
Dangerous 
spaces?    

All you need to know 
about working in 

interpreting booths

ISSUE 65/2 | SUMMER 2026 CHARTERED INSTITUTE OF LINGUISTS

Hit maker   
Can translation choices 
turn a song into a global  
success? A look at  
‘The Girl from Ipanema’

Virtual  
classrooms  

How clever use of AI at 
one university is helping 

language students  



We are expanding our examiner network, and inviting teachers to 
develop their professional practice by becoming examiners across the 
range of languages offered within the Cambridge International 
curriculum. These include Marathi, Telugu, Urdu, Tamil, Sinhala, Hindi, 
Panjabi, Bengali and Gujarati.

As a Cambridge examiner, you will gain an insight into the teaching 
and assessment of Cambridge International qualifications, and we 
offer training and support with freelance opportunities which fit 
around your existing commitments.

For more details, just visit cambridgeinternational.org/examiners

Become a 
Cambridge examiner

Linguist A4 advert 2023.indd   1 14/12/2023   08:52:52



SUMMER 2026  The Linguist       3

CONTENTS

News & editorial 
 
ENTHUSIASM GROWS . . . . . 5 
Evidence that Brits do want to learn languages 
 
IN THE MEDIA . . . . . . . . . . . 6 
A round-up of recent languages news  
 
A DAY OF OPTIMISM . . . . . . 7 
Reasons for hope at CIOL’s 2026 Conference 
 
ATTENDEE HIGHLIGHTS . . . 9 
Delegate reviews of this year’s Conference 
 

Features 
 
LYRICAL CONTORTIONS  . . 10 
Why ‘The Girl from Ipanema’ shows that 
creative song translation can make a global hit  

7

The Linguist

Editorial Board 
Chair K McLaughlin BA PhD FCIL CL FHEA  
D Butler BA (Hons) (ex officio) 
B Hart BA (Hons) MA, MSc, DipTrans MCIL CL 
R Keene BA MA ACIL 
A Lawson 
M Moore BA (ex officio) 
L Rana BSBio MSC MD FCIL  
A Uribe MSc DPSI MCIL CL 
BH Wang PhD FCIL 
J Worne (ex officio)

 
The Linguist is the official 
journal of the Chartered 
Institute of Linguists

 
PHILIP HARDING-ESCH 
MEETS…  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 12 
Darren Paffey MP on how his passion for 
languages was key to his political awakening     
 
REWRITING THE SELF . . . . 14 
From radical experimentation to processing 
trauma, why writers choose to self-translate 
 
ARTIFICIAL HOPE AT UNI . 16 
How embracing technology can help  
language students: a virtual reality project  
 
ENTER AT YOUR  
OWN RISK?  . . . . . . . . . . . . 18 
New research on the hazards of interpreting 
in booths, and how to protect yourself 
 
STUDYING IN A WAR ZONE . 20 
Insights into conditions for Ukrainian students  

REVISING THE ‘A’ WORD . . 22 
Could poor or incomplete translations 
negatively affect our understanding of autism? 
 
FILIPINO JUSTICE  . . . . . . . 24 
How the nation’s justice is undermined by 
English dominance and a lack of interpreting 
 
WOMEN’S TALK . . . . . . . . . 26 
Spotlight on the genderlect Begumati Zaban 
 
LESSONS LEARNED . . . . . . 28 
An initiative to harness the knowledge of key 
players in languages education over 30 years 
 
A LIFE WITH LANGUAGES . 30 
One member tells his story in his native Wolof  
 

Reviews 
 
BOOKS . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 31 
 

Opinion & comment 
 
IN MY OPINION… . . . . . . . . 32 
Is social media impacting students’ language? 
 
LETTERS . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 33 
 
 

FRONT COVER STAN GETZ AND ASTRUD GILBERTO IN 1964

The Linguist is online at ciol.org.uk/thelinguist.  
Apply to become a CIOL member at 
www.ciol.org.uk/membership 
 

Printed by Halcyon Print Management, www.halcyon-uk.com. 

Published four times a year and distributed free of charge to 

Career Affiliates and higher grades of membership. All members 

have access to the digital copy.  

 
ISSN 0268-5965

The editor reserves the right to edit all material submitted. Views expressed in The Linguist are not necessarily the official views of the Chartered Institute of Linguists. All rights of 
reproduction, translation and adaptation reserved for all countries. CIOL, The Linguist and officers accept no responsibility collectively or individually for the service of agencies or 
persons advertised or announced in the pages of this journal. The good faith with which we publish offers no implied/implicit guarantee.

Editor M Moore linguist.editor@ciol.org.uk 
Sales D Butler +44 (0) 20 7940 3100; deborah.butler@ciol.org.uk 

 

Thanet House, 231-232 Strand, London WC2E 1DA; 

info@ciol.org.uk; +44 (0) 20 7940 3100; www.ciol.org.uk 
 

For a list of Council and committee members,  

see www.ciol.org.uk/council 

 

Chartered Institute of Linguists

18

©
 S

H
U

TT
ER

ST
O

C
K



Thanks to our 
cover story (p.10), 
‘The Girl from 
Ipanema’ has 
become the 
soundtrack to this 
issue, seemingly 
ushering in the 

warmer weather. It is always fascinating to 
learn about the decisions song translators 
make, and how creatively rendering lyrics in 
another language can potentially make or 
break a track overseas. 

Following a strong AI ‘theme’ at this year’s 
Conference (p.7), we look at how one 
university is using virtual reality in positive 
ways for students – closely developed and 
overseen by faculty staff (p.16). Elsewhere in 
this issue, we report on new research into the 
hazards of working in booths and what 
interpreters can do to protect their health 
(p.18); and consider whether inadequate 
translations have impacted our understanding 
of autism (p.22). Drawing on her research into 
diaspora Singophone writing, Ursula Deser 
Friedman considers why some writers choose 
to translate their own work, and what that 
means for the quality, ethics and messaging 
of the resulting work (p.14). 

Rather than bringing you an update from 
the All-Party Parliamentary Group (APPG) on 
Modern Languages in each issue, we will 
now publish a round-up of the group’s 
activities at the end of the year, alongside 
occasional pieces that aim to illuminate the 
workings of government on language issues. 
In a Q&A with Philip Harding-Esch, the new 
APPG Chair, Darren Paffey MP, provides 
insights into both his parliamentary work to 
promote languages, and how his fascination 
with languages and sociolinguistics led him 
into politics in the first place (p.12). 

 
 

Miranda Moore
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CHAIR OF 
COUNCIL’S NOTES

It is a real privilege to write my first Chair’s Notes, and 
I want to begin by thanking my predecessor, Steve 
Doswell, for his steady stewardship of Council over 
recent years, not least at a moment when the 
questions facing linguists have rarely felt more 
pressing. I am also delighted to welcome Mariam 
Aboelezz as our new Vice-Chair. 

A number of you will have been with us at King’s 
College London’s wonderful Bush House building for the 2026 CIOL Conference  
(see pages 7-9 for an overview). For those who weren’t able to make it, the 
conversation we had across the streams, in the breaks and in our closing 
roundtable felt to me like a genuine and very positive moment of re-connection 
and stocktaking for us all. I won’t pretend it was always an easy conversation. 
Many of us are working under real pressure: from AI, on rates, due to geopolitics 
and the state of the wider world. We didn’t try to avoid any of that on the day, 
and I don’t want to avoid it here. But what struck me, listening to Andrew 
Simpson, Vasiliki Prestidge, Ibrahim Kadouni, Mariam Aboelezz, Josephine 

Murray, Diana Sigureaunu, Sabine Braun, Maria-Elena Metaxes, Lucas Nunes Viera 
and our closing panellists, was that the profession is adapting rather than 
retreating. Linguists are moving into deeper specialisation, as well as diversifying 
in their work, and with renewed focus. People are growing in their confidence and 
clarity in their professional identities, and finding more continuity in their work than 
they had a year ago. 

A theme I keep coming back to, both in the panel and since, is that AI is a tool. 
It is genuinely useful in expert hands, and genuinely problematic in untrained 
ones. To return to an analogy from my own world of working with dogs and 
horses: a harness is a tool, but only useful if you know how to use it. What we offer 
our clients and organisations is not only linguistic skill, but judgement, cultural 
awareness and a real-life person they can trust. Those are not things a machine 
can easily replace. 

CIOL’s job, as a professional body, is to keep working alongside you: setting 
standards, advocating for the value of linguists and language work, and making 
space for honest conversations like the one we had at Bush House. Thank you for 
the welcome you have given me as CIOL Chair. I look forward to working through 
continuity and change with you in the months ahead. 

 
 

 
 

Anita van Adelsbergen

EDITOR’S  
LETTER

Share your views: linguist.editor@ciol.org.uk 

AI is a tool. It is genuinely useful in expert hands, 

and genuinely problematic in untrained ones
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What the 
papers say…

What Happens When we Lose a 
Language?, 10/5/26 
It is clear that linguistic and human rights 
often go hand in hand… attempts by 
communities to reclaim and celebrate their 
heritage often focus on language revival. 
Why does this matter? In Canada, research 
showed that among groups where more than 
half could maintain a conversation in their 
native language, youth suicide rates were low 
to absent, whereas they were six times higher 
in groups where that wasn’t the case. 

The latest from the languages world

New evidence shows the UK does have an appetite 
for language learning, says Philip Harding-Esch 
In a recent essay for Duolingo on sustaining 
language learning in the UK, CIOL Honorary 
President Baroness Coussins and I argue that 
there is a language policy disconnect in this 
country, with policies often working against 
each other. This results in avoidable barriers to 
language study. There is often an assumption 
that British people are not good at languages 
and that young people are not interested, but 
Duolingo’s data shows that UK users do very 
well on the app compared to other countries. 
In addition, the majority of users – and those 
who use the app the most – are under 22.  

We already know that there are over  
2 million plurilingual students in our schools. 
Now Spotify data shows that young people’s 
music listening habits are moving away from 
English-language dominance to a much more 
diverse palette of artists. This is especially true 
worldwide, but even in the UK two of the Top 
40 songs of 2025 featured non-English lyrics. 
When BBC Newsround asked young readers 
if they listen to music in other languages, 
73% answered ‘sometimes’ or ‘all the time’.  

And the enthusiasm is palpable from early 
years. The British Council recently conducted 
a survey of primary school children which 
showed that nearly 70% would like to spend 

NEWS & EDITORIAL

more time at school learning a language, and 
would like to keep learning when older, while 
85% said they found language learning fun. 

Grassroots success is also evident in the 
burgeoning Cities of Languages movement. 
As one of the London organisers, it has been 
a joy to encounter enthusiasm and energy 
almost everywhere we have turned: from 
primary and secondary school children to 
teachers, local councils, university 
departments and community groups. Young 
and old, people are at once proud to share 
their own linguistic and cultural heritage, and 
excited to discover new languages, meet 
new people and have new experiences. 

The huge success of Newcastle’s Express 
Yourself North East Festival of Languages 
(pictured) is inspiring. After several years of 
exponential growth, over 93,000 young 
people took part last year. In the words  
of Michael Lynas, UK Director of Duolingo, 
low uptake in language learning in schools  
is “not a case of falling interest in  
languages, but a case of untapped 
potential”. The current reviews of primary 
and secondary curricula are an opportunity to 
capture that enthusiasm and channel it into 
formal education.  

SUMMER 2026  The Linguist       5

Doing This Throughout Life May Cut 
Alzheimer’s Risk by 38%, 15/4/26 
Engaging in mentally stimulating activities 
across your lifetime, including reading, writing, 
and learning new languages, may be linked to 
a lower risk of Alzheimer’s disease and slower 
cognitive decline. That is the conclusion of a 
study published recently in Neurology… “Our 
study looked at cognitive enrichment from 
childhood to later life, focusing on activities 
and resources that stimulate the mind,” said 
study author Andrea Zammit, PhD, of Rush 
University Medical Center in Chicago.  Enthusiasm grows
Surprising Hidden Pattern Connecting 
Over 1,500 Languages Found, 6/4/26 
Scientists assessed Grambank, a 
comprehensive database of grammatical 
features across the world’s languages, and 
found statistical support for about a third of 
the proposed linguistic universals. Some of 
these universals include specific word order 
patterns. For instance, if a language puts the 
verb at the end, it usually uses postpositions 
after the verb… “Shared cognitive and 
communicative pressures push languages 
towards a limited set of preferred grammatical 
solutions,” said [study co-author] Russell Gray.  
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Languages key to UK defence

In     the media
PHILIP HARDING-ESCH
In national news, there were more bad 
headlines about university cuts, as Leicester, 
Essex and Hertfordshire announced closures 
of their offers in modern languages and/or 
linguistics. Times Higher Education ran a 
piece analysing why English and modern 
languages are hardest hit by university cuts. 

In England, Schoolsweek reported that 
29% of teachers say their schools have 
reduced languages provision since the 
Ebacc schools performance measure 
(which included a language GCSE) was 
abandoned last November. Meanwhile, 
The Herald rang alarm bells after finding a 
50% drop in the number of language 
teachers in Scotland since 2009. 

The BBC reminded us that it’s not all bad 
news. In Wales, MFL Mentoring has led to 
two consecutive years of higher languages 
uptake at GCSE. Regional success stories 
included heightened interest in Manx on 
the Isle of Man, and in Jériais on Jersey. In 
Northern Ireland, a surge in parents wishing 
to send their children to Irish Medium 
Education schools has led to a shortage of 
places: “We are victims of our own 
success,” said one Irish language advocate. 

Several headlines covered the struggles 
public services have with providing 
adequate interpreting. Northern Ireland’s 
police service was criticised for using 
Google Translate due to a lack of court 
interpreters; while a hospital in Birmingham 
apologised for “repeatedly using children 
to interpret critical medical information for 
their deaf family members”, including a 
case where a teenage boy had tell his deaf 
mother that her father might die. 

Finally – the burgeoning debate about 
whether WhatsApp voice notes are a good 
or bad thing made it to BBC InDepth. The 
UK is among the countries where people 
use voice notes the least, whereas in India 
over half of people prefer voice notes – 
likely driven by the ease with which 
translanguaging and informal language 
can be used this way. 

 
Philip Harding-Esch is a freelance languages 
project manager and consultant.

The UK Government has launched a Defence 
Diplomacy Strategy that will improve 
language capacity among the British armed 
forces and wider diplomatic core. Announced 
in March in response to a “new era of 
threat”, the strategy includes improved 
training in languages and negotiation 
techniques for a broad cohort of defence 
staff, with military personnel training 
alongside diplomats and language experts. 

It comes out of the Strategic Defence 
Review, which recommended strengthening 
collaboration with key global partners. A unit 
will be created to support the 102 foreign 
defence sections accredited in the UK, with 

defence attachés given additional language 
training “to help them better engage with 
partners in their own language,” said the 
Defence Minister Lord Coaker.  

According to the public summary of the 
strategy, the Ministry of Defence “will review 
our hospitality and protocol policy to ensure 
it showcases the value we place on our 
international relationships”. This will also 
include a new Defence Diplomacy Cadre to 
train “international-facing” civilian 
professionals. A Defence Diplomacy 
Doctrine, replacing the 2015 Defence 
Engagement Doctrine, will follow. 
https://cutt.ly/MODStrategy
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Bilingual forms boost recovery
A new study has found that bilingual consent 
forms significantly improve understanding of 
cancer treatment among patients with limited 
English proficiency. Conducted by 
researchers at UCL and Queen Mary 
University of London, the study focused on 
Bengali- and Sylheti-speaking adults in the 
UK. It found that comprehension of the limits 
of a myeloma treatment rose from 35% to 
60% when a bilingual form was used 
alongside a supported consultation with a 
professional interpreter. The study, which was 
published in Supportive Care in Cancer, also 
compared professional translation with 

machine translation using Google Translate, 
finding that the latter produced meaning-
changing errors.  

UCL Professor Federico M Federici, a  
co-author of the study, said: “This is a  
simple, practical step that can significantly 
improve understanding, confidence and 
equity in cancer care.” More than one million 
people in the UK report limited English 
proficiency. Language barriers are associated 
with poorer cancer outcomes, delayed 
diagnosis and misunderstanding of critical 
treatment decisions.  
https://cutt.ly/UCLBilingualCancer
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At CIOL Conference, the main question wasn’t if languages 
work is changing, but how linguists are meeting that change

The 2026 CIOL Conference, held at King’s 
College London’s Bush House on Friday 17 
April, drew CIOL members and non-members 
from across all forms of work in languages. 
The venue itself set the tone. Bush House was, 
for over 70 years, the home of the BBC World 
Service, broadcasting in dozens of languages 
until the BBC’s departure in 2012. It is a 
building shaped by the work of linguists 
across generations. Welcoming the audience, 
CIOL’s Head of Membership Dom 
Hebblethwaite noted that it had once been 
declared the most expensive property in the 
world; but for him, the deeper resonance was 
the professional and linguistic one. 

The room reflected the breadth of CIOL’s 
membership. Students and recent graduates 
mingled with experienced translators, 
interpreters and linguists from universities, 
schools, business, government and the 
professions. The Conference focused on a 
single, integrated programme for all linguists, 
expanded into four double-stream sessions 
across the main auditorium and the King’s 
Business School Lecture Theatre.  

Following the welcome, the speakers turned 
to the question most attendees had arrived 
with: where does work in languages go in the 
age of AI? What followed was neither denial 
nor false comfort. No one pretended the 
market wasn’t tough, or that adaptation wasn’t 
urgent. But the prevailing message was one of 
grounded reassurance. The disruption facing 
translators, several speakers observed, is the 
disruption facing solicitors, programmers and 
financial services professionals alike. The work 
has not disappeared so much as changed 
shape, towards direct client work, certified 
translation, greater specialisation, and deeper 
localisation and consultancy. The mood was 
optimistic, with the coming together of over 
200 linguists a major driver of that confidence. 

CEO John Worne opened proceedings with 
Vice-Chair of Council Mariam Aboelezz in a 
session titled ‘The Landscape for Linguists in 
2026: Charting new territories’. The framing of 
that session recurred through the day’s talks. 
Emma Gledhill articulated it most sharply in 
the closing panel: “The first question anyone 
ever asks these days is: ‘Why not AI?’ There 

is a general lack of appreciation of the risks 
involved – and sometimes it’s very attractive 
not to worry about it when you’ve got cost 
imperatives to meet.” That question, ‘why 
not AI?’, set the terms of much of the day. 

 
Across the streams 
The double-stream format gave delegates a 
genuine choice. Andrew Simpson, whose 
career has spanned legal work, French football 
and certified medical translation, took on the 
question of whether the modern linguist really 
can do it all. In the parallel auditorium, Vasiliki 
Prestidge reframed technology integration as 
competitive advantage rather than threat. 
Ibrahim Kadouni spoke about building new 
professional identities in a changing world, 
while Mariam Aboelezz, who teaches Arabic 
Translation Studies, turned the lens on how 
universities are adapting the education and 
training of the next generation of linguists.  

A day of optimism

INSPIRATIONAL SPEAKERS 
Attendees enjoy a talk in the main auditorium, 

while others joined a talk in the lecture theatre





  After lunch, Josephine Murray explored 
translating across genres from literature to 
food writing, while Diana Singureanu and 
Sabine Braun of the University of Surrey 
outlined their cutting-edge research on AI, 
technology and the spoken word in 
interpreting. Maria-Elena Metaxas offered a 
reflective ‘life in languages’, and Lucas Nunes 
Vieira of the University of Bristol presented 
findings from a significant survey on the use of 
AI translation in frontline UK public services.  

 
Facing the future 
The day closed with a roundtable chaired by 
incoming Chair of Council Anita van 
Adelsbergen, bringing together outgoing 
Chair Steve Doswell, Membership Committee 
Chair Emma Gledhill, and translator and 
interpreter Jaquelina Guardamagna. The brief 
to the panel had been a deliberate one: not 
a visionary or cheerleading session, but an 
honest, grounded conversation rooted in what 
is actually happening in linguists’ working lives.  

Jaquelina explained that while there have 
always been ups and downs during her 18-
year career, she now has a constant pipeline 
of work. “I think it’s because of the personal 
brand I’ve built,” she shared. She is no longer 
purely translating or interpreting but advising 
clients, writing documentation and policy, 
and operating somewhere between freelance 
practitioner and small agency owner – a 
transition many in the room recognised. Her 
counsel to those starting out was direct: build 
relationships. The tools have changed since 
she trawled the ProZ directory for agencies 

20 years ago, but it is still the human 
relationships that open the door. 

Drawing on her in-house experience in 
localisation and UX, Emma discussed attitudes 
towards AI: “Very slowly, the conversation 
about AI is going to turn into ‘when are we 
using this’, not ‘how do we use it’.” She also 
flagged a concern that is surfacing beyond the 
language sector: if AI takes away the entry-
level work that has always been the way junior 
linguists learn their craft, where do the senior 
linguists of the next decade come from?  

Capping a long association with CIOL as 
he steps down as Chair of Council, Steve 
offered the long view. Every wave of 
technology brings opportunity and damage: 
first come the boosters, then comes learning, 
and eventually appropriate regulation. He 
was candid, too, about the reality behind the 
optimism: before joining Council he was part 
of the seven-strong organising team of CIOL 
Midlands; all five freelance translators on the 
team have since left the business because 
the work dried up.  

Drawing on Edward de Bono’s coloured 
‘thinking hats’, Steve said: “I tend to wear the 
yellow optimist’s hat by choice, but I also 
recognise the reality of the tough conditions in 
which many of our professional colleagues find 
themselves. Part of the role of professional 
bodies such as CIOL is to wear the blue hat: 
taking all things into consideration, and acting 
as a beacon to help show the way forward.” 

Closing the panel, Anita returned to the 
theme she had opened with, that language 
remains fundamentally deeply human, and 
that what linguists offer clients is not just a 
language service but a service based on trust. 
AI, she underlined, is a tool: useful in expert 
hands, dangerous in untrained ones.  

What stayed with many delegates was less a 
single message than an accumulated one: that 

the linguists at Bush House – students, 
freelancers, in-house specialists, academics – 
are not retreating in the face of AI but 
reshaping their practice and narrative to face 
up to it. Everyone agreed that human 
judgement, cultural awareness and the trust 
of clients are not commodities a machine can 
replace, but deep and valuable linguistic, 
professional and human skills. The context for 
language professionals is changing, but the 
2026 CIOL Conference made one thing clear: 
linguists are very much still here, still adapting, 
and remain special and valuable people. 

 

ADAPTING TO CHANGE 
Mariam Aboelezz spoke about changes at 

UK universities (left); and (right) Anita van 

Andelsbergen (r) speaks during the closing 

panel with Jaquelina Guardamagna (l)  
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 The conversation continued online 
The Bush House conversation continued at 
CIOL’s Online Conference 2026 on 
Thursday 30 April, with seven speakers, 
record participation and a live audience 
from all over the world. Attendees took 
part throughout the day via Q&As and live 
polls. Anna Rioland opened the event with 
a thoughtful exploration of adult language 
learning and the role of wellbeing, 
followed by Ilenia Goffredo on diversifying 
the language profession.  

Marilena Iannidinardi gave a fascinating 
inside view of interpreting at the European 
Commission and how to work there, and 
Gerard Lysaght shared practical wisdom 
on reputation management in a world of 
social media. After lunch, Gabriella 
Ferenczi looked at how freelance linguists 
can market themselves in a changing 
landscape, Martín Chamorro returned with 
a much-anticipated update on practical use 
of AI for translators, and Danny Bate closed 
the day with a fascinating tour through the 
unlikely story of English spelling.


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James Myatt 
Last Friday, I stepped into a piece of British 
history. Bush House. The old headquarters of 
the BBC in London. The occasion? The CIOL 
Conference 2026. The auditorium was jam-
packed. But not with smug ‘Tech Bros’ 
peddling AI language solutions. It was filled 
with brilliant, knowledgeable, and qualified 
linguists… It was a breath of fresh air. 

Ibrahim Kadouni MCIL CL 
(Above, centre) with Ahmad Almuhammad (l)  
There was a moment (or two), just before 
stepping onto a stage like the one at Bush 
House, when I realised the weight of the 
room; a space filled with experienced linguists. 
It was, without question, intimidating! But the 
response that followed, the conversations, 
the feedback, and the kind words describing 
the talk as “inspirational” and “commercially 
insightful”, was incredibly humbling and 
deeply rewarding. 
 
Ahmad Almuhammad MCIL 
As a retrospective person by nature, I found 
this conference a great opportunity to reflect 
on changes in our roles as linguists and in the 
marketplace, on our response and 
adaptations, and most importantly on ways 
to thrive rather than survive. 

Bibiana Horváth MCIL CL 
(Above, l) with ex-Council Chair Judith Gabler 
Lovely encounters and sense of belonging to 
a professional, inclusive CIOL Community 
where real talks take place and lifelong 
friendships are formed. 

Irene Sofia Villon Vega 
(Above, r) with speaker Josephine Murray 
I learned how the brain develops as we speak 
more than one language. Linguists evolve, 
adapt, and our responses depend on how 
resilient we are – it’s so important to know 
our value as humans and professionals, so no 
one else designates this for us. We all have 
the ability to change our reality and be the 
best version of ourselves : ) 

Stephanie Martinez-Hill MCIL CL 
My favourite, thought-provoking quote came 
from the closing panel when discussing using 
AI as a tool rather than for cognitive 
outsourcing: “Just because you have a power 
tool, it doesn’t mean you go around drilling 
holes in everything you see. You need to 
know when and where to use it.” 

Clémentine Terrell MCIL CL 
(Above) networking during a break  
This year’s highlights included… presentations 
from Vasiliki Koui Prestidge (always positive, 
relevant and practical) and Josephine Murray, 
who gave a fascinating talk about her work as 
a culinary and literary translator. 
 
Nick Nasev MCIL CL, translator 
We are bombarded by information online 
every day… but hearing those same words, 
as well as other and/or clearer perspectives, 
directly from speakers in a room full of more 
than 200 fellow professionals gives those 
points more gravitas and inspiration. That’s 
the power of human interaction. In an 
increasingly impersonal and exposed  
social environment, the personal touch 
matters more than ever – this will be a factor 
that will continue to set professional 
translators apart.  

Attendee highlights
The sense of optimism, rejuvenation and inspiration was 
reflected in LinkedIn reviews from Conference delegates
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A nyone who’s heard the iconic jazz tune 
‘The Girl from Ipanema’ – or, more 
precisely, the bossa nova classic – can 

instantly drift away on its smooth melody to a 
sun-soaked beach in Rio de Janeiro. You can 
practically feel the tropical sun while this 
daydreaming guy falls for a girl he just saw 
passing by. Light and effortless to listen to, 
Norman Gimbel’s English adaptation of the 
original Portuguese Garota de Ipanema 
transcends time and place.  

Performed by Astrud Gilberto and Stan 
Getz, the English-language version became a 
global hit when it was released in 1964. It has 
since been covered by artists from very 
different backgrounds, including Frank Sinatra, 
Cher, Madonna and Amy Winehouse, and is 
often cited by major publications as one of 
the most recorded popular songs of all time.  

Yet to achieve that level of success, Gimbel 
had to take creative liberties. His version was 
not a faithful translation of the 1962 song by 
Antônio Carlos Jobim and Vinícius de Moraes. 
Instead, it was a transcreation shaped by his 
instinct for what would resonate with American 
audiences. The transformation of ‘Garota de 
Ipanema’ into ‘The Girl from Ipanema’ is 
perhaps one of the most fascinating case 
studies in the limits of translation, as well as 
the boldness of transcreation.  

What if I told you that in the original 
Portuguese, the girl from Ipanema was never 
“tall and tan and young and lovely”, nor 
does everyone sigh “A-a-a-h” as she walks 
by? In fact, the song was not conceived as a 
light summer romance; on the contrary, its 
emotional layers run much deeper than the 
English hit suggests. 

THE SOUL OF BOSSA NOVA 
Composed by Jobim with lyrics by Moraes, 
the original is far more poetic and complex. 
The men, who were both married at the time, 
would sit at a bar when Helô Pinheiro, the 
song’s muse, passed by. However, neither of 
them intended “to be seen” by her, nor to 
“give their hearts gladly”, as the English 
version implies. What the Portuguese lyrics 
capture is a nostalgic longing for youth, which 
is effortless, beautiful and unaware of its own 
impact. As she walks by, she evokes a kind of 
beauty that is both fleeting and unreachable. 
There is a profound sadness between the 
lines; it is the perspective of someone who 
admires but can never attain. 

VOICE OF IPANEMA 
Astrud Gilberto performing in 1966 (above)

What versions of  ‘ The Girl from Ipanema’ reveal about the 
conflicting needs of song translation. By Vivian Federicci
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The original song carries something 
ephemeral, which is tied to a melancholy 
fuelled by saudade, a uniquely Portuguese 
word that resists exact translation. It conveys 
a bittersweet awareness that the moment will 
pass, untouched and incomplete. In the 
source text there is more suffering captured 
in the verses: Ah, por que estou tão sozinho? 
(‘Oh, why am I so alone?’); Ah, por que tudo 
é tão triste? (‘Oh, why is everything so sad?’). 
It is also steeped in poetic flair: 

Ah, se ela soubesse que quando ela passa  
O mundo inteirinho se enche de graça  
E fica mais lindo por causa do amor  
(‘Ah, if she only knew that when she  
passes by/ The whole world fills with 
grace/ And becomes more beautiful 
because of love’) 

As Jobim and Moraes watched Pinheiro walk 
towards the sea, they were not simply writing 
a summer song. They were capturing the 
very soul of Rio during the bossa nova era, 
which represented a new, more intimate and 
poetic way of seeing the world. 

 
FROM RIO TO THE WORLD 
In the English version, Ipanema stops being a 
neighbourhood in Rio and becomes a “state 
of mind”. Gimbel created an archetype of a 
tropical paradise that could exist anywhere in 
the imagination. In other words, he didn’t 
translate a street; he translated a global desire 
for sunshine and beauty. For audiences from 
New York to London, that poetic melancholy 
was reshaped into something more innocent: 

When she walks she’s like a samba 
That swings so cool and sways so gentle 
That when she passes, each one she passes 
Goes ‘A-a-a-h’. 
Gimbel was not a Portuguese speaker or a 

bossa nova specialist, but he was a lyricist with 
a sharp instinct for clarity and mass appeal. 
Working from a literal back-translation, his 
challenge was to preserve the Carioca essence 
of the original while reimagining it for the 
atmosphere of a Manhattan jazz club.  

He understood that the priority wasn’t the 
literal meaning but the maintenance of ‘flow’, 
and opted to focus on visual imagery, which 
would be more accessible to English 
speakers. In doing so, he turned Brazilian 
introspection into a cinematic romance, 
creating a scene that a global audience could 
easily picture. The trade-off was clear: the 
existential weight of unrequited admiration 

gave way to a light and sweet romance that 
is easy to enjoy. As a result, the song became 
a worldwide phenomenon that has endured 
from the 1960s to the present day. 

 
DIVERSE CULTURAL APPROACHES 
When bossa nova reached the US, it was 
largely performed by female singers on the 
jazz circuit. To allow women to sing the song 
without altering its narrative perspective within 
the sensibilities of the time, the singers made 
a simple but clever adjustment: ‘girl’ became 
‘boy’, ‘she’ became ‘he’. This subtle shift 
allowed the song to become a confession of 
female desire, further broadening its appeal. 

The French adaptation, which was written 
by Eddy Marnay in 1964, preserved musical 
complexity while adding a distinctly French 
lyrical elegance. Rather than focusing on 
physical description, Marnay reimagined the 
scene, presenting a beautiful muse who 
captures everyone’s attention on the beach 

yet looks only towards the horizon. The lyricist 
approached the song with literary sensitivity. 
While the English version is built around 
simple, rhythmic cadence like ‘tall and tan’, 
the French version leans into metaphor: 

Grande et mince et belle et douce 
Comme une voile dans sa course 
(‘Tall and slender, beautiful and gentle/ 
Like a sail in motion’) 
This imagery keeps the melodic sway of 

bossa nova while restoring some of the 
lyricism that was lost in English. It helps that 
French and Portuguese are both Romance 
languages, sharing a natural vocal smoothness 
that makes this alignment more natural. La 
Fille d’Ipanema therefore becomes an exercise 
in literary style. By replacing physical 
description with the metaphor of a sail at sea, 
Marnay recaptures part of the poetry found 
in the original. In this sense, translation 
becomes not only a linguistic adaptation but 
also a shift towards the introspective 
sensibility of the chanson française. 

The Spanish version, La Chica de Ipanema, 
faced the opposite challenge to English, since 
the similarity between Portuguese and Spanish 
can be both helpful and limiting. Because the 
two languages are so close, translators risk 
falling into the trap of false cognates or 
overly literal translations. However, in this 
case, the structural proximity allowed for a 
near-direct adaptation. Italian follows a 
comparable path. Due to its naturally musical 
cadence and vowel-rich structure, it aligns 
beautifully with the rhythm of bossa nova: 

Olha que coisa mais linda, mais cheia de 
graça (Por.)  
Mira qué cosa más linda, más llena de 
gracia (Sp.)  
Guarda che cosa più bella, più piena di 
grazia (It.)  
(‘Look at that most beautiful thing, so full 
of grace’)  
Beyond its English and Romance versions, 

‘The Girl from Ipanema’ has been translated 
into more than 40 languages, including 
Finnish, Japanese and German. Ultimately, 
the success of these versions demonstrates 
that musical transcreation is not merely about 
changing words. Instead, it is about 
reengineering emotion for different cultural 
coordinates. After all, a song translator is, by 
definition, a second-hand lyricist who must 
be given the creative licence to reshape the 
rhymes that give a melody its soul.

POETIC VISION 
Writers Antônio Carlos Jobim and Vinícius de 

Moraes (below); and the single cover (bottom)
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(CAR). There are also fantastic opportunities 
to get out and engage with frontline teachers, 
educators and researchers, for example as a 
keynote speaker at the Association for 
Language Learning’s annual conference. 
 
You are a member of the Education 
Select Committee. Is that useful for your 
APPG ML work?  
Absolutely. The main focus of the Education 
Select Committee is to scrutinise the DfE and 
make sure any government plans – for 
example the CAR – are as good as they can 
be. More widely, we’re looking at better 
opportunities for young people. I’ve been 
able to bring both those worlds together, 
drawing on my own experience: I was the 
first of my family to go to university and 
languages were my route to that.  

We’ve got to make sure that our education 
policy is functioning properly and we don’t 
focus on too few subjects. We need to 
ensure that those who are more of an artistic 
leaning – including kids for whom languages 
might be their spark – get those 
opportunities as well, because that could be 
the thing that really opens doors for them. 
 
What would you see as a successful 
term as Chair of the APPG ML? 
My main priority is to showcase the need for 
languages in Britain in the 21st century, 
particularly post-Brexit. Some people think 
we need other languages less. That’s 
nonsense. Various things have become 
problems since Brexit, including the 
mechanics of children taking part in overseas 
trips, and recruiting overseas teachers and 
support workers. Basically, I want to go some 
way to sweeping up the mess of Brexit!  

We need to change how we think about 
languages; to move on from seeing them as a 
problem or a difficulty or something that you 
need a specific gene to be good at. It’s about 
saying, “Let's make sure that languages are an 
opportunity for all children in all schools.” That 
means getting the excitement and capacity 
for languages as early as possible. What we 
have at the moment is a focus on Year 7 [ages 
11-12] and then within two to three years, 
we’re asking young people if they want to do 
one of their first high-stakes public exams, the 
GCSEs, in that subject. We would want some 
well-resourced, planned, statutory language 
provision from Key Stage 1 [ages 5-7]. It can 
be done. It’s done in a lot of other countries. 
 
Do you have advice for readers about 
how to engage politicians on this topic?  
Don’t stay quiet. Do contact your MP – let 
them know that this is an important issue to 
you as a constituent. Please follow the work of 
the APPG, suggest things to us that we might 
be missing. Make your voices heard. Use all 
the professional and research bodies – invite 
them to look at the context where you are.   
 
Could you tell us a bit about your early 
experiences with languages?  
When I was growing up in the ‘80s, there was 
no primary languages initiative. I owe an awful 
lot to Mr Garwood, my first French teacher at 
secondary school, who enabled me to 
discover this is something I really enjoy. Then 
I did German in Year 9 and decided to learn 
Italian outside school too. We went on trips 
to Normandy and Spain. I found it really 
exhilarating to be able to engage with people 
who were 1000% as human as anyone I’d ever 
grown up with but just came from a different 

The new Chair of the UK Parliament’s languages group on how judgements over 
his Geordie roots, a year abroad in post-Pinochet Chile and a love of language 
learning contributed to his political awakening and dedication to sociolinguistics

DARREN PAFFEY
PHILIP HARDING-ESCH MEETS

So, Darren, what made you want to join 
the All-Party Parliamentary Group on 
Modern Languages (APPG ML)? 
I was first elected as an MP in 2024 and as 
part of the induction into Westminster, we 
heard about APPGs. Having been a university 
lecturer for 20 years and a researcher in 
languages, and being married to an MFL 
teacher, I knew that I wanted to join the 
APPG ML. There’s so much that’s new as an 
MP, it’s nice to have things you already know 
about and hit the ground running on those 
issues. I began as Vice Chair with Tonia 
Antoniazzi as Chair and Baroness Coussins as 
Co-Chair, and took over as Chair this year. 
 
What has the work entailed so far?  
One of the things that strikes me about the 
way this APPG works is that there’s a lot of 
external speakers; you’re never just talking to 
yourselves as parliamentarians. I was really 
interested to hear an array of speakers, and to 
learn how Baroness Coussins asked questions 
in the Lords, and Tonia in the Commons, and 
about written parliamentary questions. There is 
also planning and being involved in events.  

Since taking over as Chair, I’ve been asking: 
what are our priorities for the coming year? 
One was to get a meeting with Department 
for Education (DfE) officials, representatives of 
Ofqual and Ofsted [the qualifications and 
schools regulators] and senior civil servants to 
examine the regulatory framework around the 
teaching of languages in schools. In politics, as 
in business, lots of things take place in 
piecemeal ways; this was an opportunity to 
get everyone around the table at once. 

Another part of the work is to feed into 
some big changes in education, which include 
the Curriculum and Assessment Review 
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country, with a different background and 
history. Communication is empowering, so I 
found it empowering to go out into the world 
with more languages than I’d grown up with. 
 
So how did you become a lecturer in 
Spanish and sociolinguistics? 
I studied French and Spanish at the University 
of Southampton, attracted to its wider studies 
about the history, politics, society of the places 
where those languages were spoken. A lot of 

this was linked to my personal experience. I 
moved to the South of England when I was 10 
and when I told people “I’m originally from 
near Newcastle”, they said, “You don’t sound 
like a Geordie.” It got me thinking, “What do 
different groups sound like, and why do we 
tend to pigeonhole them?” It was when they 
started adding judgements, saying “Well, you 
speak very well for someone from the North,” 
I thought, “Hang on, what on earth do we 
mean by these kinds of value judgements?” 

At Southampton, sociolinguistics became 
my thing, where language and society meet; 
where people make decisions on which 
languages to promote, to put in the education 
system, to put on public signage – which 
languages are or aren’t allowed in public 
discourse, in parliaments etc. All of those 
things came alive. I was fascinated by it all. 
 
It almost sounds as if languages were 
part of your journey towards becoming 
politically active…  
I would very much say that languages are part 
of my political awakening. My family wasn’t 
actively political. For me, learning the recent 
history of France, and what that had meant 
more widely, made me start to think politically. 

I spent my year abroad in Chile, which had 
been out of a dictatorship for just over a 
decade, so you still had a very politically 
divided country. People’s experience of 
before, during and after the dictatorship was 
something I could access because I was able 
to speak their language, read and understand 
how they documented those politically 
turbulent times, and reflect on it. It made me 
much more determined to be engaged with 
what goes on in my own country.  

When I came back, I joined the Labour 
Party during my PhD, and eventually stood 
for election as a local councillor. So the  
route to politics for me has certainly been 
through languages.   

 
Do you think your language skills have 
helped in your career as a politician?  
There are absolutely transferable skills. 
Communication, if done well, is incredibly 
empowering. Equally, the way people use 
languages can be very disempowering. In my 
research, I looked at the communication of 
politicians, and also of people who are trying 
to do the same thing as politicians: to set out 
a vision, to persuade people of that vision, to 
get people to act on that vision. It’s what 
advertisers do. It’s what good, benevolent 
salespeople do. It’s also what manipulative 
dictators do. 

There are skills around how language works 
and what we have to be aware of. If someone 
says, “Well, everyone knows that this claim is 
just fact”, by framing language in that way 
they’re trying to exclude any alternative view. 
I am very aware when other politicians are 
doing that, particularly in this age of 
populism. I try not to do it because I’m more 
open and democratic. I think politics can be 
better if we harness the good of language.  

Being trained in learning from other 
cultures, asking the critical questions and 
thinking more deeply about the issues have 
given me a lot of skills that are helpful as a 
politician. For example, comparing what British 
history is about, as opposed to French history, 
Spanish history, Chilean history… learning 
from the human experience elsewhere. This 
helps to get a rounded view of all the issues 
– to take a far more critical, sensible and 
nuanced approach to politics and policy. 

Do you have any thoughts on the future 
of the languages professions?     
It is a sector where things are changing, with 
things like automatic translators and AI, but I 
am absolutely convinced these will never fully 
replace the need for humans. Communication 
is, at its heart, its root and its future, a human 
activity and a human experience. Machines 
can imitate but ultimately the need for good, 
well-trained, dedicated professional linguists 
will not disappear, and it’s what I hope the 
work of this APPG will continue to champion. I 
hope the CIOL will continue to work with us to 
understand what the best future for languages 
and technology in the modern world can 
look like.

“I found it 

empowering to go out 

into the world with 

more languages than 

I’d grown up with”



14          The Linguist   Vol/65  No/2 ciol.org.uk/thelinguist

FEATURES

‘Bad English’ in self-translation isn’t always a bad thing, 
says Ursula Deser Friedman. It can be an act of revolution

 I 
n 1913, Rabindranath Tagore (1861-1941) 
became the first Asian Nobel Laureate for 
his poetry collection Gitanjali: Song 

offerings, which he had translated from 
Bengali into English himself. However, 
Tagore assessed his self-translation as having 
done a “gross injustice” to his source text. 
He performed Gitanjali for an elite global 
audience by rendering the poetry in an 
ornate Shakespearean style far removed from 
the concise Bengali version. As a result, he 
reluctantly gained a place in world literature 
before he became well-known within the 
Bengali literary tradition.1   

By contrast, Ha Jin (哈金; pen name for 
Xuefei Jin 金雪飛, b. 1956) intentionally 
catapulted himself into the world literary 
polysystem by publishing first in his non-
native English. Despite scooping up the 
PEN/Faulkner Award, Jin raised eyebrows by 
writing novels in a hybrid ‘translationese’ style 
that he translates back into his native 
Chinese. Where Tagore hoped to further his 
Pan-Asia political movement by promoting 
himself on the world stage, Jin has sought to 
channel nostalgia for mainland China to 
gather a Chinese readership and, by 
translating back into Chinese, to use self-
translation for personal catharsis. 

 
Self-translation as rewriting 
Self-translation is a self-reflexive process 
through which authors translate their own 
writing into other languages either 
simultaneously or consecutively. Many self-
translators refer to this process as one of 
transaction2 or rewriting3, rather than 
translation per se. My research centres around 

émigré Sinophone authors’ self-translation 
practices. As these authors translate their 
own works between Chinese and English 
both languages are revitalised. In adapting 
dialogue, idioms and humour from Chinese 
into English and vice versa, they add local 
flavour and idiosyncrasies to their writing.  

Jhumpa Lahiri, who has translated her own 
writing from Italian into English, describes 
self-translation as a reversal of the assumed 
direction from source to translated text: “Like 
an image viewed in the mirror, [the source 
text] has turned into the simulacrum, and 
both is and is not the starting point for what 
rationally and irrationally followed.”4  

According to Hokenson and Munson, the 
self-translated text simultaneously exists in 
two languages and in two separate versions, 
often featuring overlapping content.5 Because 
the writer-translator has access to their own 
authorial intentions, they are empowered to 
take creative liberties that a conventional 
‘outside’ translator might shy away from.  

 
Defamiliarising trauma 
Authors may translate their own work for 
pragmatic reasons, such as to forgo a 
translator’s fee, to reclaim their own cultural 
capital or to control the reception of their 
work; for creative reasons, such as the impulse 
to revisit and improve the original; and for 
psychological reasons, such as a desire to 
restore wholeness to their split selves, and/or 
as a means of distancing themselves from 
memories of war and exile.  

The Russian formalist Victor Shklovsky 
argued that writing in a foreign language 
defamiliarises trauma.6 By gaining distance 

from our own language, we gain distance from 
personal and inherited traumas. The resulting 
self-awareness allows us to view our trauma 
from a distance, to break the immobilising 
cycle of traumatic recollection, retrieval and re-
experience through reader-enabled catharsis.  

Self-translation defamiliarises the source text 
when both the self-translator and the reader 
allow the text to surprise and challenge them. 
In this way, it juxtaposes linguistic and cultural 
systems in a way that can catalyse linguistic 
innovation and evolution. By defamiliarising 
their own narratives through the smokescreen 
of a different language, self-translators 
cultivate renewed cultural and aesthetic 
awareness, which often leads to artistic 
breakthroughs. Performing their text(s) in 
another language(s) establishes a critical 
distance or detachment that can deliver fresh 
insight into the work at hand.  

I maintain that every creation is, in essence, 
a recreation; moreover, every act of self-
expression is one of self-translation – we are 
constantly sublimating our non-verbal 
thoughts and feelings into oral and written 
linguistic structures, and re-inscribing the 
world back into our own psyche. As the 
Nobel Prize-winning Mexican writer Octavio 
Paz put it, “when we learn to speak, we are 
learning to translate.”7 In this sense, language 
is itself a form of translation: translatimus, 
ergo sumus (‘we translate, therefore we are’). 

 
‘Weirding’ colonial languages 
The outside translator may be able to translate 
more ethically than the self-translator. The 
latter’s privileged access to the process of 
composing the source text may actually skew 

Rewriting the self
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their fidelity toward the source culture and 
cause them to neglect the target reader’s 
cultural sensibilities. However, if the self-
translator inserts a buffer – time, geographical 
and/or psychological distance – between 
themselves and the source text, they may be 
able to achieve a more democratic balance 
between the cultural context of both source 
and translated cultures. 

Self-translators aren’t necessarily 
professional translators. They often write in 
English but are not completely proficient, so 
their translations often fall into the category 
of ‘bad’ English (e.g. non-standard). In my 
research, I’ve found that ‘bad’ English 
enables writers to ‘democratise’ the English 
language by opening it up to a multiplicity of 
voices and perspectives.  

Doris Sommer builds on the idea of 
defamiliarisation, arguing that the jarring 
nature of the unpleasant gives people 
reflexive pause, shocking the beholder into 
pleasure. By forcing reflection, hybrid 
languages and multilingualism help cultivate 
a taste for the sublime and the unfamiliar, 
mirroring the ‘double consciousness’ of the 
migrant condition.8 

Mired in colonial discourse, the languages 
of European empires hamper linguistic 
diversity. Therefore, self-translation, particularly 
self-translation between more ‘peripheral’ 
languages into colonial ones, presents a 
unique opportunity for diversifying these 
colonial languages. Evelyn Ch’ien refers to the 
‘weirding’ of English through exchanges with 
local languages, and notes how this remakes 
them as engines for social justice.9 Such 
exchanges are driven by self-translators’ ability 

to amalgamate English, in particular, with 
languages such as Chinese, Bengali, Arabic, 
Hindi, Quechua, Swahili and Basque.  

According to Ch’ien, “Weird-English writers 
de-normalize English out of resistance to it, 
and form their own language by combining 
English with their original language.” In this 
way, they remake the English language 
through a multilingual dialogue that 
embraces jargon and non-standard language 
usage. This process also occurs with French, 
Portuguese and other colonial languages. 

Such writers resist the monolith of ‘pure’ 
English and debunk the notion that speaking 
a language from birth entails a superior 
command over the language. Building on this 
concept, my work focuses on émigré 
Sinophone authors’ subversive potential to 
‘weird’, ‘hybridize’ and ‘badden’ English, thus 
rendering it more inclusive to non-native 
speakers and ensuring its continued evolution.  

By weirding English, and thus inviting 
linguistic diversity and inclusivity, writers usher 
in community-building and experimentation 
across racial, class and linguistic divides. By 
‘taking back’ English through creative 
interpolations, self-translators who embrace 
non-standard English reveal the language as 
a tool for democratic linguistic revolution. 
Self-translation, particularly the process of 
translating from a non-colonial language into 
English, thus provides a medium for 
catalysing linguistic evolution.  

Self-translation invites linguistic 
experimentation by offering authors a platform 
through which to experiment with syntax, 
narrative structure, dialogue and stylistic 
devices. In this sense, self-translators write 
against the grain and enable the English 
language to evolve beyond standard usage.  

 
Ursula Deser Friedman’s Self-Translation as 
Method: Modern Sinophone self-translators 
and their transmediated afterlives is out now.  
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MIRROR IMAGE 
Jhumpa Lahiri (left) and Rabindranath Tagore 

(right) translated their own work, while 

Octavio Paz (centre) wrote about translation
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Alícia Moreno Giménez outlines a virtual reality 
undergraduate project and asks what it can tell us about 
the impact of immersive technology on language learning

In recent years, higher education language 
programmes in the UK have been operating 
under growing strain. Declining enrolments 
and teacher recruitment challenges have 
reshaped the landscape in which students 
arrive at university. As a result, provision 
remains weaker than in many European 
countries. Within this context, student 
confidence in language learning often suffers. 
Many learners who have progressed through 
this fragmented system report feeling anxious, 
self‑conscious and under pressure in traditional 
classroom settings, where speaking a foreign 
language is frequently associated with 
performance, evaluation and error exposure. 

Within this dispiriting national picture, 
emerging technologies are opening new and 
hopeful possibilities. AI has become 
prominent across all aspects of life, and its 
presence in education has prompted both 
excitement and apprehension. Concerns 
centre on over‑reliance, fairness and 
academic integrity. At the same time, AI now 
underpins much of our daily digital life, 
making its arrival in classrooms feel less like a 
disruption and more like an inevitability. 
When used ethically and with clear 
pedagogical intent, AI can enhance learning 
rather than diminish it. Its integration with 
virtual reality (VR) offers new opportunities for 
immersive, inclusive and emotionally 
supportive language‑learning environments. 

Language technology emerged in the 
1950s and has increasingly captured 
educators’ attention. For many years, 
computer-assisted language learning meant 
apps, quizzes or grammar platforms, which 
are useful but limited. VR plus AI changes the 

game by shifting from studying a language to 
using a language inside a contextualised, 
dynamic and multisensory world. Instead of 
clicking through exercises, students enter 
interactive scenarios where they engage with 
adaptive characters, negotiate meaning and 
practise spontaneous communication without 
the pressures of real-world performance.  

AI enables adaptation: virtual characters 
respond to learner input and adjust their 
speech to appropriate levels. For many 
learners, especially those with specific 
learning difficulties, this low‑stakes setting can 
be transformative. Since foreign language 
anxiety is increasingly understood as context 

dependent rather than a personal trait, 
creating VR-AI scenarios can lower pressure 
and support gradual risk-taking. 

 
A collaborative experiment 
At Lancaster University, a two‑year project is 
demonstrating how these tools can help 
rebuild student confidence, nurture autonomy 
and create meaningful communicative 
opportunities, even in a sector facing 
resource constraints. Our Department of 
Languages and Global Cultures began 
piloting VR-AI tools in 2024 after a webinar 
sparked collaboration with the university’s 
Information Systems Services Innovation 
Team. The aim was simple but ambitious: to 
create immersive, culturally situated scenarios 
that allowed students to practise real-world 
communication in different languages. 

Artificial hope at uni 

VIRTUAL LEARNING 
Students experience a simulated tourist office 

scenario in Lancaster’s Data Immersion Suite
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The first pilot, run with second‑year Spanish 
students in a speaking and listening module, 
focused on a job interview scenario. The 
overwhelmingly positive response led the 
department to expand the pilot in its second 
year to include French and first‑year cohorts, 
reaching 142 students across five modules 
from A1 to B2 level. The sessions were held 
in Lancaster’s Data Immersion Suite, a state-
of-the-art space with a wraparound projection 
wall and surround sound. Many students had 
used apps like Duolingo, and some had tried 
VR gaming, but few had experienced VR in 
an educational setting.  

 
From scenario to feedback 
Some fear that technology could one day 
replace human educators. In reality, 
VR‑enhanced, AI‑supported learning 
depends on the expertise of teachers working 
hand‑in‑hand with technologists to shape 
meaningful pedagogical experiences aligned 
with learning outcomes. Educators play a 
crucial role in preparing materials, introducing 
communicative goals and guiding students 
through immersive tasks. Far from reducing 
the need for teachers, this model places them 
at the centre of the experience. 

The initiative unfolds in three stages: 
scenario creation, material curation and 
immersive deployment. First of all, teachers 
and developers work together to design 
realistic simulations aligned to CEFR levels 
A1 to C2. Each scenario has multiple variants 
to allow both beginners and advanced 
learners to engage meaningfully at their own 
pace. The scenarios are then built using the 
game development software Unity. Each one 
features AI‑driven characters, which are 
programmed with role conditions and 
linguistic goals, ensuring that every interaction 
feels purposeful. This allows students to 
experiment and access a situation that would 
normally require travel. 

This system combines three technologies: 
OpenAI Whisper for speech-to‑text allows 
the system to recognise students’ speech in 
real time; GPT‑4o generates dialogue, 
analyses grammar and vocabulary, and 
produces AI-generated feedback aligned to 
CEFR descriptors; and AWS Polly produces 
clear, natural-sounding speech from the AI 

characters. Students can also rehearse the 
same scenario on a web-based version 
before class, so they arrive better prepared, 
freeing classroom time for deeper practice 
and reflection. Students become active 
agents, as per constructivist and cognitive 
pedagogical approaches.  

They can also access curated preparatory 
materials in advance, including sample 
conversations, dialogues, learning objectives 
and key vocabulary. The pedagogical design 
takes into account learner variability, offering 
multiple ways to engage with content and 
reducing cognitive load for those who  
benefit from additional scaffolding. In class, 
culturally rich images projected across the 
Data Immersion Suite provide visual anchors 
that enhance immersion. Peer‑review  
rubrics are used during the session, 
reinforcing collaborative learning and giving 
students a structured way to evaluate each 
other’s performance. 

Each session involves groups of no more 
than eight students to ensure the VR activity 
can be cast onto surrounding screens. 
Students help each other with vocabulary 
and grammar, which creates a shared 
experience and strengthens the learning 
community. For many, this collaborative 
element reduces anxiety and makes entering 
the virtual environment less intimidating. 

 
What students gain 
Feedback has been overwhelmingly positive. 
Students have described the experience as 
less pressured, more enjoyable and 
surprisingly empowering. The sessions 
contributed to reduced anxiety by giving 
students a psychologically safe space in 
which to speak freely and make mistakes 
without judgement, encouraging greater 
linguistic risk‑taking.   

The personalised approach was enhanced 
by AI-generated reports, which provide a full 
transcript of each performance and highlight 
patterns in vocabulary, structure and 
interaction. Students receive a new report after 
each scenario, which allows them to monitor 
their progress over time, recognise linguistic 
patterns and target specific areas for 
improvement. The multisensory nature of VR, 
combining visual, auditory and kinaesthetic 

cues, enhances comprehension, especially for 
those who typically struggle with listening 
tasks, as students have captions too. 

These trends offer promising early evidence 
of the pedagogical value of immersive 
VR‑supported practice. Research into how 
this pedagogy shapes learners’ affective 
experiences, confidence and willingness to 
communicate is ongoing. In the meantime, 
the project was recognised externally as a 
shortlisted candidate for the Immersive 
Experiential Learning Award at the QS 
Reimagine Education Awards 2025.  

 
Challenges and future directions 
Despite strong outcomes, the project has not 
been without difficulties. Setting up VR 
headsets requires technical support and 
smaller group sizes increase staff workload. A 
few students also experienced minor glitches 
with slow responsiveness. A key ethical 
concern lies in the interpretation of AI-
generated analysis: while potentially 
informative, such feedback lacks human 
contextual judgement and may be 
misleading if treated as an objective or 
affective truth, rather than as descriptive 
support for reflection. 

Funding remains a major hurdle as scaling 
development, and maintaining and improving 
scenarios, requires sustained investment, 
which is difficult in the current climate. 
Nonetheless, we are committed to 
continuing these sessions. The project 
provides a valuable foundation for broader 
integration of VR and AI into UK language 
learning, which lags behind places such as 
China, where technology‑enhanced language 
learning, particularly in English, is rapidly 
advancing with governmental support.
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Gabriele Mack and Amalia Amato report on new research 
highlighting the risks of working in interpreting booths

Booths are an emblem of conference interpreting. 
Although they constitute a relatively new working 
environment – for many centuries interpreting was 
performed consecutively – and remote interpreting is 
booming, they are still the most common working 
environment for conference interpreters. For this reason 
it is worth exploring their possible impact on interpreters’ 
health and wellbeing. International standards are a 
relevant reference in this respect. The first ISO standard 
on permanent booths was issued in 1974; the last 
updates1 set the requirements and recommendations for 
both permanent and mobile booths. This concerns:  
• Location: room characteristics, accessibility, siting and 

visibility, technical control and technical support staff. 
• Booth interior: colours, lighting, work surface, storage 

space, electricity supply, internet access, furniture, 
video display. 

• Amenities: toilets, interpreters’ room.  

• Design: dimensions, doors, windows, acoustics, 
ventilation, cable passages, language displays. 
For built-in booths, the ISO standard also mentions 

heating and air conditioning, including provisions on air 
velocity, temperature, humidity, soundproofing and 
requirements for sign language interpreting when carried 
out in a booth and broadcast to an audience. For mobile 
booths, there are specific provisions on mass/handling, 
transport/storage, sound insulation and absorption. 

The big questions, though, are if and how standards 
are implemented. Where interpreters have some 
bargaining power, as in large organisations, standards are 
generally complied with. Getting detailed information 
about the private market is much more difficult, but 
studies conducted in different years and countries confirm 
that booth ergonomics and environment are indeed an 
issue.2 Interpreters should therefore be aware of the 
health challenges they face when working in a booth.  

Enter at  your own risk?

SUBSTANDARD 
CONDITIONS 
Interpreters Marcos 

Randulfe (top) and  

Karl McLaughlin 

(above) work in varying 

booth environments
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So what are the risks? 
The small internal dimensions of even standard-sized 
mobile booths (1.50m x 1.50m x 1.90m for two 
interpreters) and the need to keep the door closed for 
soundproofing, to the benefit of both interpreters and 
the audience, create a confined atmosphere entailing a 
number of hazards. Among these are temperature and 
air quality, including pollutants such as dust and micro-
organisms, as well as oxygen and carbon dioxide (CO2) 
levels. The only parameter mentioned in ISO standards 
for both built-in and mobile booths is the concentration 
of CO2, which must not exceed 1,000 ppm (more than 
double the average concentration in the atmosphere).  

High CO2 levels have been shown to reduce workers’ 
concentration and performance, but despite the 
relevance of the booth environment to interpreters‘ 
health and wellbeing, there is no research on this aspect 
except for a series of studies by Kurz in the 1980s.3 Poor 
air quality and air dryness can also harm the voice, as can 
draughts produced by the ventilation system. If the latter 
is noisy, interpreters may turn it off, preventing proper air 
circulation and change. 

Interpreters similarly tend to switch off lamps that 
produce heat, as it can get too hot in the close 
environment, even though this can be detrimental to 
their sight, especially when they have to read paper 
documents. Wrongly positioned fixed lighting can also 
produce annoying glare and reflection of the interpreter’s 
own image on the booth window, rather than allowing 
them to see the rostrum or screen. Table-top lamps may 
take up space needed for documents or devices, or use 
a socket needed to recharge PCs or tablets instead. 

Seating arrangements and view on the room 
constitute another big issue, as posture has direct effects 
on health and wellbeing. ISO prescribes ergonomic 
chairs with armrests, footrests and levers for adjustment, 
but often the chairs found at conference venues are too 
high, too low, bulky, creaky or simply uncomfortable.  

It is well known that bad seating posture in sedentary 
jobs entails a serious risk for back strain and headache. It 
is also associated with unhealthy breathing patterns that 
can have negative effects on concentration and induce 
muscular tension in the neck, shoulders and back. These 
effects are much more difficult to tackle for interpreters 
than other sedentary workers, because they do not tend 
to stay in the same booth environment for long. 

An additional problem is created by inappropriate 
booth positioning in the conference room, which forces 
interpreters to stand up, lean sideways or adopt an 
uncomfortable posture in order to get a glimpse of the 
speaker and/or slides. Visibility is sometimes impossible 
because of columns, plants or room decorations placed 
in front of the booth. There may also be architectural 

barriers (e.g. spiral staircases) that make it difficult for 
interpreters with walking difficulties to access the booth.4 

 
Why self-care is the ethical choice 
Looking at these issues, some reasons for concern 
emerge. Firstly, there is a possibility of cross-effects and 
long-term consequences on interpreters’ health. 
Straining posture caused by inadequate seating or bad 
workspace ergonomics can increase cognitive exhaustion 
deriving from working in a confined, oxygen-depleted 
and/or carbon dioxide-loaded environment for hours.  

This may cumulate with the effects of poor sound 
quality, which, in turn, correlate with hearing impairments, 
neck pain, headache and many other symptoms reported 
by interpreters.5 Providing evidence of a causation link 
between health outcomes and specific components of 
interpreters’ working environments is a difficult task, and 
since adverse health impacts due to booth environment 
may only appear in the long term, precautions and 
prevention should be implemented as much as possible. 

Many of these aspects are out of the direct control of 
interpreters and cannot be addressed on the spot, even 
by the most cooperative technicians. However, even 
when interpreters have some leeway to intervene, they 
often seem to attach more importance to factors 
perceived as influencing the quality of their work than to 
aspects benefiting their health. An example of this 
attitude includes keeping mobile booth doors closed 
despite high temperatures and deterioration of air 
quality to avoid disturbing the audience in small 
conference rooms. Another is turning off ventilation units 
because the noise may disturb listening and therefore 
affect performance. These behaviours suggest high  

CLOSE QUARTERS 
The view from the 

interpreting booth at a 

conference in Argentina
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  compliance with professional deontology – delivering 
the best possible service – but a worrying disregard for 
health issues. 

Raising awareness is the most powerful weapon in the 
struggle for interpreters’ health – even more so in the 
case of those freelancers who have no professional 
organisation to rely on. As competition is growing, both 
from human interpreters and from the booming offer of 
AI-based machine interpreting in the global marketplace, 
the danger of self-exploitation and self-imposed lowering 
of health standards becomes all the more real. Only if 
interpreters internalise that self-care is an ethical 
responsibility can we make our clients understand what is 
at stake and help them choose the kind of language 
assistance they need while ensuring working conditions 
do not put interpreters’ health and psychophysical 
wellbeing at risk. 

 
The new book by Gabriele Mack and Amalia Amato, 
Interpreters’ Health and Wellbeing: An overview across 
modes, modalities and settings (Routledge, 2026), can 
be downloaded for free at https://cutt.ly/MackAmato. 

 
Notes 
1 ISO (2024) ISO 17651-1: Simultaneous Interpreting – 
Interpreters’ working environment – Part 1: Requirements 
and recommendations for permanent booths; ISO (2024) 
ISO 17651-2: Simultaneous Interpreting – Interpreters’ 
working environment – Part 2: Requirements and 
recommendations for mobile booths 
2 See, e.g, Eichmeyer, D (2017) Luftqualität in 
Dolmetschkabinen als Einflussfaktor auf die Dolmetschqualität: 
Interdisziplinäre Erkenntnisse und translationspraktische 
Konsequenzen, Frank & Timme; Gerbino, M (2025) ‘Indagine 
esplorativa sulle cabine di simultanea in uso in Italia’ 
(Unpublished Master’s thesis), Universita di Bologna, Forli, 
Italy; Grée, D (2006) ‘De l’utilité de cabines normalisées pour 
une qualité optimale en interprétation. Communicate!’ In 
The AIIC Webzine, December; Hsu, J (2008) ‘An Exploratory 
Study of the Working Environment of Conference 
Interpreters: Built-in booths in Taipei‘ (Unpublished Master’s 
thesis), National Taiwan Normal University, Taipei, Taiwan 
3 Kurz, I (1981) ‘Temperatures in Interpreters’ Booths: A hot 
iron?’ In AIIC Bulletin, 9,4, 39-43; Kurz, I (1983) 
‘Temperatures Inside and Outside Booths – A comparative 
study’. In AIIC Bulletin, 11,2, 67-72; Kurz, I (1983) ‘CO2 and 
O2 Levels in Booths at the End of a Conference Day – A 
pilot study’. In AIIC Bulletin, 11,3, 86-93; Kurz, I and Kolmer, 
H (1984) ‘Humidity and Temperature Measurements in 
Booths’. In AIIC Bulletin, 12,2, 42-43 
4 Sound quality is another occupational hazard, but we have 
not discussed it here as it is not related to booths alone. 
5 AIIC (2020) ‘Acoustic Shocks Research Project: Final report’ 

Sue Leschen gets an insight into 
the extreme conditions faced by 
interpreting students in Ukraine

Studying in 
a war zone

LIVING WITH 
UNCERTAINTY 
Students living near the 

Russian border can lose 

internet signal 

suddenly and try to 

stay connected by 

switching from a laptop 

to a mobile phone



 R ecently I found myself presenting a webinar on 
‘Professional Standards and Challenges in Legal 
Interpreting’ to yet another group of university 

students – but this one was a first for me, because this 
group is living in a war zone. Studying English or 
German at Chernihiv Polytechnic National University  
in Ukraine, approximately 80km from the border with 
Russia and Belarus, they are frighteningly close to  
the fighting.  

Associate Professor Olena Rosstalna advised me in 
advance that the number of attendees would depend 
on various factors, including the fact that some of the 
students live in “occupied territories”. The paramount 
consideration would be the security situation in each 
person’s geographical area on the day. “We can have 
attacks when students need to be in bomb shelters and 
the internet connection is bad,” she explained. A typical 
email would read: “Apologies for the delayed response. 
There was a very long power cut in the city due to an 
attack by Russia.” 

On the day of the webinar, Olena emailed to warn 
me that we might not be able to go ahead because 
“Unfortunately, we have drones flying very low and we 
will need to monitor the situation.” Fortunately, we 
were able to proceed – with about 50 students and 
their lecturers attending – but in the knowledge that we 
could lose connection at any minute. Not knowing 
whether training sessions can start and/or continue to 
the end makes for a stressful situation for everyone 
involved: lecturers, students and speakers.  

One thing that wasn’t an issue, though, was the 
students’ fluency in English. Meanwhile, my knowledge 
of Ukrainian was limited to the much-publicised patriotic 
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battle cry Slava Ukraini! (‘Glory to Ukraine!’), which 
promotes Ukrainian sovereignty and opposes  
foreign aggression. 

Tech problems seem to be a recurring theme. 
Everyone is apparently used to swapping between their 
laptops and phones to try to maintain an internet 
connection. This can also make it impossible to 
download the documents they need, which meant 
Olena and I couldn’t check the students’ write-up of the 
session as planned. I felt humbled when she thanked me 
for my “patience and understanding”; I can’t imagine 
trying to work in the difficult conditions they have to 
cope with on a daily basis.  

My talk was, in part, concerned with challenges in 
legal interpreting, such as the need to constantly update 
legal terminology glossaries, and the nature of 
intellectually and emotionally challenging legal work. 
However, for these students, the most significant 
challenge is just surviving the war. Now in its fifth year, 
the invasion shows no sign of abating any time soon, 
and Olena tells me that several lectures have been 
cancelled as a result of recent attacks.  

Assuming students can successfully complete their 
courses, their problems won’t end there. Future on-site 

interpreting assignments might be interrupted or 
cancelled due to attacks. Remote interpreting jobs, too, 
are suffering due to disrupted internet connections, 
making them unattractive to clients whether they are 
based in Ukraine or elsewhere.  

The usual advice about having back-up equipment 
and two internet connections probably won’t help  
them. General advice about the uncertainties and 
vagaries involved in a freelance career will be water off a 
duck’s back, because their lives are already subject to 
such uncertainty. Responding promptly to job offers 
could also be problematic when there is a loss of  
power. Where they do manage to secure jobs which 
require advance preparation of legal documents, if their 
internet connections are not functioning properly, they 
may not be able to access materials in good time, or 
even at all.   

I can only hope and pray that they will all make it 
through the war to have the careers they are working 
towards. Needless to say, I didn’t charge for my time. It 
was a privilege to e-meet these brave and positive 
students and lecturers. I wish them every success –  
what they have achieved so far, and in a war zone, is 
quite remarkable! 

BOMB THREAT 
Living close to the 

fighting means regularly 

losing electricity and 

internet connection, 

evacuations to bomb 

shelters, and studying 

under threat of bombing. 

A school in Chernihiv 

hit by a Russian strike 

(main image); a 

destroyed residential 

building in the city 

(above); and a student 

works in the dark due to 

a power outage (top)
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GROWING UNDERSTANDING 
There have been efforts to reclaim the symbolism 

around autism and today an infinity symbol is 

often used (left); and (right) an autistic girl wears 

a sunflower lanyard for hidden disabilities

How have translation choices in Asperger’s work affected 
our understanding of autism, asks Elizabeth De Zoysa 

“We’re not psychopaths, you know,” my 
friend and disabled activist Lydia Wilkins told 
me over coffee. “Autistic people do have 
empathy.” Those lines resonated with me. I 
wanted to find out the origins of the deficit 
model of autism and why the general 
populace thinks autistic people lack empathy. 
I decided to go back to the beginning, to 
Hans Asperger, the Viennese paediatrician 
who was the first to document the 
observable behaviours we now know as 
autism,1 and see if there were any links. 

In her book Asperger’s Children, Edith 
Sheffer argues that Hans Asperger’s diagnosis 
was shaped by Nazi psychology.2 This was of 
interest to me; as an autistic ally and German 
translator, I had the chance to identify the role 
translation issues, as well as linguistic and 
editorial choices, played in this. From Sheffer’s 
work, four areas of linguistic interest emerge: 
the translation of the terms Psychopathie, 
Heilpädagogik and Gemüt, and the omission 
of Asperger’s original introduction in the 
standard English translation of his 1944 paper.  

 
A brief chronology 
The field of Heilpädagogik took on a new 
direction in the early 20th century under the 
leadership of Erwin Lazar at the University of 
Vienna Children’s Clinic. According to Sheffer, 
Lazar’s vision of Heilpädagogik is difficult to 
translate, with various possibilities: ‘therapeutic 
pedagogy’, ‘remedial education’, ‘special 
education’ or ‘orthopedagogy’.3 She 
suggests that for the Austrian variant the 
term ‘curative education’ perhaps fits best. 

Asperger joined the clinic’s Heilpädagogik 
ward in 1931 and took charge the following 

year. He first published his seminal work Die 
‘Autistischen Psychopathen’ im Kindesalter4 in 
1944 as his Habilitationsschift (post-doctoral 
lecturing qualification) and reprinted it in 
1952 as Heilpädagogik,5 with slight revisions 
and without the introduction. 

Asperger’s work came to the attention of an 
Anglophone readership in 1981, when British 
psychiatrist Lorna Wing published a paper6 
on autism which drew heavily on Asperger’s 
research, using a translation by her husband. 
Later, Wing called upon Ute Frith, a German-
born psychologist, to translate the work, which 
appeared in Frith’s 1991 book on the subject.7 

 
A sanitising exercise? 
Asperger’s original term ‘Autistische 
Psychopathie’ presents an immediate 
translation challenge. In the 1944 paper, it 
appears capitalised and in quotation marks, 
signalling that it functions as a defined 
diagnostic concept rather than a loose 

descriptive label. Wing decided not to use the 
term ‘autistic psychopathy’ in her paper as it 
had “led to misunderstanding because of the 
popular tendency to equate psychopathy with 
sociopathic behaviour”. Instead she chose 
‘Asperger’s syndrome’, which she considered 
neutral.8 Both terms were already in usage in 
English, so she did not coin a new concept 
so much as choose between existing labels. 
However, Sheffer contends that choosing a 
neutral term was a ‘sanitising’ exercise: 
”Asperger had not used a neutral term. 
Psychopathy in German psychiatry had long 
connoted social deviance and recalcitrance.”9 

In her 1991 translation, Frith uses ‘autism’ in 
the main text with a footnote explaining that 

Revising the ‘A’ word
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the term “could have been translated as 
autistic personality disorder or else autism to 
bring it into line with current terminology”. In 
private correspondence, she confirms her 
view that the meaning of Psychopathie is 
‘psychopathology’, “describing a condition of 
biological origin that is not deteriorating with 
age”. If we accept this, then Psychopathie 
may be understood as a classic false friend.  

Another translation strategy I have seen is 
to use the term ‘AP’, which maps clearly to 
Asperger’s original label while removing the 
connotations. However, Sheffer’s argument is 
that by removing the negative associations, 
Asperger’s work was sanitised. 

 
Omissions and mistranslations 
Frith’s translation is presented, without 
context, as a standalone chapter in Autism 
and Asperger syndrome. The introduction, in 
which Asperger sets out the conceptual 
framework for his findings, is omitted, 
apparently because Asperger himself cut it 
from his later-published book. However, 
Sheffer says that Asperger’s motivations for 
the omission and revisions may be revealed 
by the context in which the publications 
appeared: during and after the Nazi era. 
Whether we agree with this analysis, we can 
say with certainty that the omission deprives 
English readers of the ability to evaluate 
Asperger’s work in its rightful context. 

The term Gemüt appears 19 times in the 
introduction but only 5 in the main text. This 
suggests that the concept played a more 
prominent role in Asperger’s framing than is 
visible in the translation available to English 
readers. The main thread running through 
Sheffer’s book is that the term Gemüt was 
firmly rooted in Nazi psychology and was an 
implicit way of categorising individuals as 
worthy or unworthy of life. She states that 
anyone – including Asperger – aligning 
themselves with the concept was also aligning 
themselves with Third Reich ideology. 
However, medical historian Herwig Czech 
argues that this overemphasises the word 
Gemüt, and that Nazi psychiatry “is much 
better characterised by the concept of ‘life 
unworthy of living’ (lebensunwertes Leben).”10 

Given the (potential) ideological weight of 
Gemüt, Sheffer’s approach is sensible: unlike 

Frith, who translates it inconsistently using 
descriptive terms, Sheffer retains the original 
German in italics, as a defined term, with an 
extensive explanation of the etymology of 
the word and its meaning in Nazi psychology.  

Likewise, the term Heilpädagogik should, 
in my opinion, be retained in any translation. 
According to Czech, “Heilpädagogik’s self-
professed mission of turning as many 
‘difficult’ children into useful members of the 
community… [is] perfectly compatible with a 
program to murder those whose conditions 
were too severe to allow rehabilitation.”11 In 
this light, translations such as ‘curative 
education’ do not reflect the potentially dark 
undertones and could be seen as euphemistic.  

A central accusation against Asperger is that 
when he referred children from his clinic to 
the Nazis’ Am Spiegelgrund ‘euthanasia 
programme’ he knew that they would be 
murdered. A related criticism is directed at 
the many academics who have uncritically 
adopted the narrative of his benevolence. 
One barrier to a fuller understanding of 
Asperger’s work is that much of it remains 
untranslated and therefore inaccessible, 
underscoring the translator’s role as mediator 
between language and culture. 

Regardless of the debate about Asperger’s 
links with the Third Reich, the translator’s job 
is to provide the English-language reader 
with the same experience as the German 
reader of the time. Our remit is to render the 
source text faithfully to enable readers to 
make their own decisions. This calls for a 
translation of Asperger’s introduction, a 
reevaluation of the terminology he used 
(specifically Psychopathie and Gemüt), and 
translations of the literature that he relied on. 
 
Placing the work in context 
Asperger’s ‘slightly revised’ republication 
opens up interesting opportunities for further 
research. At present, no translation of his 
book Heilpädagogik exists, but if it did, what 
would those ‘slight revisions’ tell us about the 
mindset of Asperger? And why did he omit 
the introduction in 1952 compared to 1944?  

The same is true for the entire body of 
Asperger’s work, for which no official 
translations exist. An unofficial translation of 
his 1938 work by evolutionary anthropologist 

Dean Falk12 is characterised by mistranslations, 
according to Czech.13 Worse, Falk asserts that 
autistische Psychopathie should be replaced 
by the later term ‘Asperger’s syndrome’. In 
fact, Frith essentially does the same in her 
translation of the term as ‘autism’.  

In the foreword, Frith thanks her 
proofreader and presents the age-old 
translator’s problem: “I am also grateful to 
Judith Ayling for her careful reading of the 
translation and expert help in keeping the text 
faithful to the original yet readable in English.” 
But times change. What was ‘readable’ in 
1991 may now be seen as obfuscating. This 
is a call for a professional translation of 
Asperger’s body of work, with one aim in 
mind: to allow later generations to interpret 
Asperger’s own words in context. 

 
Notes 
1 Grunya Yefimovna Sukhareva (1891-1981), a 
Soviet child psychiatrist, was the first to identify 
autistic traits, but Asperger’s work is lengthier 
and better known. 
2 Sheffer, E (2018) Asperger’s Children: The 
origins of autism in Nazi Vienna, W W Norton  
& Company 
3 Ibid. 33 
4 Asperger, H (1944) ‘Die “Autistischen 
Psychopathen” im Kindesalter’. In Archiv für 
Psychiatrie und Nervenkrankheiten, 17 
5 Asperger, H (1952) Heilpädagogik: Eine 
Einführung in die Psychopathologie des Kindes 
für Ärzte, Lehrer, Psychologen, Richter und 
Fürsorgerinnen, Wien: Springer Verlag 
6 Wing, L (1981) ‘Asperger’s syndrome: A clinical 
account’. In Journal of Psychological Medicine, 11 
7 Frith, U (1991) Autism and Asperger 
syndrome, Cambridge University Press 
8 Wing, L (2005) ‘Reflections on Opening 
Pandora’s Box’. In Journal of Autism and 
Developmental Disorders 
9 Op. cit. Sheffer, 242 
10 Czech, H (2019) ‘Response to “Non-
complicit: Revisiting Hans Asperger’s career in 
Nazi-era Vienna”’. In Journal of Autism and 
Developmental Disorders, 49 
11 Ibid.  
12 Falk D (2019) ‘Non-complicit: Revisiting Hans 
Asperger’s career in Nazi-era Vienna’. In Journal 
of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 49, 1-2 
13 Op. cit. Czech
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Do Filipino defendants have better access to justice in UK 
courts than they would at ‘home’, asks Lorie Ann Halliday 

 In Philippine courts, Filipino defendants face 
the same language barriers that they would 
in UK courts, as English is the predominant 

language used. However, in the UK, they are 
provided with interpreters for the entire court 
proceedings. The official languages in the 
Philippines are Filipino (the national 
language) and English (the primary language 
of officialdom).1 Filipino is heavily based on 
Tagalog, a regional language widely spoken 
in the northern part of the country, as well as 
Spanish, English and other major Philippine 
languages. This is why Filipino and Tagalog 
are often used interchangeably.  

So just like in the UK, a Tagalog interpreter 
is present in a Philippine court if the litigants 
are Filipinos – but unlike in the UK, interpreters 
do not interpret everything from English to 
Filipino for the defendants. In the Philippines, 
interpreters are court staff members, normally 
positioned in the middle of the court room 
along with the stenographer and clerk of the 
court. Interpreters may help with clerk duties 
and work with stenographers in preparing 
court hearing transcripts. 

Defendants in criminal cases in the UK 
have the right to an interpreter unless they 
say they don’t need one and the court is 
satisfied they understand the consequences 
of waiving this right. As a Filipino interpreter 
in the UK, I sit next to the defendants in the 
secure dock, which is usually enclosed by 
high glass panels. I interpret to them 
everything that is said in the court, from the 
conversation between the judge and 
advocates, the judge’s legal directions to the 
jury, examinations and cross-examinations of 
witnesses, to the barristers’ final speeches, 

the jury’s verdict and the judge’s wrapping 
up at the end of the trial. And when 
defendants speak in their own language, I 
interpret everything into English.  

 
Everything is in English 
In each of some 2,000 courts in the 
Philippines there is an interpreter assigned, 
but they are only needed when witnesses 
and defendants want to testify in Filipino. 
The judge and advocates ask questions in 
English to the witnesses and defendants, 
who then respond in Filipino based on the 
Filipino interpretation. The interpreter allows 
the court proceedings to carry on in English 
and the transcript of the whole session is in 
English. These transcripts are submitted to 
higher courts, including the Court of 
Appeals, the second highest court next to 
the Supreme Court. 

The problem is that the majority of 
defendants in criminal cases are Filipinos who 
do not speak English, according to Philippine 
Court of Appeals Associate Justice Apolinario 
Bruselas Jr. He described a regular scenario 
in court: The judge opens the session in 
English. The charges are read in English and 
translated into Filipino in the arraignment 
and plea. This is the only time that translation 
from English into Filipino happens. After that, 
the trial is conducted in English throughout 
unless someone is testifying in Filipino.  

Bruselas says defendants whose English is 
limited are “clueless” during the trial. It’s only 
when the verdict is announced that they 
realise, “Ah, guilty na pala ako” (‘Oh, so I’m 
guilty’). The court decision is also written in 
English. Because most defendants and 

complainants do not understand what is 
happening in court, many decisions are 
appealed. This is why Justice Bruselas 
decided to write court decisions in Filipino. 
Since 2019, he has written 149 decisions in 
the language and encouraged his fellow 
judges and lawyers to do the same.  

A multilingual society 
The majority of Filipinos still speak their native 
language and Filipino in their day-to-day lives. 
There are at least 175 native languages in the 
Philippines, with Tagalog, Cebuano2 and 
Ilocano the most widely spoken regional 
languages. Bruselas explains that Philippine 
society is divided between the elites who 
know English well, and the majority – mostly 
marginalised and poor – who do not.  

“The first thing that urged me to use 
Filipino for our decisions was my experience 
as a trial judge in the lower courts,” he told 
me.3 “In most criminal cases, the accused are 
marginalised, mostly poor people. Those 
accused of criminal cases, murder, homicide, 
rape, estafa [equivalent to fraud in UK law], 
theft, robbery, mostly are all poor.” Indeed, 

Justice in Filipino?

“Our people deserve to 
understand our laws… 
thus they should be 
written in the common 
language of the people”









T here is often limited awareness of 
precedents in the UK ‘languages 
crisis’ debate. Many lessons that 

might have been learned from the policies 
and practice of recent decades have been 
forgotten. Almost a generation of linguists 
has no firsthand memory of the languages 
scene before 2010, when there was a 
National Strategy for Languages, innovation 
was supported by national and international 
networks, and take-up at Key Stage 4 had 
reached 80%.  

Partly as a way to combat this ‘knowledge 
loss’ and share lessons learned in previous 
decades, I began the Language Lives 
project in 2022 with Mike Byram, Professor 
Emeritus of Education at Durham University, 
and John Daniels, a retired middle school 
headteacher. Through video-recorded 
conversations,1 the project makes available 
the experiences of people active in the 
development of language teaching and 
learning in the UK between about 1980 and 
2015.  

Many initiatives and policy changes of the 
time had a significant impact on the 
curriculum and the classroom. The interviews 
throw light on what policymakers, teachers 
and researchers might learn from past 
successes and past shortcomings. The aim 
was to develop a natural conversation, 
allowing space for spontaneous testimony as 
well as narrative and analysis, covering how 
the interviewees became ‘language 

persons’; what they considered to be the 
crucial moments or events in language 
teaching and learning as they experienced 
or witnessed them; their views on how 
language teaching has developed in Britain 
during their career – what has been 
successful, what has not, and why; and their 
experience of language teaching in other 
countries and what perspectives this has 
given them on language teaching in the UK. 

The issues that emerge, particularly 
concerning secondary education, are 
pertinent to the current debate, the 
deliberations of the All-Party Parliamentary 
Group (APPG) on Modern Languages, the 
‘Special Collection’ of articles recently 
commissioned by The Language Learning 
Journal,2 and reactions to last year’s 
Curriculum and Assessment Review (CAR)3 
for England. Although the interviewees 
sometimes offer contrasting perspectives, 
reflecting their different career roles (e.g. 
leader of a subject association, school 
inspector, researcher), there is a general 
consistency of perceptions, and a shared 
commitment to ‘languages for all’  
and multilingualism. 

 
Developments to build on 
The years 1990 to 2010 were regarded as a 
time of progress in language education, 
building on grassroots innovations from the 
1970s onwards (such as Graded Objectives 
in Modern Languages/GOML) supported by 

local education authorities (LEAs), teacher 
associations and CILT, the National Centre 
for Languages. The first versions of the 
National Curriculum Programme of Study for 
modern foreign languages (MFL) opened up 
a range of learning opportunities nationally 
that had been emerging during the 1980s. 

The National Languages Strategy 2002 
brought together teachers, teacher trainers, 
LEA advisers and researchers. It also drew 
on contacts abroad through participation in 
EU initiatives and the work of the Council of 
Europe, e.g. on the Common European 
Framework of Reference for Languages 
(CEFR) and the European Language 
Portfolio. Significant investment in CPD 
enabled teachers to share firsthand 
experiences and to meet specialists in 
particular aspects of their subject. 

After a change of government in 2010, 
most of this infrastructure collapsed with the 
abolition of the National Languages Strategy 
and CILT, cuts in CPD, and reduced contact 
with the rest of Europe even before Brexit 
(e.g. the UK withdrew from the Council of 
Europe’s European Centre for Modern 
Languages in 2011). Networking 
opportunities and space for teachers to 
meet and talk were greatly diminished – 
“we’ve lost the glue,” as one teacher put it. 

From 2013 onwards a more prescriptive 
stance was adopted by the Department for 
Education, and the National Curriculum 
Programme of Study had a narrower focus in 
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Could a video project with key figures in languages 
education help stakeholders build on progress made, rather 
than continually starting from scratch, asks Alan Dobson

Lessons learned
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later revisions. The changes generally 
lowered expectations and restricted learning 
experiences. Several contributors remarked 
on the erosion of ‘teacher agency’ and the 
stifling of autonomy at a grassroots level.  

The ‘Languages Ladder’, inspired by 
GOML and the CEFR, had offered access to 
less commonly taught languages and a 
staged route to qualifications other than 
GCSE. However, it had to be abandoned 
after 2011 following policy changes. 

The interviewees saw the particular 
challenge of teaching MFL in an anglophone 
country as a key factor not recognised by 
policymakers. Comparisons with learner 
performance in English abroad are unhelpful: 
more curricular time is made available there, 
and ubiquitous English provides support and 
enrichment beyond the classroom. Language 
learning in the UK needs more focused 
support and substantial investment. 

The UK has learned much from 
cooperation with European and other 
international colleagues. However, UK 
colleagues, notably John Trim, former 
Director of Linguistics at Cambridge 
University and former Director of CILT, 
played a leading role in the development of 
European initiatives and projects, not least 

the CEFR, now used worldwide. Two-way 
exchange of ideas deserves to be fostered. 
 
Notes 
1 Available via the Languages Lives website, 
with transcripts, bio notes and bibliographies; 
https://cutt.ly/cultnet 
2 Pachler, N et al (2025) ‘Rethinking Language 
Education in the School Curriculum in England’. 
In The Language Learning Journal, 54,1 
3 Curriculum and Assessment Review (2025) 
‘Building a World-class Curriculum for All: Final 
Report’, 5/11/25 
4 Lid King, Ros Mitchell, Steven Fawkes, Terry 
Lamb, Alan Dobson, Do Coyle and Mike Byram. 
5 The team has been joined for Phase 2 by 
Tanya Riordan, PGCE Tutor for MFL, University 
of Portsmouth.

The first Language Lives interviewees4 were 
almost all first-generation graduates who 
had attended state secondary schools – 
mostly grammar schools. Their formative 
influences include a close relationship with 
an autodidact grandfather, Welsh or Irish 
heritage, a Sunday school, a Scout camp 
and gap year volunteering overseas.  

They were motivated by a fascination 
with other countries, possibly following a 
school trip or a particularly inspiring  

teacher. They all had French as a  
working language, usually alongside 
German and/or Spanish, but less  
commonly taught languages also featured, 
notably Danish, Greek, Irish, Portuguese 
and Russian.  

During their professional careers they 
encountered audio-lingual and/or audio-
visual methodology and language 
awareness alongside traditional 
grammar/translation. All experienced the 

movement towards communicative 
language teaching. 

We are now continuing with Phase 2 of 
Language Lives,5 which includes a wider 
cohort of people. For example, we include 
the experience of headteachers with a 
‘whole school’ perspective, teacher 
educators/trainers, and overseas colleagues 
whose insights into their own education 
systems might inform our thinking about 
language learning and teaching in the UK. 

A wealth of experience

EXCHANGE OF KNOWLEDGE 
Discussions about the ‘right way’ to teach 
languages (above) and inspire pupils (top right) 
continue; pooling the experience of teachers 
(bottom right) could help to secure the best 
learning outcomes and environments

©
 S

H
U

TT
ER

ST
O

C
K 



30          The Linguist   Vol/65  No/2 ciol.org.uk/thelinguist

FEATURES

A life with languages
Writing in Wolof and English, CIOL member Abdoul Aziz Dieng outlines 
the challenges of interpreting across these languages, Pulaar and French

Sénégal laa maggee, di làkk 
wolof, pulaar ak français, di leen 
jaxase, melni seen digante amul 
frontière. Looloo waral ma dem 
ba bëgg mbirum làkk ak ni nit ñi 
di jaxasee làkk yi ngir jokkalante. 
Bi ma noppee jàng anglais ak 
pulaar ci Université bu Ndakaaru, 
dama dem Portsmouth ci atum 
2000 yi, ngir jàngale français. 
Làkk yu wute yile, moo gëna 
dëgëral sama mbebet ba tax 
may saytu naka la sénégalais yi ci 
diaspora bi di waxee.  

Looloo waral ba ma bind téere 
bii Urban Wolof across Borders: 
translanguaging while 
transmigrating (Palgrave, 2024). 
Luma seetlu mooy sénégalais yi 
nekkuñu rek di baagante 

diggante làkk ak làkk, waaye dafa 
melni wolof, français, anglais, ak 
arabe bi yëp lañu wal ni sunguf, 
def leen ci mbuus, ñuy tibb, di 
waxee nu mu leen neexee. 
Leneen li mooy: doonte wolof bu 
rax bi lañuy gëna wax, diaspora 
bi dañoo fonk wolof piir, rawatina 
ci yenn jotaay yi ñuy waxtaanee 
diine, ngir wone teggin.  

2018 laa tàmbale liggéeyu 
interprète ci kër àttekaay yi, te 
xeetu jaxase làkk yooyu amna 
foofu tamit. Tekki bi dafay laaj 
ngay soppi waxin saa su nekk. 
Jafe-jafe bi ci gëna réy mooy ni 
ngay fexee tekki yenn mbiri yoon 
yoo xam ne UK rek la am, ngir ñiy 
wax français dégg ko. Li gëna am 
solo mooy leeral mbir mi, te doo 
jëfandikoo baati administration bu 
France ngir baña réeral kiy déglu. 
Yenn saa, su fekkee ki may tekkil 
wolofu kaw ga lay làkk, damay 
fexe faramfàcce ci wolof kese ba 
mu leer.  

Liggéey bii moo yokk sama 
bëgg-bëgg ci diggante ni ñuy 
waxee ak ni mbiri administration 
di doxee. Léegi, dama nekk di 
fexe nu may lëkkalee sama gëstu 
ak liggéeyu interprète bi, jéema 
xaatim ay baati wolof yu dëppoo 
ak yoonu UK. Maangi bokk tamit 
ci waxtaanu mbirum làkki Afrik yi, 
yi ci melni wolof, ak seen dayo ci 
Internet bi. Loolu dinaa ci def 
waxtaan ca Copenhague ci nawet 
bii. Jaxase làkk xarañteef la, day 
tax jokkoo gi mën leer. Xam loolu 
dafa am solo ci gëstu gi.

I grew up in Senegal surrounded 
by Wolof, Pulaar and French, 
moving easily between them 
without thinking of them as 
separate systems. It was this 
early experience of fluid 
communication that first sparked 
my interest in languages and 
multilingual meaning-making. 
After studying English and Pulaar 
at the University of Dakar, I 
moved to Portsmouth in the 
early 2000s as a French lecteur. 
Living between linguistic worlds 
brought that early intuition into 
sharper focus and led me to 
explore the language practices 
of the Senegalese diaspora. 

This became the foundation of 
my research and my book, 
Urban Wolof across Borders: 
Translanguaging while 
transmigrating (Palgrave, 2024). 
One of the findings that often 
surprises readers is that speakers 
are not simply switching between 
distinct languages. Instead, they 
draw on a single, flexible 
repertoire, blending Wolof, 
French, English and Arabic as 
needed. I also observed a striking 
contrast: while Urban Wolof 
dominates everyday interaction, 
diaspora communities often 
elevate rural Wolof in cultural 
and religious settings as a 
marker of respect and tradition. 

My work as a court interpreter 
in the UK, which began in 2018, 
has brought these dynamics into 
a high-stakes environment. 

Interpreting across Wolof, 
English, French and Pulaar 
involves constant adaptation. A 
major hurdle is conveying 
specific British legal mechanisms 
to Francophones. The priority 
must be absolute clarity, 
translating the exact effect of the 
UK system without inadvertently 
using French institutional terms 
that could create false legal 
referents. At other times, 
especially with rural Wolophone 
defendants, I rely entirely on 
precise explanation and 
reformulation to ensure accuracy. 

This experience has deepened 
my interest in the relationship 
between linguistic practice and 
institutional frameworks. I am 
currently working to connect my 
research more closely with 
interpreting practice, including 
developing glossaries adapted 
to the UK legal context. I am also 
contributing to discussions on 
the digital presence of African 
languages, particularly the 
visibility of hybrid forms such as 
Urban Wolof, which I will be 
presenting on in Copenhagen 
this summer. 

Across all these contexts, one 
thing remains constant: 
multilingual communication is 
not fragmented, but creative, 
adaptive and deeply structured. 
Recognising this is essential, not 
only for research, but for fair and 
effective communication in the 
spaces where it matters most.
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In From Language to Language: The 
hospitality of translation, the Senegalese 
philosopher Souleymane Bachir Diagne offers 
an inspiring meditation on translation that 
places ethical exchange at the heart of any 
linguistic encounter. Drawing on his own 

The question of where language comes from 
and who originally devised it has become 
increasingly popular in recent years. This is 
partly due to rapid increases in the use of 
DNA, and the discovery of more and more 
human remains and artefacts which appear to 
put the origins of humanity (and the demise 
of our close hominid relatives) further back 
into the very remote past. 

The Origin of Language: How we learned 
to speak and why looks at evolution from a 
biological point of view. It proposes a quite 
surprising hypothesis: that language 
emerged as a result of evolutionary changes 
in the brain which led to human babies being 
less developed at birth and hence more 
dependent on their parents. This encouraged 
the development of social structures to care 
for them. The author, a professor of 
evolutionary biology, goes into enormous 
detail about the growth of the brain as we can 
understand it from skulls of early hominids 
and modern chimpanzees. She asks whether 
it is the development of a particular feature in 
our DNA that makes speech possible.  

Dr Beekman is highly erudite and draws on 
a wide range of sources to make her case, 
ranging from Sapir Whorf to Chomsky. She 
makes a cogent and persuasive argument in 
a lighter style than other notable works on 
this subject, such as The Language Puzzle 
(Profile; 2024), making her work accessible for 

The 
Origin of 
Language 
 
Madeleine Beekman

Simon & Schuster  
2025, 320 pp; 
ISBN 
9781398548428 
Hardback, 
£25

From 
Language 
to 
Language 
 
Souleymane Bachir Diagne  
Trans. Dylan Temel

 
Other Press 
2025, 192 pp;  
ISBN  
9781635423938 
Hardback, 
£22.99

profound scholarship and multilingual 
background, he argues that translation is not 
simply a technical transfer of meaning, but a 
deeply human pursuit that enables ideas, 
values and beliefs to cross cultural boundaries. 

The book puts forward two main theses: 
that all human languages are of equal value; 
and that nothing manifests this equivalence 
better than translation. Addressing linguistic 
colonialism as a central theme, Diagne 
references a range of scholars to challenge the 
misconception that the languages of former 
European colonial powers are inherently 
superior to so-called ‘indigenous’ tongues.  

In the author’s opinion, the simple fact that 
a way can always be found to translate from 
one language to another is the greatest 
proof of their equal status. At the same time, 
he emphasises the translator’s ethical 
obligation to honour what has been 
expressed in another language without self-
interested embellishments or omissions. 

Diagne’s understanding of translation goes 
beyond the strictly linguistic to embrace 
broader notions of cultural transfer. He 
discusses how early 20th-century modernist 
artists, impressed by their encounters with 
traditional African artworks, tried to transfer 
these objects’ inherent power into a Western 
artistic framework. He suggests, however, 
that despite their good intentions, Picasso 
and his peers failed to escape the pervasive 
colonialist dichotomy of ‘sophisticated’ 
European vs. ‘primitive’ African art. 

The book explores several intriguing 
philosophical issues, including the translation 
of religious texts such as the Quran and the 
question of whether it is advisable, or even 
possible, to rewrite the word of God. With a 
more contemporary and deterministic focus, 
the author speculates on the potential for 
cultural enrichment via linguist exchange 
expressed in Arrival. The film imagines a 
scenario in which humanity’s ‘hospitality’ 
towards alien visitors is rewarded with 
knowledge of a language capable of 
fundamentally altering our world view. 

Adeptly translated from French to English 
by Dylan Temel, From Language to Language 
is a timely reminder that, beyond the present 
obsessive focus on language technology, 
translation continues to be an immensely rich 
intellectual and humanistic discipline. 
Ross Smith MCIL 

the general reader. Indeed, Steven Mithen’s  
more formally academic book, which makes 
wider use of academic disciplines such as 
archaeology and anthropology, would be a 
good companion guide. 

Beekman covers the ways in which human 
language has evolved into over 6,000 
examples, and how we are capable of 
managing a vocabulary of around 50,000 
words, in enormous and feasible detail. All of 
which may change with yet another discovery 
in some remote cave in Tanzania or Indonesia. 
Whatever the case, the Infinite Monkey 
Theorem (whereby an infinite number of 
monkeys typing on an infinite number of 
typewriters for an infinite number of years 
would produce the works of Shakespeare) 
has been well and truly discredited.  
Professor Tim Connell Hon FCIL



I have been working with children and young 
people for over 20 years, and I have recently 
observed a noticeable decline in their 
language skills, particularly in writing, making 
coherent statements and formulating 
responses. I wondered if this was linked to 
their social media use. These platforms offer 
numerous benefits, such as enabling 
research, connecting people and marketing, 
but this doesn’t guarantee that the texts are 
well written, spelled correctly or 
grammatically accurate. Instead, they foster 
the development of online dialects in which 
the distinction between spoken and written 
language becomes increasingly blurred.  

Languages naturally evolve over time, but 
platforms like Instagram, X, Facebook and 
TikTok have significantly reshaped our lexicon, 
grammar and syntax in a way that isn’t always 
positive. Modern society encourages fast-
paced communication and social media 
reinforces this by promoting abbreviations 
and acronyms (e.g. ‘lol’, ‘btw’, ‘brb’), slang, 
and visual communication such as emojis, gifs 
and memes. These elements are widely 
understood among users, who can then 
disregard grammar and syntactic rules. 
Emojis increasingly replace verbs (e.g. ‘    this’ 
for ‘I love this’), while gifs often substitute for 
entire sentences, expressing emotions such 
as happiness, irritation or sarcasm.  

The distinction between formal and informal 
tone barely exists in social media. Emojis and 
colloquial expressions regularly appear in texts 
that are intended to be formal. In languages 
such as German, which distinguish between 
formal (Sie) and informal (du) pronouns, 
younger generations increasingly choose the 
informal, regardless of social status or context.  
Punctuation has also taken on new functions. 

declined noticeably, resulting in simpler and 
less formal sentence structures. Comparisons 
of student papers written on the same topics 
ten years apart reveal that contemporary 
work is often significantly shorter, suggesting 
reduced depth of written expression. 

This raises an important question: what 
comes next? Will social media continue to 
drive the development of language shortcuts 
and is this process reversible? New linguistic 
developments should be approached 
critically. Encouraging research, verifying 
understanding and exploring the etymology 
of words can help to ensure languages retain 
their richness and depth. 

 
Notes 
1 See, e.g, Di Marco, N et al (2024) ‘The 
Evolution of Language in Social Media 
Comments’; https://arxiv.org/abs/2406.11450
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OPINION & COMMENT

… social media use is driving down students’ language skills

JOANNA BIERNAT

In my opinion…

Double or even triple punctuation marks are 
frequently used for emphasis, as are capital 
letters: ‘He could not do THIS!!!’ We also see 
English vocabulary dominating interactions 
among users of other languages.  

Research on social media language use  
points to growing concerns about erosion, 
particularly in terms of grammar and syntax.1 
My own observations as a teacher support 
this concern. Many students demonstrate a 
limited vocabulary, especially when using 
adjectives and adverbs to describe people, 
situations or experiences. Repetition and 
over-reliance on a small selection of words 
seem to have become the norm, as if young 
people are gradually starting to lose their 
ability to use sophisticated vocabulary.  

Social media has become a new form of 
encyclopaedia and a fact-checking tool. 
Consequently, the language used strongly 
influences students’ vocabulary choices, 
sentence structure and tone. Written and 
spoken communication appears shorter and 
more fragmented. Verbless constructions are 
increasingly common, as in: “Exhausted. Too 
much study!” The use of relative clauses has 

Dr Joanna Biernat-Sowka MCIL is a 
linguist, tutor and researcher who  

works for a multilingual tech company. 
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