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Abstract 

Machine translation (MT) of academic texts is a trending phenomenon in the higher 

education context. Globalisation and internationalisation have seen a massive number of 

foreign students being admitted into higher education in countries where they study in the 

second or target language. Some of these students find it challenging to write a good 

academic text in the second language (i.e., English in the case of the United Kingdom). As a 

remedy, they resort to translating their work from the source text (ST) to the target text (TT) 

using MT like Google or Bing translation. Although some research has shown that these 

devices can be beneficial, others have found that these devices are far from being perfect and 

can produce texts that distort the intended meaning. In addition, research into MT in 

educational contexts have overlooked the views of lecturers who are the ones that read and 

assess students’ texts. This study aimed to contribute to the literature on MT by sampling the 

views of four academics from four different universities in the North West of England, 

United Kingdom. The findings of this research revealed that lecturers were very critical of 

students’ usage of MT of academic texts. Among the reasons advanced for this rejection were 

that students were ‘lost in translation’ using MT, and that MT did not help non-English 

speaking students learn the language. Consequently, students can produce texts that could 

negatively affect their grades when assessed. This paper has made some policy 

recommendations to universities regarding the problems of MT and submitted suggestions for 

further research in this area.  

Keywords: machine translation, source text, target text, higher education, google translation  



 International Journal of Education 

ISSN 1948-5476 

2021, Vol. 13, No. 1 

http://ije.macrothink.org 53 

1. Introduction 

Translation is the changing of an original text, known as the source text (ST), from the source 

language (SL) into a different language known as the target language (TL) or target text (TT) 

(Munday, 2016). Thus, when translating a text from Spanish to English, for instance, the ST 

is Spanish, and the TT is English. The theory, practice, and writing on translation can be 

traced far back in recorded history. For example, Nida (1964) wrote on the science of 

translating, and the theory and practice of translation (Nida & Taber, 1969), Werner (1995) 

elucidated the concept of equivalence and the object of translation studies, while Pym (2007) 

examined the natural and directional equivalence in theories of translation. The writings of 

these scholars were largely focused on the ‘traditional’ form of translation done by human 

agents. With the advent of the computer and subsequently the internet, translation, and 

translation studies took a new twist, as both researchers and practitioners in the field adapt to 

the new reality. There is an increasing number of publications explaining the mechanics and 

operation of new technologies in this new environment (Bowker & Fisher, 2010; Munday, 

2016; Rensburg et al, 2012;). Examples of the new technological tools used for translation are 

Computer-assisted translation (CAT) and Machine translation (MT). Whilst CAT, which is 

mostly used by professional translators helps with the alignment of ST-TT pairs, MT tools 

can be used to generate automatic translations (Hartley, 2009), and are mostly used by non- 

professionals. Some of the most frequently used MT tools are free online instruments such as 

Bing translator, Google translate, and SYSTRAN (Hartley, 2009). In this paper, MT is 

examined as an individual practice at a non-professional level. 

Globalisation and internationalisation have seen a massive number of foreign students being 

admitted into higher education in countries where they study in the second or target language. 

To some students, writing a piece of academic essay in the target language can be very 

challenging. Thus, they may resort to machine translation like Google translate and Bing to 

change their texts from ST to TT. A few scholars (Lee & Briggs, 2021; Stander, 2020; 

Waddington, 2001) have studied the effects and impact of using machine translation, methods 

of evaluating, and strategies for helping students successfully use MT. These studies have 

overwhelming concentrated on the producers of the TT (i.e., the students), while neglecting 

the consumers of these texts (i.e., teachers or lecturers). This paper aims to add voice to the 

growing literature around student usage of MT by analysing the perspectives of four 

university lecturers in the UK on the use of machine translated texts by their students. 

Drawing on Bar-Hill (1959), Hatim and Munday (2004) assert that it is impossible for 

machines to replicate human translators as the former lacks real-world knowledge necessary 

for translation. Therefore, it is impossible for MT to reproduce the type of quality translation 

that a professional translator can produce. Some of the obstacles encountered by MT are 

sentences with multiple grammatical structures, uncertainty about what a pronoun refers to, 

words with multiple meanings, and other problems of grammar (Hatim & Munday, 2004; 

Kay, 1997). When students translate academic texts using MT and these problems emerge, 

their grades and consequently, their academic achievement could be adversely affected if the 

problems are not resolved. Two research questions were formulated to guide our 

understanding of lecturers’ perspective of the phenomenon of MT by students.  
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a. How does MT affect students’ academic writing? 

b. What can be done to redress the problems arising from students’ use of MT? 

 

2. Literature Review 

There are growing number of publications on the phenomenon of Machine translation made 

possible by modern technologies. A few of them that specifically focus on education are 

examined here. Groves and Mundt (2014) argue that MT will continue to improve and will 

have a profound positive influence for both students and academics. They reached this 

conclusion following a study where students were asked to submit an essay in their first 

language, and this was then translated into English through a web-based translation engine. 

After analysing the resulting English text for grammatical errors, they found that the MTs 

produced some errors. Despite these errors, the authors insisted that the level of accuracy 

from the MTs was approaching the minimum needed for university admission in many 

institutions (Groves & Mundt, 2014).  

Zhao et al. (2018) conducted a study on how to incorporate computer-supported collaborative 

learning into translation instruction. The study, which was conducted in China, examined the 

effects of using a social annotation tool to encourage student interaction during translation 

activities. They found that there was a positive impact on students’ learning when they work 

on their translations in a social annotation supported environment (Zhao et al, 2018). 

Similarly, Kallkvist (2013), found potential for student agency in her study of translation 

tasks performed in a Swedish university setting. The mixed-method study suggests that 

translation may have potential to engender student activity because of the relatively strong 

presence of student-initiated interaction. The teacher also employed translation to create a 

forum for student-centred discussions in the course.  

Furthermore, in a bid to help reduce plagiarism in a South African university, Stander (2020) 

conducted a study in which translation was employed as an intervention strategy. The study 

was intended to test whether translation would reduce plagiarism among first year university 

students. 73 BSc students who used English as a second language were sampled for the 

quantitative study. Students were asked to translate and then paraphrase texts in their own 

words which was later run through Turnitin for plagiarism detection. The author claimed that 

his findings proved that, if done correctly, translation (especially back translation) can 

facilitate text comprehension and consequently avoid plagiarism (Stander, 2020).  

Lee (2020) studied the impact of using MT on English as a Foreign Language (EFL) for 

students at a Korean university. Thirty-four students were sampled in a mixed-method 

approach. The students were asked to translate their ST writing into TT without the help of 

MT and then correct their TT writing using the MT translation for comparison. The findings 

suggest that MT helped to decrease lexical and grammatical errors and improved student 

revisions. The study also found that MT can be useful in language learning, but teachers must 

provide adequate guidance to students to mitigate its limitations. These findings seem to 

support that of Zanettin (2009) who conducted a similar study in Italy. In that research, 
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students were asked to revise an MT translation of a short text from an academic or 

journalistic source, and then write an essay explaining how they used corpora and corpus 

linguistics techniques to evaluate and revise the translation (Zanettin, 2009). The result of 

Zanettin’s study found that this method of using MT benefited language learners. 

Despite the many advantages of MT projected in the literature, studies have equally shown 

that MTs are far from being perfect (Groves & Mundt, 2014), as they still cannot produce 

error-free texts. Kay (1997) argued that no translation system can translate pronouns or any 

other isolated words, and that MT lacks knowledge of the real-world which is essential for 

effective translation. Despite its complexity, MT is still unable to handle all types of text 

reliably and accurately (Hatim & Munday, 2004), making human post-editing inevitable. 

Post-editing after MT itself is time-consuming and there has been a recent surge of interest in 

post-editing among the wider user community (O’Brien et al, 2014). Another major issue 

with machine translation is that of equivalence. This relates to equivalent items in specific 

ST-TT pairs and contexts (Werner, 1995). This is the relationship between source text and 

target text described in terms of their likeness, similitude, or sameness. Werner (1995) 

differentiates between five types of equivalence, namely:  

1. Denotative equivalence (also known as content variant) related to equivalence of the 

extralinguistic content of a text. 

2. Connotative equivalence (also known as stylistic equivalence) related to lexical choices, 

especially between near synonyms.  

3. Text-normative equivalence, related to text types, with different kinds of texts behaving in 

different ways.  

4. Pragmatic equivalence (also known as communicative equivalence) is oriented towards the 

receiver of the text or message. 

5. Formal equivalence (also referred to as expressive equivalence) related to the form and 

aesthetics of the text, includes wordplays and the individual stylistic features of the ST. 

(Werner, 1995, cited by Munday, 2016, p. 75). 

In addition to the equivalence issues, any good translation should be easy to read in the TT 

and the reader should hardly realise that he or she is reading a translated text. This “implies 

that all formulaic and idiomatic expressions should be rendered appropriately” (Poibeau, 

2017, p. 10). It is unimaginable that MT can navigate through these complex set equivalences, 

and therefore, safe to say that the objective of a fully automatic machine translation which 

can replace human translators remains elusive. If the goal MT is to obtain a quality of 

translation equivalent to that of a human being, then such a goal is still at its infancy. This is 

because the quality of a translation is related to the nature and complexity of the text to be 

translated (Poibeau, 2017) which is too hard to formalise for automatic systems. 
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3. Methodology 

The data for this paper were extracted from data collected for another study by the same 

researcher (i.e., Nchindia, 2020) which both constituted data for a pilot study. The original 

study involved five lecturers who spoke about their experiences in intercultural interaction 

with students in UK universities. 2400 words of data related to the phenomenon of students 

translating academic texts were retrieved which derived from four of the five interviewees.  

Three of the lecturers were male and one was female, all between the ages of 40 and 60 at the 

time of the interviews in 2018. One was originally from Britain and the other three from 

Commonwealth countries that speak English either as a first or a second language. They 

taught different subjects in four separate universities in the North West of England, United 

Kingdom. They taught law, nursing, construction engineering, and business management. For 

privacy and confidentiality, the names and university of the participants have been 

anonymised, and the names used herein are pseudonyms. Two of the four participants were 

recruited through convenience sampling, one through purposive sampling and one through 

snowballing. The convenience samples were available by virtue of their accessibility 

(Bryman, 2004). This implies that the sample was easily accessible, was a close friend to the 

researcher, and was readily available to participate. The purposive sample was selected in 

terms of criteria that allowed the research questions to be answered (Bryman 2016), and the 

privilege knowledge that the unit held about the topic. The snowballed sample was put in 

contact with the researcher by one of the already recruited participant (David and Sutton 

2004). Three interviews were conducted in the participants’ offices at the university while 

one was done at the participant’s home. All participants signed an informed consent form, 

prior to the interview, after reading the participant information sheet which gave details of the 

research. The interviews were audio-recorded, and the data was manually transcribed at the 

earliest opportunity. The transcripts were securely saved in a passworded protected account 

where only the researcher had access to. All ethical procedures were followed in line with the 

British Educational Research Association’s (BERA, 2018) guidelines, the Data Protection 

Act (1998), and the General Data Protection Regulations (GDPR, 2018). 

 

4. Data Analysis 

Table 1. Number of Coded References per Case 

Name Files References Modified on Modified by 

Dr Evelyn 1 11 26/01/2021 13:07 CN 

Dr Julius 1 16 26/01/2021 20:14 CN 

Dr Linus 1 14 26/01/2021 20:14 CN 

Prof. Felix 1 9 26/01/2021 14:09 CN 

 

Nvivo 12 software was employed for coding and thematic analysis. First, the transcript was 

uploaded to the software and themes emerged from the interpretation of the data as the 

coding process unfolded. Each of the four interviewees was coded as a ‘case’ and each 



 International Journal of Education 

ISSN 1948-5476 

2021, Vol. 13, No. 1 

http://ije.macrothink.org 57 

coding reference was associated with the case who provided that specific data. The table 

below shows the total number of references coded for each case. 

The ‘explore’ option of Nvivo was used to compare codes, compare cases, and conduct a 

cluster analysis. The comparison between codes and cases, using Pearson correlation 

coefficient revealed a significant, moderate, and poor correlation across cases as shown on 

the table below. The table below highlights a strong correlation between Dr Linus and Dr 

Evelyn as their coefficient value lies between 0.5 and 1. There was a moderate correlation 

between Prof. Felix and Dr Evelyn, Prof. Felix and Dr Linus, and Dr Julius and Dr Evelyn as 

their coefficient value were between 0.30 and 0.49. Lastly, there was a poor correlation in 

data between Dr Linus and Dr Julius, and Prof. Felix and Dr Julius as their coefficient value 

were below 0.29. This analysis points to a strong convergence in the opinions expressed by 

most of the interviewees which goes to strengthen the trustworthiness of the conclusions 

reached in this study. 

 

Table 2. Comparison across Cases Based on Coded Data 

Code A Code B Pearson correlation coefficient 

Cases\\Dr Linus Cases\\Dr Evelyn 0.538426 

Cases\\Prof. Felix Cases\\Dr Evelyn 0.452801 

Cases\\Prof. Felix Cases\\Dr Linus 0.427401 

Cases\\Dr Julius Cases\\Dr Evelyn 0.333104 

Cases\\Dr Linus Cases\\Dr Julius 0.289254 

Cases\\Prof. Felix Cases\\Dr Julius 0.244228 

 

A chart and a table were produced that classified coded themes and cases according to their 

percentage coverages. The figure and table below give a visual and tabula representation of 

all coded themes, cases, and percentage coverages of the data. The data indicate that in terms 

of quantity, Dr Julius and Dr Linus provided more data at 23.91% and 20.63% respectively, 

as compared to Dr Evelyn, 13.22% and Prof. Felix, 10.20%. The percentage coverages by 

themes are also indicated.  
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Figure 1. Chart Showing Coded Cases, Themes, and Percentages 

Table 3. Coded Themes, Cases, and Percentages 

Coding Percentage coverage 

Cases\\Dr Evelyn 13.22% 

Cases\\Dr Julius 23.91% 

Cases\\Dr Linus 20.63% 

Cases\\Prof. Felix 10.20% 

Codes\\Against translation 3.41% 

Codes\\English as pull factor for foreign students 2.67% 

Codes\\Institutional support 4.34% 

Codes\\Institutional support\Foundation route 3.05% 

Codes\\Institutional support\WISER unit 2.98% 

Codes\\Institutional support\Writing mentors in the library 2.72% 

Codes\\Personal support 2.92% 

Codes\\Personal support\Academic advising 2.48% 

Codes\\Problem of equivalence\Problems of translation-double tasks 2.20% 

Codes\\Problem of equivalence\Problems of translation-double 

tasks\Translated texts do not make sense 

2.59% 

Codes\\Problem of equivalence\Problems of translation-double 

tasks\Translated texts do not make sense\Translated texts are obvious 

2.20% 

Codes\\Rationale for learning English 3.95% 

Codes\\Reason for studying in the UK 2.67% 

Codes\\Reason for studying in the UK\direct English writing helps 2.59% 

Codes\\Thoughts and translation 3.35% 

Codes\\Translation bad for academic writing 2.78% 
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5. Findings 

This study sets out to answer two research questions which are listed in the introductory 

section above. The findings will attempt to answer the two questions using the themes 

generated from the data as guides. Direct quotes will be used to present the findings and the 

figure below reminds us of the themes that will be incorporated into the findings and 

discussions. Also note that the items on the figure were clustered by coding similarities such 

that themes with convergent ideas have similar colours. 

 

Figure 2. Themes Incorporated into the Findings 

 

5.1 How are Students’ Academic Writings Affected by MT? 

The data revealed that all four lecturers interviewed in this study were unanimously against 

students’ use of MT for academic purposes, although they acknowledged that language was a 

significant barrier for some students. One of the reasons advanced was that when students 

translate from ST to TT, the essay ends up not making much sense (Arnold et al, 1994), 

resulting in students getting ‘lost in translation’. Two lecturers touched on the issue of 

sense-making though from different angles as seen on the following quotes:  

We had a student who cheated by using synonyms and just changed the words of a 

text. However, it ended up not making any sense in the context of a law subject. For 

a word like state, he will use affairs, and it will mean nothing in the context. I had 

another student who translated things like that, and the essay was completely useless. 

I couldn’t read it at all (Dr Evelyn).  

…But when you read it, it doesn’t make sense grammatically because the student is 

kind of directly translating in his or her mind, from the mother tongue into English 

(Prof. Felix). 
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In the above quote, Dr Evelyn mentioned two possible issues with the student’s translation: 

The first is that translation like the one done by the said student can be equated to cheating. 

The second is that word-for-word translation is problematic and can result in senseless TT. 

Dr Evelyn’s assertion is supported by Munday (2016) who argues that word-for-word 

approach follows closely the form of ST, consequently producing an absurd translation which 

cloaks the sense of the original. Instead, he seems to advocate a sense-for-sense approach 

which allows the sense or content of the ST to be translated (Arnold et al, 1994). Prof. Felix 

on the other hand, thinks that direct translation from ST to TT can lead to grammatical errors. 

However, he was referring to translation made in the mind not with the machine. He believes 

that some students have the tendency of trying to understand things in their first language 

before writing it down in English. Thus, those students are writing in English, but are 

subconsciously reflecting in the source language. This, according to Prof. Felix is the reason 

why some students produce texts that do not make sense. The relationship between language 

and thought (Chomsky, 2004; Cook, 2015), was re-echoed by Dr Evelyn when she said, “I 

always tell students to think in the language they will use to answer questions, so they should 

think in English”. The link between thinking in the ST and writing in the TT (Woodall, 2002) 

is an unexpected and a novel finding which deserves further research. 

All the lecturers interviewed postulated that writing directly in the target language is 

beneficial to students whom English is not their first language. They contended that the more 

students practice writing in the target language, the better they consolidate their skills in the 

TT. The lecturers explicitly rejected the act of students using machine translation. One 

lecturer insisted that part of the reasons why some students come to study in the UK is to 

acquire English language skills and machine translation betrays that purpose. He argued that 

if students decide to stay and work in the UK after graduating, they will need language skills 

which they must acquire now. According to him, it is not justifiable to have a certificate from 

an English university without being able to write a “simple report” in English. 

I think part of the reason why foreign students would want to come to the UK is the 

quality of the education that we offer, but most importantly is the English language. 

To go on then and instruct students to write in their local language and then just 

translate into English, they will not be achieving their core objective of why they are 

here in the first place (Dr Linus). 

The best way is to write directly in English because when you start writing and 

translating, I don’t think it really helps you to learn the language. (Prof. Felix). 

Another problem with machine translation identified by the interviewees was double tasking. 

At least two interviewees noted that some students use translation devices in class, while 

others take notes in their first language. Double tasking not only distracts students from 

following the lecturers but could also slow down their understanding of the lesson as evident 

in the following quote. 

I have seen some of them use translators in class. Some of them are taking notes in 

Chinese which is fine. But if you are using a translator in class, how quickly are you 

following the lessons? (Dr Julius). 
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Dr Julius further explained that some students even speak to the device and it translates, 

which they then copy and email to themselves. When this is done, the translated text becomes 

obvious. All lecturers interviewed claimed that they could easily tell the differences between 

text that was written and translated, and text that was translated from verbal speech. The 

problem of equivalence (Pym, 1997) also emerged from the data as one lecturer 

acknowledged that some Chinese students realised that there were some key words that could 

not be translated into English. Arnold et al. (1994) gave a similar example of the problem of 

equivalence when a machine translated the French phrase Les soldats sont dans le café as 

‘The soldiers are in the coffee’ (pp. 4-12). This should have read: The soldiers are in the 

coffee shop.  

Despite these firm rejections of students’ usage of MT, some lecturers were willing to 

compromise. In fact, they even suggested other ways by which students can employ 

translation which will be beneficial to them, and acceptable to the lecturers. For instance, the 

idea of post-editing (O’Brien et al, 2014) was heralded as a way of solving the limitations of 

MT.  

If they really want to do it properly, they should try to fix it after translating it. If 

they are going to submit it the same way that the smart phone application has 

translated, then it is not going to be good (Dr Julius).  

The post-editing must be done by the student and not by a software as this too can be 

inaccurate, he argued. The literature does not support this argument. For instance, research 

conducted by Depraetere et al (2014), did not find any significant differences between human 

post-editing and software post-editing of MT. Dr Julius added that: 

If the text is written down in the first language and then translated rather than 

spoken and translated, then its going to be better (Dr Julius). 

This proposition was replicated by Dr Linus as follows: 

If they write themselves in the local language and then try to translate it into English, 

that is part of the process of learning English language (Dr Linus). 

5.2 What can be Done to Redress Students’ MT Hitches? 

Post-editing has been suggested as a possible solution to address MT hitches if students must 

use it. We have equally seen that there was a strong rejection of MT by all lecturers involved 

in this study. This section addresses the support provided by lecturers and their institutions to 

help students whom English is not their first language. Therefore, it is assumed here that the 

lack of adequate support with language and writing skills could be one of the reasons why 

students resort to MT.  

5.2.1 Personal Support 

The lecturers interviewed said they provide some form of support to students whom English 

is not their first language. Some ask students to bring in their draft and go through everything 

with them, correcting mistakes and giving direct verbal feedback. Some use track changes on 
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Microsoft word to correct students’ grammar and give them feedback.  

I encourage them to show me the second draft and even the third one before 

submission. That does make a difference when you go through these things with them. 

(Dr Julius) 

I use something like track-changes on Microsoft word to correct their grammar and 

explain everything. Sometimes they come into my office and I give them support as 

well (Dr Linus) 

A lecturer also explained that cultural backgrounds affect students’ writing. From experience, 

he has come to understand that students from diverse cultural background have different 

issues with their academic writings, and he tries to address them accordingly. For example, 

he posited that Chinese and Indian students are more likely to use machine translation than 

‘African’ students. Thus, he tries to provide them support in terms of “settling in and cultural 

orientation”. Another lecturer insisted that as role models, teachers should examine their own 

English first, especially if they are from a non-English speaking country. According to him, 

teachers cannot ask students to be perfect in English while they themselves are not proficient. 

Simplifying the notes given to students, making it less verbose and more readable can benefit 

students whom English is not their first language. Providing one-to-one support to students 

whom English is not their first language was deemed vital. However, if that was not possible, 

lecturers should signpost students to the appropriate department where they will receive help 

with their writing skills.  

5.2.2 Institutional Support 

In terms of intuitional support, it was reported that some universities have writing mentors 

who are normally based in the university’s library. Writing mentors provide one-to-one 

sessions to students. They discuss a range of academic skills with students. They show 

students how to structure their work, how to paragraph, reference properly, do critical 

thinking, and how to answer questions. Writing mentors guide students to do all the above 

with practical examples. Another university has a department called “student experience” 

where there is a language section that helps students with their writing skills. 

A lecturer asserted that the foundation route was a good opportunity for students whom 

English is not their first language. When students get into university through the foundation 

route, they are not only learning their core discipline, but also learning how to write in proper 

English. When students exit the foundation route and start an undergraduate course, they are 

proficient in English and maths, and understand the basics of their core discipline.  

One university has a unit which is called ‘wiser’. They are there to help all students, but 

specifically to help students whom English is not their first language. For example, if students 

think they are struggling with the structure and the grammar of their assignment, they could 

book an appointment and have a one-to-one talk with a ‘wiser’ staff. They show students how 

to structure their work and grammar. 

Finally, some institutions provide in-sessional course to students whose first language is not 
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English. They provide this course yearly, usually during summer before the commencement 

of the academic year in September. While a lecturer was proud that his university provided 

this course that helps non-English speaking students, another was frustrated that his 

university was not doing the same thing. 

I am sure you will see quite a few lots of foreign students roaming around here. They 

are taking the in-sessional course before their courses start. That is the official 

support (Prof Felix).  

…But again, that should be earlier on before they get into the course. Try and sort 

out those students that don’t have the required skills, give them a refresher course 

over summer before they get into the program (Dr Linus). 

 

6. Discussion 

This study has revealed that MT usage by students is not appreciated by lecturers despite 

evidence from the literature suggesting that MT can be beneficial. At least, in the context of 

this study, lecturers were strongly opposed to this phenomenon. The main reasons advanced 

for this rejection were, first, that students are ‘lost in translation’ when they use MT. Second, 

that MT does not help students learn or consolidate their skills in English. Third, that MT 

distracts students in class, especially when they are translating during the lessons. This 

distraction implies that students may not effectively follow the lessons and end up not 

understanding what has been taught. Fourth, that MT can waste students’ time which could 

have been used more judiciously. Due to these disadvantages, lecturers suggested that, if 

students must use MT, they should do manual post-editing before submission. Some students 

use MT to do word-for-word, rather than reason-for-reason translation. Reason-for-reason 

translation requires real world knowledge and the technical knowledge of the text’s subject 

matter (Arnold et al, 1994). Thus, efforts at producing MT systems which do so are still in 

their infancy (Poibieu, 2017). Other students realised that they could not find the befitting 

equivalence (Garcia-Landa, 2000; Pym, 1997) of source language in the target language. In 

both cases, the students produced texts that do not make sense to the lecturers, thereby risking 

loss of marks and potentially failure in the assignment.  

The data also disclosed that both lecturers and institutions provided some form of support to 

students whom English is not their first language. At a personal or informal level, tutors gave 

students the opportunity to send or bring their drafts for review prior to submission. Some 

were willing to read a second and even a third drafts, correcting grammatical errors and 

giving both verbal and written feedback. We do not know whether students who used MT 

took advantage of lecturers’ offer to read drafts, or whether sending a draft to the lecturer had 

any effect on minimising the use of MT. This was beyond the scope of this paper.  

Apart from personal or informal support, institutional supports were readily available to 

students whom English is not their first language. For instance, some institutions provide 

in-seasonal sessions where new international students can study language skills prior to 

commencing their course. Other institutions have writing mentors in the library who assist 
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non-English speaking students with their academic writing skills. Yet, other institutions have 

programs like the ‘wiser’ and the foundation route which are beneficial to students struggling 

with their English skills. However, we do not know whether those students who used MT 

took advantage of these programs, or what impact such programs made in minimising 

students’ usage of MT. Again, these dimensions were beyond the remit of this research. 

6.1 Recommendations 

This study has raised an important issue which seem to be trending in higher education, but to 

which little attention has been paid. The fact that all four lecturers from different universities 

raised this issue and seriously opposed it means it should not be pushed under the carpet. It is 

a problem that universities need to address and so this study recommends the following: 

- That universities should quickly address the problem of machine translation and see how 

that affects students’ academic achievement. 

- Having evaluated the impact of MT on students’ outcome, universities should institute a 

policy on how to officially incorporate MT into teaching or discourage its use. 

- Lecturers should be part of the conversation and any policy reached on this issue must take 

lecturers’ views into consideration.  

- Universities should do more to sensitize students whom English is not their first language 

about the support available to them which they might not be aware of. 

- In-sessional language courses have helped students with their language skills prior to 

commencing their course, so this should be available in all universities. 

6.2 Limitations and Looking Forward 

This was a small-scale study that sampled the perspectives of four lecturers only. Those 

views were not analysed by gender, race, personal values, religion, or nationality. Thus, their 

views can be said to be subjective and may not reflect the views of other lecturers who work 

in the same university. This mean that we cannot generalise the findings of this research to all 

the lecturers in the universities where the interviewees work. However, this research was 

never intended to generalise findings, but to understand the phenomenon through an in-depth 

study of the participants’ perspectives.  

A novel and unexpected outcome of this research was the attempt by a participant to relate 

the problems of translation to that of thought. According to Prof Felix, some students think in 

their first language, translate in their minds, and write down the text in their second language. 

This to him, was a reason why students get lost in translation. Although this proposition was 

not directly related to MT, it raised an important topic for future research. Future researchers 

may want to investigate the relationship between thought and translation and how thinking in 

SL affect translation in TT. Another aspect that may require further investigation is whether 

providing support for students with reviewing their drafts, correcting mistakes, and providing 

feedback minimises their usage of MT. Finally, future research may be interested to 

investigate whether students who take advantage of institutional supports with writing skills 
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make less use of MT than those who do not. 
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