Online Translators and Language Learning: Cautions and Helps

Computer-produced translation has been around for around 50 years, and recently it has improved greatly. If your career and life in the outside world involve languages, you would be foolish not to use an online translator when it can actually do the job you want it to do. An example might be translating a professional publication.

Using online translators in language learning is another matter. It is dishonest to have an online translator produce something that is supposed to be your own writing in the language you are learning, even if you write your own text in English and then have it translated. On the other hand, an online translator might help you understand the language better, and thus learn it better, whether you are reading for comprehension or looking concentrating specifically on vocabulary and grammar.

Here, however, the purposes are to evaluate the quality of online translation itself, and then to offer advice about when online translators can be trusted, and when not. The examples used to test the translator are not deviously invented, highly unusual texts intended to set the translator up for ridiculous failure. Rather, they were chosen by an experienced language teacher who is very aware of: 1) the areas of vocabulary and grammar where English and German can differ in major ways, with the differences often leading to wildly inaccurate language (whether seemingly correct or obviously impossible); 2) the errors that are often committed by language learners because of their often incorrect assumptions about how languages work, or because of misleading similarities between the languages that conceal what are actually serious differences; 3) the kinds of communication – major categories of written language – that will likely cause online translators to fail (and some of those kinds of text are exactly those which are of great value to language learners).

Although newer methods of online translation are emerging, the commonly available online translators process language by using a collection of grammar rules and a dictionary. The application of grammar rules can fail for several reasons: 1) if the rule itself is incorrect, perhaps because the creator of the translator assumes that parallel structures, such as verb tenses, have identical meanings in two languages; 2) if the set of rules is incomplete and thus does not cover all possible cases (this is very likely, since human language is incredibly complex, though we master most of our native language during childhood); 3) if the target text is not precisely formulated in the way that the translator expects texts in the target language to be formulated (for example, slang, native-speaker grammar “errors”, fashionable misspellings [“luv” for “love”, “U” for “you”]). Since young people often write their most “human” communications with slang, intentional or unintentional grammar errors, and fashionable misspellings, that means that many of the texts the typical language learner would most like to understand (and find most difficult to translate without help) will be murdered by an online translator. (This is good news for language teachers: For teaching how to understand what the learners most want to understand, it will take the longest time to replace human beings with machines.)

Back and forth in Google between English and German. Google-produced sentences in double struck-through text are not well-formed utterances. Sentences, words, or phrases in single struck-through text significantly distort the meaning of the target items in the language being translated.

Human-created English original sentences:

How long have you lived in that house?

How long have you been living in that house?

How long did you live in that house?

How long have you lived abroad?

How long had you been living abroad?

How long did your grandmother live?
How long did your grandmother live in that house?
Automatic translation into German (Google)

Wie lang haben Sie in diesem Haus gelebt?

Wie lang haben Sie in diesem Haus gelebt?

Wie lang lebten Sie in diesem Haus?(leben = be alive; wohnen = reside)

Wie lang haben Sie auswärts gelebt?

Gehabt Sie wie lang lebend auswärts?

Wie lang lebte Ihre Großmutter?

Wie lang lebte Ihre Großmutter in diesem Haus?(leben/wohnen issue again)

Automatic translation back into English of the German sentences generated by automatic translation (Google). From here on, the meanings are often so distorted that marking them with strike-through text is pointless.

How long did you live in this house?

How long did you live in this house?

How long did you live in this house?

How long did you live outward?

Had it as long living outward?

How long did your grandmother live?

How long did your grandmother in this house live?

And yet once again, automatically, into German

Wie lang lebten Sie in diesem Haus?

Wie lang lebten Sie in diesem Haus?

Wie lang lebten Sie in diesem Haus?

Wie lang lebten Sie außerhalb?

Hatte es, wie lang außerhalb lebend?

Wie lang lebte Ihre Großmutter?

Wie lang lebte Ihre Großmutter in diesem Haus?

And once last time, back into English:
How long did you live in this house?

How long did you live in this house?

How long did you live in this house?

How long did you live outside?

Did it have, how long outside living?

How long did your grandmother live?

How long did your grandmother in this house live?

We're going to shoot some pool. Bring your cue.
Wir werden irgendeine Lache schießen.  Holen Sie Ihr Stichwort.

(retranslated: We’re going to fire weapons at a random puddle [or horselaugh]. Fetch your note-card.)

