are not necessarily being helped by using digital translation tools; in fact, several 

teachers consider them to be weaker because of them. Teachers are finding that when 

students are not using digital translating tools, or spell check, there are a lot more spelling 

and grammar mistakes in their writing. There are however, mixed perceptions on how, or 

if, digital translation tools have affected students’ understanding and production of 

English. Many teachers say that using digital translation tools help students produce a 

better quality of work, while other teachers do not, especially in the younger grades where 

many students are uncertain of their English and lack confidence in their abilities. 

In a more general context, teachers’ perceptions are mixed concerning the effect digital 

translation tools are having on the standard of English produced today. There are some 

students who copy-paste, displaying total trust in the digital translation tools, so for them 

their standard is digitally produced. There are those students who want to get the work 

done in the quickest way possible thus making the use of digital translation tools the 

easiest way of achieving this. For them, their standard is also digitally produced. For those 

students, however, who want to improve their word power, grammar and so on, digital 

translation tools can be very helpful and, in this way, they can contribute to a better 

standard of English being produced. 
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Discussion 
The purpose of this research was to contribute to the knowledge concerning the role 

digital translation tools have in the teaching and learning of English at secondary school 

level. It has shown that digital translation tools are widely used in the English language 

classroom and that teachers perceive a number of possibilities and challenges associated 

with this use and the impact it can have on English language learning outcomes. These 

findings will now be discussed in relation to the purpose and research questions of this 

study as well as to what was presented in the Background section of this report. 

 

The perceptions of the teachers who were interviewed concur with the literature that 

students are using digital translation tools for a variety of reasons, for example, because 

they are efficient (Larson-Guenette, 2013), students lack the time, energy or even 

language skills to use other resources (McCarthy, 2004). Furthermore, whether the use of 

digital translation tools is overt or covert, the teachers perceive it to be occurring more 

frequently and while it is not necessarily encouraged by them, they would rather students 

use them than be unable to complete an assignment. The flip side of using digital 

translation tools is what students are actually using them for. Again, the teachers’ 

comments support the existing literature that use ranges from translating single words, 

to sentences, to paragraphs, to blocks of text. Ben’s comment that 90% of his students 

have Google Translate open during his English classes, suggests that English teachers 

should now accept the use of digital translation tools as the norm, a regular feature in the 

language classroom, particularly in schools with one to one computers.  

 

Of further interest regarding the use of digital translation tools was a comment made by 

Kim when speaking about some of her year 7 students. She perceived that the students 

need to reassure themselves that they are correct so check their work with Google 

Translate. This was also suggested by Briggs (2008) in his study of Korean university 

students; however, the difference between Brigg’s study and Kim’s comment is that Kim 

perceives her students as having total trust in Google Translate, whereas Brigg’s students 

did not. This, together with the increasing use of digital translations tools, raises some 

serious pedagogical questions in how best to teach language in the digital age, and to 

which I will return later in this discussion. 
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The integration of digital translation tools into the language classroom, which the teachers in 

this study support, comes with a number of challenges as well as possibilities. The greatest 

challenge for English teachers in the lower secondary schools appears to be how to get students 

to understand and/or accept that digital translation tools are there to help them, not to do the 

work for them. This, according to the teachers, is particularly true for those who are weaker in 

English. As reported by the teachers, this can be addressed in two ways: firstly, by teaching 

students the possibilities digital translation tools offer as well as their limitations, and secondly, 

by educating students in the area of good practice. Good practices, as stated in the Results 

section, are the ethical considerations involved in using digital translation tools, for example 

cheating. I consider it to be the responsibility of both teachers and parents to teach and reinforce 

good practices throughout the students’ education process. Furthermore, as previously 

discussed, the Swedish National Agency for Education states that it is the school’s 

responsibility to give students “the opportunity to develop a critical, responsible attitude 

towards digital technology, so that they can see opportunities and understand risks, and also be 

able to evaluate information” (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2018, p. 8). For 

whatever reason students turn to digital translation tools, as an English teacher it as my 

responsibility to help them understand that they should not necessarily accept the translation at 

face value as errors do occur. In fact, Liz made a comment that perhaps you can never say that 

something is correctly translated but it is just one version of it. 

 

During the interviews with the teachers, some good interventions were discussed for 

improving students’ abilities to be critical and analytical and thus help meet the 

development of digital competencies as set out in the school curriculum (Swedish 

National Agency for Education, 2018). Examples included using digital translation tools 

as teaching tools by working with incorrect translations, or assessing what areas students 

are translating most, such as grammar or verbs, and working more with them offline. 

What became evident from the teachers’ comments, and from my own experience, is that 

students are perhaps not aware that the teachers regard written exercises produced 

predominantly with the help of digital translation tools to have no intrinsic value to them. 

Such exercises do not show how a student has progressed in language learning and for 

this reason they regulate the use of digital translation tools more and more, by using 

digital platforms where students cannot access such tools. But are we, as English teachers, 

over reacting to the use of digital translation tools? The teachers perceive those students 
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who are strong in English to be strong regardless of whether they use digital translation 

tools or not. Likewise, they perceive that students who are weaker in English tend not to 

be helped by them. I, however, was pleasantly surprised when one of my year 8 students, 

who is weak in English and relies heavily on Google translate, was able to produce a text 

to E level standard when he wrote in Exam.net, suggesting he may, in fact, be learning 

from using the digital translation tools.  

 

From a pedagogical point of view, there is an inherent dilemma in the use of digital 

translation tools and the impact they may be having on the teaching of English. If teachers 

accept that digital translation tools are today’s dictionaries then time must be spent 

developing skills to critically analyse translations. Contrary to Josefsson (2011) pointing 

out that students are more interested in using digital translation tools to give meaning 

and understanding, not for grammatical accuracy, it is this grammatical accuracy and all 

it entails that, in my opinion, is essential to understand in order to maximise the 

possibilities offered by digital translation tools. However, it is difficult to teach students 

to critically analyse translations if they do not have the language skills to see the errors. 

Furthermore, it is difficult for students to improve their language skills if they are 

constantly using digital translation tools. It can also be argued, however, that the students’ 

use of digital translation tools is a strategy to facilitate understanding and to improve 

interaction, which is a knowledge requirement contributing to a final grade in year 9 

English (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2018). In other words, the use of digital 

translation tools is indirectly endorsed by the Swedish National Agency for Education. I 

consider it essential that we English teachers, especially in the lower grades, limit the 

amount of use of digital translation tools and ensure we continue to work with the basics 

of learning a language. Once students have the basic knowledge they can start to progress 

their learning skills, which, in turn, gives them the confidence to work with more 

challenging material. This means they can work towards a higher standard and ultimately 

receive a higher grade at the end of year 9. However, as Prensky (2001) suggests, students 

are thinking and processing information differently because of their seemingly constant 

interaction with their digital world, and this raises questions of how best to teach in 

today’s English language classroom. From my experience, digital translation tools, or 

more specifically Google Translate, is only one of the many learning tools available to help 

students learn English as it is limited in what it can teach. Unfortunately, it is the one 
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students are the most motivated to use. The challenge now is for English teachers to 

motivate students to want to use some of the more traditional ‘tried and true’ didactics to 

compliment digitalisation and help address the issues of self-confidence and avert 

possible dependencies on digital translation tools.  

 

One of the main concerns that sparked this study was whether the seeming increase in 

the use of digital translation tools was having an effect on the standard of English being 

produced by students. One answer this study can offer is that for students who can 

critically analyse translations, digital translation tools are a means of helping with their 

vocabulary, spelling and even grammar, which ultimately affects the standard of their 

work. However, for those students who are weaker in English and/or are not particularly 

motivated to improve their English, the digital translation tools are having little effect on 

the standard of the work they produce. A comment made by Elsa, which I also have noted 

in recent years, is that during her 21 years of teaching she perceives the standard of 

English in general is getting better but she also noted that the gap between the stronger 

and weaker students is getting larger. One can speculate that this is a result of the students 

digital activities, much of which is English based. 

 

To close this discussion I would like to return to the quote from Burnett (2016) which I 

used in the introduction concerning how digitalisation is changing what students know 

and do and thus what they need to know and do. I argue that in the context of language 

learning, students do not always know what they need to know so time, patience and 

innovative thinking are required to help guide them in their successful use of digital 

translation tools. 

 

Future research 

This study has shown that lower secondary school teachers are concerned over students’ 

apparent dependency on digital translation tools. Coupled with this is also a concern that 

many students lack self confidence in their English abilities. The latter is an area for 

further research in itself; however, in order to look at the possibility of dependency, 

research needs to look more deeply into students’ digital translation tool habits at an early 

age. As more and more students at a younger age are accessing information from the 

internet they are trying to make sense of a level of English which is beyond their 
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understanding, so it is perhaps no surprise that they resort to digital translation tools. 

Questions concerning in what grade they are using them for the first time and why, and 

whether they are using them outside of school and why, may yield valuable information 

which can later be utilised in the English language classroom.  

 

A further area of concern suggested by this study is the relevance of the English 

knowledge requirements, as set out in the school curriculum, in our digital age. As stated 

earlier, digital translation tools are here to stay and this changes how language is learnt, 

so perhaps it is time to revise the knowledge requirements to reflect the needs of today’s 

students.  
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Appendix 1 Cover letters 

Cover letter - Group 

Dear colleague,                                                                                            5th March 2019 

Will you take part in my study? 

My name is Shona Lidström and I am currently completing my final term of pedagogical 
studies for my teaching qualification with the VAL-project, Umeå University. To meet the 
requirements of this course I am conducting a study which I will present, in written 
form, to the university. 

The aim of my study is to investigate teachers’ perceptions of the role digital translation 
tools play in the teaching and learning of English.  

As a participant in this study you will be interviewed in a small group. The interview is 
expected to take 45 to 60 minutes and it will be recorded. All information obtained will 
be confidential and you will remain anonymous in the final report. When the study is 
completed and accepted it will be available in DiVA database at which point the 
recordings and transcripts will be destroyed. Unless you have any objection, the 
interview will be conducted in English. 

Participation in this study is voluntary and you may withdraw at any time, without 
discussion. 

If you agree to participate in this study can you please let me know by 13th March I will 
then contact you to arrange an interview time, for later in March, that suits your 
schedule. 

If you have any questions concerning this study please do not hesitate to contact me or 
my supervisor. 

Kind regards, 
 
Shona Lidström    Lars Häll 
Student     Supervisor 
shli0003@student.umu.se   lars.hall@umu.se 
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Cover letter - Individual 

Dear colleague,     5th March 2019 

Will you take part in my study? 

My name is Shona Lidström and I am currently completing my final term of pedagogical 
studies for my teaching qualification with the VAL-project, Umeå University. To meet the 
requirements of this course I am conducting a study that I will present, in written form, 
to the university. 

The aim of my study is to investigate teachers’ perceptions of the role digital translation 
tools play in the teaching and learning of English.  

As a participant in this study, you will be invited to take part in a telephone interview. 
The interview is expected to take 30 minutes and it will be recorded. All information 
obtained will be confidential and you will remain anonymous in the final report. When 
the study is completed and accepted, it will be available in DiVA database at which point 
the recordings and transcripts will be destroyed. Unless you have any objection, the 
interview will be conducted in English. 

Participation in this study is voluntary and you may withdraw at any time, without 
discussion. 

If you agree to participate in this study can you please let me know by 13th March I will 
then contact you to arrange an interview time, for later in March, that suits your 
schedule. 

If you have any questions concerning this study, please do not hesitate to contact me, or 
my supervisor. 

Kind regards, 

 
Shona Lidström    Lars Häll 
Student     Supervisor 
shli0003@student.umu.se   lars.hall@umu.se 
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Appendix 2. Interview guide 

Aim and research questions 

The general aim of this research is to investigate what role digital translation tools have in the 
teaching and learning of English at secondary school level.  

The specific aim of this research is to answer the questions: 

x To what purpose and extent do teachers’ see students using digital translation tools 
(DTT) during English lessons? 

x What possibilities and challenges do teachers see with students using digital 
translation tools when working on English assignments, both in, and outside of, the 
classroom? 

x In what way do teachers perceive the use of digital translation tools impacting on 
English language learning outcomes? 
 

Specific question Follow -up questions 

Introduction - How long have you worked as a teacher? 

- What level of English do you teach? 

- Do your students have one to one computers? 
If so, are they provided by the school or 
private? 

To what purpose and extent do teachers’ see 
students using digital translation tools (DTT) 
during English lessons? 

- How aware are you of the use of DTT during 
lessons? 

- How often do your students use DTT? 

- To what end do the students use them? 

- Why do you think the students use them? 

- How important is it that you are aware of 
their use? 

- What strategies do you use to regulate the 
use of DTT, both inside and outside the 
classroom? Why do you use them? 

- Do you encourage the use of DTT? Why? Why 
not? 

- What tools do you encourage? Why? 

- How should the language classroom treat 
their use – prohibit, integrate?  
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What possibilities and challenges do teachers 
see with using DTT during English lessons? 

- How do you think DTT fit into the L2 reading 
comprehension and writing processes? 

- Have you thought to use DTT in class 
exercises to show their strengths and 
weaknesses? 

- Do students have the ability to be critical and 
analytical of translations? Why? Why not? 

- How competent are students in critically 
analysing a translation? 

- How do you resolve grammar and spelling 
issues giving rise to an incorrect translation? 

- How do you develop students’ competencies 
to critically analyse a translation? 

- Do you consider the use of DTT to be a form 
of cheating and/or plagiarism? 

- Who should be responsible for teaching 
students good ethical and moral practices 
when using DTT? 

- How can you encourage good DTT practices? 

- How do you develop student confidence in 
their own abilities so that they use DTT less? 

In what ways do you perceive the use of DTT 
impacting on English language learning 
outcomes? 

- When you use strategies to regulate the use 
of DTT, or even make DTT unavailable, what 
differences do you see in the quality of work 
produced? 

- How has the use of DTT changed the way 
students understand and produce English? 

- What effect, generally speaking, do you see 
DTT as having on the standard of English being 
produced today? 

- Are DTT preventing language acquisition? 
Explain. 

 

 

 


