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Electronic Translators in the ESL Writing Class 

 When interacting with ESL students, I have often observed them using hand-held 

electronic dictionaries, or translators, in order to communicate.   These translators allow learners 

to enter a word or phrase in their first language and receive a translation in the target language, 

or vice versa, and often a short sentence using the word or phrase.  For example, while two 

Japanese speakers were telling me (in English) a Japanese fairy tale, one of them pulled out her 

translator to find the “correct” word for a certain kind of bird and the translator provided the 

word “pheasant.”  I have also observed students use these translators while drafting and/or 

revising essays.  And in the English 86A class in which I interned, when students were requested 

by the instructor to bring a few things to share with the class that were important to them, several 

included their translators.   

Since many second language learners seem to rely on these translators for 

communicating, a closer look at how they help students—particularly in the area of vocabulary 

development and writing—is an important topic of study.  While there has been research on the 

influence of language dictionaries and/or electronic translators on vocabulary development and 

reading comprehension (Gonzalez, 1999; Hulstijn, et al., 1996; Liou, 2000), little has been said 

about their effect on the writing process.  My thesis aims to explore the impact of translators in 

ESL writing through a study of translator use by international students in ESL writing classes at 

CSUSB. 

 According to Knight (1994), “vocabulary acquisition is considered by many to be the 

single most important aspect of foreign language learning” (p. 285).  This belief is held not only 

by students, “but [vocabulary] is often considered a priority by teachers as well” (p. 285).  Gass 
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and Selinker (2001) take this a step further and propose that vocabulary knowledge is crucial for 

both production and comprehension of the target language. Some believe that dictionaries may 

be one tool for helping students develop this lexical knowledge (Fan, 2003; Gonzalez, 1999; 

Hulstijn, et al., 1996; Liou, 2000).  On the other hand, “many educators and researchers 

discourage the practice, advising students to . . . use the dictionary only as a tool of last resort” 

(Knight, 1994, p. 285).  

 In contrast to this negative evaluation of dictionary use, previous studies, such as Hulstijn 

(1993), have shown that when computer dictionaries are available while a student views a text— 

either electronically or in hard copy format—learners are likely to look up unfamiliar words 

perceived as relevant to understanding the text, and that the student’s level of vocabulary 

knowledge is not a significant factor in the degree to which they use a dictionary.  Knight’s 

(1994) research also concludes that “subjects who used the dictionary not only learned more 

words but also achieved higher reading comprehension scores than those who guessed from 

context” (p. 295).  Other studies have also demonstrated positive results of electronic dictionary 

use on lexical acquisition (Cobb, 1999; Liou, 2000). 

 The apparent mixed feelings by second language teachers and researchers about 

dictionary use leads to several questions about the use of electronic translators by students, 

particularly in the little-studied area of writing:  1) How and when do students use electronic 

translators in composing their papers?  For example, what kinds of words do they look up, and in 

what ways do they rely on them throughout the writing process?  2) To what extent do they then 

use these words appropriately in their texts?  3) How does electronic translator use influence 

their long-term acquisition of the vocabulary they look up, in terms of either receptive or 
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productive knowledge?   4)  Should writing instructors encourage, perhaps even integrate into 

their class, the use of electronic translators? 

In an effort to address these questions, I propose the following study.  I will review 

literature on second language vocabulary acquisition as well as current practices in teaching ESL 

vocabulary, focusing on the use, or non-use, of language dictionaries and translators. I will also 

conduct a case study of four to six ESL students’ use of electronic translators in their writing 

processes and the impact it has on their receptive and productive acquisition of vocabulary.  Data 

will be collected from students in writing classes in the American Language and Culture 

Program at CSUSB during Spring quarter 2004 through the following:  1) a language use survey 

of the students’ experiences with English and other languages and their comfort level in using 

these languages in various settings.  The survey will also include questions about their use of an 

electronic translator; 2) interviews with students focusing on their strategies for using a translator 

and how they see their use helps them in their writing processes; 3) an analysis of students’ 

papers for how they used the vocabulary accessed through a translator, which they will be asked 

to highlight; and 4) an assessment of the students’ acquisition of selected vocabulary through a 

short test on the highlighted words from their individual texts.  Based on the findings of this 

study, I will provide possible strategies for the effective use of translators in a composition 

course designed for second language learners.  An application will be submitted to the CSUSB 

Institutional Review Board prior to starting the case study.   

The first chapter of my thesis will offer a review of literature on ESL vocabulary 

development and teaching practices and the impact of dictionaries/translators on vocabulary 

acquisition and comprehension.  Literature on the relationship between vocabulary acquisition 

and the writing process will also be discussed. 
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The second chapter will focus on the case study subjects and the methodology used to 

collect data.  The third chapter will present and discuss the findings of the study, including the 

student surveys and writing samples.  The final chapter will interpret the findings in light of 

previous research and discuss the implication(s) for ESL composition instruction. 
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