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Part 1: From Disruption to Deliberate 
Design

The Pocket  Calculator  as Precedent

Late  1970s:  Affordab le  pocket  ca lcu la tors  emerge.

Educators ask:  I f  s tudents  can ca lcu la te  ins tant ly,  why teach ar i thmet ic?

In i t ia l  response: :  Ban ca lcu la tors .  Pro tec t  foundat iona l  sk i l l s .

What  changed:  Math educat ion  sh i f ted  toward reason ing,  model ing ,  and 

prob lem-so lv ing .

Lesson:

The ca lcu la tor  d id  not  e l im inate  mathemat ics .

I t  fo rced a  redef in i t ion  o f  what  is  essent ia l .

Language educat ion is  now in  that  moment .



Part 1: From Disruption to Deliberate 
Design

Google Translate  as Disrupt ive Innovat ion

Disrupt ive innovat ion (Christensen):  Simpler.  Cheaper.  More 
access ib le .  Changes behav ior  a t  sca le .

Old model :  Years  o f  language s tudy

New model :  Free,  ub iqu i tous,  “good enough”

Consequence:  Not  just  a  teaching chal lenge but  a  legi t imacy and 
funding chal lenge .



Part 1: From Disruption to Deliberate 
Design

The  P edagog ica l  Impasse

F ie ld  response :
P roh i b i t i on .
Goog l e  T rans l a te  =  academi c  d i shones ty .

R ea l i ty :
S tuden ts  use  i t  anyw ay .
O f ten  i ne f fec t i ve l y .

R esu l t :
S tuden ts  h i de .  Teache rs  po l i ce .  I ns t i t u t i ons  s tay  s i l en t .

A  dys func t iona l  eco logy .



Part 1: From Disruption to Deliberate 
Design

A  C a l l  fo r  R edes ign

D o  no t  su r rende r  to  techno l ogy .  >>  R edes i gn  fo r  i t .

Four  competen c ies :
Task  ana l ys i s
Inpu t  mod i f i ca t i on
Ou tpu t  ana l ys i s
Lea rn i ng  oppo r tun i t y  recogn i t i on

MT  does  no t  rep l ace  p ro f i c i ency :  I t  adds  c r i t i ca l ,  me ta l i ngu i s t i c  aw a reness .

Go a l :  D isc ip l in ed ,  c r i t i ca l  in teg ra t io n ,  n o t  tech n o lo g ica l  en th u s iasm.



Part 2: Lost in Translation

-Course Ti t le :  “Lost  in  Translat ion:  World L i terature in the Age of  
Machine Translat ion and Art i f ic ia l  Inte l l igence” 

-L i terature Department

-Al l  d iscussions and readings in Engl ish

-Prerequis i te:  “Basic reading competence” in  at  least  one LOTE

-Enrol lment:  18 undergraduate students  

-Diverse l inguist ic  background



Part 2: Lost in Translation
Goal Areas/”Big Issues” Can-Do Statements Instruction/Assignment

Translation as a Craft 
and Art

Students can articulate a critical appreciation of 
translation as a process, a vocation, and an artform.

Reading and discussion texts on the theory of 
translation; work on a translation portfolio

Features of Literary 
Discourse

Students can express a nuanced understanding of the 
characteristics of literary discourse as opposed to 
expository texts.

Work on a translation portfolio; reflective 
essays; work-in-progress presentations

Language & Literacy 
Development

Students can independently use translation tasks and 
reflections on translation to enhance their language 
and literacy competencies in a language other than 
English.

Work on a translation portfolio; reflective 
essays; work-in-progress presentations

Machine Translation Students can analyze the affordances and limitations 
of machine translation technologies vis a vis 
expository and literary texts.

Readings and discussions of texts; 
comparative analyses of human and machine 
translations



Part 3: Lost in Translation  

STRUCTURE OF THE COURSE

Firs t  ha l f  o f  the semester :

-Canonica l  c lass ica l  tex ts  in  t rans lat ion s tud ies  

Second hal f  o f  the semester :

-Contemporary  debates  on t rans lat ion 

-Topics :  ident i ty,  cu l tura l  appropr ia t ion,  the growing profess ional  acknowledgement  o f  
l i terary  t rans lators ,  loca l izat ion,  impact  technology  on the t rans lat ion process



Snapshot #1: Brecht/Lenya/Simone

Brecht /Wei l l :  “D ie Dre igroschenoper ” /  “The Threepenny Opera”  (1927)

Lot te  Lenya:  “Seeräuber in Jenny”  

( f rom 1931 f i lm by  S.G.  Pabst  – t rans la t ion through subt i t les  super imposed 

f rom Marc  B l i tzs te in ’s  mid-1950s t rans la t ion)

Nina S imone:  “P i ra te Jenny”  

( f rom a 1992 concer t  in  Montrea l  – per formed in  modi f ied t rans la t ion based on 

Marc  B l i tzs te in ’s  mid-1950s t rans la t ion)



Snapshot #2: Luther, Beethoven, and the Question of “Ideological 
Fingerprints”

Mar t in  Lu ther :  ”Sendebr ie f vom Dolmetschen”  /  “Open 
Le t te r  on  Trans la t ing ”  (1530)

Ludwig  van  Bee thoven :  “10 th Symphony”  

(1827 ,  un f in ished)

Beethoven  X  /  The  A I  Pro jec t :  “10 th Symphony”  

(2022 ,  comple ted)  



Snapshot #3: Gorman/Rijneveld/Hamilton

-Amanda Gorman: ”The Hi l l  We Cl imb” (2022)

-Marieke Lucas Ri jneveld (1991-)

-L in-Manuel Miranda:  “Hamil ton” (2015)



Translation Portfolio

Translat ion tasks:  news report ,  prose f ic t ion,  poetry/song,  advert isement

Accompanied by cr i t ica l  ref lect ion essays



Conclusions and Outlook



Thank you! Merci! Danke!

Per Urlaub

urlaub@mit.edu

Eva Desein

edessein@mit.edu

mailto:urlaub@mit.edu
mailto:edessein@mit.edu









