
Online translation as friend, not foe: using online 
translations as parallel texts to access literature for 
modern language learning

Ulrike Bavendiek

University of Liverpool

InnoConf 20 

Innovative Teaching and Learning at University Conference



The activities

First year module Language Awareness - introduction 
to linguistics for language learners

Final lecture: Pitfalls of translation

Literary text + machine translation to analyse and 
discuss language

Machine translations are used as parallel text  (Veronis 
2000)



The learning activity



The learning activity

Students receive a text in the target language alongside its GT translation in 
English

They are asked to analyse the machine translation critically. They’re asked to

• identify poor or wrong translations;

• suggest better translation choices;

• reflect on the poor translations in an assessed commentary;

(which textual features are difficult to translate for GT?)

• evaluate the overall translation and the efficiency of GT as a translation 
tool.



Aims of the activity

1. Foster engagement with and awareness of language (knowledge 
about language and noticing);

2. Enable learners to access literary texts for their language learning;

3. Raise awareness of the advantages and problems of using machine 
translations,  teach effective use of translation tools.



1. Why awareness of language?

The Association for Language Awareness defines language awareness 
as explicit knowledge about language, and conscious perception and 
sensitivity in language learning, language teaching and language use.

Association for Language Awareness



2. Why literature for language learning?

• Literary texts are authentic . They  counteract the decontextualization  of the foreign language classroom 
that often comes with the mundane and decontextualized controlled input (Widdowson 1998);

• Literary texts are motivating and interesting, since the aesthetic quality of literary texts invites and rewards 
the close reading and deep engagement with the text;

• Literature is a set of texts […] whose purpose includes, but extends beyond, communication, in which 
language itself is as much a part of the end product as is the content.

Kusch 2016: 3-4

• Literary dialogues exhibit features which are closer to authentic language use than scripted textbook texts;

Jones and Oakey 2019

• Literary texts often deal with the interface between individuals and society, allowing an insight into social 
and cultural aspects of the target language community; 

• Fictional literary texts can invite students to adopt different viewpoints and  thus enhance intercultural 
awareness.

Almeida, Bavendiek and Biasini 2020:2

• There seems to be a link between literary reading and mental health and wellbeing.



3. Why machine translation?

Students use machine translations for their studies.

Have you ever used GT in the past? N=23

Yes 22

No 0

Not GT but another machine translation service 1

If you have used machine translations, what was/were the purpose/s? You can 
tick more than one answer.

N=23

At school, college or university 23

At work 1

Private 12



Coming-of-Age novel,  2010





Examples of student work 1

The learner notices the use of ‘lexical chunks’ or ‘pre-formed strings of words’ (Jones: 
114) and how they can contribute to meaning.

Underlines: Student’s own emphasis.

Source text Google translation Corrected translation Comment

… der Polizist schüttelt
den Kopf

… the policeman shakes 
the head

… the policeman shakes 
his head

Although the text has ‘den’, it 
makes sense to use ‘his’, as 
presumably does not have 
another head in his hand.



Examples of student work 2

The learner 

• pictures the situation and notices the implied conditional ‘they’d kill themselves…’ 

• notices colloquial youth language, tone, difference between British and American use, language 
change etc.

Source text Google translation Corrected translation Comment

Hahaha. Da lachen
die sich natürlich
kaputt. Und ich 
finde, es geht mir
schlecht genug, ich 
muss mich nicht
auch noch zum
Obst machen. 

Hahaha. Of course 
they are laughing. And 
I think,
I feel bad enough, I do 
not have to make a 
fruit. 

Hahaha. They’d kill 
themselves laughing. 
And I think to myself, I 
feel bad enough 
already without 
making a bigger tit of 
myself.

Untranslatable. So Google stays with ‘Obst’ 
= ‘fruit’, which conveys no meaning. An 
alternative might be, ‘without making 
things worse for myself’, but I think as this 
14 year-old has clearly used a colourful 
phrase with no explanation, a 
corresponding one in English is needed. The 
official (American) translation has ‘ass’, but 
a British teenager id unlikely to say this. 
Keeping with fruit, British English does have 
‘banana’ or ‘nana’, as in ‘I wouldn’t want to 
seem a total (ba)nana’, but this is 
somewhat dated now.



Examples of student work 3

The learner notices 

• obvious mistranslations (grammatically incorrect sentences) and 

• unidiomatic sentences.

Source text Google translation Corrected translation Comment

Unser Held hier will 
wissen, ob er einen
Anwalt braucht ! Guck 
dir das an. Blutet den 
ganzen Boden voll, pisst
sich in die Hosen wie ein
Weltmeister und – will 
seinen Anwalt sprechen ! 

Our Held here wants to 
know if he needs a 
lawyer! Look
look at that. Bloody the 
floor, pissing in the pants
like a champion and -
wants to talk to his 
lawyer! 

Our big hero here wants 
to know if he needs a 
Lawyer! Can you believe 
it? Bleeding all over the 
floor and pissing in his
pants like a world (-) 
champion, and he wants 
to know if he can talk to 
his Lawyer!

- Google has simply repeated 
the German word for ‘hero’

- ‘Blutet’ is a verb not an 
adjective

- ‘His’ makes it clear he is 
pissing in his own pants, not 
somebody else’s.



Results of the study

• Students engage critically with language and linguistic issues. Most 
students show good linguistic awareness.

• Most students agree that through the activity they develop their 
language awareness/metalinguistic knowledge.

Working with GT has helped me develop  my knowledge about language N = 21

Strongly agree 3

Agree 10

Neither agree nor disagree 6

Disagree 2

Strongly disagree 0



Results of the study

Students are more critical of Google translations and less likely to use 
them after the activity.

Example question: GT provides reliable translations with regard to 
context and cultural aspects. N=19 (paired questionnaires)

Pre-treatment 
questionnaire

Post-treatment 
questionnaire

Strongly agree 0 0

Agree 0 0

Neither agree nor disagree 2 2

Disagree 14 10

Strongly disagree 3 7



Results of the study

• ! Students engage with the target language text, but to a lesser 
degree.

• ! Most students engage little with the literary content of the text.

• ! Students don’t always appreciate the use of GT for accessing literary 
text.

I find GT useful to meaningfully engage with literary texts in the target language N = 21

Strongly agree 0

Agree 4

Neither agree nor disagree 7

Disagree 9

Strongly disagree 1



Suggested use of parallel text

1. Watch the film Why We Took the Car.



Suggested use of parallel text

2. Read the extract.

3. Correct the Google Translation where necessary.

4. Answer the questions in German.



Questions

1. Wie alt ist Maik Klingenberg?  (How old is Maik Klingenberg?)

2. Was müsste Maik jetzt sagen? (What should Maik say now?)

3. Kennt Maik einen guten Anwalt? (Does Maik know a good lawyer?)

…

1. Warum ist Maik auf der Polizeistation? (Why is Maik in the police station?)

2. Wer ist Tschick? (Who is Tschick?)

3. Was haben Maik und Tschick gemacht? (What did they do?)

4. Warum haben sie das gemacht? (Why did they do it?)

5. Wohin sind Maik und Tschick gefahren? (Where did they go?)

…

1. Würden Sie  ein solches Abenteuer erleben wollen? (Would you  enjoy an experience 
like that? Why? Why not?) 



Thank you!

For questions and information, please contact me 
U.Bavendiek@liverpool.ac.uk

Please visit us                        

https://www.liverpool.ac.uk/centre-for-language-excellence/

mailto:U.Bavendiek@liverpool.ac.uk
https://www.liverpool.ac.uk/centre-for-language-excellence/
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