
Vol.:(0123456789)

English Teaching & Learning (2023) 47:511–527
https://doi.org/10.1007/s42321-022-00126-5

1 3

ORIGINAL PAPER

Jumping on the Bandwagon: Thai Students’ Perceptions 
and Practices of Implementing Google Translate in their 
EFL Classrooms

順應潮流：泰國學生對EFL課堂中使用Google翻譯的看法與
實踐

Ronnakrit Rangsarittikun1 

Received: 6 October 2021 / Revised: 8 August 2022 / Accepted: 23 August 2022 /  
Published online: 8 September 2022 
© The Author(s) under exclusive licence to National Taiwan Normal University 2022

Abstract
It is generally accepted that many of today’s classrooms have been nurtured by tech-
nological advances. Similarly, in language teaching contexts, automated machine 
translation is widely recognised as one of the most significant breakthroughs in digi-
tal technology, contributing to an increase in L2 students’ use of Google Translate 
(GT) to cope with language issues. Previous research found that, despite other tech-
nology already incorporated into classrooms, language teachers were still skeptical 
of students’ use of GT to do assignments. This study therefore explored students’ 
perceptions of the explicit use of GT to solve language problems in their classrooms. 
Data were obtained from an online survey distributed to students in an English 
course that gives them the freedom to make use of tools and deploy any strategy that 
enables intelligible communication. The findings from the keyword analysis indi-
cated that the students held a positive attitude towards getting permission to use GT 
in their classrooms, and that they used GT for a wide range of purposes, in addi-
tion to translation. Given the real-world use of GT, this study posits that rather than 
restricting the use of the tool, teachers should adopt GT in their classes and guide 
students through the critical use of GT.

摘要
大家普遍接受今日許多教室都受到科技進步的養護。同樣地，在語言教學的
情境下，自動翻譯被廣泛認為是數位科技最重要的突破之一，促使更多L2學
生使用Google翻譯(GT)來處理語言的問題。之前的研究發現，儘管其他的科
技已融入課堂中，語言教師仍對學生使用GT做作業抱持懷疑的態度。因此，
本研究探討了學生對在課堂上明確使用GT來解決課堂上的語言問題的看法。
數據來自一份線上問卷，問卷發放給一門英語課的學生，該課程給予學生利
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用工具和安排任何策略的自由，讓他們能夠達到可理解的溝通。關鍵詞分析
的研究結果顯示，學生對獲得在課堂上使用GT的許可抱持正面的態度，而且
除了翻譯以外，他們還將GT用於廣泛的用途。有鑒於GT的實際使用，本研究
認為教師不應該限制工具的使用，而應該在課堂中採用GT，並且引導學生批
判性地使用GT。

Keywords  Google Translate · Translation · Perception · Strategies · EFL

關鍵詞 Google 翻譯 · 翻譯 · 看法 · 策略 · EFL

Introduction 

It is commonly believed that the goal of learning English is to become proficient 
in the language, particularly to be able to use the language to achieve communica-
tive goals. With limited vocabulary knowledge, however, gaining English input and 
conveying ideas in a foreign language is a challenge for many L2 learners. Today’s 
L2 learners, as digital natives, usually turn to automated translation tools to get the 
meanings of unfamiliar words, and the most commonly used of these is Google 
Translate (GT) (Bahri & Mahadi, 2016; Tsai, 2019). The existing literature on GT 
is substantial and focuses specifically on language learner strategy (i.e. learners’ 
strategic use of the tool to solve particular language problems in their classroom 
assignments). These include, for example, the effectiveness of GT in academic writ-
ing (Groves & Mundt, 2015; Tsai, 2019), students’ perceptions and use of GT (Kol 
et al., 2018), and teachers’ perspectives regarding students’ use of GT in their EFL 
classrooms (Stapleton & Kin, 2019).

The widespread use of GT among L2 learners thus stimulated discussions regard-
ing the utilisation of machine translation as a pedagogical tool in language class-
rooms in much of the relevant research (Jolley et al., 2015). The findings in the pre-
vious studies, nonetheless, were primarily based on the teachers’ perspectives on the 
issues. Overall, it appears that teachers were largely skeptical about students’ use of 
GT as a tool for language learning use (e.g. Briggs, 2018; Stapleton & Kin, 2019), 
which contradicts existing evidence suggesting that GT could be a helpful language 
learning tool in and beyond the classroom (Josefsson, 2011). Given this mismatch 
between the technologies that continue to mature and the instructors’ beliefs regard-
ing the use of readily available resources, scholars pointed out that teachers should 
reconsider their existing teaching methodologies to take advantage of and include 
more recently introduced materials in their language pedagogy (Golonka et  al., 
2014).

Motivated by a lack of current research into students’ perceptions of implement-
ing GT in their EFL classroom, as well as the assertion that students are the best 
data sources that can provide truthful information about their school and their learn-
ing (Kozol, 2005), this study seeks to explore students’ opinions about the explicit 
use of GT in their EFL classroom as a strategy to solve language problems and to 
deal with language issues in an English course. Employing keyword analysis as an 
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approach to analyse the data, this study will highlight key issues in the survey data, 
given that keyword analysis will reflect “what the text is really about, avoiding triv-
ial insignificant details” (Scott & Tribble, 2006, pp. 55–56).

Literature Review

Background of GT

In recent years, the emergence of online machine translation (MT) technologies has 
supplanted most of the roles that traditional dictionaries had played in the classroom 
for decades. This is because, in addition to embracing technological advancements, 
many students find the use of paper-based dictionaries to be time-consuming (Alhai-
soni & Alhaysony, 2017). GT, among the existing online machine translators, is the 
most commonly used translation tool among students for identifying word meanings 
due to its ease of use and ability to automatically and directly translate students’ 
L1 into another language (Briggs, 2018). Despite its popularity, accuracy remains a 
major drawback of GT (Lee, 2020), and that has been a persistent concern in many 
prior studies on students’ use of GT (e.g. Briggs, 2018; Tsai, 2019). Evidence sug-
gested that GT was far from producing accurate, error-free translations (Groves & 
Mundt, 2015). As such, it should be stressed that, because the goal of GT is to pro-
vide only usable translations (Lewis-Kraus, 2016), users should not expect GT to 
replace humans in translation, especially in the contexts where the language pro-
duced should be accurate, and is expected to be extensive.

Ten years after its initial release in 2006, GT was significantly improved to inte-
grate a new system that employs Artificial Intelligence (AI), labelled Google Neu-
tral Machine (GNMT), as the major mechanics that could translate beyond sentence 
by sentence (Johnson et al., 2017). This cutting-edge training technique enables GT 
to learn from millions of texts in its database (Kol et al., 2018), resulting in better 
translation quality that reduced errors by 60 percent when compared to its previous 
version (Wu et al., 2016).

GT in Language Learning and Teaching

Given the popularity of GT among L2 learners, examinations of students’ perceptions 
of GT are becoming prevalent, as reflected in the growing body of research in this 
area. According to the prior research, students were generally satisfied with using GT 
as a strategy to deal with language problems (Al-Musawi, 2014), and they were thus 
inclined to continue using GT even if it was directly against their teachers’ advice 
(Garcia & Pena, 2011). More specifically, Jin and Deifell (2013), for example, argued 
that students felt it improved their writing and reading skills in the foreign language, 
while also reducing their anxiety about using the foreign language. Similarly, students 
in the study of Bahri and Mahadi (2016) reported that GT could enhance their self-
learning, particularly in terms of gaining new vocabulary, aiding with writing, and 
facilitating reading in Bahasa Malaysia. Lastly, when the overall opinions about GT 
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of English major students and non-English major students were compared, it was 
discovered that non-English major students, given their lower English proficiency, were 
more willing to continue using GT than English major students (Tsai, 2020). While 
the evidence about the association between students’ use of GT and their learning 
outcome remains limited, several scholars have confirmed that, in terms of language 
use, GT helped students write better, both quantitatively (they could write more words 
and longer sentences) and qualitatively (they could compose sentences with greater 
syntactic complexity and accuracy) than those who did not use GT (Cancino & Panes, 
2021; Kol et al., 2018).

Regardless of the students’ overall satisfaction with GT, as for teachers’ reactions 
to the automated translation tools, many earlier studies argued that language teachers 
were not convinced that GT and other such tools could foster language learning. With 
the shift to communicative language teaching, the use of translation from one language 
to another language as a pedagogical practice became obsolete. Translation in language 
learning does not appear to fit today’s philosophy of language teaching (Cancino & 
Panes, 2021), due to its direct association with the outdated grammar-translation 
method and its emphasis on form (Cook, 2009). Scholars therefore generally advised 
against the implementation of GT in the language classroom (Fountain et al., 2009). 
This has contributed to the prohibition of the use of GT and other machine translation 
systems in some classrooms.

Many teachers’ misconceptions about their students’ use of GT to deal with lan-
guage problems are also worrying. That is, some teachers assume that all students using 
GT would blindly copy the translations to do classroom tasks, given that GT and other 
available automated translation machines allow users to simply take L1 words and sen-
tences to be translated. For this reason, the use of GT has generally been associated 
with students’ laziness (Praag & Sanchez, 2015). More worryingly, some teachers have 
said that the use of GT could lead to academic dishonesty (Clifford et al., 2013), so they 
felt that using the tool to do classroom tasks was wholly unethical (Jin & Deifell, 2013). 
From these perspectives, it is clear that many teachers would prohibit students from 
using GT, especially to do the assignments in their classes.

All these arguments clearly demonstrate that there is a mismatch between the 
instructors’ beliefs about students’ use of GT and how students actually used the tool. 
Nonetheless, since various studies in this area have stressed that students would con-
tinue to use the tool even if it contradicts their instructors’ views (White & Heidrich, 
2013), teachers should avoid jumping to the conclusion that students would use GT 
mindlessly (Bin Dahmash, 2019). Rather than just advising students not to use the tool, 
teachers should help students strategically employ the available resources, including the 
judicious use of GT, in order to address the actual needs of the students in using the 
language in real-world situations (Cook, 2010).

The Use of GT to Cope with Language Problems

Despite the scarcity of existing in-depth investigations into what specific language 
issues have prompted L2 learners to turn to GT, it is generally argued that the tool 
has been used primarily to cope with vocabulary issues, or more specifically, to 
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translate unknown words. While previous discussions pertaining to the use of GT 
largely focused on L2 learners using the tool to get the meanings of words, Tsai 
(2020) pointed out that the use of GT among Chinese students to translate words 
was mostly to complete writing assignments. Moreover, it is particularly impor-
tant to note that many students would prefer to use GT to translate individual words 
rather than a whole paragraph (Jolley et al., 2015).

GT, in addition, has been used as a spelling checker. Employing interviews, 
observations, and an online log, Bin Dahmash (2019) argued that Saudi undergradu-
ate students used GT to correct their English spelling. In particular, the author main-
tained that the participants used GT as a spell-checking tool in two ways. First, they 
would type an English word to see if the tool showed the translation (meaning that 
if the word is translated, it must be spelled correctly). Another way involved writing 
an Arabic word and then looking up the proper spelling of the translated English 
word. Overall, even though the specific language use contexts of GT among learners 
remain rather unclear, it is obvious that, on the whole, learners have used GT to cope 
with language issues related to their vocabulary use.

Methodology

Focus of the Study

The evidence presented above indicates that much of the existing research has 
focused on L2 learners’ and language teachers’ beliefs about the use of GT in a vari-
ety of contexts and issues. In Thailand, as was found in many other previous studies, 
Thai students considered GT to be helpful for their language learning, especially 
vocabulary learning (Sukkhwan & Sripetpun, 2014). To date, while most research 
has focused on students’ perceptions of GT and other translation tools in general, the 
evidence of their perceptions of being encouraged to use GT in language classrooms 
to solve language issues remains unclear. Consequently, with little information pro-
vided in previous research, conducting a study that investigates students’ percep-
tions of the explicit use of GT in their EFL class to do classroom tasks, as well as 
how they used it to solve language problems, becomes paramount. To gain insights 
into the issues, this research formulated these research questions:

1.	 What are the students’ beliefs about getting explicit permission and training from 
their teachers to use GT as a resource in their EFL classroom to deal with lan-
guage issues?

2.	 What particular language issues compel students to use GT?

Participants and the Study Context

The current study included 105 Thai undergraduate students, all between the ages 
of 19 and 20, from a Thai technological university’s international programme in 
the Faculty of Engineering. Their individual levels of English proficiency slightly 
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differed, but given the university’s standard English language proficiency require-
ment, the majority entered the university with a proficiency level of B1 or B2 
according to the CEFR framework.

All participants had previously completed the English fundamental course for 
students in an international programme. This course was especially aimed to pro-
mote students’ intrinsic motivation to use English. To this end, in the course, termed 
the hobby course, the lessons were structured around the topics of doing a hobby, 
with each student choosing a different hobby and exploring different resources to do 
their hobby. With the differences in the exposures to English input, giving students 
flexibility and the freedom to exploit any strategies that enable successful com-
munication, and to use any available tools and resources to successfully do things 
(related to their hobby) in English, was the major focus of the course. The topics 
in the course primarily included students communicating about their hobby with 
other hobby enthusiasts on a Reddit forum, and presenting their hobby to the world 
(through an online video sharing platform). For the students to effectively make use 
of tools, there was one lesson devoted to training and guiding students on how to 
use GT as well as issues related to the translation tool (e.g. benefits and limitations). 
Throughout the course, students gained the freedom to use GT to solve language 
problems (e.g. reading Reddit rules and other texts about their hobby) and do other 
classroom assessments.

Data Collection

The data gathered in this study was from an online questionnaire survey. The survey 
was designed to elicit students’ opinions on the explicit use of GT in their English 
classroom as a resource to complete classroom tasks. The questionnaire was presented 
as a Google Form, with all information and items written in English. The questionnaire 
was divided into two sections. The first section sought consent from participants, 
explaining the purposes of the study and giving assurance of the confidentiality of their 
data. They were also informed that by submitting their responses, they were giving 
the researcher permission to use their data in the study. The second section, which 
included two open-ended questions, asked them to comment on certain issues which 
were the major focus of this study. More specifically, in the questionnaire, they were 
asked to give responses to the following questions: (1) what do you think about getting 
permission from your teacher to use Google Translate in your English classroom? 
(2) What language problems or issues have you usually coped with by using Google 
Translate? Both questions were associated with the two research questions. The data 
gathered from the students’ responses were purely qualitative.

To begin collecting the data, the teachers of the course were first contacted and 
asked to distribute the survey to the students in their classes. While it was explicitly 
stated in the questionnaire that the students’ responses would be anonymous, the teach-
ers were asked to remind their students that their participation was entirely voluntary, 
and that whether or not they chose to participate in the survey would have no effect on 
their grades. Eventually, a total of 105 students completed the questionnaire survey.
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Data Analysis

The qualitative comments were analysed quantitatively and qualitatively. To analyse 
the data, the researcher used a corpus-based approach, treating the students’ responses 
to the two open-ended questions as two separate corpora (students’ perceptions corpus 
and use corpus). The corpus-based technique has been used in a wide range of stud-
ies where salient concepts in texts are the main concerns. For instance, to examine the 
teachers’ perceptions of the shift from classroom teaching to online teaching, Watson 
Todd (2020) employed a corpus-based analysis to analyse survey data and develop 
themes of key concerns among the teachers, with quotations used to illustrate each 
area of concern. In addition, given the various applications of the method, a corpus-
based technique was used to analyse published papers to investigate how the roles of 
teachers and students had changed in formal education contexts (Thomas et al., 2019).

In this study, keyword analyses were used to compare one target corpus (the 
students’ beliefs corpus and the use corpus) against the benchmark corpus to 
determine words in the target corpus that were used significantly more frequently than 
words in the benchmark corpus. This is technically referred to as keyness, suggesting 
what the text is about (Lewis-Kraus, 2016). Log-likelihood (LL) tests were then 
calculated to determine whether the words identified as keywords happened by chance 
(Pojanapunya & Watson Todd, 2018), meaning that the higher the LL value is, the 
more salient the word is in one target corpus compared to another corpus. Each of 
the two target corpora was then compared against the British National Corpus (BNC) 
using the KeyBNC software (Graham, 2014). The BNC, representing general English 
usage, provides a wide coverage of texts in both spoken and written language and is 
not limited to any particular subject area, making it an appropriate reference corpus 
used to identify key aspects of the data in this study. The keyword list, automatically 
generated from the software, was then investigated to determine the threshold value. 
From the investigation into the list, given that words which appeared only once or 
twice in the list did not appear to be significant or meaningful, the minimum frequency 
threshold was set at three (meaning that only words which appeared more than two 
times were considered key). Finally, to elicit as many relevant aspects in the comments 
as possible, the top 10 keywords ranked by LL value were considered to be key for this 
study.

Adhering to the procedures of qualitative data analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006), 
thematic analysis was conducted to identify salient patterns across the qualitative 
data to derive themes. First, the top 10 keywords and keyword concordance lines 
(using the AntConc software) (Anthony, 2019) were observed and thoroughly 
examined. It should be noted that, as Pojanapunya (2016) cautioned, follow-up 
methods of keyword analysis, such as the use of concordance lines, should be 
carried out to identify the conceptual associations between the keywords when 
the resulting keywords fail to indicate what the corpus is about. Then, from the 
investigations, the top 10 keywords in each corpus were categorised to thema-
tise the students’ comments given in the survey. Following the thematic analysis, 
the comments were read carefully, thoroughly selected to avoid redundancies, and 
used to illustrate and interpret the students’ perceptions of using GT in the class-
rooms and how they used the tool.
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Results

The following sections report the findings from the analyses. The author has clas-
sified the findings according to the research questions, including the students’ 
perceptions of explicit use of GT in the classroom and how they used the tool to 
solve language problems.

Students’ Comments on Explicit Use of GT in Their EFL Classroom

The students’ beliefs corpus was compared against the BNC corpus to highlight 
the students’ opinions about the explicit use of GT in their classroom. The top 10 
highest-ranked keywords are presented in Table 1.

One remarkable pattern emerges from the identified keywords in Table 1: the 
majority of the words considered to be key are those that denote either judge-
ments (good and correct) or actions (think, can, help, and understand). This is 
particularly reasonable as the students mainly addressed what they believed about 
using GT explicitly in the classroom (words related to students’ judgements), as 
well as how GT as a translation tool would function in their classroom. To gain 
insights into how students perceived the explicit use of GT in their classroom, 
three of the 10 keywords were classified as overall perceptions of implementing 
GT in the EFL classroom, four as how students could benefit from the use of GT 
in the classroom, and three as their recommendations.

Overall Perceptions

The keywords for this category include think, good, and correct. Many of the sample 
quotations indicate that learners had a positive attitude when it came to obtaining 
permission to use GT in the classroom. For example, students agreed that, given its 
widespread use in the real world, GT is a tool that should also be implemented in 
the language classroom: “Nowadays GT have used by most people and students so 

Table 1   Keywords for the 
students’ beliefs

Ranking Keyword Log-likelihood

1 google 458.22
2 translate 401.48
3 think 130.3
4 grammar 94.47
5 can 55.24
6 help 47.27
7 words 46.78
8 good 45.71
9 correct 38.76
10 understand 36.35
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I think it can implement in our classroom in some ways”. Many students said that 
they preferred to use the tool in the classroom because they “think that it is good, 
comfortable, fast”, and they also “think it’s good, it gives us some new vocabulary 
and practice thinking and have more learning help”. While the majority of students 
believed that the benefits of having the freedom to use GT to solve language prob-
lems outweigh its limitations (e.g. “I think many benefits from GT, but there are 
some errors, but overall it was good idea to implement in class”), some were aware 
of the inaccuracies, thus arguing that students should not rely on GT entirely: “think 
it can sometimes help. Although it sometimes translates in a strange way, but we 
should try to change it to make it correct according to what we learned or what we 
know”. From these comments, it appears that the students believed that, since GT is 
already being used in the real world, its use should also be allowed in the classroom 
to do particular language tasks.

The students’ judgements about GT also arose in the data. The participants on the 
whole recognised GT as a useful tool: “It is very good”. More specifically, they thought 
that it could help them expand their vocabulary, saying: “In my opinion, it is good to 
have GT as a vocabulary teacher but I feel that it is not capable of translating the whole 
sentence or books” and “It’s good cause GT not too bad to translate word by word”. 
On the one hand, GT is readily available, making it easy to use. On the other hand, it 
should be used critically, otherwise, “I don’t think it’s very good for help in learning a 
language, knowing a meaning of a word means nothing if you don’t know how or when 
to use so everyone should use it properly”. Most importantly, we should be aware that 
“some translations may not be correct, it may result in a decrease in the score”.

The Benefits of GT in Classroom Contexts

The issue as to how students perceived the benefits of GT in a language classroom 
was also prominent in the survey data. The keywords which fall into this category 
include can, help, words, and understand. On the whole, they believed that GT 
offers a wide range of applications, aiding students with their language use and 
learning strategy, saying, “We can use Google Translate to find synonyms words”, 
and “can learn how to pronounce some words from Google Translate”. In class-
room contexts, although the participants were in an international programme, they 
found GT to be particularly useful in the classroom to gain a better understanding of 
the lessons which were delivered in English: “Google Translate can be used in the 
classroom. Because we must translate words a lot in the classroom”. Similarly, one 
student stated, “If using in the English language curriculum, it is possible to help 
students understand the meaning”. These students’ arguments are particularly com-
pelling, given that “We are not the native speaker so there will be some words that 
we can’t understand even if the teacher explain in detail”. It should be noted that, 
from the identified keywords, GT was generally used to translate individual words, 
rather than other complex lexical units (e.g. idioms and technical terms). Given the 
context of English use in the hobby course, and the fact that they were first-year 
students when the study was conducted, the students may have had limited exposure 
to such extensive language production, and so using GT to translate such complex 
word units became unnecessary.
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Suggestions

In the final sub-category, the investigations into the keyword concordance lines 
revealed that students make recommendations about how to use the tool in their lan-
guage classroom. The keywords relevant to the issue include google, translate, and 
grammar. The fact that the students had actual experience with using GT in their 
language classroom enabled them to provide insightful recommendations on how to 
incorporate GT into a foreign language classroom. First, they suggested that teachers 
be involved in guiding students in the proper use of the tool, saying, “Maybe teacher 
lets students translate words and lets students think about translation is correct 
or not. Or teacher lets students make better translation than it”. Teachers are also 
expected to raise students’ awareness of the potential problems of using GT: “But 
students must also be educated about various grammar forms as google translate has 
certain kind of flaws” and “I want it to be used in the classroom and teach us how 
to use and correct when google translate doesn’t translate directly”. GT could also 
be used beyond a translation tool. One student pointed out that it could be used as 
part of a class activity: “Maybe we can have a game like challenge to translate word 
who are fastest and who get most answers correct will be win”. These comments 
obviously show that, despite their regular use of GT, students were concerned about 
some translation issues, and so they believed that language teachers should take part 
in giving students advice on using the tool judiciously.

Across all three subcategories, these responses reflect that the students agreed that 
GT was appropriate for use in their language classroom. They recognised the far-reach-
ing applicability of GT in dealing with language issues in their classrooms. In addition, 
by addressing some drawbacks of GT and the need to be guided to use the tool appro-
priately, it is obvious that they were showing their awareness of the potential limitations 
of the translation tool, suggesting their high tendency to use the tool critically.

How Students Used GT to Solve Particular Language Problems

In addition to the students’ perceptions of using GT in the classroom, it is necessary 
to investigate how students decided to use GT to cope with specific language issues. 
Table 2 provides the top 10 keywords.

We might expect somewhat similar keywords in the two corpora (e.g. translate, 
google, and understand) since these words are most frequently used to describe stu-
dents’ perceptions of GT as well as how they utilised the tool to solve particular 
language problems. A variety of viewpoints were expressed, yet the keyword analy-
sis revealed two major broad themes. Concordances of the identified keywords sug-
gest that the two key language problem areas include general language problems and 
specific problems.

General Language Issues

While the practical use of GT in specific problem areas is unequivocal in this theme, 
respondents generally agreed that GT is a translation tool useful for translating 
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unknown words (keywords include translate, google, word, understand, meaning, 
and translation). When asked how they use GT to solve language problems, the 
students agreed that GT was typically used to look up meanings of words: “I used 
Google Translate when I want to know the meaning of word or phrases” and “I used 
the google translate to translate some word that I never know before”.

From a quick glance at the students’ responses, it appears that the comments were 
rather similar to those discussed in the preceding section on students’ beliefs about 
integrating GT in the classroom. This might be because, in this particular survey 
item, many students also briefly discussed the benefits of GT to support their argu-
ments for incorporating it into the classroom. However, a deeper examination of the 
concordances revealed that, in this survey question, the majority offered detailed 
comments on how they decided to use GT to get the meanings of unknown words. 
The majority of students chose to translate one word at a time: “Only translate a 
single word” and “Try to translate word by word”. Some students, moreover, elabo-
rated that they would rather use GT to translate a word, than a chunk of text: “I have 
only used google translate for a direct word-to-word translation, and not commonly 
in phrases, to solve particular wording issues”.

While most students turned to GT generally to get words translated, some decided 
to use the tool to double-check their understanding: “I have used Google Translate to 
cross check with my own knowledge of the word or with others’ translations before”. 
Another student, interestingly, noted that English translation from GT aids in the com-
prehension of some Thai words, particularly those that are not part of common ter-
minology: “For example, there are special Thai words I fail to easily understand dur-
ing my translation process, and Google translate can directly provide the translation 
of this word in English”. Together with its vast range of applications, GT is largely 
regarded as a competent automatic translation tool, given that, “Maybe it might not 
translate very directly, but the translation is useful cause you are able to understand”.

Other Language Issues

The keywords (including use, sentences, English, and Thai) provide the basis for 
the key areas of language issues solved by the use of GT. The analysis of keywords 

Table 2   Keywords for how 
students use GT to solve certain 
language problems

Ranking Keyword Log-likelihood

1 translate 892.32
2 google 487.75
3 word 232.53
4 use 178.12
5 understand 158.31
6 sentences 117.58
7 meaning 117.43
8 English 98.87
9 Thai 77.91
10 translation 75.19
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revealed that, overall, students used GT as a language use strategy. First, in a class-
room context, they used the translation tool to deal with the problems related to their 
understanding of the classroom tasks and the teachers’ instructions. As a result, 
when students were having difficulty understanding English materials, they chose 
to use “Google Translate to translate the language when the teacher instructs you 
to read articles or give homework in English”. In addition, to ensure that their writ-
ing in assignments was precise and could effectively convey the intended messages, 
students usually sought help from GT: “I always use google translate with my work. 
To make me have more confident about my work that I write it on point or not. I will 
write my work in English first. And then translate to Thai to make me have more 
confident on my work for my writing assignments”. Some respondents, in addition 
to using GT in support of their assignments, used it to translate instructions given by 
their teachers for easier comprehension: “I would take the language that the teacher 
send us through our Line chat in English or do something in English to translate into 
Thai allowing us to understand and do what the instructor has given or want us to 
do”.

Communication issues are also particularly prominent in the students’ comments. 
A large number of respondents indicated that, if they had language problems during 
a conversation, they would seek assistance from GT. The use of GT, thus, enabled 
successful communication with interlocutors who came from different L1 back-
grounds: “Sometimes I want to talk to foreign friends. I use a translator to help”, 
and some students recounted their experiences of using GT to help others: “I had 
a foreigner to ask for directions, some words I do not know, then use GT to help, 
enough to answer him”. Furthermore, the majority of students relied on GT to help 
them communicate effectively. Using GT to complete the survey of this study illus-
trated how students routinely utilised GT as a way to deal with daily language issues, 
as one student revealed, “For example, for completing this survey, I used Google 
Translate to help me compose sentences”. A number of students, besides, used GT 
in their recreational activity: “Like mentioned before, I often use them to translate 
manga [Japanese comics]. I would also look up English word in forum post and fan 
fiction that I’ve never seen before too”. Some students shared advice and their own 
experience with utilising GT as a communication strategy while overseas. That is, 
since “it requires a relatively high understanding of how to organize sentences, I 
often used it when I travel to new places without basic knowledge of the language in 
those country. I tried to use simple sentences so that it could translate it in a way that 
the local would understand well”.

Lastly, although the majority of students employed GT as a language use strategy, 
a minority of them seemed to utilise the tool as a learning strategy, particularly to 
deal with their pronunciation problems. This means that the students used GT to 
listen to the correct pronunciation of the translated words in order to improve their 
pronunciation: “Some word is hard to pronounce so I use google translate to help 
me to pronounce that word and try to pronounce that word too” and “use to practice 
pronunciation when coming across a strange vocabulary”.

Overall, the students used GT for a variety of reasons. Many students in fact used 
GT for purposes other than classroom assignments (e.g. for doing their hobby). 
Furthermore, despite the fact that many of them used the tool to solve language 
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problems in order to complete their assignments, they did not appear to perform 
blind copying of the translations. Rather, they used it to confirm their understanding 
and increase their confidence in using the language.

Discussion and Conclusion

As GT becomes more popular and is widely used by today’s L2 learners, the pre-
sent study sought to investigate students’ beliefs about using the tool to cope with 
language issues in their classrooms. This study indicated that the participants were 
generally enthusiastic about utilising GT to solve certain language tasks, which is 
consistent with the literature (e.g. Alhaisoni & Alhaysony, 2017). As a result, the 
identified keywords in this study, together with the students’ comments, demon-
strated the students’ strong preference for the explicit use of GT in their language 
classroom. The students, in particular, believed that the tool could provide a wide 
range of applications, given certain identified keywords (e.g. can), and thus employ-
ing GT could be an effective strategy for dealing with language problems in their 
classroom (e.g. good and help).

Another notable conclusion from the keyword analysis is that the students 
appeared to recognise the possible problems associated with using the tool, par-
ticularly accuracy issues. Thus, the analysis suggested that the students did not 
rely solely on GT, especially while completing classroom assignments. The 
students’ tendency to not rely solely on GT is in line with other research (Al-
Musawi, 2014), which has suggested that students should not rely extensively on 
the tool because they will eventually become habituated to using the tool and lose 
interest in learning the language. As the primary goal of this study was to identify 
the students’ perceptions towards the explicit use of GT, it is crucial to highlight 
that, in addition to their positive attitudes towards GT, students were also willing 
to seek advice from their teachers regarding the critical use of the tool. The fact 
that the students in this study had previously obtained the freedom to use GT to 
solve language problems in the English course could have a bearing on the stu-
dents’ determination to be instructed by their teachers. That is, their actual expe-
rience of being allowed to use GT in their classroom would contribute to their 
propensity to see the importance of seeking assistance from their teachers on how 
to use the tool judiciously. Overall, the students showing a strong preference for 
using GT, a popular automated translation tool, and their awareness of the limita-
tions of the tool clearly indicate that they are cautiously “jumping on the band-
wagon”, as referenced in the title.

With respect to the second research question, it is apparent that GT was largely 
used to obtain definitions of unknown words and, in certain cases, to confirm their 
understanding. Despite some broad responses on how students used GT in classroom 
contexts, particular comments provided insights into how students decided to use 
GT to solve specific language problems. The areas of problems included both recep-
tive and productive skills. According to Karimian and Talebinejad (2013), most 
students affirmed that translation was an effective strategy for dealing with read-
ing comprehension problems. Similarly, it was revealed in this study that reading 
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problems, both within and outside the classroom, were dominant in the data. With 
regards to writing skills, or the productive skills, as one participant mentioned, using 
GT could help the student gain more confidence in the writing tasks. This finding 
is consistent with that of Jin and Deifell (2013), previously discussed in the review 
of literature, that the students felt GT could reduce their fear of using a foreign lan-
guage. The explanation for this result could be that, as Fredholm (2015) stated, the 
students’ use of GT to aid them with their writing allowed them to exhibit more 
lexical diversity. Having a variety of word choices may therefore increase students’ 
confidence in using the language.

One unanticipated finding, however, was that most students used the tool as a 
strategy for using the language. While it was commonly discovered in prior research 
on students’ use of GT that the students utilised the tool to assist their language 
learning, the students in this study mainly employed GT as a language use strategy. 
In contrast to the previous finding, which reported that students used GT mostly to 
learn English vocabulary, only one student in this study utilised GT as a vocabu-
lary learning tool. This clearly suggests that the students in the present study would 
rather use GT to cope with language problems than to expand their vocabulary. It 
is therefore salient to note that, while it was discussed in much of the literature that 
teachers still held negative attitudes towards GT, the students in this study appear 
to be aware of how to use the tool appropriately and judiciously. According to the 
keyword analysis of the students’ responses, the students tended to consider GT 
as a supporting tool, and they seemed to use the tool critically. It could be noticed 
from the quotations that the students were aware of the use of GT. This means that, 
for example, in situations where intelligible communication is more important than 
accuracy, students would rely on GT without being concerned about its inaccuracy 
(e.g. “I had a foreigner to ask for directions, some words I do not know, then use 
GT to help, enough to answer him”.) Nonetheless, when it came to using GT in the 
classroom, students were noticeably more cautious about its limitations (e.g. “Some 
translations may not be correct, it may result in a decrease in the score.”) All of 
these observations suggest that the students were suitably critical, and particularly 
choosy, about the use of GT to do particular language tasks.

As an approach to using the language, it appears that there is a wide range of 
benefits that students could get from employing GT. As a consequence, the findings 
of this study, which include both students’ opinions of GT and how they decided to 
use the tool to deal with specific language issues, cast doubt on authorities’ efforts to 
prevent the use of GT in the language classroom in order to conform to an outmoded 
worldview of students’ usage of a translation tool in their classroom. Since GT is 
already used worldwide and for a range of purposes, the present article argues that 
teachers should explicitly incorporate GT in their foreign language classrooms and 
teach students how to use the tool judiciously and appropriately. There are numerous 
approaches to guiding students, but one viable strategy is to provide them with some 
examples of GT mistranslations to highlight that GT is an excellent translation tool, 
but there are certain challenges and problems that students should be aware of. With 
this teaching method, students will genuinely realise that they should not depend 
entirely on GT to solve language problems.
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While this study has covered extensive discussions on the issues relevant to stu-
dents’ perceptions and their use of GT, there are some limitations that need to be 
addressed. The first issue concerns the language used in the survey questionnaire 
and the students’ responses. Given that some participants were international students 
(in the international programme at the university), and that the software used in this 
study only supported English texts, the questionnaire items and the responses of the 
students had to be written in English. As such, since English was not some of the 
participants’ first language, this could account for the challenges as to what words 
or keywords students would use in the questionnaire. As with the language issue, 
and probably with the nature of keyword analysis that focuses on breadth rather than 
depth, it appears that there was a lack of a holistic view in the qualitative comments 
on how students used GT, especially on the uses which could be considered as inap-
propriate by their teachers. This could be an area which future research may address, 
possibly by involving interviews for participants to discuss other key aspects, includ-
ing students’ problematic use of GT in the EFL classrooms.
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