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Attitudes to the use of Google Translate for L2 production: analysis of chatroom discussions among UK secondary school students.
This paper presents the findings of a research project on UK school students’ attitudes to the use of Free Online Machine Translation for L2 production and more specifically in preparing for assessment. Data was collected from a publicly available online forum to analyse students’ spontaneous discussion of the use of Free Online Machine Translation, predominantly Google Translate. The majority of relevant comments were posted by secondary school students in the UK, regarding the use of Google Translate for GCSE examinations. The findings reveal that use of Google Translate for assignments was accepted practice among secondary school students in the UK over the last decade. However, they show mixed attitudes to this usage, and the nature of the discussion changed over the decade as a result of the evolution of Google Translate and changes to UK examination requirements. This study is original in its use of netnography, the study of online communities, to analyse students’ comments to each other about their use of Google Translate in preparing for MFL coursework and examinations. These findings therefore serve to inform the debate on how schools and universities should respond to student Google Translate usage for language learning and assignments.
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Introduction and rationale
Since the creation of free online machine translation tools such as Google Translate, language teachers have struggled to combat their students’ use of it. In order to better understand how and why their students are using these tools, language educators all over the world have carried out extensive research over the last decade, mainly in the form of surveys and case studies. These have addressed themes such as student and staff attitudes to the use of machine translation, the efficiency and accuracy of the tools, and the extent to which this use constitutes plagiarism and can be detected. However, they all share a common issue: students are generally asked to reveal their use of this controversial tool to the researcher, who may be from their own establishment, and complete honesty can therefore not be guaranteed.
This unique case study explores UK student attitudes to the use of Google Translate as voiced spontaneously to each other (rather than to a researcher) in comments submitted to The Student Room (https://www.thestudentroom.co.uk/), a publicly available online forum, between 2010 and 2020. The Student Room is a UK-based community forum for students to ask each other questions about topics such as subjects they are studying, school and university courses, accommodation, finance and personal matters. The time period was determined by the results: as will be explained further in the methodology, a search in 2020 for “Google Translate” in the Student Room produced ‘hits’ dating back to 2009. Google Translate is generally acknowledged to be the most widely used of the Free Online Machine Translation (FOMT) tools available (Aiken and Balan, 2011; Allué, 2017, Clifford et al, 2013a). As will be seen, the vast majority of enquiries were posted by secondary school students, with very few from university students; the focus of this study is therefore on the attitudes of school-age students in the UK to the use of Google Translate for public examinations.
Literature review
Previous research
Although numerous researchers have already explored student attitudes to the use of machine translation in language learning, these studies have largely been case-study or survey-based and have also been carried out in higher education settings. Case studies including those by Garcia and Pena (2011), Groves and Mundt (2015), and Kol, Schcolnik and Spector-Cohen (2018) have explored how FOMT can be used by university students of English to improve their writing. Among others, Bower (2010), Korošec (2011), Kumar (2012), Clifford et al (2013a and 2013b), Sukkhwan (2014), Groves and Mundt (2015),  Jolley and Maimone (2015), Farzi (2016), Alhaisoni and Alhaysony (2017) and Maulidiyah (2018) have carried out surveys of FOMT usage by university students studying European languages (including English) at institutions outside the UK, while Somers et al (2006) and Niño (2009) carried out research involving students of MFL in the UK. This is the first study of school-aged UK students’ own FOMT usage (as opposed to tasks given to them), as evidenced by the fact that the majority of the posts relevant to this study concerned GCSEs, with a smaller number from A level students. In the UK, GCSEs are largely taken at the end of year 11 (when students are approximately 16 years of age), and A levels at the end of year 13, (18 years of age). 
While the findings from the above-mentioned surveys differ slightly in terms of the numbers of students declaring their use of FOMT to translate words, sentences or paragraphs, all report that students find the tools useful and that some admit to using them for assignments. This is striking in the light of the period covered by these reports and the issues with machine translation reliability before the advent of Google’s Neural Machine Translation system (GNMT) in 2016, which we will explore later. 
Farzi (2016) devotes more attention than the previous studies to the extent to which students post-edit the results of their machine translation usage, citing Niño (2008) and O’Neill (2012) who had both concluded that texts written by students using post-edited machine translation output were superior to those not using machine translation tools. Farzi postulates: ‘Exploring ways to improve the quality of students [sic] interactions with the tools is probably a more productive pedagogical strategy than disregarding or disallowing a tool that may actually have pedagogical value for L2 students’ (Farzi, 2016, 172).
Bower’s (2010) study, of 258 students of English in Japan in 2009, is particularly relevant to this research in its focus on the students’ arguments for and against the use of MT. 69% of students questioned in his survey claimed not to have used machine translation at all for writing, citing reasons such as unawareness of the tools, the fact that it was not a good learning technique, they could write better without it, their teacher had told them not to, or they considered it cheating. It will be seen that these opinions are echoed in many of the responses in our study.  It must also be noted that this is a relatively early study in terms of Google Translate’s reliability, and that Japanese does not lend itself so easily to machine translation (Aikawa, 2015). Of total respondents, 22% said that they considered use of machine translation for assignments to be cheating, and 52% thought that the teacher would be able to spot its usage in their work. As the researcher says, this contrasts with his own experience: given the number of students claiming to use it (31%), he estimates that he identifies between 8% and 16% of usage. He cites Ruthven-Stuart (2008) who ‘has shown that English language teachers in Japan have difficulty discriminating written production from low-level English learners which has used OMT [online machine translation] from written work which has not used OMT’ (Bower, 2010, 3).
This conclusion is borne out by Somers et al (2006) and Groves and Mundt (2015) who both focus on students’ use of machine translation for assignments. Echoing Ruthven-Stuart (2008), Somers et al express their shock that ‘the standard of translation achieved by FOMT might be worthy of a C grade – a moderate pass – at ‘A’ level’ (Somers et al, 2006, 2). Groves and Mundt consider machine translation outputs from an IELTS (International English Language Testing System) perspective, reporting that errors are tolerated even at level 6.0, and posing the question: ‘After all, why would a potential student go to the effort and expense of learning a foreign language if she is able to produce an acceptable L2 text from her own L1 writing, instantly and with no financial cost?’ (Groves and Mundt, 2015, 113). 
There are two further studies which involve school-age pupils, one in Sweden and one in the UK. The study by Josefsson (2011) involved upper secondary school pupils in Sweden who were asked to undertake a post-editing task by using Google Translate to translate a text, then discussing the output. They were then given a questionnaire asking them about their own use of Google Translate, which, like the previously-cited studies, showed that the students used it extensively. Josefsson concludes that the students showed a ‘critical awareness’ of the translation tool and ‘increased awareness of their own learning processes’ (Josefsson, 2011, 23) and calls for further research into how activities using Google Translate could be integrated into the classroom.
The research by Somers et al (2006) is the only study to my knowledge which takes A level students in the UK as its subjects, albeit as a minor part of their study: they carried out experiments with 20 university students of Italian and Spanish and five A level students of German. However, their study differs from my own in several ways: their focus was on plagiarism detection (whether the use of FOMT by students could be detected in assignments) and involved an experiment, rather than an analysis of student usage or attitudes. They asked their participants to translate a text or to post-edit the FOMT translation of it and analysed the two outputs for patterns. Their results were inconclusive, finding that while ‘the mistakes made by MT systems are sufficiently different from those made by language learners to permit some sort of automatic detection’, this detection necessitated the use of computational stylometry and would only ‘signal to the teacher that the work might be plagiarized’ (Somers et al, 2006, 7, original emphasis).
Several of these previous researchers (Correa, 2014; Farzi, 2016; Groves and Mundt, 2015; Jolley and Maimone, 2015) conclude that it will henceforward either be impossible or unnecessary to prevent students from using Google Translate either for their own development or in assignments. They argue that the language instructor’s task should be to bring the tool into the classroom and train students how to use it more effectively, rather than using it covertly and possibly without discernment. 
These themes of prevalence of usage, types of usage (for formative work or assignments), arguments for and against usage, the need for post-editing, and the debate around cheating and plagiarism, find echoes in the comments gathered in this study, with the difference that in this case they were posted spontaneously by students rather than elicited in surveys.  
Language learner attitudes and motivation
There has been substantial investigation over the last few decades into the impact of attitudes and motivation on language learners and their success or lack of it. In successive publications, Gardner (1972 with Lambert, 1985a, 1991, 2005) coined and refined the concepts of integrative and instrumental motivation in second language learning. Integrative motivation involves the extent to which the learner wishes to identify with another language community, their attitude towards the learning situation, and their goal-directed behaviour (the amount of effort they are willing to expend to learn the language), while instrumental motivation relates to practical motives for learning the language, such as gaining a qualification. 
This is echoed by Ames’ (1992) goal orientation theory which distinguishes between ‘mastery’ and ‘performance’ goals. While ‘mastery’ involves the ‘intrinsic value of learning’ (p. 262) and trying to improve their level of competence, a performance goal involves a focus on ability and self-worth. In this context, ability is evidenced by ‘doing better than others, by surpassing normative-based standards, or by achieving success with little effort (Ames, 1984b; Covington, 1984)’ (Ames, 1992, 262, my emphasis). The relevance to student use of Google Translate for assignments hardly needs highlighting.
Gardner (2005) further identifies language anxiety as a factor affecting language learning. This is particularly relevant to this study, as many of the students posting to the Student Room appear to be doing so as a result of a chronic lack of confidence in their ability. While acknowledging that anxiety can have motivational properties which may facilitate achievement, he posits that it also has ‘debilitating components that interfere with learning and production’ and is therefore ‘generally negatively related to achievement as well as to self-confidence with the language’ (Gardner, 2005, 8).
Horwitz, Horwitz and Cope (1986) focus specifically on language anxiety, which can be caused by an expectation of error-free performance:
Certain beliefs about language learning also contribute to the student's tension and frustration in the classroom. We note that a number of students believe nothing should be said in the foreign language until it can be said correctly and that it is not okay to guess an unknown foreign language word. Beliefs such as these must produce anxiety since students are expected to communicate in the second tongue before fluency is attained and even excellent language students make mistakes or forget words and need to guess more than occasionally (Horwitz, Horwitz and Cope, 1986, 127).
Like Gardner, Dörnyei has spent much of his academic career exploring the nature and impact of motivation within second language acquisition, with a focus on self-determination theory, attribution theory, and goal theories. He cites Bernard Weiner (1992), the main proponent of attribution theory, who argues that the reasons to which we attribute past successes and failures shape our ‘motivational disposition’:
If, for example, we ascribe past failure on a particular task to low ability on our part, the chances are that we will not try the activity ever again, whereas if we believe that the problem lay in the insufficient effort or unsuitable learning strategies that we employed, we are more likely to give it another try (Dörnyei 2003, 8-9). 
This is relevant to our study as it would appear from some of the posts to the Student Room that posters are ascribing their past failure to their own low ability, and are reaching for external solutions rather than attempting to employ better learning strategies.
Dörnyei (2003) further cites Williams, Burden, and Lanvers’ (2002) study of British schoolchildren’s strategy use, which concludes that ‘most participants appeared to have great difficulty in discussing different aspects of their metacognitive strategy use and conveyed a lack of sense of control over their learning. ... Very little evidence was found of planning behavior’ (Williams, Burden, and Lanvers 2002, 519, cited in Dörnyei  2003, 17).
This aspect of language learning attitudes and motivation therefore finds echoes in mindset theory, developed by Dweck et al (1995), which differentiates between a fixed mindset (‘I failed the test because I am dumb’) and a growth mindset (‘I failed the test because of my effort or strategy’) (Dweck et al, 1995, 1). Mercer and Ryan (2010) apply this theory to L2 learning, suggesting that foreign language learning is ‘a domain in which the fixed mindset may be particularly prevalent, given the widespread belief in the importance of natural talent or aptitude in successful language learning’ (Mercer and Ryan 2010, 444).
They conclude that ‘the data suggest that, even in cases where a strong growth mindset exists, learners may feel frustrated and helpless without the tools and metacognitive knowledge of strategies to put their effort to focused use’ (Mercer and Ryan 2010, 443).
Lou and Noels (2019) further apply mindset theory to L2 motivation, devising the Language Mindsets Inventory (LMI) to gauge language learners’ attitude to language learning:
In addition to beliefs about general verbal intelligence in the native language (e.g., ‘people either have the talent in language-based abilities or not; they can't change it’), beliefs about second language aptitude (e.g., ‘the ability to learn a foreign language is innate; it is immutable’) and beliefs about age and language learning ability (e.g., ‘people's ability to learn languages is fixed by a certain young age; adults lose the capability to acquire languages’) are also important aspects of language mindsets (Lou and Noels 2019, 2, original emphasis).
As mentioned above, these beliefs and mindsets are clearly represented in the data which forms the basis of the current research.
Ferrari (2013) also traces the history of research into attitudes and motivation in L2 learning, before formulating her own model. Although her research focusses on adult learners, her exploration of language learner motivation is enlightening. Her Fiume model (2013, 228) graphically represents the impact of various motivational factors over time during the language learning process, showing that initial personal motivation (either intrinsic or extrinsic) may be positively or negatively affected by external factors such as group dynamics and the relationship with the teacher as well as challenges and barriers to learning. 
She cites Ushioda (2008) who calls for more qualitative research in L2 motivation, claiming that ‘the most promising line of inquiry lies in enabling language learners' own voices and stories to take centre stage’ (Ushioda, 2008, 29). While Ferrari emphasises the fact that her research focusses on language learners’ own words while the researcher remains in the background, the current study goes even further, in that the students quoted here voiced their opinions unelicited, without any input from the researcher.
Evolution of Google Translate
When analysing the data below, it is important to acknowledge the evolution of Google Translate over the course of the decade in question. Google Translate was launched in 2006, using a statistical (Phrase-Based) Machine translation system (Le and Schuster, 2016). This was replaced in 2016 by Google’s Neural Machine Translation system which offered a step-change in the accuracy and scope of the translations provided. Google Translate is now used by more than 500 million monthly users, searching for 140 billion words per day (Lewis-Kraus, 2016). In an analysis of test translations in 2016, Google themselves claimed that neural machine translation was fast approaching human translation, particularly in European languages (Le and Schuster, 2016). In 2016, there were 2.5 billion sentence pairs in the Google Translate programme’s training material for English and French (Bates Ramirez, 2016) and in 2020 the system was training on 25 billion sentence pairs from over 100 languages (Wiggers, 2020).
As the name suggests, Google’s Neural Machine Translation system is designed to function in a similar way to the human brain, making connections and learning new information. This process does not generate sentences directly into the target language as the previous phrase-based systems did. Neural machine translation performs an analysis in two stages, encoding and decoding, by a process called deep learning (Shofner, 2016). Importantly, as a step forward from the previous systems which proceeded word by word or phrase by phrase, the encoding of each new word takes into account what has happened earlier in the sentence (Le and Schuster, 2016).
The implications for language teaching are clear. While machine translation was easily identified in its early stages through its inability to recognise context, it has now reached a point where it could arguably claim to provide its users with language of a higher quality than had been estimated by the researchers quoted above, who judged that it could produce results equivalent to the work of an average student.
Changes in assessment methods
The other important relevant change over the last decade is the way in which students are assessed in public examinations in the UK. Before 2018, students were partially assessed by means of ‘controlled assessments’ or coursework, tasks which they could potentially prepare in advance and deliver by rote, although this had not been the intention when this assessment method was introduced. The amendment brought in for the examinations in summer 2018 (and therefore taught in classrooms from 2016) removed this element in favour of external ‘linear’ examinations carried out at the end of the course (Long, 2017). While it might have been predicted that this would significantly affect the number of queries regarding student use of Google Translate in preparing for public examinations, it will be seen in the findings below that the number fell only slightly, although there was a slight change in the nature of the enquiries and responses to the Student Room forum.
The initial impetus for the research was a concern that use of FOMT (overwhelmingly Google Translate) for L2 production was becoming more and more prevalent among language learners, and that instructors and examination bodies were ignorant of the extent of this use for assignments (particularly public examinations). Following the investigation into previous research cited above, highlighting themes of attitude and motivation, prevalence and nature of use of Google Translate, arguments for and against usage, and the debate around cheating and plagiarism, the following research objectives were formulated:
To investigate student attitudes to the use of Google Translate for L2 production as articulated spontaneously in an online chat room;
To determine to what extent students admit to using Google Translate for L2 production and more specifically for assignments.
Methodology
The methodological framework adopted for this study is ‘netnography’, a term coined by Kozinets (2002), who defined it as ‘ethnography adapted to the study of online communities’ (2002, 1). According to Kozinets, it has distinct advantages:
As a method, “netnography” is faster, simpler, and less expensive than traditional ethnography, and more naturalistic and unobtrusive than focus groups or interviews (2002, 1). 
Netnography shares the methodological stages and procedures adopted in traditional ethnography: entrée (formulation of the research questions and identification of an appropriate online community for study), data collection, analysis and interpretation (Kozinets, 2002). Kozinets raises the issue of ethical concerns in the light of the online and publicly accessible nature of the data:
Ethical concerns over ‘netnography’ turn on two nontrivial, contestable and interrelated concerns: (1) are online forums to be considered a private or a public site?, and, (2) what constitutes ‘informed consent’ in cyberspace? A clear consensus on these issues, and therefore on ethically appropriate procedures for ‘netnography,’ has not emerged (2002, 8).
While he acknowledges that some scholars consider it to be unnecessary to gain informed consent for the use of data posted in a public area (Sudweeks and Rafaeli, 1995 cited in Kozinets, 2002, 8), he himself and a number of other researchers are more cautious. They feel that ‘“netnographers” would be wise to consider the chief ethical concerns apparent in “netnography”: privacy, confidentiality, appropriation of others’ personal stories, and informed consent’ (Sharf, 1999, cited in Kozinets, 2002, 9). 
The data in this study was gathered by taking a purely observational stance, (in Kozinets’ terms, ‘lurking’), as opposed to participating in the forum and revealing the fact that the research was being carried out. Costello et al (2017) also debate the ethics of ‘lurking’, citing Alavi et al (2010) who believe that a purely observational stance ensures that ‘the analysis is conducted in the natural context of the community and thus is free from the bias which may arise through the involvement of the researcher or experimental research setting’ (Alavi et al, 2010, 88, cited in Costello et al, 2017, 6). In the case of this study, consent from posters to the forum was not sought: the Student Room forum shows only their username and no other information which could lead to their identification. Although some comments reveal potentially controversial material such as an admission to having used Google Translate in assignments, their identity is hidden so there could be no repercussions. To address Sharf’s concerns regarding ‘privacy, confidentiality, appropriation of others’ personal stories, and informed consent’ cited above, it was felt that contributors were sharing their personal stories and opinions freely on a publicly available forum and must therefore be aware that this was neither private nor confidential. Ethical approval was of course obtained for the project and the collection of this data. 
There is some debate in the literature regarding what actually constitutes netnography. Costello et al (2017) discuss its origins, stemming from studies of consumer behaviour and opinion as voiced spontaneously by members of online communities to each other, rather than to researchers in surveys, interviews or focus groups. Costello et al (2017) suggest that ‘the analysis of archived online textual data by off-line researchers who have never actively participated in the communities for which, and through which that data was created, is perhaps more appropriately categorized as archival research than as netnography or ethnography’ (2017, 7). They argue for a more active, participatory approach, leading to a co-creation of knowledge with the online community studied. 
Nevertheless, they concede that in his more recent work, Kozinets emphasises that, in a netnographic study, a ‘significant’ amount of data collection ‘originates in and manifests through the data shared freely on the internet’ (Kozinets, 2015, 79, cited in Costello et al, 2017, 2). They also quote Kozinets as claiming that netnography has a ‘voyeuristic quality’ because it can be used to ‘reveal discourse about hidden and stigmatic behaviours that may be more difficult to study in person’ (Kozinets, 2015, 88, cited in Costello et al, 2017, 3).
This resonates with the current study, as it is likely that language students might be reluctant to speak openly about their use of Google Translate in assignments or in preparing for exams. For this reason, despite Costello et al’s (2017) reservations about a non-participatory or passive approach, it is felt that the research described here can still be identified as netnography as opposed to, for example, qualitative content analysis, because of its nature as the ‘unobtrusive and noninfluencing monitoring of the communication and interaction of community members to gain practical insights into their usage behaviour.’ (Pollok et al, 2014, 2, cited in Costello et al, 2017, 3).
The aim of the study was to carry out a qualitative analysis of contributions to The Student Room which referred to the use of Google Translate in the context of language learning and, more specifically, in preparing for public examinations. 
A search in late 2020 of the Student Room forum for the term “Google translate” returned 2149 results. Of these, 88 posts and 175 responses from 2010 to 2020 were identified as providing information relevant to this study. The posts selected as relevant were chosen because they addressed issues regarding the use of Google Translate for language learning and particularly for public examinations in the UK such as GCSE or A Level as explained above. Many of the other posts included elements such as offers of translation unassociated with public examinations, general discussions about the future of translation and language learning, questions about relationships with speakers of other languages, and issues with international students, all of which were judged to be outside the remit of this study. 
The analytical framework used to investigate the students’ attitudes is thematic analysis, as defined by Braun and Clarke (2006). The data corpus comprises the total posts and responses produced by the search for “Google Translate” in the Student Room forum, and the data set is the subset of posts and responses deemed relevant to this study by the researcher, namely those which referred to the use of Google Translate for L2 production and more specifically for assignments. An inductive semantic interpretative approach was used to analyse the data: this allows the researcher to identify prevalent themes from the data in the absence of previous theory, at a semantic or explicit level, followed by an attempt to ‘theorize the significance of the patterns and their broader meanings and implications’ (Braun and Clarke, 2006, 84). 
When the data was analysed, several themes were identified, which could further be broken down into subthemes. The overarching themes were the original poster’s motivation for posting, and responses which view the use of Google Translate favourably or unfavourably. The original posts show different motivations for posting: asking others to write, translate or correct work for them to submit as their own (often giving further information as to why they feel unable to do it themselves); asking whether teachers can spot its usage or whether it would be considered cheating; asking for exam or revision tips; asking for advice about courses, such as whether to take a language at GCSE or A level; and miscellaneous questions which do not fit into any of those categories. Many of these posts do not mention Google Translate specifically themselves, but elicit responses which do. 
Regarding posts which offer an unfavourable view of the use of Google Translate for language production, a further sub-categorisation can be made. Some reasons pertain to the shortcomings of the tool itself, leading to comments that it is inaccurate, so teachers will be able to spot its use or students should not trust it. Others offer a judgment on the poster themselves, suggesting that they are lazy or cheating and that using Google Translate is a poor language learning technique.
The favourable comments are rather more complex in nature: some are almost boastful, asserting that they used Google Translate successfully for assignments and achieved excellent grades; some suggest that the use is common practice among students and portray the tool as a useful ally; others offer caveats suggesting that it can be used judiciously for short phrases; and a further sub-category offer linguistic advice such as post-editing the output, using the speech function to practise pronunciation, or using other online tools which provide more linguistic information.
Findings 
Overview
Of the 88 posts studied, 60 (68%) relate to GCSE, 11 (13%) to A Level or International Baccalaureate, and 17 (19%) either do not mention a public exam or are concerned with other situations such as self-study or extra-curricular courses.  Interestingly, none are posted by students identifying as studying languages at degree level.
The number of relevant posts per year increases then decreases during the time period represented, with very few posts per year from 2010 to 2013, rising to a peak in 2017 then falling off towards 2020 (Figure 1). This rise and fall in number through the decade is perhaps understandable as students became more familiar not only with Google Translate itself but also with social media and web forums, and also correlates with the move away from coursework.
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Figure 1. Type of enquiry per year
An analysis of the type of enquiry posted over time shows that requests for peers to help them with their work were the most common type of post while controlled assessment was current, rising steadily over the period 2010-2017, whereas after the change, students posted more enquiries about tips for revision or exam success. There are still some requests for help with specific topics or tasks after 2018, but these are more often associated with the oral exam.
Motivation for posting 
As will be seen in the example below, several original posters (OP) explain that they do not feel their language ability is sufficient to cope with the demands of the coursework or exams, and that they need to ask for help from peers or resort to using Google Translate. This echoes the research into L2 learner motivation cited above, which highlights a lack of confidence leading to language anxiety.
However, it is clear that their teachers’ warnings may have had some effect, as many of these posts also express a lack of trust in Google Translate, or trepidation at the idea that they may be caught out. One post from 2015 specifically asks whether using Google Translate is breaking exam board rules, and whether ‘moderators at the exam board [would] pick up on it’.
It may shock teachers to learn that 41% of posts involve the poster asking fellow contributors to write, translate or correct a piece of work for an assignment; it is also interesting to read the variety of positive and negative responses to these requests, which we consider in more detail later. Another 41% of original posts ask for tips to revise for or succeed at a particular exam, 11% ask for advice regarding A level or university courses, 3% ask whether other contributors think that use of machine translation is cheating or that teachers will be able to spot it, and another 3% comment on its usefulness. 
The following thread shows an excellent cross-section of the opinions expressed in this case study. The original post in 2016 asked for help with coursework: 
I am doing some coursework on French (A writing piece which equates to only 15% of my GCSE) - and I needed a bit of help, so I was wandering [sic] if any French people / people who are good at French to possibly help me?
These responses (all from 2016) show a typical range of attitudes to Google Translate, which we shall go on to explore in more detail:
google translate is your friend. Don't paste entire paragraphs into it, do small phrases or sentences, and use some of your knowledge to make sure it is correct.
try reverso-- it's better than google translate.
google translate is really not your best friend. Try memrise for topic specific vocab and use linguee.fr, it gives you words in context.
I don't not use Google Translate as for quick translations, it's usually very reliable. However, use sites such as word reference to check the accuracy of any long sentences or paragraphs.
Please don't just 'type it into google translate' as some people on this thread have suggested - what's the point of that, after all? What in earth are you learning by doing that?
When all posts and responses are analysed, 32% show a negative view of the use of Google Translate, and 22% a positive view. The remaining 46% are either framed as questions or show a mixed opinion or no particular opinion.
Unfavourable views of Google Translate 
The unfavourable comments show a variety of attitudes, some regarding Google Translate itself, and others targeting its users (Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Unfavourable comments (% of total posts and comments)
Twenty-one per cent (of the total comments) warn against using Google Translate because of the inaccuracy of the results or because it is untrustworthy, while 13% are sure that teachers will spot it. Contributors show a strong awareness of the failings of Google Translate, such as literal translation, translating words in the wrong context, incorrect tenses, and inconsistent grammar or syntax.
This leads many responders to argue that teachers will definitely be able to spot its usage. After one of the earliest posts in 2010, saying that the OP had used Google Translate because they ‘couldn’t be bothered’ with their French essay, but that their teacher had said they would be able to spot it, there are numerous responses confirming the teacher’s claim. Respondents explain that the teacher will notice at best a difference in writing style or a sudden use of more sophisticated vocabulary, or at worst, errors in grammar or syntax and words used in the wrong context.
It must be remembered that these comments were posted in 2010, when the tool was still relatively unreliable. However, more recently, responders were still advising against its use because Google Translate ‘messes up’ and it is harder to memorise material that one has not written oneself. 
This introduces a more optimistic feature of the study, in that in several cases (24% of total comments), students take the time to help each other by giving advice rather than just agreeing or refusing to help them with a specific piece of work. This sometimes takes the form of recommending other tools, such as WordReference, Reverso, Linguee, SpanishDict, and Quizlet. Posts such as the example below from 2010 show an understanding of the linguistic advantages of using these tools as opposed to Google Translate:
Use the wordreference.com forums instead of google translate! The dictionary is far more extensive and you can choose words closer to the meaning you're after, as too many words have more than one meaning to make online translators accurate! The people on there are also really helpful and if you need a full sentence translated or a tense explained or you can't find the right word you'll usually get several native speakers helping you out within minutes. 
Other students help the OP by suggesting that they could use Google Translate but would need to post-edit it. Suggestions include reading it through ‘to check word order, tenses etc. to make sure it was all correct’, or even asking ‘a nerdy friend to fine-tune it’. Several respondents comment, however, that if you are going to post-edit the Google Translate output, you may as well do it yourself in the first place; one student discovered that it was ‘much quicker doing the whole thing myself with a dictionary than translating it all and proofreading’. 
Some students, on the other hand, are willing to go to extreme lengths outside of the classroom to achieve success. One in particular, from 2015, explained a system they had used successfully four times: they used all the resources the teacher had given them as well as online tools to write a first draft, used a French spell check to ‘check for spelling, accents and grammar’, then posted it on forums ‘for people to mark’, then gave it to their teacher ‘for the final check’, before memorising it to write out on the day of the assignment. One might feel that despite the unorthodox methods, the thoroughness and perseverance of the student merit the 20/20 they claim the work received.
Although the motivation is often to successfully pass off the Google Translate (or peer) output as their own, these comments still show that the students have an element of linguistic awareness. Their advice also chimes with much of the previously-mentioned research into students’ use of FOMT which recommends bringing Google Translate out of the closet and instructing students in how to use it more effectively (Correa, 2014; Farzi, 2016; Groves and Mundt, 2015; Jolley and Maimone, 2015; Josefsson, 2011). The evidence of students using linguistic strategies to improve their work also shows that those who respond to the OPs have a greater sense of control and heightened awareness of metacognitive strategies, echoing the research explored above (Dörnyei, 2003; Lou and Noels, 2019; Mercer and Ryan, 2010).
Several of the respondents (7% of total comments) also raise another common issue regarding the length or complexity of texts translated, advising peers that while Google Translate can be used successfully for words or phrases, it is less accurate when used for sentences, paragraphs, or longer passages:
The odd phrase or two could be fine, but for a whole essay then I would think it would be obvious. At best they'll just think you're bad at French, at worst they'll know you cheated. (2010)
This last comment brings us to the issue of some respondents’ criticism of the OP’s intention to use Google Translate. 13% of the total comments reproach users of Google Translate, 5% commenting that it is lazy, 5% cheating, and 3% a poor learning technique. As one critic points out:
If you care so little about learning a language, why even go to the effort of running it through a translator? You're learning nothing by doing that, whereas by writing it yourself, you can learn from your mistakes. (2010)
Favourable views of Google Translate
As mentioned above, however, 22% of total comments express satisfaction with Google Translate (Figure 3). 
[image: ]
Figure 3. Favourable comments (% of total posts and comments)
Twenty-three per cent make it clear that they have used Google Translate for production in the target language, 9% specifying that this was for assignments, often with great success: several claim that they used it throughout their GCSE or A level course and achieved A*s, the top grade available. One comment gives an interesting insight into a student’s view of the difference between GCSE and A level (the assessment at the time was divided into AS for the first year and A2 for the second year of study):
I got an A* at GCSE and continued with French. I'm doing A2 now and I absolutely love it. See the thing is, the jump between GCSE and AS is difficult because you go from using google translate and memorising your coursework to actually having to learn the grammar rules and applying them in spontaneous situations. (2017) 
What is striking about this comment is the implication that using Google Translate to produce the coursework and then memorising it was almost expected among students, with no suggestion that it could be construed as cheating. In fact, 3% of respondents suggest that use of Google Translate is common practice among their peers, one reassuring the OP that ‘I'm sure most students studying languages have used translators extensively at some point’. Worryingly for language teachers, 6% of comments claim that their teachers did not identify their usage of Google Translate, even back in 2010 when it was less reliable. 
Several comments echo the observation by Somers et al (2006) cited above, that Google Translate can achieve a similar result to a student of intermediate ability:
… I don't see how they know the difference between Google badly translating it and you badly translating it, though. (2010)
Like someone said already, I think this says everything about the level expected from GCSE students. It really makes me wonder how anyone manages to fail, when google translate can get a C. (2010)
On a more optimistic note, as with the negative views, there are elements of the study which show language learning behaviour which may cheer language teachers. In addition to the alternatives to Google Translate already mentioned, a number of more recent respondents single out the speech function as being particularly useful. This also reflects the shift in the focus of the comments from written to spoken issues after 2018, when the written coursework element had been discontinued:
For improving your accent, copy your responses on to google translate and then play them, and try to copy what the voice says. (2017)
I also use good old google translate on my phone so I can listen to the pronunciation of words and things and also with some "extra help" for any particularly difficult homeworks. (2018)
For speaking, speak French as much as you can! Do little mini mocks by yourself. Get the google translate lady to read the question to you and respond straight from your head. (2019)
Discussion and conclusion
From this study it can be seen that students are looking both to each other and to online tools in their language learning. In answer to my research questions, we can see from the data that secondary school students between 2010 and 2020 admit to each other, if not to their teachers, that they are using Google Translate both for homework and for a range of assignments, for written coursework in the earlier years and preparation for the oral exam in the latter part of the decade. This betrays in many cases a lack of confidence in their own ability and an unwillingness to approach their teachers about it. It also echoes the research cited above regarding a fixed mindset and ‘performance goals’, by which students attempt to ‘achieve success with little effort’ (Ames, 1992, 262).
On a more optimistic note, responses to the original posts exhibit a readiness to exploit internet resources and share good practice, showing evidence of a growth mindset. While the number of students willing both to ask for and provide assistance in producing target language for assignments is alarming, as is the number who claim to have used Google Translate extensively without repercussions, it is clear that others condemn this behaviour, some of them offering constructive alternatives such as tools or techniques. 
It is accepted that this study has certain limitations, notably that some of the data refers to a version of Google Translate which has now been vastly improved, and that many of the posts refer to coursework assignments, which are no longer a feature of public exams in the UK (Long, 2015). To address the first point, if students were willing to risk using Google Translate when it was acknowledged to be unreliable, they are arguably even more likely to be tempted to use it now that it is less detectable. Secondly, despite the fact that public exams no longer include a coursework component, the data shows that even post 2018, when the new specifications were implemented, contributors are still seeking help for essays or oral presentations which they intend to memorise. Furthermore, changes to public examinations in the future may bring about a return to ‘non-exam assessment’ (CLiE, 2021, 5).
As mentioned above, previous researchers have argued that language instructors should accept that FOMT tools are here to stay, and train their students to use them effectively for formative activities: 
If students can see that communicating in another language is not simply a matter of plugging words into a formula that can be calculated by a machine, they will begin to understand language and communication as complex and multilayered (Williams, 2006, 572).
This is echoed by Correa (2014) who also concurs with some of the student comments above, in reflecting that if they need to post-edit the output, they may as well do it themselves in the first place:
By asking learners to review and modify the text (be it the original or the translation), we emphasize the view that writing is a process and not just an end product (as the students planning to use the online translation might think) (Correa, 2014, 16).
The problem with both of these comments is their age: since 2014, and definitely since 2006, Google Translate has evolved to the extent that it is able to produce highly accurate language, particularly in European languages and at the level expected at GCSE. Understandably, teachers are reluctant to embrace the tool in their teaching, as it would reveal to students just how useful it can be. At the same time, it is clear from MFL teaching networks (such as #mfltwitterati on Twitter and Secondary MFL Matters on Facebook) that teachers are increasingly frustrated by their students’ use of Google Translate in completing homework, particularly since the advent of remote teaching during the COVID 19 pandemic. There are no easy answers here; however, the move away from controlled assessment would seem to be helpful in the circumstances, and even if students use Google Translate to prepare for their oral exam, this demands some degree of mastery of the language acquired. It is beyond the scope of this study to offer solutions, but while the findings reveal a worrying lack of confidence among secondary school students in their ability to operate at the language level required, the responses showing a high level of linguistic awareness are also grounds for optimism.
This is the first netnographic study of student attitudes towards the use of Google Translate for L2 production and assignments, revealing student attitudes posted spontaneously to each other rather than elicited by a researcher. These findings confirm that use of Google Translate was accepted practice among school-age students in the last decade, and should help to inform the debate regarding language departments’ response to this behaviour. The findings also call for further research into higher education students’ current use of FOMT for take-home assignments, and an increased debate as to how to re-evaluate assessment at that level: my contention is that attitudes and practices exhibited here by students taking language GCSEs or A levels may be assumed to continue to exist among those who progress to higher education, and this has been borne out by further personal research (as yet unpublished). Coursework or ‘continuous assessment’ may no longer be an issue at GCSE or A level, but is widespread in higher education. This research throws into question the extent to which educators can trust the work submitted by students as their own. The debate at HE level has already begun, but it throws up more questions than it answers in terms of what constitutes plagiarism and how assessment policies should be adapted in the light of increasing evidence of student FOMT usage.
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