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Abstract

While machine translation (MT) technologies have improved in profile and performance in recent years,
there is still much to learn about the broad impact of these technologies on language educators. In this
article, we investigate interactions between instructors’ beliefs about MT and their identity and agency in
the language classroom through the lens of metaphor. Anchored in an ecological theoretical frame, the
study examines in-depth interviews with 11 participants using open and inductive qualitative coding.
Findings reveal that, to varying degrees and with differing outcomes, all the participants reported that MT
had altered their roles and practices in the classroom. These were expressed through a range of metaphors
(e.g., MT as a “crutch,” MT as a “bridge,” MT as a “prosthetic hand”). The cross-case analysis of these
metaphors revealed three primary relationships between instructors, MT, and FL teaching/learning across
participants: a) MT as destructive, b) MT as supportive, and c) MT as transformative. After chronicling
these metaphors and relationships in detail, the article concludes with a discussion of major tensions
evoked by the findings and their implications for language education at the postsecondary level.
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Introduction

Jill, an assistant professor of Japanese at a large state university, believes that one of her roles is to teach
learners how to use online tools, including machine translation (MT) tools (e.g., Google Translate, Yandex,
DeepL) competently. This is important because “they use Google Translate and then they go down the
rabbit hole of getting a weird word or something. Those are times when | tell students to not use online
apps. Use what's in the book.”

The figurative rabbit hole originates in Alice in Wonderland, where, out of curiosity, Alice follows the
White Rabbit, a symbol of her quest for knowledge, and falls down a rabbit hole into a wonderland. In Jill’s
metaphor, Google Translate is akin to the rabbit, leading the learner to go down the rabbit hole where
something is also lost—the right word, as the destination becomes a “weird word” or a distortion of
language. There is an implicit risk because there is potentially no way out. Therefore, it is Jill’s role to
mediate when to go down the rabbit hole to provide guidance on student use of MT in order to protect them
from this risk.

Metaphors offer a window into how language educators experience and respond to the world around them,
including novel technologies like MT. In the present article, we explore postsecondary foreign language
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educators’ use of MT metaphors to consider specifically how MT interacts with their understandings of
their identity and agency. Like in the case of the rabbit hole, we consider what these metaphors reveal about
instructors’ beliefs about MT and how these beliefs influence their understandings of their identities, roles,
and classroom practices.

Literature Review
Machine Translation & Instructor Beliefs

As machine translation technologies have increased in sophistication and in use, scholars in applied
linguistics have paid more attention to the intersection of MT and language education with both empirical
studies (Clifford et al., 2013; Correa, 2011; Jolley & Maimone, 2015; Lee, 2020; Nifio, 2009; O’Neill,
2016, 2019a, 2019b; Tsai, 2019) and non-empirical studies (Crossley, 2018; Ducar & Schocket, 2018;
Jiménez-Crespo, 2017).

Some of this previous work has focused specifically on instructor beliefs about MT, primarily centered on
guestions of the acceptability or ethicality of these tools in language learning. Instructors have expressed
mixed feelings about the acceptability of MT, ranging from outright cheating to a more nuanced “it
depends” (Case, 2015; Clifford et al., 2013; Jolley & Maimone, 2015; Nifio, 2009). Instructors have also
identified various limitations of MT tools, carving out appropriate uses for MT along different lines, such
as level, language, length of text, or task (Hellmich & Vinall, 2021; Case, 2015; Clifford et al., 2013; Jolley
& Maimone, 2015; Nifio, 2009).

Ecological Extension: Identity and Agency

This work has made significant contributions to documenting instructor beliefs about the acceptability of
MT use. Arguably missing from this base is an inquiry into the broader impact of instructor beliefs about
MT. As Kramsch and Zhang (2018) note, instructors are “agents in a complex ecological system” (p. 32)
where beliefs structure and are structured by multiple factors and actors.

This study seeks to extend work done on MT and language learning/teaching by drawing on an ecological
theoretical perspective. Ecological approaches explore complex and dynamic systems characterized by non-
linearity, emergence, and relationality (Kramsch, 2002; Larsen-Freeman, 2013; van Lier, 2004). More
specifically, ecological approaches in educational and applied linguistics see language learning and
teaching as emerging out of layered relationships between diverse components in a particular ecosystem
(van Lier, 2010, p.4). An ecological approach to technology and language education, then, understands the
use of digital technologies as emerging out of various components (e.g., beliefs, experience, training, or
background) that interact across scale levels, such as individual, classroom, department, and institution
(Blin, 2016). Such an approach can reveal the potential meanings instructors imbue MT with and the
affordances that the relationships enable to explore their actions and interactions at multiple levels,
including their perceived roles, classroom practices, beliefs and FL teaching/learning.

One component of teaching/learning ecosystems is instructor identity (van Lier, 2004), which, according
to Kayi-Aydar (2015), is the “multiple presentations of self which are (re) constructed across social contexts
and demonstrated through actions and emotions” (p. 138). Identities stem both from the individual and from
people and structures around them; that is, individuals construct their own identities at the same time that
identities are constructed for them (Kayi-Aydar, 2015). While research on language teacher identity has
been a popular topic in recent years (see Kayi-Aydar, 2019a, for a review), it remains unclear how a
technology like MT interacts with instructor identity.

This lack of clarity on how beliefs about MT relates to FL instructors’ identity extends to agency, defined
here as the capacity to act in line with beliefs and toward the realization of a professional identity (Hiver &
Whitehead, 2018; Kayi-Aydar, 2019b). Agency, like identity, is a social and dialogical entity: “It depends
not only on the individual, but also on the environment” (van Lier, 2010, p. 5).
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This connection between professional identity and agency has important implications for how FL
instructors position themselves and respond through professional and classroom practices (Hiver &
Whitehead, 2018; Kayi-Aydar, 2015; van Lier, 2004). From an ecological perspective, beliefs constitute an
element of the larger teaching/learning ecology and contribute to the construction of instructor identity and
agency, including their perceived roles in the language learning process and their classroom practices. The
identities and practices that inform these beliefs are emergent and constructed in relationship to MT use, in
addition to instructors’ past teaching and learning experiences, and they are situated in the local contexts of
instruction. Beliefs about MT technologies, then, have the potential to structure and be structured by
instructors’ identity and agency in the language classroom, making them an important nexus of inquiry for
the field of applied linguistics. Moreover, these connections between beliefs, identity, and agency have
implications for how languages are taught and learned, rendering this inquiry essential for growth and
maintenance of language education at the postsecondary level.

Metaphor

One path to investigating how MT interacts with instructor identity and agency is through metaphor.
Metaphors, at their most basic, enable individuals “to understand and experience one kind of thing in terms
of another” (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980, p.5). An analysis of metaphor, then, offers a window into how
individuals, like FL teachers, experience the world around them, how they see themselves in relationship
to that world, and how they act in that world.

Metaphor has been used productively in applied linguistics to explore the beliefs of pre-service teachers—
beliefs about their roles as teachers and beliefs about learning (e.g., Connelly & Clandinin, 1988; Shaw &
Andrei, 2019; Thornbury, 1991; Wen-Chuan et al., 2012). Cortazzi and Jin (1999) argue that one of the
reasons that teachers use metaphors is because they may help them to identify for themselves what they
actually experience (Provenzo et al., 1989). Using a metaphor enables teachers to verbalize what is
unknown or difficult to describe in other terms. The metaphor offers a way to frame a problem by putting
it into words, while also defining its parameters (Schon, 1979). Metaphor, then, is an ideal entry point into
how beliefs about MT influence language instructor identity and agency.

Research Questions

1. What metaphors do postsecondary FL instructors use to describe MT?

2. What do these metaphors reveal about instructor beliefs about MT and its use in FL
teaching/learning?

3. What do these metaphors suggest about how instructors’ identities and classroom practices
interact with MT?

Methods

Research Context

The metaphor analysis discussed in the present article stems from a larger research project focused on US-
based postsecondary language instructors’ beliefs about machine translation. The project combined a large-
scale qualitative survey (n = 165) with follow-up focal interviews (n = 11). The survey, distributed in spring
2019, was designed to offer a big picture understanding of a large sample of instructors’ beliefs by querying
several areas, including acceptability, student use and motivation, and impact on FL profession. All areas
investigated relied on both closed-ended and open-ended questions to triangulate responses. The follow-up
interviews, conducted in fall 2019, were designed to provide a deep dive into themes that emerged from the
analysis of survey responses. In this paper, we focus on the interview data.

Participants

Interview participants were selected based on themes identified in the survey data (for more information on
this survey data analysis, see Hellmich & Vinall, 2021). Themes used to identify potential interview
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participants represented survey findings that were both most salient (the most quantitatively present) and
represented the spectrum of answers given. A list of the themes identified in the survey can be found in
Table 1.

Table 1

List of Survey Themes, Used to Identify Interviewees

Theme Description

Anti-MT Participant expresses stance against or anti- machine translation

Struggling Participant expresses struggling to deal with MT in classroom or
professional life

Pedagogy Participant indicates incorporating MT into pedagogical offerings

Depends Participant indicates that acceptability of MT depends on skill

On/Reading (reading)

Depends On/Text Participant indicates that acceptability of MT depends on text

Length length input into MT

MT as Threat Participant expresses seeing MT as a threat to the WL profession

MT not threat Participant expresses not seeing MT as a threat to the WL
profession

Ease Participant indicates that a reason students use MT relates to the
ease of access and use of tool

Busy Participant indicates that a reason students use MT relates to their
busy lives/schedules

Desire to Participant indicates that a reason students use MT relates to a

communicate desire to communicate

Grades Participant indicates that a reason students use MT relates to

concern about grades

Confidence Participant indicates that a reason students use MT relates to a
lack of confidence

Interviewees were then selected by triangulating two factors. First, an initial list of potential interviewees
was created based on which participants best represented the different themes identified in the survey
analysis, as indicated from their survey responses. We selected participants who represented themes in both
their open-ended and closed-ended questions. This initial list was then crossed with the larger demographic
patterns in the data—which included a diversity of languages (with a stronger presence of historically
common languages in the US), a high level of representation among large public universities, and a mix of
professional roles—to ensure that interviewees represented the broader survey cohort.

A total of 15 instructors were contacted for interviews. Of these, 11 instructors completed interviews (see
Table 2 for summary of participant demographics).
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Table 2

Summary of Interviewees

Participant Age Language First Teach_l ng Professional Institution Type
Pseudonym (yrs)  Taught Language Experience Status (S!ze/ Public vs.
(yrs) Private)
Alexa 30-34  Spanish English 11-20 Lecturer Large/Public
Amelia 50-54 Italian Italian 21+ Lecturer Large/Public
Andrew 25-29  Arabic English 1-4 Grad Student ~ Medium/Public
Ava 40-44  Italian Italian 11-20 Lecturer/ Large/Public
Program
coordinator
Casey 55-59 French English 21+ Associate Medium/Public
Professor
Debbie 35-39 German English 11-20 Assistant Large/Public
Professor
James 50-54 French English 21+ Clinical Large/Private
Professor/
Program
Coordinator
Jill 50-54 Japanese English 21+ Assistant Large/Public
Professor
Kate 60-64 Danish Danish 21+ Lecturer Large/Public
state
Leon 55-59 German English 21+ Professor Small/Private
Rebeca 50-54  French/ English 11-20 Lecturer Medium/Public
German

Data Collection

Interviews were semi-structured in nature. The interview protocol included a set of common questions and
a set of theme-specific questions, tailored to the participant being interviewed and the survey themes that
they represented. The common set of interview questions are available in the Appendix; the full interview
protocols are available on IRIS.

Interviews took place in October and November 2019. All interviews were conducted via Zoom with both
co-authors. All interviews were conducted in English and transcribed for analysis. On average, the
interviews lasted 56 minutes, with a range of 35 to 72 minutes.

Data Analysis

The use of metaphor to describe beliefs about MT was not intentionally elicited by the interview instrument.
Rather, all 11 interviews spontaneously used metaphor to articulate their beliefs and stances toward MT.
Whenever a metaphor was used to describe MT, the researchers followed up to gain additional information
and insight into the metaphor and how it depicted instructor relationships to MT.
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Analytical Process

First, the metaphors used by the interviewees were identified; that is, researchers located the primary
metaphor(s) that interview participants used to describe their beliefs about MT in the interview transcripts.
These metaphors were all explicit and formulated spontaneously by the participants (e.g., “MT is ...” or
“MT is like ...”). A list of the specific metaphors used by each interviewee can be found in Table 4.

Once the metaphors were identified, individual case studies for each interviewee were constructed from the
interview transcripts by way of the following categories, which come from broad tenants of an ecological
approach to technology and language teaching/learning (relationality across scale levels) and the specific
focus of this manuscript (agency and identities):

e Relationships and roles: What relationships does the metaphor construct between MT, students,
and instructors? What does the metaphor suggest about perceived roles of instructors and students?

e Technology use/classroom practices: What does the metaphor suggest regarding MT itself and how
it is used in the classroom?

e FL teaching/learning: What does the metaphor suggest regarding beliefs about the teaching/
learning of FL?

e Scales and structures: How does the metaphor relate to larger educational scales (e.g., departments
or universities)? How does the metaphor relate to larger educational structures and discourses?

Case studies were constructed using iterative analysis of the interviews. Researchers coded each transcript
in the above categories. Examples of codes for each category as well as coded data can be found in Table
3. All discrepancies in coding were noted, discussed, and resolved to increase rigor and reliability in the
data analysis (Lew et al., 2018).

Table 3

Examples of Coding

Category Common Codes Examples of Coded Data

Relationships and e Adversary Adversary: “I don't want to be the police, I don't

Roles e (Guide want to be the one accusing or having to look for
e Threat evidence, | don't want to play detective and it
e Victim doesn't help with my connection with students”
e Support LL (Alexa)
e Hinder LL

Threat: “I feel like that when they resort to that,
then instead of coming to me, there's that threat
too where instead of asking the instructor for
feedback, they're putting it into Google translate
and what's the point of ... Why am I there?”
(Debbie)
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Technology e MT as tool MT as resource: “They're there, they're tourists.
Use/Classroom e MT as resource They're there for one semester and then what if |
Practices e Banning MT could give them some broader information,
e Altering assignments wider skill set in terms of world understanding
e Teaching MT and things like that, yet using a source written in
Danish.” (Kate)
Teaching MT: “Google Translate, for better or
for worse, is not going to disappear overnight. It
really boils back down to this idea of, if they're
going to do it, | want them to do it responsibly,
much like you would teach a child to drink
alcohol at home if they're under 21. Machine
translation is a lot like booze.” (Andrew)
FL e Language as code Language as code: “[With MT], “they're not
teaching/learning e Language as learning verb conjugations which they should
communication learn on their own by speaking, by practicing and
e Language as meaning- by writing.” (Ava)
making
e Language learning as a Language learning as a struggle: ““The struggle
struggle and then the triumph of, ‘I wrote this entire paper
all by myself.”” (Debbie)
Scales and structures e  Textbooks FL profession: “They were working 15 hours a
e Grades week for my class and the entire class dropped
e Curriculum the German major after that. So | had done what
e FL profession my field told me, they learned a lot of German,
e Language requirement they improved noticeably it was ... they made

amazing progress, but they didn't have any
ownership of that, it was the cost was too high.”
(Leon)

Curriculum: “So of course, there's this big gap
between sort of this language that we're requiring
of them, and then maybe the language that they'll
actually use if they go to another country.”
(Alexa)

Individual cases were then compared and contrasted to uncover broad themes across the interviewees. At
all stages of analysis, we drew on several strategies to build the credibility and validity of analyses: looking
for negative evidence, analyzing outliers, and drawing constant comparisons (Lew et al., 2018; Miles &
Huberman, 1994).

Findings

Interviewees used a range of metaphors to describe MT (see Table 4). Some instructors used a single
metaphor to articulate their beliefs about MT while others used multiple.

The cross-case analysis of instructors’ specific metaphors revealed three primary relationships between
instructors, MT, and FL teaching/learning across the 11 participants: a) MT as destructive, b) MT as
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supportive, and ¢) MT as transformative. While some participants primarily occupied one of these
relationships, the majority of the instructors vacillated between two or three.

Table 4

Metaphors of MT, by Participant

Participant Metaphor Relationship

Alexa tool/substitute destructive/supportive
Amelia* bridge supportive

Andrew booze destructive/supportive/transformative
Ava safety blanket destructive

Casey* crutch destructive

Debbie resource destructive/supportive
James resource/enemy destructive/supportive
Jill tool/rabbit hole supportive/destructive
Kate tool transformative

Leon* resource/prosthetic hand transformative

Rebeca tool/crutch/sewing machine supportive/transformative

Note. Asterisks denote the three individual case studies.

In the following sections, we explore each of the three primary relationships to MT uncovered in the data
analysis. Each section begins with an individual case that represents a primary relationship to MT. This
individual case is followed by the cross-case findings. In providing these two lenses, we aim to offer both
a close and global view of these relationships and the conflicts they engender vis-a-vis instructor identity
and agency at the university level.

MT as Destructive
Case Study: Casey

Casey is an associate professor of French at a medium public state university. She identifies MT and any
form of translation as a “crutch.” She warns, “don't let yourself fall into that crutch of thinking that
translating is learning the language because it's not.” As a result, she discourages students from using MT,
and she is proactive about explaining to them why. She also offers strategies and alternatives that she
believes would help them to learn French. The result, however, has not been satisfactory:

I don't feel like 1 struggle with Google Translate, | struggle with helping students understand that it's
okay to make mistakes when you're learning and it's okay to simplify and it's okay to turn in something
that doesn't feel like adult speech. Because the idea is that you're trying to learn and acquire the language
so that it can become a part of yourself, and with Google Translate that's not going to happen. So, |
think my struggle is more trying to communicate that to students. And | guess you could say that my
struggle is feeling like I'm not doing a very good job of communicating that.

She is sympathetic to students, understanding why they might rely on Google Translate as a crutch. Yet, to
her, making mistakes is the only way to achieve the goal of learning the language. The fact that students
continue to use MT is due to her inability to successfully communicate this to students.

Student MT use has many implications for Casey. When students use MT and try to pass it off as their own
work, she feels “insulted,” asking, “do you really think you weren’t going to get caught?” She also feels
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delegitimized in her authority when learners respond to her corrections with, “but, Google says...” She
elaborates:

I do understand that Google is getting better, but T don’t feel that it is the authority in my classroom,
and I don’t really want someone to be telling me that it has authority that I don’t have. I put an awful
lot of time and effort into getting where 1 am. And again, that feels very disrespectful.

Casey’s response to her students’ use of Google Translate to refute and dismiss her own corrections and
feedback suggests a feeling that it has removed her as the source of authority and knowledge while also
diminishing her own years of language learning. The end result is that, as a teacher, Casey is becoming
other to herself: she expressed that she cares for her learners and desires to help them to learn, as manifested
in the strategies she teaches them so that they do not need to use MT. Yet their continued use of MT makes
her feel “mean,” “cynical,” and “frustrated.” She concludes: “if they don’t want to put in the time and effort
to actually do the work to learn, then I don’t really have the energy to put in to helping them.”

Casey acknowledges that learning a language is difficult and that learners need help, but offering that help
is her purpose as an instructor. By using MT as a crutch, Casey believes that students are not learning, are
not making the mistakes that are a central part of the process, and are not benefiting from the help and
feedback she provides them, leaving her ultimately to wonder, “what am I spending my time on trying to
teach you these things?” Ultimately, there is a sense that, unwittingly or not, she has been displaced from
her role. This displacement is accompanied by a sense of loss of respect, legitimacy, authority, and identity
as a “caring” instructor. In the end, she questions her own role and relevance in the teaching profession;
she is “holding her ground” in this struggle, but she is also just “hanging on,” wondering if she will last
another 10 years.

Cross-Case Analysis

Across the 11 participants, six saw MT as destructive to some extent. From this perspective, MT use cannot
lead to language learning. Like Casey, Ava also prohibits the use of MT, considering it plagiarism, arguing
that students do not learn anything, particularly at the lower levels of proficiency: “They're not learning
verb conjugations which they should learn on their own by speaking, by practicing and by writing.”

Resisting MT use and protecting students from it, as Casey desires, requires convincing students to reject
it; yet some instructors struggle in this new role, not knowing how to successfully communicate these
warnings, while students continue to use it. The negative feelings often equate to feelings of being the
“word police.” As Alexa elaborates: “I don't want to be the police, I don't want to be the one accusing or
having to look for evidence, | don't want to play detective and it doesn't help with my connection with
students.” On the one hand, some instructors repeatedly report feeling that they must inhabit the role of the
police and/or detectives; on the other, they overwhelmingly resent being in this position. There is a
perception of lack of agency here; there is no way to successfully convince students not to use MT, as there
is also no other means to respond to its use that is not punitive.

This sense of powerlessness, of a loss of agency, also impacts the instructors’ own sense of identity as
individuals and as teachers. This leads Casey, for example, to assert that “I am really not a mean person.”
When students use MT, Debbie questions her own role as a teacher: “I feel like that when they resort to
that, then instead of coming to me, there's that threat too where instead of asking the instructor for feedback,
they're putting it into Google translate and what's the point of... Why am I there?”

MT can also provoke struggles around the legitimacy of instructors’ multilingual identities. MT use has led
Casey to question her identity as a legitimate speaker of French as she also uses Google Translate to double
check students’ production: “I get so frustrated too because I have to double check their things and I think,
‘oh, that doesn't work,” but I double check it because somehow it makes me not sure of myself.” Student
MT use displaces her, diminishing her own personal and career history, namely her own process of learning
French and becoming a teacher of French. In a similar vein, German is also not Debbie’s first language,
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and she reports using MT when preparing material for class, which makes her “feel like I’'m hypocritical;”
that said, she asserts, unlike the students, she tries to produce it first on her own and therefore she considers
her use of MT as strategic.

When understood as destructive, MT use also impacts the relationships that instructors have with students,
as instructors can feel disrespected: “It shows a disrespect for the class, for the learning process, for the
content, for the professor, and that gets really frustrating” (Casey). From this perspective MT use leads to
a loss of trust, between instructors and students, trust in oneself as instructor and as legitimate user of the
language, and trust in the process of language learning.

MT as Supportive
Case Study: Amelia
Amelia teaches Italian as a lecturer at a large, public university. In reflecting on MT, she states:

I'm thinking [about] how would we help translation technology [to] become a bridge... A bridge
between the students and the experienced human translator, meaning us...we're talking about being a
bridge, or being sort of an assistant to the instructor in the language classroom.

Characterizing MT using the specific metaphor of a bridge that connects the instructor and the students,
Amelia rejects the role of “policing students” and their MT use. As a result, she doesn’t “lay down the
law... telling them, Y ou can use this, but you cannot use that,’ it's more of an agreed upon and collaborative
effort.” By collectively agreeing on acceptable uses of apps and technology, including MT, a relationship
of trust is built, both in honoring this collective agreement and in recognizing and giving students credit for
being “savvy” users of technology.

As a bridge, MT provides learners with easy and quick access to words; however, what Amelia provides is
very different. With MT in the role of assistant, Amelia as instructor retains authority as the legitimate
source of knowledge on the language, as they seek her out for confirmation of the words they find. While
MT can provide immediacy, “I don't see them actually sit down and go over the sentence and take the
sentence in for a minute.” She refers to this “minute” as a pause, one that she considers central to language
learning. Therefore, her role is to also help them inhabit this pause, to see “how the word tastes in your
mouth” and “how does that sentence feel.”

Amelia incorporates MT into the classroom; for example, students translate using different online
platforms, including MT tools, and analyze the different outputs. Through this process, students become
productive and independent learners. More specifically, they:

Learn how to work more productively on their own, learn to question the choices that they make with
regards to language in context, learn how to ask questions and know not be afraid to make mistakes
and be open about the process. And learn the power and the importance of words. That a word is not
just a piece in a puzzle, but it has meaning, and meaning is something that you have to learn to identify,
and interpret, and construct. (Amelia)

The bridge is not just between the students and the instructor; MT can also function as a bridge to learning
about language itself and to the language learning process that goes beyond the level of translation to
include reflections on meaning-making itself. The trusting relationship now includes accepting mistakes
as part of the learning process as students recognize that language learning is about more than the structures
of the language.

Amelia incorporates MT in a way that supports and reinforces her previously held values and beliefs about
her roles in the classroom and the process of language learning. With MT as a bridge, she positions herself
as agent; she mediates students’ relationships to MT by engaging them in discussions of its use while also
validating their technological knowledges. In the process, MT opens the possibility to reify a specific aspect
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of her teacher identity that she values—that of helping students to explore the affective dimensions of
language, while also resituating herself at the center of learning.

Cross-Case Analysis

From an MT-as-Supportive perspective, the power of MT can be wielded as a bridge and an assistant to the
instructor to support teaching and learning. This perspective was identified in five of the participants.
Adapting to MT use does require constructing boundaries around its use (as Amelia does) by co-
constructing acceptable use policies with students and teaching students how to use it responsibly. Andrew
further elaborates that “if they're going to do it, I want them to do it responsibly, much like you would teach
a child to drink alcohol at home if they're under 21. Machine translation is a lot like booze.” Andrew
considers his role as instructor, similar to that of a parent, to teach his learners responsible MT use because
“it can have repercussions that are actually pretty severe.” An example of responsible MT use involves
critical evaluation of what it produces—that is, learning “how to interpret with context, bringing your own
context into it, and looking at ways that the machine can't, as to what it's giving you, or what you're being
given” (Andrew). Learning this has implications outside of the classroom—from navigating a city to the
field of medicine to questions of national security.

In this supportive relationship, MT use can contribute to language learning because it “provides some of
the scaffolding for optimal production of language” (Rebeca). Rebeca also notes that it is particularly
gratifying when “T allow them to use these tools, they'll come with these awesome new words and I'm proud
of them.” Through this process of teaching learners to use MT responsibly, instructors can engage them in
making decisions around the use of technology and trusting the choices they make (Amelia). As a bridge
and an assistant to the instructor, MT is not imbued with power; instead, its power is wielded to support the
instructor and open new possibilities for teaching and learning.

From this perspective, MT can also do some of the work of instructors, liberating them from functioning as
“walking dictionaries” (Rebeca) because it provides quick and easy access to words (Amelia). As a
nonnative speaker of French, Rebeca also finds MT useful when a word comes up in class that she does not
know, such as octopus. Additionally, she does not have to correct every single language error because
“they'll write a better text if they're permitted, and they have that tool.”

Therefore, adapting to and controlling MT use in a supportive role opens new opportunities for instructors
to inhabit roles previously denied them. As Rebeca explains, “I would say [MT] frees teachers to do higher-
level work.” This liberation shifts the classroom activities to focus on interaction: “sitting with the small
group and supporting the interaction with the students so that they can have those ‘aha’ moments” (Rebeca).

These interactions, newly permissible due to MT, have additional benefits vis-a-vis instructor identities and
teaching. According to Rebeca, the instructor can connect emotionally with students and share funny things.
James also highlights this opportunity to incorporate his own personal experiences into the classroom to
facilitate learner exploration of cultural differences. Similarly, James hopes that learners explore and learn
the “richness of language” and the “infinite possibility of language,” which is what impedes the very
possibility of a “perfect translation.”

MT as Transformative
Case Study: Leon

Leon teaches German at a small private college. He states that “Google Translate is a great resource,” and
that it can be understood as “some sort of power in the hands—a prosthetic or something. You still have to
be there, but it lets you do things you couldn't otherwise do.” He notes that there has been a “shift” in his
teaching, explaining that “[MT] changed how I do things. And it's changed what T want my students to do.”

Previously, Leon emphasized language learning as a process of “following the rules” and “learning to write
carefully” in order to become proficient. Yet, by using MT, students were “not doing those things.” At the
same time, he perceived the reason that students used MT was because they would “give up in pain,” leading
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them to endure the “shame” of using MT. His response was not to forbid MT use; instead, it was to alter
his own perception of his roles and responsibilities. As he elaborates:

I've changed my assignments so that machine translation is not the path of least resistance. | speak a lot
more about the nature of language and what machine translation is, what it's great at and what it's not
great at. And | emphasize the human aspects of communication in my class, so that correctness and
machine-like behaviors are not the emphasis.

In practice, this approach means that his own role includes a renewed “focus on the human aspects and sort
of the playfulness and joy of communicating in different language.” To help students to interrogate “the
nature of how language works” he provides an example of a pencil, explaining “It’s not as simple as ‘How
do I say pencil in German?’” Instead, the first question that he poses to students is, "Do you even know if
they have pencils? Maybe they look different. Maybe there's a different word for it."

To discourage machine-like behaviors, Leon has created reading tasks that “promote reading the text itself”
because they are not based on “discrete info” but on themes and “what’s this person’s point of view.” On
the one hand, he recognizes MT’s place in the process: “If there's something that's stopping comprehension
and stopping for a second to do a phrase or verbal help, we'll do it.” In these instances, it is helpful to use
MT to avoid getting “stuck” or suffering a “communication breakdown.” On the other hand, because of the
changes he has made to the reading assignments themselves he believes that students rely less on the use
of MT while also taking “ownership of the practice... not to formulate hypothetical correct language, but
just use the chunks of language you see out there and use it for your own purposes, modify it.” He calls this
creative copying and gives a lot of positive feedback when ““a student says something that was in one of our
texts, and they mean it for themselves; this is the big thumbs up.”

Additionally, Leon has both adapted learning tasks to make them less challenging and deemphasized
grammatical correctness. When he explains to students that “we're not going to work on grammar,” they:

Break out in tears of joy, because their memories of German class was grammar drills, memorizing
genders, adjective endings, and not being able to say a word. | don't want that, so | think that's one
reason is that | let them fail. | want them to be able to fail spectacularly.

In failing spectacularly, there is no fear of consequences, such as a bad grade, and there is no fear of shame
because Leon has “minimized their pain.” By deemphasizing grammatical correctness in an “artificial
environment,” his goal is “to connect my students to real people in the real world.”

As an instructor, Google Translate has given Leon power and agency as he has altered his assignments, and
his expectations for what students do with language. His goal is to make the pain tolerable for learners so
that they can fail spectacularly, and, in the process, hopefully take ownership of their learning.

Cross-Case Analysis

Both the frames of MT as destructive and as supportive, to varying degrees, continue to highlight the
underlying importance of proficiency and accuracy, which MT use may either foreclose because students
do not learn anything from it (destructive) or may support in that it provides easy access to words and
information and frees the instructor to do other things (supportive). In the first case, MT use is rejected
because it does not align with instructors’ beliefs about language learning; in the second MT use is
integrated because it supports instructor beliefs as another means of supporting language learning. MT as
transformative incorporates the importance of teaching students how to use MT responsibly, and it
acknowledges the limitations of its use in terms of language learning. In contrast to the other frames,
however, from this perspective, instructor beliefs change. Leon labels this change a “shift.” These changes
include understandings of what students should learn, why they learn it, how they learn it, and what is at
stake in the process. Across the participants, this relationship to MT was identified in four participants.
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Leon’s case study revealed the shifts in his own beliefs related to what he wants students to learn and what
activities he should design to support them in their learning. By altering the focus of his own teaching from
grammatical accuracy to one of communication and interaction he makes learning, and not MT use, the
path of least resistance. Ultimately, this shift suggests that language learning is no longer conceived of as
an individual activity of acquiring proficiency through applying grammatical rules, but one of
communication and interaction with the language.

Kate, who teaches Danish, a less commonly taught language, acknowledges that most students take her
courses to fulfill the language requirement, which, at her large, public university is only one semester,
and/or to fill a hole in their class schedules. Thus, students are “not invested in learning this language™ and
their motivation is “not very lofty.” She elaborates on what this means for her role as an instructor:

They're there, they're tourists. They're there for one semester and then what if | could give them some
broader information, wider skillset in terms of world understanding and things like that, yet using a
source written in Danish.

The key to providing this world understanding is through MT use because MT is “a tool in a toolbox of
how to navigate global input.” Kate has adapted her teaching and her role as instructor by incorporating
MT as a tool that she can harness to re-envision the purpose of the course and the language requirement.
For example, she asks students to read cultural and political texts that are above their proficiency level and
tells them to use Google Translate with two goals in mind: first, to gain access to the ideas and perspectives
in the text that would otherwise be unavailable; and second, to learn how to use Google Translate so that it
becomes part of their “broader skillset.” In the process, she hopes that students become global citizens and
not tourists; they do not “learn” Danish but navigate “global input” by gaining access to content and
becoming digitally literate.

In addition to giving students access to language and content, MT use can help them to heal past trauma.
Instructors are aware of students’ “foreign language anxiety,” which is primarily based on previous trauma
in language classes. This trauma results from being penalized for making mistakes: “If they've been trained
somehow to fear being wrong, then they're just not willing to take that risk of doing things on their own”
(Rebeca). It also originates in humiliating experiences, as she recounts students’ stories about teachers who
would “have them pull some theme out of a box and then if they couldn't speak about that one theme one-
on-one with the French teacher they would flunk the oral exam, and that causes trauma” (Rebeca). MT use
can help alleviate this anxiety because it can, for example, provide quick access to language to potentially
avoid a “communication breakdown” (Leon); it can help them to understand something to avoid “feeling
stupid” or being “humiliated” (Rebeca). At the same time, by altering the tasks, as Leon argues, instructors
can also potentially “minimize their pain” because they will not feel the need to use MT, which can liberate
them from the “shame” they have felt in the past by needing to use it.

MT use can also give students access to language. MT can “equalize the playing field” (Andrew) for those
who do not have the “advantages” such as time and money to dedicate to taking a language class because
MT use ultimately allows “people to operate in the same way.” Its use also facilitates access to
communication on the sly: “It can actually be a really useful tool in an emergency, and the reality is your
language teacher's not always going to be at your side to answer questions about a vocab word, right?”
(Andrew).

Ultimately, MT use can support learners’ becoming autonomous users of the language, not needing to
always rely on the instructor to get by in the classroom and in the real world, and they can take ownership
of both the language and the learning process. By using MT competently and responsibly, students have
agency, a feeling of “can do-ish” (Kate). This empowerment influences their learning, their motivation,
their relationship to language itself and that can make them powerful. Part of being autonomous includes
being able to critically evaluate the language that MT produces (Jill), which helps them to question their
own choices, and potentially prompts new questions about role of context and the power of language. Leon
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values this sense of ownership over grammatical accuracy, such that his notion of creative copying blurs
traditional lines between MT use as plagiarism versus MT as a resource because it challenges
understandings of where language resides, in the user or in the interaction with others, including MT.

Discussion

This paper set out to explore what metaphors suggest about postsecondary FL instructors’ beliefs about MT
and how these beliefs impact their identities and classroom practices. The analysis brings to the fore several
tensions that have implications for language teaching and learning at the postsecondary level.

Multiple, Tense Roles

The specific metaphors used by participants suggest that beliefs about MT can impact instructors’
perceptions of their roles in language instruction. Indeed, these roles suggest that MT has significant
impacts that go well beyond the parameters typically assumed by past research on MT, namely beliefs about
acceptability (Case, 2015; Clifford et al., 2013; Jolley & Maimone, 2015; Nifio, 2009). As a “bridge,”
instructors work with students collaboratively to define its acceptable use; as “booze,” they teach students
how to use it responsibly; as a “rabbit,” they must protect students from it; as a “tool” and a “resource,”
they incorporate its use in order to help students access knowledge and digital literacy skills; and as a
“prosthetic hand,” they can alter their teaching practices to help students do things they never imagined
possible, including “failing spectacularly.”

However, many of the instructors struggled in these new roles. While the instructors interviewed
encountered different struggles around MT, they shared a lack of support or training in how to navigate
these tools. As has been consistently found in the computer-assisted language learning (CALL) literature
(Bourns & Melin, 2014; Kessler, 2016), instructors interviewed in this study had inadequate access to
professional development resources or training in MT tools. Similarly, instructors did not have access to
resources to mitigate the transition to new roles and practices required by the advent of these tools.

The results of this study also suggest that beliefs about MT have significant impact on instructors’ perceived
ability to act in line with their professional identity (Hiver & Whitehead, 2018; Kayi-Aydar, 2015)—that
is, how postsecondary language instructors position themselves in the classroom and their engagement in
classroom practices in relation to MT. Based on the participants in this study, seeing MT as destructive
curtailed instructors’ ability to maneuver in the classroom and strained their relationships with students.
Instructors who saw MT as supportive or transformative had more space to act, to take on new constructive
identities, and to implement policies in line with their beliefs about language learning and teaching. This
finding reinforces the importance of understanding instructor beliefs about MT, as these beliefs can open
or foreclose opportunities to act within the parameters of the larger FL program ecology.

Language Learning, Curriculum, and the FL Field

Instructor metaphors also reveal significant tensions in perceptions of language and language learning—
what it is and how it happens. For some, MT allowed them to emphasize the social, context-dependent, and
fundamentally social nature of language and communication. For others, MT reified understandings of
language as the mastery of code. In other words, instructor metaphors reflected debates in the field on both
the nature of language and how language learning is best accomplished (Block, 2003; Lantolf, 2000).
Moreover, the purview of language education is evoked here: If language education is about producing a
code, with larger lessons on meaning and communication reserved for content courses, then students might
be able to use MT to do the job. If, however, language education includes meaning-making, creativity, and
identity construction, then student use of MT alone is not sufficient (MLA Ad Hoc Committee on Foreign
Languages, 2007; Watzinger-Tharp & Paesani, 2020). As a result, instructor roles might need to include
engaging in this discussion so that the reason that it is not sufficient is clear to students.

A related tension highlights larger questions of the perceived purpose and goals of language study at the
postsecondary level more broadly. In considering the reasons for MT use, several instructors questioned
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whether or not the curriculum and its learning goals align with how students imagine using the language in
their own lives outside of the classroom. Others noted the weight of postsecondary language requirements,
in which students do not imagine using language in their own lives but enroll to check off a graduation
requirement. And some highlight the democratizing potential of MT given the inaccessibility of language
study at the postsecondary level due to larger social inequities. Language educators and program directors
have long faced a delicate balancing act between numerous contradictory needs and constituents (Schulz,
2006; Warner, 2011); however, this balancing act is made more complicated by the availability of MT tools.

Instructors also evoked concerns about the larger language education field, including a perceived emphasis
on accuracy. Indeed, the goals of communicative language teaching (CLT)-to learn how to negotiate
meaning despite imperfect language abilities—are in tension with grading schemes that emphasize accuracy
and that carry consequences for student success beyond the language learning classroom. Critiques of
accuracy-based assessment are not new (Brown, 2014; Drewelow et al., 2019); however, the recurrence of
this issue in relationship to MT use speaks to its continued pervasiveness.

Future Research

The ecological theoretical perspective informed this analysis in order to explore instructors’ beliefs, agency,
and identity in relation to MT as structured in and by complex relationships. Given the multiplicity of these
relational components and their interactions across scale levels, there are at least two important areas that
emerge from this analysis that suggest the need for future exploration: instructor backgrounds and the FL
program ecology.

Instructor Backgrounds

Both generational differences and cultural backgrounds are variables that have the potential to influence
instructors’ perceptions of the limitations and possible affordances of technology use for language teaching
and learning. The present analysis did not include either as a significant variable; in fact, instructors from
the three individual cases, namely Casey, Amelia, and Leon are from a similar age range (50-59). Moving
forward it would be important to explore both generational differences and cultural backgrounds in
relationship to perceptions of MT and its use in teaching and learning. Such an analysis would open
additional scales of inquiry, potentially capturing generational variations as well as situating instructor
perceptions of agency and identity within the discourses of technology in varying educational systems in
the United States and around the world.

The FL Program Ecology

Another variable that emerged as potentially significant from this analysis is the ecology of the language
program itself, both in relationship to the use and incorporation of technology more broadly and MT
specifically as well as how this ecology may interact with the beliefs, evolving identities, and sense of
agency of instructors. This exploration would include both considerations of instructors who embrace the
use of MT without support from their language programs as well as documenting the potential impacts of
professional development resources and/or training in MT tools on instructor perceptions of MT. The results
of such an analysis could be used to frame future dialogues and training resources.

Implications
Rebeca uses the metaphor of a sewing machine to describe the impact of MT use on language learning:

Back in the day, if you wanted to wear cute stuff...you had to sew it for yourself, right? But now you
can buy all these cute clothes very cheaply. So nowadays, what is the point of sewing? It's like artisan,
it's bespoke. And so, with language learning, you don't have to necessarily learn it because you can
have a machine translate like 80% of stuff, so why should we do it? For the pleasure or the human
extension that you can have by learning about another culture. So, the analogy with the sewing is that
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clothes are mass produced the only reason to sew is if you really want to be creative or make a special
touch, and so that's the teaching we should do.

Here, the sewing machine made it possible to mass produce clothes cheaply, so the point of sewing is to
make something tailored and unique to the individual’s desires. From Rebeca’s perspective, MT made it
possible to “mass produce” language—that is, to translate language easily. However, the point of learning
language should be the pleasure that is derived from being able to learn about culture.

Important in Rebeca’s analogy are the implications of MT for language education. Indeed, the struggles
and tensions revealed by metaphors used by instructors to explore and express their relationships with MT
bring to the fore several fundamental questions for postsecondary language education.

Who are Teachers and Students in an Increasingly Digital World?

The case studies and cross-analyses presented here are an initial step in teasing out the impact of novel
technologies like MT on language teacher identities. The insights provided by these 11 instructors suggest
that we should continue to center this inquiry on instructor voices and their own understandings of their
perceived roles and identities. Additional angles of inquiry in this vein might include observational or
longitudinal studies. Incorporating an observational component would allow researchers to document how
beliefs about MT are translated into practice while longitudinal studies would enable researchers to trace
the evolution of beliefs and practices over time. The deep impact of MT technology on instructor
identity/agency found in this study also suggests the need for enhanced professional development
opportunities; instructors would benefit from explicit discussion of how to discuss MT in the classroom but
also from resources on how to navigate any potential ramifications for professional sense of self.

We also need a deeper consideration of student perspectives, not only on their language needs and
motivations for study but also the affective dimensions of their language and culture study. Additionally,
considerations of how language learners actually use MT would be important. While there has been some
research on reported uses of these technologies, very little is actually known about what students do with
MT tools (e.g., O’Neill, 2019a). Without this understanding, it is difficult to fully assess the potential impact
of MT on language learning or to implement productive pedagogical interventions.

What is Language Education and Why is it Important?

Answering this question involves reevaluating how the language education field has historically understood
the role and purpose of language study. An important additional layer to this reevaluation is how these
understandings have been communicated within departments and universities and to the broader public.
The advent of MT and the ability to rely on it for basic, if not imperfect and instrumental, communication
may change how many students, their parents, and perhaps even universities view the importance of a
language education (Crossley, 2018). Language educators in this article and others (Hellmich & Vinall,
2021) are adamant that MT cannot replace language teachers or language education. However, this belief
and rationale needs to be made explicit and convincing to actors outside the language education profession.

Of course, the fact that there is still a need to justify or “sell” the value of language education also speaks
to a need to continue to engage with larger neoliberal trends in education (Bernstein et al., 2015). An
ongoing reevaluation of language education in our current society must also keep an eye to this neoliberal
discourse as well as to ways it intertwines with discourses of technology (Hellmich, 2018).

What are the Impacts of MT on Language and Language Education?

Finally, it is important to continue to explore the impacts of MT, and all computer-mediated language, on
language itself, especially when it is governed by algorithms (Raab, 2020). It is similarly important to
reexamine the aspects of language learning that MT use cannot address, such as understanding meaning-
making processes that bring pleasure.
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Conclusion

In his interview, James states, “this sounds kind of silly but I don’t want to give [MT] too much power.”
Despite James’s attempts to not give MT power, the struggles that the instructors’ metaphors have revealed
suggest that a lot is at stake. MT can support language/culture learning, or it can undermine it. It can
transform what one understands as learning, or it can reify previous understandings. It can contribute to
productive and trusting relationships with students, or it can lead to frustration, shame, and meanness. It
can help alleviate student fear of making mistakes, or it can perpetuate this fear. It can open up new roles
for instructors, or it can limit those roles. It can empower both instructors and students, or it can limit their
sense of agency. These struggles help to explain why some instructors vacillate in their relationships to MT,
which can be destructive, supportive, or transformative. As a bridge, booze, a prosthetic, an enemy, a tool,
or a crutch there is a perception that MT has power, and, that both learners and instructors risk falling down
the rabbit hole.

Through an ecological lens, documenting the power of MT on instructor beliefs, identities, and classroom
practices acknowledges these struggles not as individual ones but as part of a larger ecosystem. The impacts
of these struggles are profoundly felt through all these cases, as is the call to not only document these
relationships but to open spaces for further examination of them at the level of the FL profession.
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