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The global influence of English has significantly shaped the ethnoscape of higher
education (HE), particularly in Anglophone countries like the UK or US. Universities
increasingly seek to attract students from around the world, which is commonly known as
the internationalisation of HE. This shift has made English — more specifically, academic
English — the lingua franca of academia, both within Anglophone contexts and the global
academic communities, thereby reinforcing the importance of English for academic purpose
(EAP). For all students and scholars, communicating effectively in this lingua franca is vital for
the success of their careers.

EAP encompasses not only the written modality, but also interactive oral
communication through seminars, tutorials and other face-to-face communicative acts. Such
necessity places an additional burden on students who lack proficiency or confidence in
English. Consequently, support from EAP modules has become an essential component to
help these students succeed in the English-dominated academic environment. Concurrent to
this growing demand for language support, machine translation (MT) and speech-to-text
interpretation (STTI) applications have emerged to bridge language gaps. These technologies,
such as Google Translate [https://translate.google.com/] and Youdao Translation
[https://fanyi.youdao.com/], have evolved to cater to these students by translating academic
texts, transcribing lectures, and even assisting in real-time interactions such as seminars or
tutorials. Their wide availability has made these tools almost standard practice among many
students who feel they can benefit from the additional help or who lack the confidence to
engage without them. However, the technology has not always been used with the
awareness and criticality commensurate with the required academic rigour. A probable
reason is students’ lack of realistic expectation of the translation quality and naivety about
the complexity and nuance of the ideas they will encounter. Anecdotally, instructors have
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found themselves reading suspicious submissions, either with language being unidiomatic or
showing signs of mistranslation, when students are not aware of the low quality of the
translation output. An example of this shared by a colleague described a student writing
about ‘Doujinshi’ or the self-publication of art books and comics. The student inadvertently
mistranslated the term from Chinese into English which resulted in an essay about
homoerotic works, resulting in deeply confusing statements such as ‘Therefore, animation
copyright holders are generally very tolerant of homoerotic works and accept the reasonable
existence of homoerotic works’ (used with permission). Therefore, we aim to reflect on the
use of MT and STTI applications from the perspective of language learners to better
understand their challenge, without any presumption or prejudice against these tools. In the
larger context of artificial intelligence (Al) abuse in academic contexts, this article reflects on
a cross-institutional workshop for HE practitioners we hosted, which addressed issues
around the use of MT and STTI applications.

Previous studies on the use of MT by HE students have primarily focussed on views of
students’ use of STTI applications, often framing the use as a tool for students to avoid doing
their own work (Grove & Mundt, 2021; Paterson, 2023). However, studies appear to
prioritise the views of instructors over those of students (Jolley & Maimone, 2015).
Regardless of the issues in academic integrity, it would be conducive to learn about students’
motivations, even if practitioners deem the use problematic. For practitioners who are not in
principle against the use of MT or STTI tools, it is then even more important to understand
students’ motivations, in order to better assist them and avoid abuse of the technology.

To explore the use of STTI applications from the students’ perspective, we hosted a
workshop with the aim to help practitioners understand STTI applications with first-hand
experience and the potential problems arising from using STTI applications. The workshop
was hosted at a university in the UK, as a part of a talk series for education professionals in
HE. Most participants of the event were EAP teachers or practitioners that held
student-facing positions, such as academic literacy support staff members who are based in
academic departments, language centres and libraries. The workshop consists of three parts:

(a) Theoretical lead-in activity using Searle’s ‘Chinese Room’ thought experiment
(b) Group translation activity from Chinese to English
(c) Reflective discussion on the usefulness of MT/STTI for language learners

We began with a lead-in activity which introduced John Searle’s ‘Chinese Room’ thought
experiment (Searle, 1980; Cole, 2023). In this fictional ‘Chinese Room’, an English-speaking
operator with no knowledge of the Chinese language is placed in a room with a set of rules
for manipulating Chinese characters. Despite the absence of relevant linguistic knowledge,
the operator can produce appropriate responses by following the rules. In this activity,
participants were guided through the implications of the thought experiment, which
highlighted how the Chinese Room is analogous to MT applications and their users. The
activity set the stage for a discussion on modern MT/STTI applications, as well as the
ubiquitous use of generative Al. Most participants agreed that the operator alone did not
qualify as ‘knowing Chinese’ in this case, despite the functional appearance to a service user
outside of the Chinese Room. By the same logic, it is difficult to justify that a user of a
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translation application can be seen as possessing knowledge of the target language.
Participants were prepared to critically engage with the subsequent activities through the
highlighting of the limitations and potential of MT/STTI applications.

In the second part, we guided participants to replicate the Chinese Room experiment.
They were tasked with a Chinese-to-English translation of two sentences provided by us. The
sentences were from a non-expert academic context and a specialist (biomedical) context,
respectively. Participants were provided with a set of phrase-for-phrase slips in print to
replicate the Chinese Room within their own group. As such, the activity required
participants to analyse the plausible meaning of the intended sentences and collaboratively
decide on the most accurate and contextually appropriate response. The hands-on exercise
therefore highlighted the complexity of translation (despite the highly controlled sentences
to ensure the tasks can be done within the scheduled time). In the process, participants were
prompted to try to understand how students who find academic English challenging would
feel in their everyday academic life.

The third part was a reflective discussion focussing on the effectiveness and usefulness
of STTI applications for the language learners. Following the manual translation activity,
participants were introduced to some STTI applications that are popular among students,
(e.g. Deepl [https://www.deepl.com/en/translator], Otter [https://otter.ai/], T KBTI EH R

iFlyRec [https://fanyi.iflyrec.com/], ErIME Caiyun Translator
[https://fanyi.caiyunapp.com/], and BEFNZE Youdao Translate

[https://fanyi.youdao.com/]), as well as some inherent, linguistic considerations in using STTI
applications. Drawing on participants’ own experience in translating the two sentences, we
asked the participants to compare how different contexts and levels of difficulty of the
sentences pose challenges to translation. The discussion was also extended to how such
differences may affect pedagogical practice, and students’ language learning.

The workshop underscored the complex relationship between language learning and
the increasing reliance on MT and STTI applications. As educators and language practitioners,
it is crucial to engage in self-reflection and recognise the challenges experienced by students,
such as the perceived difficulty of academic English tempting students to engage in (mis)use
of MT. This can be further perpetuated by the (sometimes false) promise of technology. Even
prior to the age of MT, the translation learning method (i.e. coming up with the text in one’s
first language, then manually translating into English) has been used by students, despite
instructors’ insistence otherwise. Whilst there is growing acceptance of MT for reading and
writing (Groves & Mundt, 2021) STTI use is still seen as problematic by some academics. It is
therefore necessary to step into students’ shoes and understand students’ genuine concerns,
rather than labelling or dismissing the practice as unethical. At the same time, this
awareness is not about endorsing technology uncritically, but about acknowledging students’
pressure and source of anxiety when they seek out for shortcuts without thinking about the
limitations and pitfalls of these tools. Workshops such as the one detailed above provide
practitioners a non-judgemental space to engage in exploration of these topics and share
practices in managing student critical understanding and application of MT in academic
contexts. More crucially for us as EAP practitioners that work extensively with students who
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feel unconfident about their English, such workshops signal current attitudes to and
awareness of MT in HE.

Several key issues were highlighted that practitioners need to be mindful of when
considering the role of MT/STTI in language learning. One significant concern is the
instantaneity from speakers that cannot be replaced by these tools. In our personal teaching
contexts, students working in lab or practice-based environments often need to
communicate in oral English, where their hands are otherwise engaged, cannot handle
devices, or when health and safety is a concern. In arts programmes, live performance and
design critiques (also known as ‘crits’ sessions) inherently rely on instantaneous responses
directly from the participants. As such, it is only reasonable for students to develop their
interactive skills in English. For practitioners and educators, it is important to articulate these
critical scenarios to students, as part of a better effort to convince them why the ability to
communicate in English spontaneously remains an essential skill, no matter how well the
technology works.

Additionally, the workshop also highlighted the critical issue that, in arts and humanities
education, language itself is often inseparable from the content. In these disciplines, the
ability to use language to articulate one’s ideas, critiques and argumentation is an integral
component of the scholarship. Consequently, the ability to formulate one’s voice is in and of
itself one of the skills to be acquired by students. Students in these disciplines are therefore
expected to perform beyond the ‘functional proficiency’ (i.e. engaging in conversations at a
superficial level), to use the Chinese Room as an analogy. Such expectations should be
communicated expressly to students, alongside strategies that can facilitate achieving these
goals. Although these issues were not surprising to our participants, it was through the
discussion session that our participants realised the significance of principled needs analysis
and consideration of MT, as well as the lack of thorough consideration to embed MT and STTI
tools as integral parts in current EAP practices.

Looking forward, we would like to encourage practitioners to embrace the potential of
MT/STTI applications, while remaining critical or even vigilant to the usage and limitations. A
practical way to implement this idea is to continuously engage with novel technologies with
curiosity and open-mindedness, in a similar fashion to how the workshop participants
engaged with a ‘Chinese Room’ translation task. Moreover, we urge practitioners to engage
in these discussions with their students and to learn about their MT practices to better
understand their motivations. In addition to seeing the limitations, educators can also better
adapt their teaching practice to facilitate students’ learning. That is, educators can help
students navigate the complexities of academic environments with greater confidence and
independence, thereby equipping them with the skills necessary to their academic success.
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