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I’ve been helping 
my daughter 
recently with her 
Spanish GCSE 
and the question 
of which words 
meet the exam 
criteria keeps 

coming up. She was once told that Mexican 
vocabulary (her paternal family is from 
Chiapas) would be marked ‘incorrect’. Sascha 
Stollhans outlines the difficulties of including 
language variety in exams (p.32), but there is a 
difference between the vocab teachers teach 
(a narrower set of words) and the words pupils 
can learn independently and use correctly.  

When it comes to gender-neutral language 
(the subject of Stollhans’ article), there is an 
argument that this can be taught where it is 
relevant. After all, if my daughter is asked 
about her best friend, who is non-binary, she 
won’t be able to answer unless she knows 
the Spanish pronouns. Ultimately, if we want 
to enthuse young people about language 
learning, we probably need to give them the 
vocabulary that relates to their daily lives – 
something Anna Rioland, who discusses the 
need for creativity in the classroom (p.28), 
and children’s author Caroline Lawrence, who 
excites children about the ancient world via 
her books and outreach (p.18), know well.  

Also in this issue, we look at the human 
systems that are required for AI to work 
effectively (p.26) and a maternity department’s 
attempt to reduce patient inequality by 
introducing AI language services (p.20). The 
translators of a memoir smuggled out of Iran’s 
infamous Evin prison reveal the difficulties of 
editing the text into a coherent yet powerful 
narrative (p.10) and Christian Elongue gives a 
step-by-step approach to professionalising 
the language industry in Africa (p.14).  

 
 

Miranda Moore
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CHAIR OF  
COUNCIL’S NOTES

As this issue reaches you, I have completed my first six 
months as Chair of CIOL Council. During that time, 
one question that comes up regularly when I speak to 
linguists who are not members is: why should I join 
CIOL? It is a fair question, and one that has prompted 
me to reflect on my own journey. Before joining 
Council six years ago, I was a regular CIOL member, 
just like many thousands of other colleagues across 

the language professions. I joined because I wanted to be part of an 
internationally recognised body that promotes high standards and demonstrates 
commitment to professional practice. That remains true today. 

For me, joining a Royal Chartered body was, and still is, a sign of professionalism 
– both personally and for my clients. CIOL membership signals to clients, colleagues 
and the wider public that we take our work seriously and that we are committed 
to maintaining and developing our skills. Outside the UK, CIOL membership is 
also powerful evidence of English language skills. But I also value the long-
standing reputation, the efforts CIOL makes to promote the role of linguists and 
language learning in the UK and around the globe, the networking opportunities, 
and the interesting and affordable CPD and events. These are all reasons why I 
decided to submit my application all those years ago. 

As some of you will know, I am based in the Netherlands. Like many linguists, I 
am required to undertake continuing professional development throughout my 
career. Finding relevant and affordable CPD is not always easy, particularly in a 
profession where financial pressures can be significant. This is something Council 
discusses regularly. We are committed to ensuring that CIOL continues to offer 
high-quality resources, webinars and events that are free to access wherever 
possible and as accessible as we can make them. 

One of the benefits I value most is the CIOL webinar library, which has 
hundreds of recordings covering a wide range of professional topics, allowing me 
and other members to learn at a time that suits us. I also look forward each year to 
our annual conferences – face-to-face and online – which bring together 
practitioners, educators and linguists from all walks of life. Planning for next year’s 
in-person event is already well underway and I am very confident it will once again 
offer an engaging and diverse programme. 

Ultimately, organisations like CIOL are only as strong as our membership. The 
expertise, commitment and support of our members are what enable us to 
maintain professional standards, advocate for the profession and continue 
providing resources and services. If you are reading this and not yet a CIOL 
member, can I encourage you to explore the options available? Every application 
is carefully reviewed – helping to ensure that the high standards associated with 
CIOL membership continue to be upheld – but the more linguists who join us the 
greater the difference we can make. 

 

Anita van Adelsbergen 

EDITOR’S  
LETTER

Share your views: linguist.editor@ciol.org.uk 
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What the 
papers say…

Who Cares if Britain’s Eurovision Entry Has 
German Lyrics?, 9/3/26 
If anything, this gesture on behalf of Look 
Mum No Computer, i.e. Sam Battle, should be 
seen as a bilateral act of goodwill toward our 
German-speaking kin… The flustered reaction 
to the news that this year’s UK Eurovision entry 
is partly sung in German [shows] many people 
seem to have lost their heads… A Eurovision 
entry which has a few words in German is not 
something that should worry us unduly. 
Rather than representing the dilution of our 
heritage, it should be seen as a homage to it.

‘The War Leaked into Every Lesson’: 
Learning Ukrainian in a country under 
siege, 4/8/26 
The character [Ї], which expresses the sound 
‘yi’ – as in Kyiv (Київ) – is absent from the 
Russian variant of the alphabet, and thus 
operates as a subtle signifier of allegiance. In 
occupied Mariupol, in 2022, the letter Ї was 
seen scrawled in chalk on the  streets – a 
single letter as an act of defiance. I enjoy the 
fact that in the transliteration of my surname, 
Гіґґінс [Higgins], there is another Ukrainian-
only letter, Ґ, which, from its jaunty upturned 
serif, one can tell is the rare hard g, most 
commonly employed for loan words. 

The latest from the languages world

Philip Harding-Esch reports on new research 
suggesting multilingualism keeps the brain young

New research suggests that speaking more 
than one language may keep the brain 
measurably younger. Researchers presented 
their findings at the Federation of European 
Neuroscience Societies Forum in Barcelona in 
July. Using a ‘brain ageing clock’ built from 
magnetoencephalography (MEG) scans, they 
compared people from the multilingual 
Basque region who spoke between one and 
four languages.  

Bilingual speakers had brains that appeared 
around six years younger than expected for 
their age; trilingual speakers, seven years 
younger; and those who spoke four 
languages, up to 13 years younger. Lead 
researcher Dr Lucia Amoruso said the effect 
“matters as a gradient” – i.e. it’s not simply 
about whether you are bilingual, but how 
proficient you are and how early you started. 

Much of the media framed it as good news 
for anyone thinking about picking up a new 
language in midlife, but Professor Eef 
Hogervorst advised caution. Writing for The 
Conversation, he pointed out that while 
multilingualism appears to delay dementia 
diagnoses by up to five years, it does not 
decrease overall risk – possibly because the 

NEWS & EDITORIAL

extra vocabulary and problem-solving skills 
simply mask early signs of decline. This tracks 
with the British Academy’s 2019 research into 
the cognitive benefits of multilingualism, 
which found measurable advantages, such as 
in creativity, but warned that wider cognitive 
benefits are “complex and inconsistent”. 

A study out of NYU, published in The 
Journal of Neuroscience this summer, offered 
further clues as to the mechanisms of 
bilingualism in the brain. Also using MEG brain 
scans, it found that bilingual speakers don’t 
run separate grammatical systems for each 
language. Instead, the same neural ‘engine’ 
processes grammar in both languages 
simultaneously; evidence, perhaps, that 
language is “built from neural computations 
that transcend any one language”.  

Whatever the final verdict, language 
learning has proven to be a source of 
wellbeing in later life. Recent qualitative 
research from the Glasgow-based charity 
Lingo Flamingo, which teaches languages to 
care home residents and people living with 
dementia, shows that the classes foster 
friendship, reminiscence, confidence and a 
renewed sense of identity. 
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Taiwan Travelogue, A Love Letter to Food 
and Adventure, Wins International Booker 
Prize, 19/5/26 
Elaborately framed as the translation of a 
rediscovered travel memoir, complete with 
fictional footnotes, many readers thought it 
was about a genuine historic text… [It] centres 
on a fictional Japanese writer, Aoyama 
Chizuko, who is on a government-sponsored 
tour of Taiwan with a Taiwanese translator,  
O Chizuru, whom she falls in love with.

A font of youth?
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Afghans in limbo

Former Afghan military interpreters are still 
waiting on promises made by the British 
government to protect their safety and that 
of their families. For one interpreter now 
living in north London, referred to as Farhad, 
the wait has become its own kind of exile. 
His brother’s application to join him in the 
UK has been rejected and is now under 
appeal, three years after a catastrophic data 
breach at the Ministry of Defence (MoD) put 
thousands of Afghans who worked with 
British forces at risk of Taliban reprisal. “I feel 
betrayed because they promised us but did 
not stand by their words,” he told the BBC. 

The MoD’s position is that circumstances 
have changed. In a statement, it pointed to 
“increased evidence of successful self-moves” 
and said that, having weighed the risks to 
this group against “value for money for the 
taxpayer”, it decided in April to end in-
country assistance to get eligible applicants 
out of Afghanistan. Those still there must 
now reach a third country unaided before 
their case can even be processed, with the 
government setting a deadline of December 
2028 for the whole scheme to be wound up. 

The scale of the problem is substantial. The 
Defence Committee inquiry report published 
in July described the data leak as a result of 

“foreseeable systemic failure”, citing a long 
list of weaknesses that require improvement. 
An earlier Public Accounts Committee report 
found that the department knowingly relied 
on inadequate Excel spreadsheets to 
manage this highly sensitive caseload, and 
that MPs remain unconvinced it could stop a 
similar breach from happening again. The 
resettlement scheme created in the breach’s 
wake is now estimated to cost around  
£850 million, excluding legal fees and any 
future compensation. 

Beyond the acute impact on the lives of 
the individuals concerned, the case raises 
important questions about the responsibilities 
employers – especially state actors – have 
with regard to translators and interpreters in 
sensitive settings. This is particularly 
pertinent to conflict zones, where protections 
are needed the most but are not necessarily 
forthcoming. CIOL Honorary President 
Baroness Coussins has, for more than a 
decade, proposed that translators and 
interpreters in conflict zones be afforded a 
special legal status along the lines of UN 
Resolution 1738, which protects journalists. 

For interpreters like Farhad, still negotiating 
the bureaucracy and shifting rules, the wait 
continues, and time is running short.
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In     the media
PHILIP HARDING-ESCH
The campaign to save languages continues 
at the University of Nottingham – the first 
Russell Group university threatening to close 
its language provision. Exeter University’s 
proposals to reduce staffing across its 
humanities provision also prompted fears 
about the potential impact on languages 
there. Outlets such as WonkHE published 
think pieces exploring innovative ways to 
boost languages uptake in Higher 
Education, including more ab initio courses. 

One issue is the decline in language 
study in UK schools, which may be 
compounded by the withdrawal of bursaries 
for internationally recruited trainee teachers 
in languages and physics. According to 
Schoolsweek, the change was implemented 
without notice in May despite the subjects 
depending on overseas recruitment for 
about half their training cohort. Professor 
René Koglbauer, chair of the Association 
for Language Learning, said the move 
would impact “children’s access to a broad 
curriculum, including languages”. 

It has been an active period for the UK’s 
regional languages, with the Isle of Man 
launching its Year of the Manx Language 
and Scotland establishing ‘Areas of 
Linguistic Significance’ under the Scottish 
Language Act 2025. The consultation for a 
new Cornish Language Strategy closed in 
July, although the press focused more on 
a Reform councillor who questioned 
whether the investment was justified. 
Support for Irish in Northern Ireland met 
yet more controversy, with only £1m of a 
£6m fund actually reaching Irish-medium 
schools, according to the BBC. 

The BBC World Service announced new 
language services in Hungarian and 
Romanian in a widely welcomed 
development. Meanwhile, the World Cup 
was an opportunity to celebrate global 
languages and cultures, with press articles 
showcasing England players’ language 
skills. The Sun had a nice piece on Jude 
Bellingham’s Spanish language proficiency.  

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

Why the plight of Afghan interpreters has wider 
implications for the treatment of military linguists
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The latest GCSE statistics showed a 
noticeable drop in entries for modern foreign 
languages (MFL). This appeared to confirm 
fears that abandoning the contested Ebacc 
performance measure for schools last year, 
which encouraged schools to prioritise MFL, 
has already led to lower uptake.  

In contrast, the numbers taking A levels rose 
– albeit from a low base. The 2026 Language 
Trends report showed 34% of schools have 
just five or fewer post-16 students studying 
languages, while 18% have none at all. FFT 
Datalab published an overview of the 
intersectionality of MFL uptake, underscoring 
known inequalities along lines of gender, 
ethnicity and socio-economic background, 
while also highlighting new complexities and 
differences between some of the groups. 

Woe for school 
languages

The Ministry of Justice confirmed its new 
interpreting contracts for an October 2026 
start, with pay linked to the Consumer  
Prices Index (CPI), a new supplier structure 
and AI-collaboration clauses. It awarded the 
contract to a mixture of incumbent and  
new suppliers, including reappointing 
thebigword as the primary provider of 
interpreting services. 

The change will bring in new qualification 
standards. Interpreters will require a level 6 

qualification, such as the DPSI (Diploma in 
Public Service Interpreting) Law, to work in 
legal settings including police, prisons, 
immigration, courts and complex hearings. 
Professionals who are currently working 
without a relevant level 6 qualification  
are being urged to take steps to qualify as 
soon as possible. A lower (level 3) qualification 
will still be accepted in some settings. 
For more details see https://cutt.ly/MoJ26 
and https://cutt.ly/DPSI

Legal interpreting action required 

The Council of the Chartered Institute of 
Linguists (CIOL) agreed new external policy 
principles this year. As a not-for-profit 
dedicated to the advancement of languages 
for the public benefit, CIOL has a ‘public 
purpose’ and its policies relate to some of 
the themes in its Royal Charter, principally 
‘international goodwill’, ‘knowledge 
dissemination’ and ‘professional standards’. 

The organisation meets these obligations 
by encouraging the effective study and 
practice of languages that facilitate cross-
cultural communication; contributing to 
international understanding and 
cooperation; and promoting the exchange 
and dissemination of resources on 
languages. CIOL sets out and supports 
standards for professional practice and 
provides frameworks for recognising 
qualified linguists across different sectors, 
including for translators, interpreters, 

educators, academics and people who use 
their languages in business, the professions 
and government. 

One of CIOL’s Royal Charter objects 
commits the organisation to: “the 
interchange with other societies and 
associations performing similar work or with 
Departments of State (i.e. Government 
Departments), universities and institutions 
engaged in similar work.” In terms of policy 
and advocacy for linguists and for languages, 
the institute works with other associations, 
universities and language stakeholders, and 
engages with government departments all 
the time. This is vital to gather and share 
evidence and research, and organise 
knowledge – especially on the impact and 
risks of AI, the value of languages in 
education and the impacts on linguists of 
current approaches to the contracting and 
procurement for language services in the UK.

CIOL external policy update
A new study has found that 20,000-75,000 
languages were spoken across the world 
between 1000 BCE and 1000 CE in what 
researchers have dubbed a linguistic ‘golden 
age’. The team at Harvard and Yale used 
tools including computational modelling and 
ethnographic data to track the fate of global 
languages over the last 14,000 years.  

Published in Science in July, the findings 
transforms our understanding of language 
decline, which was previously thought to have 
begun about 500 years ago with the rise of 
European colonialism. In fact, it was the earlier 
spread of large imperial powers such as the 
Roman Empire that saw a dramatic fall in the 
number of languages worldwide. As such, the 
approximately 7,600 languages that survive 
today present just a small sample of human 
language, biased towards the languages of 
empire. “We show that language isn’t isolated 
from political currents and that this dynamic 
has been a facet of human history for much 
longer than previously thought,” said  
co-author Claire Bowern of Yale University. 
https://cutt.ly/GAge

‘Golden age’ 
discovered
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Lakshmi-Raj Jesa considers the complicated relationship 
between the Indian film industry and the Hindi language

W ith around 345 million native 
speakers and over 260 million 
second language speakers, Hindi 

is the third most spoken language in the 
world. In India, its dominance is largely due 
to the country’s post-independence 
language policy, which acknowledged Hindi 
as an official language alongside English.  

The Bollywood film industry is heavily 
entwined with Hindi, to the extent that it is 
almost impossible to experience one without 
experiencing the other. Indeed, whether 
Hindi speakers learn the language formally 
(through instruction) or informally (through 
natural exposure), it would be reasonable to 
surmise that they have all been influenced in 
their learning by Bollywood. 

The films are deeply entrenched in the lives 
of Indian people; our actions, appearances 
and politics are all shaped by them. 
Knowledge of the films often provides insights 
into Hindi expressions one might hear in India. 

Phrases such as ‘Picture abhi baaki hai mere 
dost’, meaning metaphorically ‘there is still 
more to come’, from the 2007 film Om Shanti 
Om, are regularly used in conversations.  

Bollywood has infused the language with 
life and vice versa. Some of the most powerful 
moments in Indian cinema have been fuelled 
by Hindi words, which in themselves have 
become cultural catchphrases. Another 
example is the line ‘Bade bade deshon mein 
aisi choti choti baatein hoti rehti hai’ (‘In big 
countries, these small things happen’) from the 
1990s classic Dilwale Dulhania Le Jayenge.  

Bollywood is not only a central part of 
Indian life, it is also a globally recognised 
phenomenon. For a long time, when people 
around the world thought of Indian cinema, 
they thought immediately of Bollywood, and 
only of Bollywood. The industry produces 
around 1,000 Hindi films annually.1 While the 
Indian diaspora is the largest overseas 
audience, films such as Baahubali (2015) have 

been incredibly popular with audiences who 
aren’t of Indian origin too.  

 
A growing interest in Hindi 
In 2024, around 8.4 million people around the 
world were learning Hindi via the language-
learning app Duolingo.2 It would be difficult to 
estimate how many have learned Hindi from 
watching Bollywood films, but educationists, 
teachers and learners often cite Bollywood as 
one of the main reasons for studying Hindi, 
particularly among international students.  

Anecdotal evidence suggests Bollywood 
inspires people to learn, motivates them 
while they learn and reinforces their learning. 
It has produced millions of passive learners, 
who pick up common greetings such as 
namaste and shukriya through the films, and 
although this sort of exposure does not 
necessarily achieve the fluency that might be 
gained through formal learning, Bollywood 
provides a gateway to learning the language. 

Powered by Bollywood
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Subtitles and dubbing have made Hindi 
films more accessible around the world via 
streaming services such as Amazon Prime 
Video and Netflix, and they are particularly 
popular in South Asia, the Middle East, 
Central Asia and Africa. Viewers are exposed 
to Hindi pronunciation and common Hindi 
words without the financial or time pressures 
associated with formal study.  

At the same time, the films familiarise 
audiences with Indian culture, resulting in  
an increasing interest in India and a 
subsequent boost to the economy. The 
industry also helps Indians living abroad stay 
connected to their cultures and to the Hindi 
language, bridging the gap that migration 
often creates.    

 
Suppression of the other 
The relationship between Bollywood and 
Hindi is not wholly positive for several 
reasons. As the writer Kaashif Hajee argues, 
the BJP party in India has to sought to make 
“Indian-ness synonymous with Hindu-ness”.3  
I would go further to add ‘with the Hindi 
language’. Bollywood plays a significant role 
in defining nationhood and by making Indian 
identity synonymous with Hindi, the notion of 
regional languages somehow being inferior  
is normalised.  

Furthermore, Bollywood has at times 
overshadowed regional cinema. There is not 
only competition for screens, but also a  
talent drain with many actors leaving local 
industries for Mumbai because it can offer far 

more in terms of salaries and recognition. 
Despite this, a large number of films are now 
made in other national languages, often 
rivalling Hindi language films. Indeed, 60% of 
the Top 10 highest-grossing Indian films of 
2025 were in Malayalam, Tamil, Kannada or 
Telugu. However, there is little evidence to 
suggest that regional films have had the 
same impact on learning regional languages 
as Bollywood has had on Hindi. 

Furthermore, it is important to consider 
that language domination can vary between 
domains. Whereas Hindi may dominate 
Indian cinema, it may not dominate other 
areas of life in states where local languages 
are used, such as in schools, healthcare 
settings and workplaces.  

In terms of language learning, although 
Hindi is the most widely learned Indian 
language by non-native speakers, heritage 
learners will often prioritise the language 
spoken by their family, regardless of their 
exposure to language through Indian films. A 
greater issue for some is that Bollywood uses 
Hinglish (a mix of Hindi and English) rather 
than standard Hindi, which some argue may 
‘dilute’ the Hindi language and confuse 
language learners. 

 
A complex relationship 
The relationship between Bollywood and 
Hindi language learning is more complicated 
than it may seem. However, Bollywood has 
certainly inspired and sustained an interest in 
the language, fostered familiarity with it 

among viewers, and encouraged some to 
take up more formal learning.  

Although Bollywood has played a major 
role in promoting India and Hindi around the 
world, the global relevance of both nation and 
language do not rest on the film industry 
alone. Other factors have contributed to  
their continued relevance. Migration and 
urbanisation, for example, have led to 
speakers of different Indian languages 
increasingly interacting in Hindi as a common 
language. Lastly, it should be noted that 
while Bollywood is the most powerful media 
industry in India, other forms of media, such 
as television and social media, have also 
propelled Hindi’s influence and reach.  

 
Notes 
1 Sunde-Brown, D (2021) ‘Bollywood: Inside 
India’s billion-dollar film industry’. In The Real 
World by Trafalgar 
2 (2024) ‘English Remains Most-Popular 
Language in World, Hindi Sees Rise: Duolingo 
language report 2024’. In Indian Express 
3 Hajee, K (2024) ‘Saffronizing Bollywood: How 
India’s Hindu right is controlling its prolific Hindi 
film industry’, MA Social Anthropology 
dissertation, SOAS blog

LIGHTS, CAMERA, ACTION 
(Above, l-r) Vintage film posters in Rajasthan; 

a famous scene from 2007’s Om Shanti Om with 

romantic lead Shah Rukh Khan; a still from 

2025’s Saiyaara starring Ahaan Panday and 

Aneet Padda; and filming on a Bollywood set 
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How the translators of a prison memoir rendered the 
sprawling text, smuggled out on scraps of paper, in English

Mahvash Sabet is an Iranian prisoner of 
conscience. First arrested in 2008, she was 
given a ten-year sentence because she was a  
Bahá’í, together with her six colleagues on 
the Yaran-i-Iran – an ad hoc group caring for 
the Iranian Bahá’í community. The Bahá’ís are 
the largest religious minority in Iran, and the 
most persecuted.   

In 2022, Sabet was sentenced to another 
ten years, and although she was granted 
medical furlough for heart surgery in 2024, 
she remains a prisoner at grave risk. Her first 
collection of poetry, Prison Poems, was 
published in English in 2013, winning her 
recognition as the 2017 PEN Pinter Poetry 
Prize Writer of Courage. She has also 
published Raha (‘More Prison Poems’) and 
Hekaya-e Asheghi (‘A Tale of Love’) in Persian.  

Her prison memoir, Open Wide the Doors, 
was translated by Azita Mottahedeh and 
Bahiyyih Nakhjavani over five years from 2018 
to 2022. They had worked together previously 

on translations of Bahá’í writing, and 
Nakhjavani had also translated Prison Poems. 
They discuss the process of translating and 
editing the lengthy Persian text, and the 
linguistic and emotional challenges involved.  
 
Azita Mottahedeh: We did not know what 
we were getting into when we began. 
Mahvash had been scribbling on scraps of 
paper for at least seven years in prison and 
had accumulated a mountain of notes and 
notebooks. When she was freed in 2017, she 
began transcribing these because she knew it 
was only a matter of time before she might be 
arrested again. She sent the Persian text to me 
page by page, and I forwarded the English 
draft to Bahiyyih in the same way. By the time 
I reached the last of the 750 pages, five years 
had passed and Mahvash was back in prison.  
 
Bahiyyih Nakhjavani: Once Mahvash found a 
pen, about three years after her arrest, she 

wrote on anything she could find: gossamer 
thin tissue paper spliced in half, pages from 
poetry books and margins of torn-up 
newspaper used in the toilets. To hide these 
from the guards, she stuffed them inside her 
bra, slept on them, and finally managed to 
smuggle them out of Evin Prison bit by bit.  

 
AM: While we were working on the text, 
Covid happened and there were many 
interruptions. We were also facing a moral 
dilemma: how to reconcile our responsibility 
towards Mahvash with our consciousness of 
the danger this book might pose for her and 
other Bahá’ís. And so it was not until she was 
arrested again in 2022 – not until she had 
nothing left to lose – that the work resumed 
in earnest.  

That year, the ‘Women, Life, Freedom’ 
movement erupted on the streets of Tehran, 
and a separate campaign was launched to 
honour the Bahá’í women who were hanged 

From prison  to page
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for their beliefs in 1983. The time was clearly 
ripe to play our part in bringing Mahvash’s 
story to an English-speaking audience. 

 
BN: We followed our established work 
patterns. Azita is the Persian expert and I the 
English, but she was educated in the UK and 
I understand Persian too. So we work as a 
team, filling in each other’s gaps like pieces 
of a jigsaw puzzle. Azita is a transparent 
translator. She doesn’t intervene a hair’s 
breadth from the original and is so faithful that 
she sometimes even retains the Persian syntax, 
in order not to interpret or interpolate. She 
usually provides a word for word translation, 
often with several synonyms to see ‘around’ 
the meaning. She sends me recordings in 
Persian, too, because although I understand 
the language I do not read or write it.   

 
AM: Bahiyyih took this mass of material and 
turned it into a story. Some of it was too 
general to carry the story forward, some too 
repetitive to retain (and how could it not be in 
the circumstances?). And much of the material 
had to be reorganised and restructured to 
follow not only a chronological but a 
dramatic narrative line. She did everything 

possible to maintain the style, sentiments, 
thrill and especially the humour of Mahvash’s 
writing; I could often hear Mahvash’s voice as 
I read the English! 
 
BN: Mahvash surely guided us. The first part of 
her memoir was written differently, because 
she was recording her arrest and early prison 
experiences almost three years after they 
occurred – not in diary form, but in retrospect, 
looking back over her shoulder. Since she was 
almost entirely alone during this period, her 
first-person point of view turned this narrative 
into a very personal story. The resulting book 
is based on the first two volumes of five that 
cover her initial 10-year imprisonment. 
 
AM: We couldn’t see that five-part structure 
until we had read through the whole. We 
couldn’t distinguish her voice either, until we 
had heard the full story. Mahvash has certain 
characteristic stylistic traits. Her prose is usually 
spare and colloquial, like much contemporary 
Persian writing. But she also uses a more 
classical style at times, with patterns of paired 
words, rising repetitions and mixed metaphors 
typical of Persian poetry. When she combines 
the two, it can be effective, as in her 
description of spring: “Music was in the air, 
an exquisite symphony was playing, and all 
the branches in their shimmering silks were 
dancing for this prisoner wrapped in her 
smelly old chador in the back of the car.” At 
other times she repeats rhetorical questions to 
build the sense of injustice she is experiencing.  

 
BN: Asking questions is a really important 
trait of Mahvash’s style, given that her only 
communication was during her interrogations 
and the rest of her time was spent in strict 
isolation. She questions herself. She questions 
the ants in her cell and conducts an unspoken 
dialogue with the cockroaches. She often 
mocks her pedagogical habits, while teaching 
pretend classes and addressing an imaginary 
auditorium filled with her compatriots.  
 
AM: There is so much in this book which we 
found ourselves experiencing as translators, 
in far less grim circumstances of course. We 
had to question ourselves, too, about what to 
keep and what to leave out, about how 
explicit or implicit to be. But before her 

second arrest, we were lucky enough to 
speak to Mahvash on Skype about some of 
our dilemmas. She was very patient about 
explaining certain words and phrases. For 
example, she deployed the same word دنب  
(band) in reference to a section or a ward, 
and occasionally a passage or a corridor, so 
we had to choose the ‘right’ English word to 
reflect a consistent mental architecture.   

We learned to respect her avoidance of 
specifics for security reasons, while keeping 
the text from becoming overly vague – for 
example in her remarks about her 
interrogator. At other times, she candidly 
confessed that she did not know how to 
convey certain experiences and gave 
Bahiyyih carte blanche to find solutions.  

One of the more difficult passages was the 
experience she describes in the dog kennel 
in Mashhad, where despite being kept in 
darkness, she finds herself ‘looking’ into the 
very heart of light. This episode feels 
mysterious yet familiar, unique and oddly 
universal. It is also replete with particular 
meaning for Bahá’ís, who associate the 
experience with events in Bahá’í history. 

Mahvash wanted the book to be 
accessible to all readers, whether they knew 
about the Bahá’í Faith or not, so she allowed 
Bahiyyih to begin with the universal and only 
gradually hint at the historical associations of 
this episode. Her humility was a real lesson in 
artistic detachment. It made us all the more 
aware of our obligation to protect her voice 
from being hijacked in translation.   

 
BN: This was a real challenge for me when I 
was looking for the blunt English equivalents 
of the more decorous Persian circumlocution. 
One example was in the sequence describing 
physical torture: Mahvash’s memoir made 
reference to the vulgar curses that her 
torturers threw at her, but in the English 
dialogue these came across as too graphic. 
Azita and I went back and forth several  
times before we found a compromise 
between the English need for the proverbial 
spade and the Persian preference for hints 
and approximations.  

The Persian language loves ambiguity; it 
privileges inference over specificity. And 
while this may be appropriate for poetry and 
mystic experience, it doesn’t always work in  

PRISONER OF CONSCIENCE 
Mahvash Sabet, author of Open Wide 

the Doors (right), during a visit to 

France in 2018 (centre), before she was 

imprisoned (left) for a second time
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Eyhab Baden Eddin explores Arabic 
and English synonyms, and asks what 

happens when there’s a mismatch

  relation to space and time. In the original 
passage about Evin Prison, for example, 
Mahvash uses the second-person singular to 
bring ‘you’, the reader, directly into the prison 
with her. But the prison she takes ‘you’ into is 
like a Piranesi sketch, with stairs going up and 
ending in midair, and corridors twisting and 
turning in on each other like a Mobius strip.   

This surreal world was also weirdly 
appropriate, because imprisonment for 
Mahvash is always linked to the inner as well 
as the outer world. She had not intended to 
create this effect; indeed, she thought she 
had written a very precise description of Evin. 
It was only when I questioned her about 
which side of the corridor the doors were on, 
or where exactly the stairs led to, that she 
realised that what she had in her mind had 
not quite succeeded in reaching the page! 

Once we pinned down the details, the 
challenge was to convey the psychological 
prison to the English reader as well. A spatial 
description was not enough, so I added 
Mahvash’s commentaries and meditative 
passages from other parts of the memoir in 
order to lead the reader step by step from 
the outer world to an inner one. When I was 
talking to Mahvash about some of these 
decisions during our rare Skype conversations 
before her arrest, she laughed and said: 
“When you finish, we will translate this whole 
book back into Persian!”  

Communication has been difficult since 
then. But I have often had the feeling that 
Mahvash’s text was talking to us. It 
happened with the title. She didn’t choose it, 
but after it came to me, with its wonderful 
affirmative resonance, I found more than 200 
references to doors in the text. The book 
chose its own title!

F uelled by centuries of borrowing, 
innovation and contact with other 
languages, English has a vast array of 

synonyms that pose both opportunities and 
challenges for translators. When English meets 
a richly nuanced language like Arabic, the task 
of identifying semantic equivalents is complex, 
requiring a deep understanding of cultural 
and contextual underpinnings on both sides. 
Translators often find themselves caught 
between the abundance of English synonyms 
and the intricate specificity of Arabic terms, 
making the quest for accurate equivalence 
both an art and a science.  

This is especially evident in legal English, 
where couplings such as ‘null and void’, ‘cease 
and desist’ and ‘terms and conditions’ reduce 
ambiguity, emphasise the seriousness of the 
action or concept and reflect a tradition of 
legal thoroughness. Historically, many of these 
pairings arose from the coexistence of multiple 
legal traditions – primarily Latin, French and 
Old English – used together to ensure 
understanding across linguistic divides. This 
speaks to one of the functions of synonyms 
more generally: allowing for precision in 
communication, as each word has a slightly 
different shade of meaning or tone.  

Synonymy is a feature of language that is 
particularly dependent on the needs of its 
speakers. Bryson introduces many interesting 
examples in English,1 including ‘kingly’, ‘royal’ 
and ‘regal’ – near-synonyms which entered the 
language through Old English, French and 
Latin respectively. As per Cruse,2 it is important 

to distinguish between absolute synonymy, 
where the contextual relations are identical 
(which is rare), and near-synonymy. For the 
translator, this is more than a theoretical 
distinction. Apparently synonymous pairs often 
reveal differences once they are placed in an 
actual sentence. For example, ‘big’ and ‘large’ 
overlap in meaning, yet a big mistake is much 
more natural than a large one. In my view, this 
is precisely where linguistic knowledge must 
be complemented by sensitivity to usage. 

Cruse treats most everyday synonyms as 
forms of near-synonymy. This distinction is 
particularly significant for English-Arabic 
translation because apparent equivalents 
should not automatically be treated as 
semantically identical. A translator must assess 
whether the contextual restrictions and finer 
semantic features of the words correspond. 
In this sense, synonymy is better understood 
as a continuum of semantic proximity than as 
a straightforward relation of interchangeability. 

 
Word analysis 
One important way of analysing words and 
synonyms is componential analysis (CA), which 
breaks down the meaning of words into their 
smallest meaningful components in terms of a 
set of binary features, which are either present 
or absent. According to Nida, CA is part of the 
first stage of the translation process, used to 
identify the kernels underlying the source 
text.3 Words that share the same set of 
componential features are considered 
semantically equivalent. For example, ‘run’, 

SAME 
DIFFERENCE

Before her arrest, she 

laughed: “When you 

finish, we will translate 

this whole book back 

into Persian!”
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‘jog’, ‘trot’, ‘gallop’ and ‘sprint’ share the 
feature ‘+rapid movement’, although some 
refer more to horses than to humans.  

What is particularly useful here for 
translators is the reminder that meaning is 
rarely carried by a single unit. Looking at the 
individual semantic features of a word often 
reveals why an apparently obvious equivalent 
does not quite work in translation. 
Interestingly, the sense relationship of 
synonymy is not interchangeable. In other 
words, if X is a synonym of Y, Y is not 
necessarily a synonym of X. One example 
comes from A Dictionary of Synonyms and 
Antonyms: ‘kill’ is a synonym of ‘murder’ but  
‘murder’ is not a synonym of ‘kill’.4  

 
Synonymy across languages 
Despite Bryson’s bold statement that “In 
English, in short, there are words for almost 
everything”,5 the language still falls short of 
providing exact designations for a plethora of 
Arabic words. A revealing example concerns 
the expression of absence. English commonly 
relies on general terms such as ‘empty’, 
‘barren’ and ‘devoid of’, often supplemented 
by a phrase specifying what is absent.  

Arabic offers more specialised lexical 
designations according to both the entity 
being described and the particular thing it 
lacks. Classical Arabic describes a land without 
vegetation as َتاوَم  (mawāt), an uninhabited 
land as رفَْق  (qafr) and barren land without 
cultivation as ُزرُج  (juruz). An uninhabited 
dwelling is َةَيوِاخَ رٌاد  (dārun khāwiyah), a 

rainless cloud is َماهَجَ مٌمَاغ  (ghamāmun jahām), 
while a tree without leaves is َبُلسُ ةٌرَجَش  
(shajaratun sulub). Similar lexical precision 
appears in descriptions of containers and 
bodily states: a well without water is ِحزَْن ٌئرْب  
(biʾrun nazḥ), a stomach without food is 

وٍاَط نٌْطَب   (baṭnun ṭāwin) and a cheek without 
hair is َدرَمَْأ ٌّدخ  (khaddun amrad).  

Arabic lexical richness is particularly evident 
in the terminology for the white markings on 
a horse’s face, with distinct lexical items 
according to the size, shape, position and 
extent. Examples include روفُصْعُلا  (al-ʿuṣfūr; a 
narrow marking from the forehead to the 
eyes), ةخَدِاَّشلا  (al-shādikhah; whiteness across 
the forehead but not the eyes) and ةَّرغُلا  (al-
ghurrah; a large mark on the forehead). 

To me, examples of this kind demonstrate 
why claims that one language is ‘richer’ than 
another need to be treated with caution. The 
more revealing question is not which language 
has more words, but which distinctions each 
language chooses to encode directly in its 
vocabulary. What appears to be a lexical gap 
may just reflect a different way of organising 
experience. English is not incapable of 
expressing these distinctions; it often conveys 
them descriptively rather than assigning each 
one an independent lexical item. 

Whereas Arabic often indicates subtle 
distinctions through individual words, English 
tends to rely on broader terms or descriptive 
phrases. From a translation perspective, this 
creates a lexical asymmetry whereby various 
Arabic hyponyms may need to be rendered 

through a single English hypernym with extra 
descriptive modification. Also referred to as 
superordinate or umbrella terms, hypernyms 
encompass a range of more specific items or 
concepts – for example, ‘vegetable’ is the 
superordinate term to ‘cauliflower’.  

When it comes to synonym selection, 
speakers must navigate a web of contextual 
elements (sociolinguistic, psycholinguistic and 
discourse-pragmatic) to communicate 
effectively. The intricate nature of synonymy 
involves both lexical overlap and semantic 
congruence, with considerations for register, 
contextual appropriateness and pragmatic 
factors. Translation between English and 
Arabic requires sensitivity not only to what 
words denote, but also to the distinctions 
that each linguistic system chooses to 
encode within individual lexical items. 
 
Notes 
1 Bryson, B (2009) Mother Tongue, Penguin 
Books 
2 Cruse, DA (1986) Lexical Semantics, CUP 
3 Nida, EA (1964) Toward a Science of 
Translating: With special reference to principles 
and procedures involved in Bible translating,  
EJ Brill 
4 Spooner, A (2005) A Dictionary of Synonyms 
and Antonyms (2nd ed.), OUP  
5 Op. Cit. Bryson

MISSING THE MARK 
English lacks Arabic’s specific terminology 

for the white markings on a horse’s face
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Christian Elongue proposes five actions to professionalise the 
continent’s language industry, improving pay and conditions

A legal notice translated from French 
into Medumba for a courtroom in 
Dschang. A field interview interpreted 

from Kanuri into English on the Chad-Nigeria 
border. A vaccine leaflet rendered in Twi for a 
rural clinic in the Ashanti Region. In each case, 
the work is specialised and high stakes. It is 
often the only bridge between a citizen and a 
system that decides their rights, their health 
or their freedom. In each case, the translator 
is likely paid a fraction of what a comparable 
European-language professional earns.  

The problem is not a lack of work. Demand 
for African-language work has grown steadily 
as multilateral agencies, governments and 
technology companies push localisation in 
Indigenous languages. What Africa’s 
language sector lacks is infrastructure: the 
procurement standards, certification systems 
and collective bargaining structures that give 
other language markets their pricing power. 
That is a design failure, not a talent shortage, 
and design failures can be corrected.  

 
What the data show  
Global pricing data put African languages at 
the premium end of the market, on par with 
or above many European language pairs at 
$0.10-$0.45 per word. This reflects the scarcity 
of qualified practitioners. But that sum rarely 
reaches the translator doing the work. Much is 
captured by agencies, while direct institutional 
buyers, government ministries, NGOs and 
international agencies frequently negotiate 
informally with individuals who have no rate 
floor and no certifying body behind them.  

The working languages of the African 
Union (AU) illustrate the scale of the problem. 
Only six languages – English, French, Arabic, 
Portuguese, Spanish and Swahili – carry official 

status at continental level. Thousands of 
African languages, several with tens of 
millions of speakers, sit entirely outside formal 
institutional recognition. The 2025 Nimdzi 
Interpreting Index found that interpreters 
worldwide increasingly feel undertrained and 
underpaid, with regulated fees rising slower 
than the cost of living. That disconnect is 
sharper still in markets where no professional 
body sets a standard in the first place.   

Researchers behind Masakhane, a 
grassroots organisation strengthening NLP 
(natural language processing) research in 
African languages, have documented how 
little government support exists for African-
language technology work. The lack of 
investment reinforces a pattern in which the 
sector remains professionally invisible even as 
global interest in it grows.  

Certification and accreditation are where the 
gap shows most clearly. Accreditation is the 
single mechanism that lets a buyer determine 
skill level and justifies charging or paying a 
premium. Without a credential, a buyer cannot 
distinguish a trained professional from a 
willing bilingual volunteer, and an uninformed 
market prices both the same: at the bottom.   

In markets with established professional 
bodies – ATA in the United States, CIOL in 
the UK, NAATI in Australia – accredited or 
certified translators can command a premium 
of 10-25% over their peers. As discussed in a 
recent dialogue with language professionals, 
very few African countries have equivalent 
accreditation for translators and interpreters 
working in indigenous languages.  

The global translation industry is valued at 
roughly $60-$70 billion a year. Africa’s 
language professionals, despite operating in 
some of the world’s most linguistically 

complex and fastest-growing markets, capture 
a negligible share of that. I believe closing this 
gap requires specific institutional interventions. 
I would start with five tangible actions.  

 
1. Local certification pathways  
National and regional certification pathways 
could be built by establishing accredited 
exams and public registries for professionals 
working in African languages. These could be 
administered by universities, national language 
institutes or professional bodies with backing 
from regional economic communities or the 
AU. This should be a five-year continental 
priority tied to the AU’s existing language 
policy commitments, not a distant aspiration. 
The scheme could be piloted by using existing 
university departments as examination centres 
in, say, a quarter of the countries with active 
language programmes, such as South Africa, 
Kenya, Nigeria and Ghana. Standards could 
then be rolled out regionally, so a credential 
earned in Accra is recognised in Abuja.  

 
2. Procurement reform 
Institutional buyers usually set the market. 
When a health ministry, UN agency or large 
NGO pays below-market rates, it depresses 
pricing power for the entire sector, including 
for buyers who would otherwise pay fairly. 
Reforming this institutional procurement 
practice would require government ministries, 
UN agencies and major NGOs to source 
language services from certified professionals 
or vetted networks, at published minimum 
rates, instead of using ad hoc arrangements.  

Encouraging or enforcing the adoption of 
a transparent, publicly available rate floor is 
vital, in the spirit of ECOWAS (Economic 
Community of West African States) or AU 

System change in Africa
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published rates. Procurement compliance 
must become a condition of grant funding for 
NGOs delivering services in local languages.  

 
3. Invest in infrastructure  
Inconsistent terminology and non-
standardised spelling slow every translation 
project and are repeatedly cited as a core 
technical barrier in the sector. This is solvable 
infrastructure, not an inherent limitation of the 
languages themselves. We can achieve this by 
funding shared, open terminology banks and 
standardised orthographies for major African 
language families, coordinated across the 
countries that share a language, such as Hausa 
across Nigeria and Niger, and Swahili across 
East Africa. Language institutes and initiatives 
such as Masakhane can be tasked with 
maintaining public terminology databases, 
jointly funded by governments and the 
development agencies that depend on this 
work to reach the populations they serve.  

 
4. Build collective networks  
A freelancer negotiating alone against an 
institutional buyer has no leverage. 
Aggregation is how every established 

profession converted individual skill into 
collective bargaining power. It is important to 
build professional networks and strengthen 
membership associations that let us 
negotiate collectively, share rate data and 
hold one another to common standards.  

This is the structural gap networks such as 
the Marketplace for African Translators and 
Interpreters (MATI), the African Languages 
Translators and Teachers network (ALATT) 
and the Association of Language Companies 
in Africa (ALCA) were built to close. No single 
network solves the whole problem, but this 
connectivity is what lets the other four actions 
function in practice rather than remaining 
policy statements.  

 
5. Publish market data  
Africa’s language sector is currently invisible 
in the data that shapes policy and investment 
decisions. Yet a sector that cannot be 
measured cannot be professionalised, and a 
rate floor that doesn’t exist in public cannot 
be enforced. Hence the need to commend 
ALCA’s 2026 African language industry report, 
covering workforce size, rates by language 
and region, and demand trends, comparable 

to what Nimdzi or Statista provide for global 
markets. I join ALCA, ALATT and MATI 
members in calling on universities, language 
associations and development funders to  
co-fund this work to improve the depth of 
research, data collection and findings.   

 
The question that matters  
None of these five actions requires new 
technology. They require institutions –  
African and international – to treat language 
work the way they already treat every other 
skilled profession: with certification/ 
accreditation, enforced minimum standards 
and public data.  

The next translator who is asked to render 
a legal notice into Kanuri, or a health leaflet 
in Twi, should not have to accept whatever 
rate is offered. The question for every 
institution is straightforward: does your 
organisation’s language sourcing currently 
depend on the absence of industry standards 
or are you willing to help build them? 

COMMUNITY OF PRACTICE 
Christian Elongue speaks at an event for 

language professionals in Accra, Ghana
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How is an interpreter affected when a court appoints an 
intermediary to simplify the language used, asks Sue Leschen

When there are concerns that a witness or 
defendant might have difficulty participating 
in a hearing, the court or tribunal can appoint 
an intermediary to act as a third-party 
communication specialist. These professionals 
aim to empower those involved to better 
understand the proceedings, but they are not 
appointed in every case. They are, in fact, the 
new kids on the block as they were introduced 
by the Youth Justice and Criminal Evidence 
Act (1999) to facilitate communication 
between vulnerable individuals and the 
Criminal Justice System (CJS).  

In the criminal court, judges may order 
intermediaries to be present just for a 

sentencing hearing, whereas family court 
judges are much more likely to allow them  
to attend all hearings from the Case 
Management Hearings (CMHs) to the Fact 
Finding and Final Hearings. Recently I 
interpreted in a criminal law case where an 
intermediary was appointed after an initial 
CMH due to the defendant’s apparent inability 
to grasp what was being discussed. This 
followed several conferences with his 
barrister and consultations with his solicitor. 

The main function of intermediaries is to 
bridge gaps in communication which can 
occur due to a client’s sensory issues, lack of 
concentration, inability to answer long 

questions and other difficulties, which could 
be related to learning difficulties, dementia, 
autism and/or trauma. The presence of an 
intermediary can also prevent escalation of 
behaviours linked to anxiety, aggression and 
fear. Deescalation assists not only the client 
but also any professionals involved, as we are 
likely to perform better with a calm client. 
Intermediaries can also help professionals to 
build a rapport with the client. 

 
What is an intermediary? 
In 2025, I attended the Intermediary 
Cooperative’s conference in Liverpool. The 
cooperative is a not-for-profit organisation 

A go-between in court
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with approximately 50 of the intermediaries 
appointed by His Majesty’s Courts and 
Tribunals Service (HMCTS) on their books. I 
was definitely out of my comfort zone here 
as, other than one interpreter colleague (Irina 
Sanders), I was on my own in another 
profession’s bubble. It was a classic example 
of how professionals often lack joined-up 
thinking when it comes to CPD, as fellow 
legal interpreters would have benefitted from 
listening to the truly inspirational speakers, 
who work in our world too.   

Speakers included solicitors, an 
occupational therapist, a psychiatrist and an 
expert on children’s rights – all of whom 
highlighted how, in court, intermediaries and 
interpreters are both conduits in legal 
venues, albeit for different reasons. They 
highlighted issues which are familiar to legal 
interpreters, such as clients feeling 
overwhelmed by being in court, being in 
fight or flight mode to the point that they 
want to exit the hearing room, or becoming 
argumentative in conferences with their 
barristers. Some clients “simply freeze”, look 
blank and become emotionally withdrawn. 
Intermediaries often have to work hard to 
keep clients calm and focused.  

The speakers also mentioned scenarios 
where they intervene to support clients who 
might be struggling to find words and/or to 
answer direct questions. This type of 
intervention is not one that legal interpreters 
can make – if the client stops speaking (or 
never speaks), interpreters cannot assist them 
by trying to fill in the gaps. If they remain 
silent then so must we.  

An intermediary’s intervention here might 
make the difference between the court 
making incorrect assumptions about 
seemingly evasive behaviour and the court 
having informed understanding as to why the 
person is giving no responses, or giving 
responses that seem to bear little or no 
relation to the questions asked. Such an 
intervention can be very helpful for 
interpreters, too, because when we interpret 
apparently bizarre utterances, legal 
professionals might otherwise assume we are 
misinterpreting what the client has said.    

The speakers also explained some of the 
strategies they use to alleviate their clients’ 
stress. These include taking notes for them in 
court (rather like a McKenzie Friend, who can 

provide emotional and practical support in 
court), requesting frequent breaks or 
encouraging clients to wear whatever makes 
them feel comfortable (although where such 
clothing hides the face, as with a hoodie 
pulled tight or a blanket over the head, this 
could impede the work of judges, juries and 
interpreters). An intermediary I once 
interpreted for drew pictures and speech 
bubbles to illustrate what was happening, 
which was very effective.  

One of the speakers mentioned the need 
for simplified language in legal settings, and 
while in theory this makes sense, in practice it 
can lead to distortions. During a recent 
interpreting assignment, the intermediary 
completely distorted the meaning of the 
lawyers’ speeches and confused some of the 
legal terminology. This left me with 
something of a dilemma, so I asked for a 
meeting with the solicitor and the 

intermediary to discuss the effect on the 
interpreter (and ultimately on the client) of 
oversimplification to this extent.  

At the conference, all the speakers 
stressed that intermediaries aim to 
collaborate with other professionals in order 
to foster a holistic approach. This was music 
to my interpreter ears, as not all professionals 
are prepared to work this way. It is not 
uncommon for legal interpreters to be 
disrespected by lawyers and judges.  

 
At the judge’s discretion 
Of course, the presence of an intermediary is 
not a given; it is at the judge’s discretion. At 
a recent pre-hearing conference with 
counsel, both myself and the barrister (but 
interestingly not the client’s volunteer 
support worker) felt that the client was not 
understanding what was being said. As a 

result, the barrister made an application for 
an intermediary to be appointed as a ‘special 
measure’, which was fortunately granted by 
the judge. This meant that the hearing had to 
be adjourned for several months to give the 
intermediary time to go through the various 
legal documents (pleadings) with the client 
before the next hearing.  

The support worker’s reasoning was that 
waiting for an intermediary to be sourced 
and then for their assessment report to be 
filed might be prejudicial to the client’s  
recall of events. Notwithstanding this view, 
Article 6 of the European Convention on 
Human Rights (ECHR) gives everyone the 
right to a fair trial, which cannot take place if 
the defendant does not completely 
comprehend the allegations against them. 
The barrister also referred to the Pritchard 
Rules, which comprise six criteria that can be 
used to assess a defendant’s fitness to plead 
– one of which is the ability to understand the 
details of the evidence and the charges 
against them.  

One of the speakers at the conference was 
a psychiatrist who pointed out that their 
opinion of whether or not a defendant was fit 
to plead in a criminal case might change 
once an intermediary had been appointed. A 
solicitor argued that intermediaries should be 
appointed at the instructions stage – well 
before a first civil or criminal hearing.  

Working alongside intermediaries 
potentially has many advantages for legal 
interpreters. At the same time, having to 
interpret for yet another person in the room – 
and having to check that an intermediary’s 
understanding of what has been said is 
accurate – adds another dimension to our 
work, not to mention additional fatigue. For a 
client who might already be feeling 
overwhelmed in a court setting, they also 
have to take on board what is, in effect, two 
different types of interpretation of what their 
case is about.   

Ironically, the more supporters in the room, 
the more threatening the situation might  
feel to a vulnerable client. Currently there do 
not appear to be any protocols or guidance 
as to how interpreters should work 
collaboratively with intermediaries. Nor do 
we yet share any CPD that would help us to 
understand each other’s roles. Perhaps this 
article is a good start!

Overwhelmed clients 

also have to take on 

board what is, in 

effect, two different 

types of interpretation
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Author Caroline Lawrence tells Miranda Moore why classical 
languages enable her to transport children to ancient worlds

When I arrange to interview children’s author 
and classicist Caroline Lawrence, there is one 
day she can’t make: the release of Christopher 
Nolan’s Odyssey. It’s a story she knows well 
and has studied in the original Greek. In fact, 
she’s just published an Odyssey colouring 
book to coincide with the film’s release, 
including a scattering of Greek words.  

So when she meets me online a few days 
later, from her home in London, I naturally ask 
for a review. Sadly, her excitement to see the 
Ancient Greek world brought to a global 
audience on the big screen quickly turned to 
disappointment. “But that’s because I have 
such a clear idea of who Odysseus is, what the 
world looks and feels like,” she explains. For 
her, knowing classical languages (principally 
Ancient Greek, Latin and Hebrew) is to be 
transported to the world they once inhabited, 
and in this respect Nolan’s epic falls short. “It’s 
a very dark film. It doesn’t have the look or feel 
of Greece, even though some of it was filmed 
in the Med. It feels more like a Norse saga.” 

“I’m thrilled, though, that everyone loves it 
because what I want is for more people to 
study Classics, that is Greek and Latin,” she 
adds in the breezy Californian accent she has 
retained despite living most of her adult life 
in the UK. Indeed, before becoming an 
author – notably of a 17-book mystery series 
set in the Roman Empire – she taught 
French, Latin and Art in primary schools.  

Growing up with an artist mother and a 
teacher father, she was always aware of the 
possibilities languages offered, but her father 
– who moved the family to Stanford to study 
Linguistics when Lawrence was 12 – was less 
than encouraging. “I begged him to teach 
me French, but he said ‘No, I have enough 
kids to teach already!’” she laughs. “It’s often 

the way that when your parents withhold 
something you want it more.” 

And so it was that she found her way to 
Ancient Greek in her late teens. She had 
travelled to Switzerland to improve her French 
before going to university, but wound up in a 
ski resort where everyone spoke Swiss 
German. “It was so expensive I couldn’t even 
afford the lift pass! There was nothing to do 
but read,” she says. Then a gift arrived from 
her parents that changed her life: The Last of 
the Wine by Mary Reynolds and Penguin 
Classics’ The Iliad. “I remember thinking, 
‘This can’t have been composed 2,500 years 
ago.’ It seemed so modern – the goddesses 
bitching, having tantrums, and also the 
compassion, the cleverness and humour.”  

At Berkeley she chose Classics after doing 
a taster unit in Ancient Greek with a teacher 
she compares to the terrifying instructor in 
Whiplash. She went on to study Classical Art 
and Archaeology at Cambridge, an MA in 
Hebrew and Jewish Studies at UCL (her thesis 
was on Syriac grammar in the Old Testament) 
and various ancient languages over the years.  

I tentatively pose the question I was often 
asked when I opted to take GCSE Latin aged 
14: Why study a dead language? “That’s the 
reason! No one’s fluent in Latin; you all start 
from the same place,” she laughs. Like me, 
she was also attracted to the puzzle-like nature 
of studying a language that no one speaks. 
As a child, she loved solving cryptograms with 
her father. “That’s what, for me, Latin and 
Greek are like: a giant code. And when you 
break the code you’re in another world, 
aren’t you? You’re in someone’s head who 
lived 2,500 years ago.” She vividly recalls the 
experience of cramming for a Latin exam as 
an undergraduate and finding she could read 

the Virgil passages unseen: “It felt like flying!” 
She came to love Latin, with its familiar 

Roman alphabet, but one of the things that 
first captivated her about Greek was its script. 
“It just entranced me, the letters themselves 
are so beautiful. It’s a kind of exotic, wonderful 
species of worm.” She compares learning 
another alphabet to having a secret key. 

When it came to Hebrew, the experience 
was almost religious. Though her father was 
Jewish and her mother came from a Unitarian 
Mormon background, she was raised an 
atheist, her spiritual awakening coming after 
her son was born. One night she read a prayer 
she had been given and when she woke “the 
world looked fresh and new and sparkly”.  

As she read, and marvelled at, the Bible she 
realised it was part of her Jewish heritage. “I 
started learning the Hebrew alphabet and it 
was an intensely spiritual experience. I felt this 
sensation of joy, almost lifting me up to the 
ceiling,” she says. “And I’ve read that when 
rabbis teach the alphabet, they put honey on 
the letters and get the kids to trace the 
Hebrew letters and then taste the sweetness.” 
It seems apt that she is now making colouring 
books that allow people to interact with 
Greek characters in a similarly tactile manner.  

This sensory way of experiencing language 
seems intuitive for Lawrence. As a teacher, she 
used to hold an annual Latin party where the 
class reclined on a rug and ate only food 
available to the Romans (figs, olives, pitta). 
She still does school visits and always brings 
objects that open up the classical world: a 
wax tablet smelling of honey; a sponge on a 
stick that the Romans used as toilet paper.  

Her own learning journey continues by 
listening to Bible verses in Ancient Greek and 
Hebrew each morning, and working on Virgil’s 

A key to the past



FEATURES

Aeneid in Latin for a new colouring book. 
Following the publication of her Tales from the 
Aeneid last year, she was invited to become 
President of the Virgil Society. Yet despite this 
accolade, she describes herself as “low brow”, 
with a preference for Aesop over Sophocles. 

Her favourite Latin source is Martial, who 
wrote “very bitchy, gossipy epigrams; if 
there’d been an ancient Roman who’d done 
Sex and the City as tweets, that’d be Martial!” 
Indeed, some of his topics – for example his 
festive gift ideas – might not seem out of 
place in a women’s magazine today, though 
the suggestions themselves – “from a slave 
boy to a jar of figs preserved in honey” – show 
just how different his society and culture were. 

Reading sources in the original language is 
key to understanding the past, stresses 
Lawrence. For instance, writers often overlook 
just how central superstition and spirits were to 
people’s lives in ancient times, but this is ever 
present in the language they used. In her 
podcast on Virgil’s Aeneid, she considers the 
word lumen. Meaning both ‘might’ and ‘eye’, 
it relates to concepts of extramission (the 
belief that eyes emit light beams) and the evil 
eye. “Words like that can open up that we’re 
in a different world,” she explains. 

Her favourite Greek word is kolpos (κόλπος) 
which refers to the pouch in the front of a 
tunic but can also mean ‘breast’, ’fold’, 
‘vagina’ and ‘bay’. “At the last supper, when 
the disciple Jesus loves (i.e. John) leans 
against Jesus’s breast, he’s leaning against 
his kolpos,” she says. “When you read it in 
the Greek you see that they’re not sitting at  
a table, they’re reclining as in a Roman 
triclinium. There are so many words like that, 
which have to do with the physicality.” When 
she was translating Aesop’s Fables, that word 

came up again, in a story about a boy who 
puts stolen meat in his friend’s kolpos.  

Working directly from the Greek and Latin 
gave Lawrence insights that she might 
otherwise have missed, and freed her from the 
pressures of recreating stories that have been 
retold so many times before. The fables are 
often seen as timeless, but they are very much 
of the time in which they were written, with 
gods like Zeus and Hermes making frequent 
appearances. Lawrence included details 
about Aesop in her book to situate the tales 
historically and illuminate his fascinating life.  

Although she was relatively new to 
translation, she was used to adapting the 
past for children. Whether writing about the 
Wild West (her P.K. Pinkerton Mysteries) or 
an enslaved Pompeiian (Amarantus and his 
Neighbourhood), she is always mindful of the 
periods in which her books are set. It was a 
deliberate decision, for example, to have four 
protagonists from very different backgrounds 
in her Roman Mysteries, reflecting the era’s 
multiculturalism. Between them, they speak 

Nubian, Hebrew, Aramaic, Latin and Greek. 
Lawrence’s attention to historical accuracy is 

incisive. Sadly, she spots mistakes far too often 
in historical fiction, giving as an example a 
story set in the time of Julius Caesar where a 
character says ‘Jesus Christ!’ 50 years before 
he was born. She remains frustrated that a 
similar error crept into the multimillion-pound 
CBBC adaptation of her Roman Mysteries, in 
which pre-eruption Mount Vesuvius is 
depicted as it looked after the eruption.  

While Lawrence takes pains to avoid such 
errors, she acknowledges that some aspects 
of the past have to be sanitised for kids, 
especially when it comes to the brutality of 
child slavery. “It’s a tightrope: I want to show 
that that world is different and dangerous but 
if I showed it in its blunt reality, it would horrify 
everybody.” That balance may be lacking in 
Nolan’s Odyssey, but as we say vale, χαῖρε 
and ּהדָירְִפ , she is looking forward to seeing it 
again with her Ancient Greek class, and 
chewing it over with people who understand 
the ancient world as well as she does.
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Could language technology improve patient outcomes 
in a failing maternity care unit, asks Renata Towlson

The Nottingham and Nottinghamshire Local 
Maternity and Neonatal System came under 
scrutiny this year following the largest 
independent review of maternity services in 
NHS history. Led by Donna Ockenden, the 
review identified serious failings in maternity 
care. Among the concerns were inequalities 
experienced by women from ethnic minority 
backgrounds, and shortcomings in 
communication with women who have 
limited English proficiency (LEP) or whose first 
language isn’t English.  

The Ockenden Review found that 
inequitable experiences and outcomes 
persisted across maternity services over a 
prolonged period from at least 2013 to 2021:1 
“Women from minoritised and marginalised 
populations frequently report racism, 
discrimination, unconscious bias, lack of poor  
[sic] culturally sensitive care, communication 
barriers, and unequal access to services. 
Migrant women, particularly those with 
precarious immigration status and those with 
LEP, face additional barriers relating to 
interpretation and fear of NHS charging, data 
sharing and immigration enforcement.” 

As Senior Interpreting and Translation 
Services Innovation and Improvement Lead,  
I was asked to produce a report examining 
Nottingham University Hospitals NHS Trust’s 
(NUH) linguistic support and a critical review 
of how NUH ITS (interpreting and translation 
services) are utilised to support women from 
ethnic minority backgrounds. We identified 
that preference was always given to a face-
to-face interpreter and, when unavailable, 
reluctant use of a telephone interpreter. In 
urgent instances, like a sudden onset labour or 
clinical emergency, timely access to adequate 

linguistic assistance wasn’t always possible. 
Consequently, some women experienced 
additional distress, uncertainty and reduced 
understanding of their clinical situation or care. 

We decided to trial alternative approaches 
while acknowledging the effort any trial 
requires from an organisation. We know how 
difficult it can be to convince staff and patients 
to do things differently and provide feedback. 
However, there are compelling real-world 
circumstances facilitating our research and 
operational decisions that we cannot ignore.  

 
Digital solutions 
In 2023-2024, NUH was asked to evaluate 
two complementary digital communication 
solutions that seek to improve communication 
where language barriers exist: CardMedic 
and Pocketalk. CardMedic is a clinically 
governed platform supporting effective 
communication in healthcare settings where 
language, cognitive, health literacy or other 
barriers exist. Pocketalk is a real-time, two-
way translation system distributed by SCALE 
Innovation. Covering more than 84 languages, 
the handheld device is the size of a mobile 
phone – unique on the market in this respect.  

Methodology and strict evaluation criteria 
were designed to assess the platforms with a 
view to using them at NUH. We looked at 
their impact in four key areas: 
1 Quality: improving staff and LEP patient 

experience and organisational culture.  
2 Finance: using existing resources efficiently; 

reducing costs through proactive and 
confident use of AI and digital resources.  

3 Equality, diversity and inclusion: 
strengthening anti-racism and inclusion 
capability; giving staff access to multiple 

resources to communicate meaningfully 
with LEP patients and their families. 

4 Legal: supporting compliance with equality 
legislation and national guidance. 

 
CardMedic outcomes 
The evaluation of CardMedic provided 
strong, consistent evidence of enhanced 
safety, equity and efficiency across maternity, 
neonatal and community services. During the 
pilot, 88% of maternity staff were aware of 
CardMedic and 86% of those had registered 
to use the platform. Nearly half (48%) had 
used it in clinical practice and 81% of users 
rated it as extremely or somewhat useful.2  

Staff consistently reported increased 
confidence communicating with LEP women 
and families, improved ability to provide clear 
and timely explanations, greater efficiency 
during routine clinical interactions, and faster 
access to multilingual information. Its 
integrated call feature offers immediate, one-
click access to a remote interpreter, making it 
quicker to connect to a (human) professional. 
System analytics demonstrated sustained 
growth across the pilot: 274 telephone 
interpreter calls totalling 1,648 minutes (in 
seven months), 5,800 pre-written card 
interactions, 75 BSL interactions and 4,489 
Live Translate (automated translation) activities. 

After maternity staff received bespoke 
training and troubleshooting support, they 
began to use the technology more often and 
more confidently.3 This suggests that, when 
introduced with the right support, CardMedic 
can improve communication equity, patient 
experience and operational efficiency while 
supporting the NHS’s priority of reducing 
communication-related health inequalities. 

Can AI deliver?
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Pocketalk evaluation 
Pocketalk is a truly likeable AI device due to 
its familiarity and responsiveness. When it was 
first demonstrated to me, my reaction was 
childlike – not easy to capture as evidence, 
but the profound experience stays with me. 

The formal evaluation process happened in 
two stages. The first was a three-month mini-
research project to ascertain the accuracy of 
translation. We chose two languages (Arabic 
and Polish), two MA/DPSI-qualified 
interpreters and a sample of pre-booked 
medical appointments. After a brief 
explanation of how the device works, clinicians 
and patients were asked to use it during the 
appointment. The interpreters were present 
to assess the accuracy and quality of the 
translations, and to intervene if required. 

Arabic Pocketalk translated mostly 
accurately, but there were moments when the 
device did not pick up the sentences, so the 
interpreter had to repeat them. On several 
occasions nonsense was delivered, but after 
the sentence was repeated once or twice, 
Pocketalk was able to produce an accurate 
translation. Overall it performed well. 

When it came to the Polish version, the 
interpreter observed that, on occasions, the 
translation was flawed, especially when a 
sentence was long. For example, the rendition 

of ‘If their temperature goes above 38 
degrees celsius, you need to seek urgent 
medical advice’ omitted the temperature 
details, giving only the meaningless ‘above c’.  

Some parts of the conversation flowed; 
other parts were simply repeated untranslated. 
Examples of misinterpretation included: 
jablka (‘apples’) for both ‘poos’ (kupa) and 
‘pee’ (siusie); wyczuwalne (‘perceptible’) for 
‘uncomfortable’ (dyskomfort) when discussing 
discomfort in breasts; dyskietka (‘floppy disk’) 
for ‘feels floppy’ (wydaje się wiotkie); and uraz 
glowy (‘head injury/trauma’) for ‘headaches’ 
(silne bóle głowy) in the sentence ‘It is also 
important to report any severe headache’. 

During this stage, we did not obtain enough 
data or opinion-based information to warrant 
a roll-out to all maternity units. However, we 
knew more than we did prior to the pilot, 
could make an educated prognosis for the 
future, and could recommend the way forward 
for Pocketalk utilisation within NUH.  

Pocketalk is not suitable for longer bookings 
with an additional level of complexity or more 
obscure vocabulary/phraseology; where time 
is of the essence, as sentences often have to 
be repeated or rephrased to get the correct 
translation; or where there is a resistance to 
try a new device on the spot. It could do well 
during shorter, straightforward appointments; 

when telephone and video interpreting has 
failed completely; and out-of-hours on wards, 
where there might be a need for a short 
conversation with a patient or their family.4 

 

Future developments 
The second stage of our trial was longitudinal 
in nature. In a 12-month period from April 
2025, we advised maternity staff to use 14 
devices during their daily encounters with 
pregnant women in all situations where 
Pocketalk does well. This proved to be a 
success. SCALE Innovation representatives 
and a Consultant Midwife trained staff on 
how to utilise Pocketalk, including speech 
rendering, clarity of utterances, and 
monitoring patients’ facial expressions to 
ensure understanding and reduce the risk  
of misinterpretation.   

Piloting this technology provided insights 
into digital and AI capabilities to support LEP 
patients. We expanded NUH ITS capabilities 
and responsiveness to demand where a 
professional interpreter is not available and 
clinical intervention is time critical to ensure 
linguistic assistance is always present. It is my 
belief that the next five years will see a new 
approach to language services for our 
healthcare clients. 
 
Thanks to NUH Midwifery Matron Debrah 
Neale for her enthusiasm while trialling 
CardMedic; NUH Community Midwife 
Pavanpreet Bahra for not giving up on 
Pocketalk; CardMedic and Pocketalk reps for 
their ongoing support; everyone who saw the 
project through to implementation; and  
Dr James Dalgleish for his editorial input.  
 
Notes 
1 Ockenden, D (2026) ‘Findings, Conclusions 
and Essential Actions from the Independent 
Review of Maternity Services at Nottingham 
University Hospitals NHS Trust’, 125 & 321 
2 Buxton, S (2026) ‘CardMedic Pilot Evaluation 
Report: Maternity and Neonatal Service 
Nottingham and Nottinghamshire LMNS. 
Unpublished evaluation report’, Nottingham: 
Nottingham and Nottinghamshire ICB 
3 Ibid. 
4 Towlson, R (2024) ‘SCALE Innovation and 
Nottingham University Hospitals NHS Trust 
Pocketalk Pilot. Unpublished evaluation report’, 
Nottingham University NHS Trust 
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Sangi Gurung unwraps Nepali onomatopoeia

I have always found onomatopoeia in the Nepali 
language intriguing; it is unavoidable as it is deeply 
embedded in the colloquial register of speech. Nepali 
has a rich tapestry of such words, known as 
anukaranatmak shabda (aOuSF�X�S *�;1 ‘imitative 
words’). They are extensively used in children’s literature 
and literary genres for their sensory reception (visual and 
auditory), as well as in conversational communication.  

Referring to words that imitate sounds and create a 
powerful impact in communication, onomatopoeia may 
seem lighthearted but it poses recurring complications 
for professional linguists. Conveying the intended 
message is particularly difficult when interpreting 
because, unlike in translation, there is no time to 
brainstorm or consult secondary sources.  

Commonly found across several languages in South 
and Southeast Asia, onomatopoeia emphasises the 
natural connection between sound and meaning, 
conveys sounds that the ordinary descriptive language 
cannot achieve, and enhances rhythmic, musical and 
sensory experiences in literature. It also serves a 
cognitive function as the words are processed faster due 
to their link to auditory perception, which reinforces 
memory and engagement.2  

In simple terms, onomatopoeia can be sounds of 
animals, human actions and movements, as well as nature, 
environments and physical impacts. For example, jham 
jham pani paryo (PVPV UXOA UTo; ‘pouring down’) reflects 
the rhythmic sound of relentless monsoon rain through 
the repeated sound jham jham. This immediately conveys 
the auditory and visual experience, and connects the term 
to the seasonal phenomenon and geographical region. 

In linguistics, onomatopoeic words are described as a 
type of expressive morphology – i.e. word forms that 
express feelings, attitudes or sensory qualities. In Nepali, 
expressives are a special group of words with strong 
sound symbolism whose sounds show their meaning 

Sound meaning

RAINING WORDS 
Two sisters enjoying 

the monsoon rain 

pouring down (PVPV 
UXOA UTo), rather than 

the pattering (EU EU) 

of lighter rain

clearly. Examples include dhoka ghadamma bandha 
bhayo (=oSX 
CX� 30 7To; ‘bang! The door shut’) and 
pani tup-tup parirakheko cha (UXOA EU EU UiFF9eSo G; ‘the 
rain is pattering’).  

Although some expressives, such as sannakka sankiyo 
(QOK QM iSTo; ‘a sudden explosive outburst of anger’) and 
bhuttukai (7u�uK� ; ‘intense embarrassment, shame and pain 
with bodily sensation’), are not based on sound, many 
are. Some sit between onomatopoeia and expressive 
description. For example, even though there is no 
identifiable acoustic sound in the word jhamakka (PVK), 
the phrase jhamakka ujyalo (PVK u!X@o; ‘sudden 
brightness’) portrays the image of a sudden light through 
the linguistic formation of the double consonant ‘ma-kka’ 
and heavy stress on the ending of the word. This is a 
tricky word as it can also be a descriptive intensifier to 
describe someone flashy in appearance, and is used in 
the phrase jhamakka sanjh paryo (PVK QX�P UTo) to 
imply ‘sudden darkness after dusk’.  

 
The sound and feel of words 
For an interpreter, the extensive usage of onomatopoeic 
verbs, nouns, adjectives and adverbs in casual Nepali 
conversation poses challenges. Finding equivalent terms, 
impromptu, that express the same intensity and symbolic 
meanings in English is tricky. When interpreters are 
unable to find an equivalent term, they usually convey 
the meaning directly by explaining it. 

In Nepali, onomatopoeic words can express various 
emotions and psychological states. For example, khyass 
(4XQ) can refer to ‘sudden soft collapse’ but it can also 
convey a sense of embarrassment or emotional deflation. 
Usko man kyass bhayo (uQSo VO 4XQ 7To) literally means 
‘their heart softly collapsed’ but might be translated as 
‘they were mortified’ or ‘they were disappointed’. The 
onomatopoeia form has shifted from describing a 
physical event to expressing an emotional state.  
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Siringa (iQiF&; lit. ‘the sound and feeling of tingling 
vibration’) symbolically means fear, excitement or 
nervousness, depending on how it is used. It can be 
translated into English as ‘a chill ran through’ or ‘having 
goosebumps’, but this misses the visceral impact of the 
sound-link. Dhuk dhuk (=u S =u S; ‘sound of a heart 
pounding’) could be ‘heart racing out of fear, 
anticipation or excitement’. An interpreter needs to 
navigate the intended meaning and varying emotions to 
find an appropriate rendering instantly, or find the 
closest English equivalent, i.e. ‘thump-thump’.  

Futta (Hu D), used to describe a quick flick, can be 
translated as ‘swift’, ‘nimble’, ‘quick on one’s feet’. It can 
be used in conjunction with action verbs, such as ‘jump’, 
‘slip’ and ‘run’, but it can also symbolically mean 
‘alertness’, ‘agility’ and ‘cleverness’. It can have multiple 
meanings depending on how it is used: futta chipliyo  
(Hu D i�i�To; ‘slipped off instantly’), futta ufriyo (Hu D ui1To; 
‘leapt up quickly’), futta paltiyo (Hu D Ui�To; ‘flipped right 
over’). Similarly, in the phrase jyappa samtyo (.X6 
QVX/o;  ‘suddenly getting hold of/grabbing something’, 
‘sudden’, ‘quick’, ‘tight grab’), jyappa conveys 
‘suddenness, impact and abrupt action’. The word is also 
adaptable, as its meaning changes depending on the 
verb it is used with. For example, jyappa angalo halyo 
(.X6 a �NX@o 9X�o) means ‘hug suddenly and tightly’. This 
may pose a challenge when converting it to English.  
 
Reduplicative structures 
Reduplicative structures (i.e. the repetition of a word)  
are widely used in Nepali to express intensity and 
emphasis. This plays a significant role in expressive 
morphology and contributes to the vividness and 
dynamism of everyday speech. In the phrase Malai usle 
dyam ki dyam hirkayo (V@X� uQ@e  CXV iS CXV i9SX	To; 
‘he hit me hard repeatedly’), dyam ki dyam is a sound-
imitating phrase for repeated, forceful blows, and is 

RICH SOUNDSCAPE 
A Gurung woman in a 

village in Gandaki 

wears traditional 

jewellery that may 

jingle-jangle (GV-GV, 

top left); a Nepali boy 

splish-splashes (?TXU-
?TXU) in puddles (top 

right); and (below) a 

quick leap (Hu D ui1To) 

in the Himalayas 

 
Onomatopoeic words 
GV-GV (cham cham)  
?TXU-?TXU (chhap chhap) 
CX,-CX, (dhyang dhyang)

uttered with stress to replicate the sound of hitting 
someone hard.  

Likewise, the onomatopoeia dwang dwang (B>MN B>MN) 
appears in the phrase tyo manchebata raksiko gandha 
dwang dwang ayeko thiyo (/o VX�e 3XE F%ASo N0 B>MN 
B>MN �eSo i�To; ‘that person reeked of alcohol’).  
Used as an adverb here, it expresses the overwhelming/ 
strong smell of the alcohol, the repetition giving the 
impression that the smell is spread around. However, 
dwang dwang can also be used like dyam ki dyam to 
indicate hitting.  

Onomatopoeia in Nepali works as an adverbial 
intensifier, encodes emotion and evaluation, and requires 
recasting into verbs/adjectives in English. The grammatical 
formation of an expression may need to be changed so 
the meaning and intended intensity feel natural in the 
target language. Interpreting may become difficult due 
to the unavailability of an exact expression or when an 
explanation is inserted to encapsulate the entire 
meaning a single onomatopoeia carries.  
 
Notes  
1 Nepali words are presented here in Unicode to ensure 
compatibility. 
2 Van Driem, G (2021) ‘Nepali Expressive Morphology’. In 
Williams, JP, Expressive Morphology in the Languages of 
South Asia, Abingdon, UK: Routledge, 58-131

Nepali expressives 

Sound meaning 
Sound of jewellery while walking 
Splashing of water/mud 
Sound of human action/ 
object/loud banging

English  
Jingle/tinkle 
Splash  
Bang
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CIOL prizewinner Charles Forsdick outlines his 
collaborative advocacy work with the British Academy

To be given a prize named after David 
Crystal is a significant recognition for a 
scholar of languages in the UK. Our 
distinguished colleague’s name reflects a 
lifetime of work – of teaching, writing and 
public engagement – that has transformed 
the broader understanding of languages and 
linguistics in the UK. David’s contributions 
exemplify highly effective language advocacy 
as he has devoted a career to raising the 
profile of linguistic knowledge. The award is 
particularly meaningful for me as I have spent 
many years working to bring together various 
languages communities and, in particular, 
encouraging greater connections between 
communities in Modern Languages, 
Language-Based Area Studies and the many 
different facets of Linguistics.  

This is activity I continue to pursue in my 
current role as Co-Chair of the Faculty of 
Modern and Medieval Languages and 
Linguistics in Cambridge. And it is why I am 
particularly pleased to share the award with 
Mike Orlov – a reminder of the active 
collaborations that we need across 
organisations and sectors to ensure that 
languages are taken seriously in the UK.  

In my role at the British Academy, I often 
find myself returning to a simple idea: 
studying languages is about much more  
than acquiring linguistic competence. It is 
about cultivating another way of engaging 
with the world. Studying languages 
encourages curiosity, empathy and 
intellectual openness, while reminding us  
that our own assumptions become sharper 
and clearer when viewed through the 
perspectives of others. If my work has 
contributed in some small way to advancing 

that understanding, then I regard the CIOL 
Award as an encouragement to continue 
making that case. 
 
Collaboration is key 
Languages have been a constant within my life 
and work since appointment to my first post as 
a lecturer in French at Glasgow, through my 
research, teaching and broader engagement. 
More recently, much of my work has been 
focused on language advocacy, and my 
current role as Lead Fellow for Languages at 
the British Academy has reinforced my 
conviction that advocacy is most effective 
when it is collaborative and collective.  

Working alongside colleagues from schools, 
universities, professional bodies, government 
and cultural organisations has shown that the 
future of languages in the UK depends on 
purposeful partnerships that reach far beyond 
any single institution. I have enjoyed working 
with a wide range of organisations, including 
the Chartered Institute of Linguists (CIOL), 
the All-Party Parliamentary Group (APPG) for 
Modern Languages, the University Council 
for Languages (UCFL) and the Institute for 
Languages, Cultures and Societies (ILCS).  

Via the work of the Strategic Committee 
for Languages in Higher Education (which the 
British Academy co-chairs with UCFL) and the 
Advisory Committee for Languages, it is 
gratifying to be part of an alliance that 
represents such a broad range of languages 
and sectors, including the many home, 
heritage and community languages used 
across the four nations of the UK.  

This collaborative approach predates my 
role at the British Academy, starting in 2012 
when I was appointed by the AHRC (Arts and 

A united front

Researchers translated 

their academic 

findings into 

actionable evidence 

for policymakers

CIOL presented its annual awards at a 
ceremony at King’s College London in 
June, with CIOL Honorary President 
Baroness Coussins hosting the event. The 
awards recognise outstanding contributions 
in the field of languages and exceptional 
achievement in CIOLQ’s professional 
translation and interpreting qualifications.  

This year’s winners for best candidate in 
the CertTrans, DipTrans and DPSI were 
Joana Cavaleiro, Duygu Türer and Aneta 
Flaza respectively. The University of 
Surrey’s Centre for Translation Studies won 
the Threlford Cup, recognising its 
significant contributions to languages. The 
David Crystal Award, awarded for 
outstanding personal contributions to 
languages, was presented to Mike Orlov, 
who recently stepped down as Chief 
Executive of the National Register of 
Public Service Interpreters (NRPSI), and 
Charles Forsdick, the British Academy’s 
Lead Fellow for Languages.  
See www.ciol.org.uk/ciol-awards-2026 for 
more information.
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Humanities Research Council) as their Theme 
Leadership Fellow for Translating Cultures. 
That programme sought to transform the 
study of languages by shifting the focus, in 
interdisciplinary contexts, from traditional 
monolingual perspectives to the study of 
everyday multilingualism, and of translation 
and transcultural exchange.  

When the theme came to a conclusion in 
2020, it comprised a portfolio of around 120 
interconnected research projects focused on 
translation, interpreting and multilingualism 
across the UK (and often far beyond). For this 
programme, I worked in close collaboration 
with large-scale, multi-institution grant teams 
based in Birmingham, Bristol and Glasgow in 
order to explore border-crossing, mobility, 
translanguaging and linguistic diversity. Key 
to the theme was cross-disciplinary research 
in which we bridged academic silos by 
connecting Translating Cultures directly with 
other major AHRC initiatives, such as Science 
in Culture and Digital Transformations.  

Researchers also translated their academic 
findings into actionable evidence for 
policymakers in an attempt to address 
contemporary global challenges, highlighting 
for instance the role of languages in refugee 
integration and social cohesion. The theme 
also enabled significant public engagement, 
addressing concerns surrounding language 
discrimination (aka linguaphobia), post-Brexit 
migration and linguistic diversity through 
languages research and collaborative events. 

When I was named by the British Academy 
as their Lead Fellow for Languages in 2023, I 
was able to build on the achievements of 
Translating Cultures. The work, coordinated 
by the Academy in partnership with many 

OUTSTANDING WORK 
Baroness Coussins presents the David Crystal 

Award to Charles Forsdick, surrounded by 

colleagues and family members (left); and 

(above) Baroness Coussins with the Surrey 

University Centre for Translation Studies team, 

including Sabine Braun (centre l), who received 

the Threlford Cup on the team’s behalf 

others, has sought to articulate a simple but 
urgent proposition: that linguistic and 
intercultural competence is fundamental to 
education, research, business, diplomacy 
and civic life. The strengthening of 
partnerships across the languages sector, 
launch of the Languages Gateway, renewed 
participation in Erasmus+ and growing 
recognition of the importance of domestic 
multilingualism in the UK have all been 
reminders that sustained advocacy can make 
a tangible difference.  

We continue to advocate for a consistent 
pipeline of or pathway for language learners. 
This begins with a curriculum at primary level 
that meets pupils where they find themselves, 
in terms of the linguistic repertoires they bring 
to the classroom and of their curiosity about 
the world. These are ambitions that remain 
central to the ‘Towards a National Languages 
Strategy’ initiative, launched in 2020, of 
which the Academy is a co-signatory.  

 
A focus on education 
Following the decision, in the recent 
Curriculum and Assessment Review in 
England, to withdraw the EBacc qualification, 
we are more committed than ever to ensuring 
there are clear incentives for schools to 
continue to offer languages post-14 and 
post-16, and for students to engage with 
those languages. We also hope to see the 
diversification of the experience of language 
learning with alternative qualifications.  

We persist in advocating for a variety of 
provision in Further and Higher Education to 
meet the country’s need for high-level 
language capabilities and intercultural skills 
across a broad range of sectors. We were, of 

course, delighted when it was announced 
that the UK would be rejoining the Erasmus+ 
programme from January 2027. This decision 
marks a significant step in restoring student 
and staff exchange, as well as other mobility 
opportunities that were lost after Brexit.  

At Cambridge, we have been working 
with colleagues in Oxford on an outreach 
programme called ‘Think like a Linguist’. This 
name reflects the way in which studying 
languages goes beyond acquiring new 
linguistic skills and entails developing a 
different mindset, enabling an alternative way 
of exploring the world through language.  

 
Ways of seeing 
Looking back over my work, I realise that a 
common thread has always been an interest 
in travel and circulation: of languages, of texts 
and images, of people and objects, of stories 
and ideas. Whether working on the Haitian 
Revolution, on French and Francophone 
literatures, on histories of slavery, on travel 
writing or on translation, I have been drawn to 
subjects that remind us that cultures are never 
self-contained. They emerge instead through 
encounter, exchange and movement.  

That conviction has also shaped my 
understanding of languages themselves. 
Languages are not simply objects of study, 
nor merely functional skills to be acquired. 
They offer distinctive ways of seeing the 
world, of opening new perspectives that allow 
us to understand differently both others and 
ourselves. That belief has informed not only 
my research and teaching but also my 
commitment, shared with increasing 
numbers of colleagues, to make the case 
consistently for languages in public life.
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AI gets plenty wrong but, says Safira Amazan, the real 
issue is what the translation industry gets wrong about AI

T he AI debate focuses on reducing 
translation errors through better 
models. A more important question, 

however, is why those errors reach the target 
audience at all. The answer often lies in the 
workflow, not the technology. After all, 
translation quality is defined by the processes 
that transform a first draft into reliable 
communication. There are several workflow 
failures that allow AI errors to reach the 
public, with the greatest impact on lesser-
resourced languages.  

To understand those failures, let’s consider 
what translation workflows are designed to 
achieve. Professional translation relies on 
multiple layers of review: translation >  
editing > proofreading > quality assurance 
(QA) > target audience.  Each stage serves a 
distinct purpose. Translators establish 
meaning, editors refine it, proofreaders 
improve readability and QA verifies 
compliance with project requirements. 
Together, these stages ensure the final 
translation communicates effectively. 

Increasingly, however, AI-assisted workflows 
are compressed into: AI draft > machine 
translation post-editing (MTPE) > QA > target 
audience. The technology is not inherently 
responsible for this simplification; workflow 
design is. And every workflow is only as strong 
as the linguistic infrastructure supporting it. 

 
Weak linguistic infrastructure 
The quality of AI-assisted translation is shaped 
as much by linguistic infrastructure as it is by 

the AI model itself. AI does not operate in 
isolation. For dominant languages, a wealth 
of digital resources and guidance from 
professional and governmental bodies 
support both machines and human 
translators. Although AI produces errors in 
these languages, reviewers – or the AI itself 
with effective prompts – can usually identify 
and resolve them by consulting numerous 
authoritative references. 

Lesser-resourced languages rarely benefit 
from that same infrastructure. Haitian Creole 
(one of my working languages) illustrates the 
challenge. Although its digital presence 
continues to grow, authoritative linguistic 
frameworks remain limited. Translators often 
work with fewer validated glossaries, fewer 
standardised references, and no recognised 
authority to support decisions.  

These limitations help explain AI errors. 
They do not explain why those problems 
survive professional review. A very pertinent 
question is whether translators, reviewers and 
clients have the resources needed to identify, 
justify and correct those errors before they 
reach the target audience. 

 
Poor terminology management 
Translation quality begins long before the 
first sentence is translated. Translation 
memories, terminology databases, style 
guides, client preferences, well-crafted 
prompts and subject-matter expertise form 
the linguistic infrastructure that supports both 
human translators and AI systems.  

Nevertheless, language service providers 
(LSPs) tend to invest heavily in automation 
while neglecting these essential resources, 
relying instead on generic prompts, 
incomplete glossaries, or no terminology 
guidance at all. The outcome follows a 
familiar principle: garbage in, garbage out. AI 
does not compensate for weak linguistic 
resources; it magnifies them. 

Limiting this effect across all languages 
requires targeted instructions, validated 
terminology and consistent cross-checking. 
Glossaries, dictionaries and other references 
can support that work only when they are 
properly maintained, integrated into the 
workflow and made accessible to translators 
and reviewers. Without broader linguistic 
guidance, every decision carries greater 
weight, making human expertise even more 
important. Ultimately, organisations that 
invest in AI while neglecting these resources 
create the conditions in which AI is most 
likely to fail.   

 
The productivity myth 
Many current pricing and productivity models 
appear to assume that AI-generated 
translations require substantially less human 
effort than human-produced translations. If 
that were consistently true, extensive review 
and full accountability would no longer be 
necessary. Yet LSPs continue to expect 
translators, editors and reviewers to deliver the 
same quality standard while holding them fully 
responsible for errors. The responsibility has 

The very human  
errors of AI
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not changed, only the time and compensation 
allocated to achieve that quality. 

This contradiction reveals the productivity 
myth. AI changes how translators work, but it 
does not reduce the expertise, cognitive effort 
or critical judgement required to produce a 
reliable translation. Even so, many productivity 
models expect linguists to validate thousands 
of words of AI-generated content per hour 
while maintaining professional quality 
standards at low cost. AI may accelerate 
drafting; it does not proportionally accelerate 
professional review, nor does it diminish the 
value of human expertise. 

 
Replacing editing with QA 
No professional publisher would eliminate 
editing simply because the first draft was 
easier to produce. Still, as AI becomes more 
widely adopted, many LSPs have shortened, 
merged or eliminated the editing stage. The 
result, as illustrated above, is a condensed 
sequence where editing and proofreading 
disappear as distinct steps. 

This shift assumes that MTPE can absorb 
the function of editing. Yet MTPE and editing 
are fundamentally different tasks. In 
compressed workflows, MTPE aims to make 
machine-generated text understandable; with 
pre-allocated time and lower compensation, 
the translation cannot be fully accurate, natural 
or appropriate for its intended audience. In 

fact, editing is what transforms an acceptable 
translation into an effective one. Therefore, 
treating MTPE as a substitute for editing – and 
QA as a substitute for both – removes one of 
the profession’s most important safeguards. 
A translation may pass QA because its 
terminology, formatting and consistency meet 
specifications, while problems with clarity, 
tone, style or register remain unresolved. 

Each stage of the workflow answers a 
different question. MTPE asks, ‘Is the 
translation acceptable?’ Editing asks, ‘Does it 
communicate effectively?’ Proofreading asks, 
‘Does the translation read naturally?’ QA asks, 
‘Does it meet the required specifications?’ 
One stage cannot replace another. Reducing 
or eliminating editing may improve 
productivity metrics, but it also increases the 
risk that formal equivalence is mistaken for 
effective communication. Multiple reviewers 
create successive opportunities to identify and 
correct errors, yet many of these safeguards 
are being reduced. AI does not make those 
decisions. It does not remove editors, shorten 
deadlines, eliminate resources or reduce 
budgets. LSPs design those workflows. 

 
Lesser-resourced languages  
Although such failures affect every language 
pair, lesser-resourced languages expose them 
sooner because they have fewer opportunities 
to recover, and the resulting errors are more 

likely to persist. Even with carefully designed 
prompts, AI is less likely to identify and 
correct its own errors because fewer linguistic 
resources exist to detect and resolve them.As 
a result, translators rely more heavily on 
professional judgement and community-
developed resources.  

With regards to Haitian Creole, when 
translators, reviewers or clients favour different 
English- or French-influenced conventions, it 
can become especially difficult to reach a 
consensus because there is often no widely 
accepted authority to resolve competing 
linguistic choices. In that vacuum, allowing AI 
to become that authority is no substitute for 
linguistic consensus. Consequently, AI is 
often blamed for errors rooted in limited 
linguistic resources, unrealistic productivity 
expectations and weakened human oversight.  

 
Setting AI up to succeed 
AI is already improving efficiency, expanding 
multilingual access and increasing the digital 
visibility of lesser-resourced languages. These 
advances should be welcomed. However, 
better AI does not guarantee better 
translations. That requires equally sound 
linguistic infrastructure and professional 
workflows that support the technology. LSPs 
must invest not only in improved models, but 
also in linguistic resources and rigorous 
review processes that clearly distinguish 
MTPE, editing and quality assurance. 

AI makes mistakes. Translation workflows 
are designed to catch them. When they fail, 
the issue is no longer solely technological. It 
is professional, operational and systemic. And 
when quality declines, we should ask not only 
‘What did the AI get wrong?’, but also ‘What 
conditions were created for both AI and 
linguists to succeed?’

AI does not  
remove editors, 
shorten deadlines, 
eliminate resources 
or reduce budgets

©
 S

H
U

TT
ER

ST
O

C
K



28          The Linguist   Vol/65  No/3 ciol.org.uk/thelinguist

FEATURES

Creativity in language learning is about much more than 
games and role play, says Anna Rioland, and it’s now vital

 C reativity in education is often 
associated with games, drama and 
role play. Yet creativity is far more 

fundamental than occasional ‘fun’ classroom 
activities. Language itself is an inherently 
creative system: we can produce an infinite 
number of new utterances using a finite set 
of grammatical rules and lexical items. In the 
age of AI, when grammatically accurate texts 
can be generated within seconds, creativity is 
becoming one of the defining goals of 
language education. 

Language is inherently creative. Often 
creativity is associated with spontaneity, but 
in the context of language learning, creative 
activities and their learning outcomes should 
be carefully planned.1 Moreover, teachers 
themselves should develop creative habits to 
deliver impactful and engaging lessons.2 

Literature and theatre are the first examples 
of creative language use which come to mind, 
but our everyday language is also creative. 
Learners constantly adapt to new situations, 
using previously learned ‘building blocks’, 
drawing on their vocabulary and grammar 
knowledge. In a language lesson, they face 
multiple choices and challenges, including 
which style to adopt and how to express their 
idea in a clear and appropriate way. Thus, 
creativity exists as a continuum, whether it is 
a conversation or a piece of writing. 

More advanced learners are able to use 
language in order to convey nuance. As 
Ronald Carter demonstrates,3 creativity is not 
restricted to literary language but is also 
present in everyday speech, where speakers 
constantly create meaning through interaction, 
humour, metaphor and word choice. 

Language learning is not just memorising 
grammar and vocabulary, but creating 
meaningful conversations or written content. 

Creativity in language learning involves both 
divergent and convergent thinking. Divergent 
thinking enables learners to generate ideas, 
experiment with alternative ways of expressing 
themselves and explore different meanings, 
while convergent thinking allows them to 
evaluate their choices and select the most 
appropriate vocabulary, structures and 

registers for a particular context. Effective 
language learning requires a balance between 
freedom and precision: learners need 
opportunities to express their own ideas, but 
also guidance in refining their language 
choices. Thus, creativity does not replace 
explicit language teaching; it enables learners 
to transform declarative knowledge into 
active communicative ability. 

Creativity promotes learner autonomy and 
problem-solving. Controlled practice activities 

The art of teaching
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such as gap-filling exercises remain useful. 
However, the risk is that students learn how 
to apply grammatical rules without 
developing the confidence to communicate 
spontaneously, and remain passive rather 
than active in their practice.  

A supportive classroom environment 
encourages them to experiment and take 
risks, viewing mistakes as opportunities for 
learning rather than failures. Feedback should 
focus not only on accuracy but also on helping 
learners communicate more effectively. Risk-
taking promotes communicative confidence: 
for example, if students are encouraged to 
use idiomatic expressions in a role play, it will 
develop the habit of using such expressions 
confidently and appropriately. 

When learners have the agency to be 
creative in their language learning, they are 
more motivated.4 Creative activities can be 
offered to learners of any level, but they need 
to be more heavily scaffolded for lower levels. 
For more advanced learners, authentic role 
plays, storytelling, project work and debates 
provide opportunities to negotiate meaning, 
express personal viewpoints and adapt 
register. These collaborative activities promote 
learner autonomy, language retention and 
refinement, and group cohesion. 

 
Careful planning 
When designing creative activities, the starting 
point should be the desired learning outcome 
– be it using new vocabulary or grammar, 
improving fluency, precision or pronunciation. 
Creative teaching does not amount to 
improvisation; optimal scaffolding is key. 
Learners need aids such as vocabulary lists, 
prompts, sentence beginnings or endings 
and lists of questions. The linguistic objectives 
need to be clear – e.g. using comparatives 
while expressing a preference for different 
hobbies (lower level) or negotiating a sale 
(higher level). Giving learners a number of 
constraints (e.g. ‘use five idiomatic expressions 
in your presentation’) helps them turn passive 
knowledge into active language use. 

At the end of a creative activity it is useful 
to reflect on the initial learning objective(s), 
the difficulties encountered and the successful 
moments. This gives learners a feeling of pride 

in their achievements and can help them to 
identify new learning objectives.  

Creative activities can be used to work on 
different aspects of language. Grammar can 
be taught in various creative ways, allowing 
learners to use it in practice. Sentence 
transformations (e.g. putting a present-tense 
sentence in the future tense) allow learners to 
understand the difference between various 
elements of language and to apply rules in a 
creative way. Storytelling and role play that 
use target structures can help them to apply 
specific grammar structures in a holistic, 
contextual way. A learner would probably 
memorise the imperative better if, instead of 
conjugating a list of verbs, they performed a 
role play on an engaging topic.  

Language games are popular with my 
students and very efficient for reinforcing 
grammar knowledge. Drama, reciting poetry, 
shadowing, tongue twisters and intonation 
games can be effective for pronunciation 
training. Vocabulary learning also presents 
opportunities for creativity: semantic maps, 
use of metaphors, brainstorming, word 
associations, creative definitions, riddles, word 
families – the possibilities are almost endless. 

 
Using AI creatively  
Rather than being a substitute for human 
teachers, AI can become a tool of language 
learning if used judiciously. Unesco 
emphasises that the use of AI in education 
should remain human-centred.5 Of course, the 
technology comes with risks for students, 
such as over-reliance, inaccurate language 
and reduced independent thinking. The 
digital divide and paucity of AI content in 
some languages must also be considered. 

However, students can also use AI to 
brainstorm ideas, practise conversations, 
explore vocabulary and discourse devices, and 
receive feedback. AI is, of course, part of most 
language-learning applications. Used critically, 
AI can encourage a deeper reflection on 
language: learners can compare alternatives, 
question suggestions and make informed 
choices about meaning, style and register. The 
aim should not be for AI to replace learners’ 
creative thinking, but to extend their 
possibilities for exploration and revision 

Teachers as creative professionals 
In the context of rapid AI developments,  
the purpose of language teaching and 
learning is shifting. Rather than merely 
teaching students how to produce accurate 
sentences, the role of teachers is to foster 
creativity, autonomy, and the ability to use 
language critically and authentically. 
Creativity, therefore, is no longer an optional 
enrichment but a core competence for both 
learners and teachers. 

AI can increasingly support the production 
and refinement of language, but it cannot 
replace the human intention behind 
communication: deciding what matters, 
expressing personal perspectives and 
creating meaningful connections with others. 
The distinctive role of the language teacher is 
not simply to teach linguistic accuracy, but to 
cultivate curiosity, imagination, critical 
thinking and authentic communication. 

 
Notes 
1 Tin, BT (2022) Unpacking Creativity for 
Language Teaching, Routledge 
2 Maley, A and Peachey, N (2015) Creativity in 
the English Language Classroom, British Council 
3 Carter, R (2004) Language and Creativity: The 
art of common talk, Routledge 
4 Benson, P (2011) Teaching and Researching: 
Autonomy in language learning (2nd ed.), 
Routledge 
5 Miao, F and Holmes, W (2023) Guidance for 
Generative AI in Education and Research, 
Unesco

CRITICAL THINKING 
Students use technology to brainstorm ideas
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A life with languages
In English and Slovenian, Romana Sustar FCIL describes what it’s like to 
grow up between cultures, and how each language expanded her life

Slovenski pesnik Tone Pavček je 
zapisal: »Na svetu si, da gledaš 
sonce/ Na svetu si, da greš za 
soncem/ Na svetu si, da sam si 
sonce/ in da s sveta odganjaš – 
sence.« Sem jezikoslovka, 
marketinška strokovnjakinja in 
komunikatorka, jeziki pa so od 
nekdaj oblikovali moje življenje. 
Slovenija je država, kjer sem se 
rodila, slovenščina pa ena od 
korenin mojega otroštva. To je 
jezik, v katerem sem prvič 
izgovorila besedo mama, v 
katerem sem se naučila moliti in 
v katerem živijo moji najzgodnejši 
spomini. Toda identiteta, tako 

kot jezik, nikoli ne miruje. Zaradi 
vojne sem že zelo mlada zapustila 
dom in odraščala med različnimi 
državami, kulturami in jeziki. 
Moja identiteta se je skozi leta, 
tako kot jeziki, ki so me obdajali. 
Vsak kraj mi je nekaj dal, vsak 
jezik pa je odprl nov del mene. 

Slovenščino sem ohranjala s 
pisanjem dnevnikov od svojega 
štirinajstega leta. Pozneje sem jo 
študirala in poučevala na UCL, na 
School of Slavonic and East 
European Studies. Danes 
poučujem diplomate in 
veleposlanike, ki se pripravljajo 
na službovanje v Sloveniji, ter jim 

pomagam razumeti slovenski 
jezik, kulturo in zgodovino.  

Moj drugi poklicni svet je 
korporativni marketing, kjer 
sodelujejo z globalnimi 
tehnološkimi podjetji. Prevajam, 
tolmačim ter iščem zgodbe, ki si 
zaslužijo svoje mesto v slovenščini.  

Moja pot z angleščino se je 
začela, ko sem bila stara deset 
let. Bila je moj četrti jezik, za 
slovenščino, nemščino in 
latinščino, in bila je ljubezen na 
prvi pogled. Danes je angleščina 
jezik, v katerem največ delam, 
pa vendar se v njem vsak dan še 
vedno naučim česa novega. 

Nikoli nisem načrtovala življenja 
v Angliji. Iskala sem otok, kjer bi 
si lahko ustvarila življenje, in 
nekako je otok našel mene. 

Slovenščina nosi moje začetke. 
Angleščina nosi moje današnje 
življenje. Drugi jeziki živijo nekje 
vmes. Moje poslanstvo je, da 
slovenski jezik in kulturo 
predstavljam ter širim povsod, kjer 
lahko, in s tem počastim vse tiste, 
ki so se borili, da bi ta jezik 
preživel. Pa vendar med vsemi 
jeziki, ki jih govorim, še nisem 
našla tistega, v katerem bi besede 
»ljubim te« zvenele popolnoma 
tako, kot govori moje srce.

The Slovenian poet Tone Pavček 
wrote: “You are here to turn 
your face toward the sun/ You 
are here to follow where its light 
leads/ You are here to become 
the sun yourself/ and with your 
own light, drive the shadows 
from the world.” I am a linguist, 
marketer and communicator, and 
languages have always shaped 
my life. Slovenia is where I was 
born, and Slovenian is a root of 
my childhood. It is the language 
in which I first said ‘mama’, 
learned to pray and formed my 
earliest memories. 

Yet identity, like language, is 
never still. Because of war, I left 
home young and grew up 
between countries, cultures and 
languages. My identity changed, 

just as the languages around me 
changed. Each place added 
something; each language 
opened another part of me. 

I preserved my Slovenian by 
writing diaries (pictured) from the 
age of 14. Later, I studied and 
taught it, including at UCL’s 
School of Slavonic and East 
European Studies. I now teach 
diplomats and ambassadors 
preparing to go to Slovenia, 
helping them understand the 
language, culture and history.  

My other professional world is 
corporate marketing, working 
with global technology 
companies. I also translate, 
interpret, and look for books that 
deserve a place in Slovenian. 

My journey with English 

began when I was ten. It was my 
fourth language, after Slovenian, 
German and Latin, and it was 
love at first sight. Today, English 
is the language I work in most, 
yet I still learn every day. I never 
planned to live in England. I was 
searching for an island where I 
might build a life, and somehow, 
the island found me. 

Slovenian carries my 
beginnings. English carries my life 
today. The other languages live 
somewhere in between. My 
mission is to promote Slovenian 
language and culture wherever I 
can, honouring those who fought 
for it to survive. Still, in all the 
languages I speak, I have not 
found one in which ‘I love you’ 
sounds completely like my heart.
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Getting 
Started as 
a Literary 
Translator   
 
Richard Mansell and Helen Vassallo 

Routledge 
2026, 160 pp; 
ISBN 
9781032901817 
Paperback, 
£41.99

Getting Started as a Literary Translator 
provides an eminently practical introduction to 
the literary translation profession. While mainly 
addressed to students and recent graduates, 
it may also be of great value to experienced 
professionals seeking to gain a foothold in 
the complex world of book translation. 
Rather than focusing on translation theory or 
techniques, Helen Vassallo and Richard 
Mansell provide readers with specific guidance 
on the business, contractual and interpersonal 
aspects of the field, making the book a 
valuable resource for newcomers of any kind. 

In line with this pragmatic focus, the authors 
draw extensively on their own experience and 
the insights provided by an impressive panel 
of experts to explain the steps involved in 
building a sustainable career, from preparing a 
convincing pitch and approaching publishers 
to applying for funding and building 
relationships with editors and authors. These 
real-world issues are not always dealt with at 
undergraduate level; hence the book fills a 
major gap by explaining the pathways into 
literary translation and offering realistic advice 
on navigating the industry’s expectations. 

Literary translation is also presented as a 
collaborative and community-oriented 

profession. The authors highlight the 
importance of networking, mentorship and 
translators’ associations, and encourage 
readers to engage actively with the wider 
translation community. Ethical questions, 
including translator visibility, Anglocentric bias, 
diversity, fair treatment for minority languages 
and the use of AI, are also examined in 
detail. Their advice is balanced and realistic, 
acknowledging that the profession offers few 
guarantees, involves considerable uncertainty 
and can make earning a decent living 
difficult. At the same time, its rewards can be 
immense for those with a genuine vocation 
for such work. 

The book’s flexible and varied structure 
enables it to serve either as a chapter-by-
chapter teaching resource, with tasks for each 
of the topics addressed, or as a standalone 
guide for readers seeking an overview of the 
sector. In conclusion, this book is an essential 
guide for anyone considering a career in 
literary translation. It equips readers with the 
practical knowledge, professional strategies 
and confidence required to make a start in 
the profession. 
Ross Smith MCIL CL 

Inventing 
Languages   
 
Carolina González 

Cambridge 
University Press 
2025, 378pp ISBN 
9781108799416 
Paperback, 
£26.99

Constructed languages (conlangs) have 
become a popular topic thanks to the many 
artificial worlds invented by science fiction 
stories. They can serve a variety of purposes 

and have a lengthy history. They range from 
Klingon, which was initially invented for Star 
Trek but now has its own institute and annual 
conference, to lesser known examples such 
as Shizu and Muq, which are also set in future 
galaxies. Natlangs (natural languages) have 
developed of their own accord over the years, 
and may include languages that were invented 
for widespread use like Volapük and 
Esperanto, whereas, conlangs may be used as 
part of a fictional world or for extraterrestrial 
beings. Fith, e.g, is spoken by centauroid 
sapient marsupials on the planet Fithia.   

The name that figures most in the lengthy 
list of conlangs given here is J R R Tolkein 
(with seven entries), though artificial language 
can be traced back to Hildegard of Bingen in 
the twelfth century. Her lingua ignota ran to 
over 1,000 words and had its own 23-letter 
alphabet. Thomas More’s Utopia of 1516, 
meanwhile, comes with references to its own 
language, an alphabet and a map.  

Language games have a long history, with 
Pig Latin in English, Verlan in French and 
Jerigonza in Spanish. These either add an 
extra syllable or invert syllables in order to 
confuse listeners who are not in on the game. 
A similar purpose is served by hidden 
languages such as Polari, used by gay men in 
the 1950s, or Lunfardo, which began as 
criminal cant in Buenos Aires. Pidgin 
languages may also emerge to serve a 
particular purpose and later be incorporated 
into the mainstream language, or become a 
recognised language in their own right.  

Inventing Languages covers these topics as 
well as modalities such as sign languages. Its 
main role is as a linguistics textbook, with an 
introductory section to each of its 18 
chapters. There are lots of abbreviations for 
terms such as ‘hesternal’, ‘hodiernal’ and 
‘illative’, which have no definition with them 
and do not appear in the Index. The glossary 
runs to two pages and includes terms such as 
‘ergative’ and ‘semelfactive’.  

These gripes aside, Carolina González 
provides a very thorough introduction to 
conlangs and shows readers how to create 
their own (which they can add to the 60 listed 
in the Appendix). But it might be simpler just 
to sign up for the next Klingon Convention. 
Professor Tim Connell Hon FCIL 
See TL65,1 for a review of the ‘Inventing a 
Language’ episode of the podcast Sideways.  
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When an exam board for England, Wales 
and Northern Ireland recently clarified that 
students are now permitted to use gender-
inclusive or gender-neutral forms in French, 
Spanish and German exams, it marked more 
than a technical adjustment to assessment 
criteria. These updates highlight an  
important fact about the nature of languages. 
They are not fixed systems but evolving, 
social practices. 

The exam board guidance has not been 
universally embraced. Allowing references to 
diverse gender identities is perceived by 
some opponents to be ideologically driven.  
It has also been criticised that these novel 
forms, such as the French gender-neutral 

pronoun iel, are not widely used or endorsed 
by authorities (yet). These arguments surface 
some common misunderstandings of how 
languages work and what language 
education is for. Two fundamental insights of 
sociolinguistics – the academic discipline that 
studies language in its social contexts – are 
that languages are as diverse as the people 
who use them, and that they are constantly 
changing and shifting. 

 
The ‘rizz’ of languages 
Languages are not neatly defined, 
unambiguous systems, but rather complex 
and dynamic. How we express ourselves is 
influenced by a range of factors including 
geographical regions, social aspects and 
identity, formality, medium and context – as 
well as individual preferences. Consider the 
differences between varieties of English 

spoken around the world, or the way you 
speak in a formal work meeting compared 
with how you talk to your friends in a café  
or pub. 

In addition, languages are constantly 
evolving and adapting. Youth language and 
slang are well-known and frequently 
discussed examples of language change. In 
2025, I took part in a radio debate about the 
decision to include Gen-Z slang words like 
‘skibidi’, ‘delulu’ and ‘rizz’ in the latest  
edition of the Cambridge Dictionary, a 
dictionary for learners of English.  

The discussion asked a central question 
about the purpose of dictionaries: do  
they tell us how languages should work,  
or how they actually do work? And which  
is it that language learners need? At the  
core of this question lies an important 
distinction that linguists make: prescriptive 

The naysayers have it wrong on gender-neutral language; 
pupils should be able to express their identities in exams

SASCHA STOLLHANS

In my opinion…



 
Relatable classrooms 
Allowing and modelling inclusive language is 
a way to ensure that all learners see 
themselves reflected and respected. It helps 
create environments where students are able 
to engage fully and relate to the content, 
which is a core part of responsible curriculum 
design. Language both reflects and shapes 
social reality. Therefore, excluding diversity 
from language teaching risks perpetuating 
invisibility and bias. It may also create an 
unrealistic, unrelatable and potentially rather 
bland curriculum. 

And this is where some of the real 
potential lies. Creative, culturally rich and 
linguistically diverse content, which reflects 
current shifts in societies and empowers 
learners to connect them to their own 
experiences and realities, may be just the 
recipe to make learning a language even 
more exciting. 

 
This article was first published in The 
Conversation under the header ‘Gender-
Neutral Pronouns in French Exams: How 
language classrooms respond to linguistic 
change’; https://cutt.ly/Stollhans.
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versus descriptive approaches to  
discussing language. 

 
Prescribe or describe? 
Prescriptivism is an approach that focuses on 
standardised rules and norms, telling us (that 
is, prescribing) how to express ourselves in a 
way that is considered ‘correct’. Descriptivism, 
on the other hand, observes and describes 
how a language is really used and 
acknowledges its variable, constantly evolving 
nature. In dictionaries, both approaches have 
their place, but we need to be clear what the 
purpose of any given dictionary is. 

Language classrooms may, for good 
reasons, lean towards a prescriptive 
approach. Exams need clear marking criteria. 
Learners need stability, especially at the 
beginning. There are also very practical 
considerations: you can’t teach everything, 
especially with limited contact time and set 
curricula to be covered – so how do you 
choose? As a teacher, how do you stay on 
top of all these new developments? These 
are all valid points and the answers are not 
always straightforward. 

On the flip side, you could argue that 
language teaching should represent 
languages the way they really are, and 
learners should be introduced to their 
nuances. Languages are not just transactional 
tools for ordering food or asking directions 
(although they are that too, of course!). 

Importantly, they are a means through which 
people describe their lives, relationships and 
identities. If teaching and assessment 
materials only reflected a narrow slice of this, 
they would fail to represent cultures, societies 
and communication authentically. 

Be it in films, social media or interactions 
with other users of the language, learners 
encounter not just textbook-standard 
language, but a wide range of forms and 
styles. The annual German youth word of the 
year competition, for example, is a great 
resource for students to learn slang words that 
are popular among young German speakers. 
In 2025, shortlisted words included checkst 
du, meaning ‘get it?’ or ‘do you relate?’ 

It’s easy to see why it’s important to equip 
learners with the means to express 
themselves flexibly and appropriately in a 
range of different contexts and situations. 
Ultimately, it’s about finding the right balance 
between prescriptivism and descriptivism in 
language education.  

This, as is often the case, is easier said than 
done. In my view, though, the exam board 
guidance did not deserve the criticism it 
received. After all, the guidelines afford 
students the freedom to express themselves 
flexibly using gender-neutral forms, without 
mandating it. This approach empowers 
learners to express themselves in a way that 
reflects their own identities if they wish to  
do so. 

Sascha Stollhans is Professor of 
Language Education and 

Linguistics, and Pro-Dean for Student 
Education, at the University of Leeds.
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Cultures Communicate. She 
specialises in translation, localisation, cultural 
competence training, and medical 
interpretation across French, English, 
Spanish and Creole. See p.26 
 
 
Eyhab Baden Eddin 
Dr Eyhab Bader Eddin MCIL 
CL is an Assistant Professor in 
the Department of English 
Language and Literature at 
Dhofar University, Oman. A scholar in 
translation and applied linguistics, he has a 
broad portfolio of research and publications. 
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Christian Elongue is CEO of 
Kabod Localization Services, 
Chief Editor of Afrolinguals 
Magazine, co-founder of the 
Association of Language Companies in 
Africa, and founder of the Network of 
African Language Translators and Teachers, 
and the Marketplace for African Translators 
and Interpreters. See p.14 
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Charles Forsdick is Drapers 
Professor of French, and  
Co-Chair of Modern and 
Medieval Languages and 
Linguistics, at the University of Cambridge. 
He is also Lead Fellow for Languages at the 
British Academy and won CIOL’s David 
Crystal Award in 2026. See p.24 
 
 
Sangi Gurung 
Dr Sangi Gurung is an 
experienced interpreting/ 
translation practitioner. A 
fervent advocate for the 
professionalisation of translation and 
interpreting, she writes on a wide range of 
related topics, informed by her academic 
expertise and research background. See p.22 

Lakshmi-Raj Jesa 
Lakshmi-Raj Jesa is an author 
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a postgraduate qualification in 
International Relations of the 
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of niche-market company 
Avocate Legal French Services. 
She is a member of various 
CIOL committees. See p.16 
 
 
Azita Mottahedeh 
Azita Mottahedeh is a translator 
from Persian to English 
specialising in works about the 
Bahá’í Faith. Her translations 
include articles, talks, memoirs, 
poetry, and lengthy books of philosophy, 
history and theology. See p.10 
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Dr Bahiyyih Nakhjavani taught 
English literature and creative 
writing for four decades. She is 
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essays about the Bahá’í Faith, 
and the co-translator of poetry by Forough 
Farrokhzad and Mahvash Sabet. See p.10 
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Anna Rioland MCIL CL 
specialises in adult language 
education, language-related AI 
projects and translation. She 
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Renata Towlson holds a PhD  
in Education and is a qualified 
interpreter. She is a Senior 
Interpreting and Translation 
Services Innovation and 
Improvement Lead at Nottingham University 
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CONTRIBUTORS 

The saddest letter I have read in The 
Telegraph recently concerned a young man 
who had read Business Studies with 
Languages at university. Despite a good 
degree he did not even get an interview with 
either a leading British airline or the British 
branch of an international food company. 
The reason given: we are not interested in 
foreign languages as everyone speaks 
English. O tempora, o mores! 
William Hedley Hon MCIL

A conversation can change a career. Every 
linguist remembers someone who opened 
a door, offered encouragement or shared 
valuable advice. Through CIOL Mentoring, 
you can do the same for someone else, 
helping them navigate challenges and 
better achieve their goals. The platform 
connects linguists at different stages of their 
careers, creating opportunities to share 
knowledge and build confidence. Mentors 
often tell us that they gain as much as they 
give, developing new insights, fresh skills 
and a deeper understanding of their own 
professional journey. 

If you can spare a little time and 
experience, your guidance could make a 
lasting difference to the next generation of 
linguists. CIOL members and affiliates can 
join CIOL Mentoring via our website: 
www.ciol.org.uk/mentoring

Help shape the future

Graduates on 
the scrapheap?

Email linguist.editor@ciol.org.uk
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  TEST YOUR LANGUAGE LEVEL WITH  
We offer language level assessments so that you can get a certi昀cate  
to prove your spoken skills in your second or other language.

Language Level Assessments and the Certi昀ed English Test are short one-to-one spoken language 
tests which can be taken online at an agreed time to suit you. 

  Language Level Assessments  
For adults who want to prove to clients, 
employers, and themselves their speaking 
skills in their second or additional language.

ciol.org.uk/llas 

  Certi昀ed English  

As a global lingua franca and with high global 
demand for 昀uency, CIOL’s Certi昀ed English 
speaking test proves your spoken English skills.

ciol.org.uk/certi昀edenglish
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CIOL Mentoring

Find out more at ciol.org.uk/mentoring

An opportunity for all members 
to bene昀t from one another’s 
knowledge and experience.
Mentoring is a great way to learn, grow and 
connect with others.
Three major bene昀ts of mentoring are:

1. To help you achieve your career goals
2. To help you improve personal and 

profession skills
3. Gain a sense of belonging and 

community with people who share 
common interests and aspirations

You can sign up as a mentor, a mentee – 
or both!
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