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Abstract:

Translation technologies are now an integral part of most translator training programs, 
and recently, a number of free and low-cost translation tools have begun to appear on 
the market. Because translator training programs typically have limited budgets, such 
software has great appeal. However, before adopting these tools, trainers must consider 
a range of questions,  including practical  issues, such as laboratory management  and 
language considerations,  as well as more pedagogically-oriented questions, including 
academic  priorities,  market  needs,  and  possibilities  for  a  wider  integration  of 
technologies into translation programs. This paper will explore such questions, and will 
introduce the Collection of Electronic Resources in Translation Technologies (CERTT) 
Project,  discussing  ways  in  which  CERTT  could  potentially  help  to  maximize  the 
benefits of incorporating free and low-cost software into translator training.
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0. Introduction

Two technological trends have converged to create an interesting and dynamic situation 
for translator training. Firstly,  there is an increased use of computer-aided translation 
tools, and particularly of translation memories (TMs), in the translation profession. At 
the same time,  there  is  a  growing interest  among the general  population in  using a 
variety  of  free  and  open-source  software  packages.  Now,  with  the  emergence  of  a 
number  of  free  and low-cost  TM tools,  translator  trainers  are  being  called  upon to 
decide whether (and if so, how) to integrate such tools into training programs.

0.1 Increased use of CAT tools in the translation profession

The role of technology is increasing in the translation profession. Industry surveys, such 
as  those  conducted  by  Lagoudaki  (2006)  at  Imperial  College  or  by  professional 
translators associations such as the  Ordre de traducteurs terminologues et interprètes  
agréés du Québec (Gauthier, 2006), show that tools – and especially TMs – are being 
used  by  a  growing number  of  translators.  Job  advertisements  for  translation-related 
positions  are  increasingly  seeking  candidates  with  a  range  of  technological  skills 
(Bowker, 2004), and discussion forums on translation portals such as Translators’ Café 
and ProZ frequently compare the merits  and limitations  of various  translation tools. 
Meanwhile,  publications  such  as  MultiLingual,  a  magazine  targeted  at  language 
professionals,  are  filled  with  advertisements  and  product  reviews  for  a  range  of 
computer-aided software packages.

The vast majority of translator training programs have acknowledged the place of tools 
in the profession by incorporating some type of technology training into the curriculum. 
However, successfully introducing such training into a translation program does entail 
overcoming some challenges, not the least of which is being able to afford to purchase 
and support these tools (Declercq, 2006: 125). Could free technologies be the answer?

0.2 Growing interest in free and open-source software

In recent years, there has been a growing appetite among computer users for various 
types of free and open-source software1, including operating systems (e.g. Linux), web 
browsers (e.g. Mozilla Firefox), databases (e.g. MySQL), and general office software, 
such as word processors, spreadsheets and presentation software (e.g. Open Office). The 
popularity of these products appears to be steadily increasing (Paul, 2006: n.p.), and 
some have even gained a significant share of their respective markets. While the draw 
for some users is cost savings, a 2005 survey from the research firm IDC reveals that 
many  European  companies  are  adopting  open-source  software  “on  the  grounds  of 
quality and flexibility,  rather than merely considering it  ‘good enough’ because it is 
inexpensive” (Broersma, 2005: n.p.).

Another 2005 survey, this one conducted by Open Source Development Labs (OSDL), 
indicates  that  another  driving  force  behind  the  adoption  of  open-source  products  in 
1 Open-source  software  is  generally  understood  to  be  software  that  is  freely  distributed  and  whose 
underlying computer code is accessible, which permits users to use, change, and improve the software, 
and to redistribute it in modified or unmodified form. It is very often developed in a public, collaborative 
manner.
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companies  is  employee  demand,  which  placed  at  the  top  of  the  list  of  reasons  for 
choosing open-source solutions (Paul, 2005: n.p.). 

0.3 Demand for integrating free tools in translator training programs

An interesting  parallel  is  now  beginning  to  emerge  at  translator  training  institutes, 
where trainers are being called upon to consider implementing open-source solutions 
not  only  to  address  budgetary  constraints,  but  also  in  response  to  student  requests. 
Because  many  translation  programs  currently  use  propriety  software,  students  are 
typically  required  to  go  the  campus  computer  labs  to  work  on  their  homework  or 
assignments. However, such labs are frequently in high demand for teaching during the 
workday,  and  they  usually  have  restricted  hours  in  the  evenings  and on  weekends, 
which  is  often  the time when students  wish to  do their  homework.  Students  would 
prefer to be able to install the software on their home computers so that they can work 
without  being  constrained  by  the  availability  of  the  computer  lab;  however,  the 
licensing schemes of most proprietary software products do not permit this. In addition, 
since students’ home computers do not necessarily operate using the same platform as 
the one found at  the  computer  lab,  students  are  seeking software  solutions  that  are 
portable, such as those offered by open-source products.

As  of  quite  recently,  the  possibility  of  incorporating  open-source  solutions  into 
translation programs is an option that trainers can consider since a number of free (or 
relatively inexpensive) translation tools,  including TMs, have now started to appear. 
Nevertheless, the decision to integrate such tools is not a trivial one given that it has the 
potential to impact a translation program in a number of ways. Before adopting free or 
low-cost  software,  trainers  must  consider  a  range  of  questions,  including  practical 
issues, such as budgetary considerations and laboratory management issues, as well as 
more  pedagogically-oriented  questions,  including  academic  priorities,  market  needs, 
and possibilities for a wider integration of technologies into translation programs. This 
paper  will  explore  these  questions,  and  will  introduce  the  Collection  of  Electronic 
Resources  in  Translation  Technologies  (CERTT)  Project,  discussing  ways  in  which 
CERTT could potentially be able to help maximize the benefits of incorporating free 
software into translator training.

1. Practical considerations

Among  the  first  issues  to  be  addressed  when  integrating  any  technology  into  an 
academic program are the practical ones, including those relating to budgeting and to 
management  of  the  computer  resources.  The  following  sections  will  explore  these 
questions with regard to the integration of free, low-cost or open-source software in 
translator training programs.

1.1 Budgetary considerations

It is no secret that institutes of higher education seem to be chronically short of funds 
(e.g.  O’Brien  and  Kenny,  2001:  22;  Bowker,  2003:  76;  Declercq,  2006:  131),  and 
programs in the arts and humanities often seem to be harder hit than their counterparts 
in science and engineering (CTISC, 1999: 32). As Rogers (2001: 20) quips, the question 
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“Who needs lots of space, equipment and technical support to teach ‘arts subjects’?” 
represents a view that is deeply embedded and hard to shift.

Tools such as TM systems have traditionally been quite costly. In recent years, these 
costs have come down significantly, but they can still be prohibitive to an educational 
institution and can result in tools either being excluded from the curriculum or being 
offered  in  only  a  limited  way.  For  instance,  as  noted  by  Groethuysen  (2001:  18), 
describing the situation in 2001 at the Sprachen- und Dolmetscher-Institut in Munich, a 
lack of licences meant  that  a module entitled “Tools for Translators” could only be 
offered at the post-graduate level, where class sizes are presumably smaller than at the 
undergraduate level.

Of course,  many commercial  vendors have begun to  offer educational  discounts for 
universities. While these are very welcome and can certainly help to mitigate costs, they 
do  not  eliminate  this  factor  altogether.  In  particular,  it  is  important  to  note  that 
purchasing many of these products is not simply a one-time cost. If it were, a translation 
department could imagine spreading out the cost over a number of years (e.g. buying 5 
licences per year, or buying licences for Tool A in one year, and licences for Tool B the 
next). However, the costs typically include a mandatory annual service contract, which 
itself is often priced between $1000 and $2000 per year for each tool. This type of on-
going financial commitment seriously curtails the number of different proprietary tools 
that  a  translation  program  can  include  among  its  resources.  This  is  true  even  in 
relatively “wealthy” institutions, and it is even more of an issue in institutions in less 
wealthy or developing countries, for example. Moreover, as noted previously, licenses 
purchased for translation programs generally apply only to their use in computer labs on 
campus, and therefore exclude use by students on their own computers at home.

Clearly, the option of expanding the resources available to students by including free 
software is an attractive proposition. From a purely budgetary point of view, it seems 
like a good decision. But is there really such a thing as a “free lunch”? Should trainers 
be on the lookout for hidden costs, even if the price tag reads $0.00? 

1.2 Laboratory management issues

One of the “costs” of implementing free software may come in the form of extra time 
and effort required for technology management in the computer labs. As pointed out by 
Declercq (2006: 131), “it seems unlikely that IT [information technology] support in an 
academic environment can resemble that in a company setting (there simply are more 
holidays involved, smaller budgets and usually shorter working days as well).”

In addition,  as pointed out  by Rothwell  and Shuttleworth  (2001:  15),  installing  and 
maintaining  any  kind  of  translation  technology  software  in  an  academic  lab  is 
challenging because the labs are set up differently than computer networks in typical 
companies, and the software was designed to work in the latter environment rather than 
the former. Accordingly, Rothwell and Shuttleworth (2001: 15) caution that setting up 
an academic lab to run translation technologies places “extremely heavy demands on 
technical support staff” and “the difficulties involved in getting it right should not be 
underestimated.”
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Of course, this is true of any software, not just open-source products. However, in the 
case of commercial products, some degree of technical support is usually provided by 
the vendor (assuming, of course, that a service contract or maintenance agreement has 
been  purchased).  However,  with  free  and  open-source  software,  the  options  for 
technical  support  come in a  different  form,  often via  an online  discussion group or 
forum,  where  users  of  the  product  typically  support  each  other,  giving  tips  and 
suggestions for dealing with problems. While there is certainly an air of collegiality 
among group members, generally coupled with a willingness to share information, there 
is no obligation to do so and no guarantee that any given user has run into the same 
problem  as  another  user.  There  may  also  be  options  for  reporting  bugs  to  the 
developers, but the response time for dealing with these issues may be slower than for 
many commercial products. Therefore, when problems arise, the lab manager must be 
willing to invest time to find a solution, rather than depending on an external technical 
support  person to  come  in  and rectify  the  issue.  In  addition,  when the  software  in 
question is specialized – such as TM software – the translator trainer who is using the 
tool must often be actively involved to help support the lab manager given that latter, 
who is not usually a translator, may not actually be familiar with the way the software is 
supposed to work, and may not speak the language in which the interface (including 
error messages and help files) is written.

Furthermore,  while  much  open-source  software  is  of  extremely  high  quality,  other 
products  may  potentially  contain  bugs.  Since  the  programs  are  developed  by 
“volunteers” and are often the result of collaborative efforts, the strict quality control 
measures  that  are  in place in commercial  ventures may not be as easy to  set  up or 
enforce when working in an open-source framework (Sherriff, 2007: n.p.). On the other 
hand,  since  any  user  of  open-source  software  can  adjust  the  code  as  needed  and 
distribute a “repaired” version, these problems may be dealt with fairly rapidly, and in 
some cases even more quickly than similar issues in commercial products. Of course, 
this  would depend on the user  being a  knowledgeable  programmer,  which may not 
necessarily be the case for all translators or translator trainers.

An additional  challenge  that  can arise  when integrating  open-source software into a 
computer lab is that the installation of the specialized software (e.g. TM system) may 
necessitate the installation of other more general software (e.g. word processor). For 
instance, in order to use the open-source TM system Omega-T, it is necessary to also 
install  Open  Office.  As  computer  labs  generally  have  proprietary  products  such  as 
Microsoft Office already installed, this can increase the number of programs fulfilling 
similar functions that are required on lab computers.  As more and more software is 
installed  in  the  computer  lab,  conflicts  (e.g.  keyboard  shortcut  conflicts)  may  arise 
between the different programs. Moreover, the sheer number of programs installed on 
lab computers may make it more difficult for less experienced users to find the tools 
they need and/or to choose the best programs for use in specific situations, and to ensure 
compatibility with other users. 

1.3 Language considerations
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The language of the interface must also be considered when choosing a tool for use in a 
lab  environment  as  the  availability  of  interfaces  in  various  languages  may have  an 
immediate impact on users’ experience with tools. In a commercial setting, a tool is 
localized to reach new target markets and inevitably make a profit. As such, tools are 
more  likely  to  be  localized  into  languages  that  are  widely  used.  Conversely,  open-
source tools are localized by volunteers who are self-motivated to localize the tool into 
their own language(s). While this may result in more widely localized products, there 
are no financial resources dedicated to the development of localized tools within the 
open-source framework. 

Moreover, the language of supporting documentation (user guides, tutorials, help files) 
should also be taken into account when choosing a tool. While translators are able to 
read in more than one language, the comfort of being able to access tools’ options and 
documentation in one’s own language can make the experience of using a particular tool 
far more pleasant, and can shorten the learning curve. Our personal experience with 
students has left no doubt that these new users of tools in particular show a very strong 
preference for using tools and documentation that  allow them to learn in their  own 
language.

While there may be no identifiable  trend for quantity of localized open-source tools 
versus  commercial  tools,  some  examples  may  demonstrate  the  current  multilingual 
situation  of  a  few  tools.  Microsoft  Office  2007  is  available  fully  localized  in  37 
languages (Microsoft Unlimited Potential 2008) and Microsoft currently offers another 
17  Language  Interface  Pack  (LIP)  downloads  (Microsoft  Office  Online  2008). 
OpenOffice is localized into 21 languages, with ongoing projects in nearly one hundred 
languages  and  dialects  (OpenOffice  2008).  This  is  a  fair  comparison  given  that 
Microsoft Office was first released in 1983 and OpenOffice v.1.0 was not available until 
2002.  SDL Trados,  one of  the  leading  (and more  expensive)  commercial  TM tools 
presently provides the user interface in four languages, while Omega-T, a popular open-
source TM tool has been localized by volunteers  into 20 languages,  with additional 
language versions in progress (Prior, 2008). 

2. Pedagogically-oriented considerations

Even if solutions can be found for practical constraints, the decision about whether or 
not to incorporate free software into a translation program remains far from trivial. The 
following sections weigh a number of more pedagogically-oriented considerations.

2.1 Balancing academic priorities with market needs

It  is  clearly  important  for  translator  training  institutes  to  turn  out  graduates  whose 
overall  skill  set  is  in  line  with  the  needs  of  the  market;  however,  this  market  is 
somewhat volatile, so technology training cannot be set up solely to address the latest 
trends but must take a more balanced approach that includes providing students with 
transferable skills, such as the ability to engage in critical analysis and problem solving.

2.1.1 Different training needs for different types of employment

redit, número 1, 2008, 26-47 31



Lynne Bowker et al. Getting more than you paid for?

It  is clear  that  translation technology cannot be taught or understood in vacuum, so 
translator training programs must  include practical  experience with tools  in order to 
support theoretical understanding. This practical experience may in turn stand students 
in good stead as they reach the job market. However, in many cases, the pertinence of 
hands-on training for future work will depend on the ultimate employment of translation 
graduates. 

Surveys  of  technology  use  have  highlighted  some  variations  in  the  use  of  TMs  in 
different  user  groups.  Surveys  conducted  by  the  Association  of  Translators  and 
Interpreters of Ontario (ATIO) of independent (ATIO 2005) and salaried (ATIO 2007) 
translators showed a substantial difference in responses, with 44% of salaried translators 
reporting using TM tools, 27% of independent translators working in Canada’s official 
languages indicating TM use, and a similar proportion of freelancers working in other 
languages.2 In her survey, Lagoudaki (2006: 19) observes that the vast majority of the 
freelance respondents who used translation memory tools did so by choice, with much 
smaller proportions required to by the translation agencies they worked for and even 
fewer  by  their  clients,  while  considerably  more  of  the  company  employees  were 
required to use these tools by the translation agencies they worked for. Citing Lommel 
and Ray’s survey (2004), Lagoudaki (2006: 15) also notes that  companies are more 
likely to be open to TM use than individual users, given their potential for cost-savings 
and  productivity  gains.  It  is  nevertheless  difficult  to  generalize  about  TM  use  by 
freelancers and how it differs from use by companies: reported levels of TM use for 
freelancers responding to surveys range from 27% (ATIO, 2005: n.p.) or 28% (Fulford 
and Granell-Zafra, 2001: n.p.) to 81% (Lagoudaki, 2006: 15), depending in part on the 
context  of  the  study,  and  Lagoudaki’s  own  data  do  not  reveal  large  gaps  in  the 
proportions of company employees and freelancers responding to her survey who used 
TM tools, with 84% of company employees  and 81% of freelancers reporting using 
them.

Moreover, those who work as freelancers will likely be best served by experience with 
different  kinds of tools  and functions  — and in  fact,  may ultimately need almost  a 
different technological skill set — from those who go on to work for large corporations, 
or in the public sector. Clearly, the scope of projects undertaken and the complexity of 
workflow  (including  among  other  factors  the  size  and  structure  of  a 
documentation/translation team and the volume of translation carried out) will play a 
large role in the selection of a TM system. Thus, the student who goes on to work in a 
freelance environment may benefit  most from experience with central  TM functions, 
while those who ultimately work with translation agencies or in larger documentation 
and translation environments may need to become more familiar with project and TM 
management functions that freelancers are more rarely called upon to use. 

In  addition,  while  those  working  in  larger  organizations  may  have  easily  available 
technical support for many applications including TM systems and the management of 
TMs  themselves,  freelancers  generally  need  to  manage  their  own  technological 
environments  independently.  For  these  users,  the  challenges  of  installing,  updating, 

2 However, approximately 40% of the independent respondents in both language groups did not answer 
this question, which makes interpreting the data difficult.
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managing  and  using  more  complex  programs  may  outweigh  the  advantages  of  the 
additional features they offer. 

Thus in a single translator training program it is extremely difficult to meet the specific 
needs of all future translators. This is particularly true as during their training, many 
students may not yet have a clear idea of the type of job that they will eventually have. 
For  example,  in  two surveys  of  members  of  the  University  of  Ottawa’s  School  of 
Translation and Interpretation community (mainly students) carried out in 2007-2008 as 
part of the CERTT project,  over 20% of respondents (23 of 102 respondents in one 
survey, and 7 of 34 in the other) indicated that they were unsure of their future working 
situation. Moreover, many will likely work in multiple contexts (either consecutively or 
simultaneously). 

2.1.2 Number of tools 

Another question that may be raised is how many products representing any one tool 
category a translator training program needs to provide or teach. As noted by Rothwell 
and Shuttleworth (2001: 16), there is now such a bewildering variety of tools available 
that it is clearly not feasible to cover everything, so trainers must be selective in what 
they  choose  to  incorporate  into  their  courses.  As  part  of  that  decision  process, 
translation technology trainers such as O’Brien and Kenny (2001: 22) have pointed out 
that one of the main challenges is the so-called “skills versus knowledge” debate. In 
other  words,  should  a  university  course  attempt  to  train  translators  how to  use  the 
leading TM tools on the market  (e.g.  to increase their  chances  of employment)?  Or 
should it aim to impart knowledge of the technology in a more generic way in order to 
equip students with the ability to evaluate and to learn to use such tools themselves? 
Most trainers seem to lean towards the latter approach, recognizing that tools that are 
popular  today  may  well  be  out  of  fashion  tomorrow.  Clearly,  this  argues  against 
focusing on a single tool for training purposes. Moreover, there is a good argument to 
be made that having a minimum of two to three tools available for observation makes it 
much easier to distinguish the basic features of the tool type in general from the quirks 
or options of an individual product. 

Undoubtedly, a fundamental understanding of the underlying concepts and principles, 
as can be obtained from studying a small  number of TMs, is essential.  However, as 
pointed out by Yuste (2001: n.p.), “ideally, any training programme should be flexible 
enough to adapt to evolving commercial needs.” In the case of translation technology, 
there would seem to be at least two further arguments to be made in favour of exposing 
the students  to an even wider  selection  of tools  during the course of their  training. 
Firstly, as noted above, there are a plethora of tools available on the market today, and 
even if a translator is in a position where he or she is able to work with only a single 
tool, it will first be necessary to select this tool. Deciding which tool can best meet the 
needs  at  hand  is  a  task  that  can  be  facilitated  through  a  comparative  evaluation. 
Therefore,  if  translators  are  going  to  find  themselves  needing  to  conduct  such 
comparative evaluations, they will be better equipped to do so if they have previously 
been given  the opportunity  to  gain such experience  by evaluating  and comparing  a 
selection of tools as part of their training. 
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In addition,  the reality of today’s market would seem to be that translators typically 
need to be comfortable using multiple tools. A 2006 survey of 874 TM users revealed 
that “The majority of TM users use multiple tools […] In general, TM users use from 1 
to  8  tools”  (Lagoudaki,  2006:  23).  The  survey  went  on  to  show that,  on  average, 
freelancers used 3.23 different TM tools, while translators working for companies used 
an average of 3.46 different TMs. Vallianatou (2005: n.p.) confirms this as she reports 
on her own experience as a freelancer  using three different  TM tools.  Interestingly, 
Lommel  and  Ray  (2004:  12)  observe  that  the  likelihood  of  using  multiple  tools 
increases  the  longer  a  translator  has  been  working,  with  translators  who  had  been 
employing TMs for more than five years using more than twice as many tools as those 
who had been using TM for less than a year. If students will be faced with the need to 
use more than one TM in the workplace, then they will surely benefit from having the 
chance to learn and experiment with several as part of their studies. In addition, the 
more exposure they have to TMs, the less likely they are to be naïve users once they 
enter the workforce (Dillon and Fraser, 2006: 75).

If the cost of purchasing multiple TMs is prohibitive for a translation department, one 
option  may be  to  try  to  incorporate  the  use  of  demo versions  of  these  tools.  Most 
commercial products do create and distribute demo versions with a view to allowing 
potential clients to have an opportunity to test and evaluate the tool before committing 
to it. However, these demo versions are often restricted in some way (e.g. time-limited 
versions, limited functionality),  which may hinder their usefulness as a teaching tool 
(CTISC, 1999: 33). Depending on the way in which the functionality is limited, it may 
be more or less feasible for a demo version to be usefully incorporated into a training 
program.

It may be more attractive for an educational institution to turn instead to freely-available 
TM products, such as Omega-T, MemoQ or Wordfast3, and to incorporate these into 
training programs.  In this  way,  students can be introduced to  a wider range of TM 
products  and can have the opportunity  to  learn multiple  tools  and to  comparatively 
evaluate them. 

2.1.3 Learnability and comprehensiveness

Additionally, there is some evidence to suggest that if more than one TM tool is to be 
learned,  it  may make sense to  begin with one of  the free tools.  As several  trainers 
logically  point  out,  translators  with  strong  basic  computer  skills  can  more  easily 
graduate to using complex software (Biau Gil, 2006: 93; Dillon and Fraser, 2006: 76; 
Lagoudaki, 2006: 16).

As observed by Lagoudaki (2006: 25) Wordfast seems to be “significantly preferred by 
low-tech users4”, and it also demonstrated a higher satisfaction rate over its competitors 
in  the  categories  of  usability  and  learnability  (Lagoudaki,  2006:  28).  Similar 

3 Note that for working translators, Wordfast is not completely free; however, at a cost of 250 euros for a 
single licence, it is considerably less expensive than many of its competitors. Moreover, it is available for 
no  cost  to  educational  institutions,  which  means  it  can  be  considered  as  a  “free”  tool  for  training 
purposes.
4 That is, by respondents who describe themselves as having “adequate” computer usage competence 
levels rather than “good” or “excellent” computer skills (Lagoudaki, 2006: 25).
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observations about the ease of use and learnability of Wordfast were made by Garcia 
(2003: n.p.). 

This raises the question as to whether the free and low-cost tools are easier to learn 
simply because they integrate fewer extra features than the bigger commercial packages. 
Indeed,  functions  intended  to  assist  in  managing  complex  workflow,  dealing  with 
heavily  coded  documents,  and  other  similar  tasks  are  integrated  into  a  number  of 
commercial packages (e.g. SDL Trados), but are less often included in free and low-cost 
products. 

In certain cases, this simplicity is in fact an advantage; many newer users may be less 
intimidated by a “core” TM package containing only the main functions that they are 
likely to use than by a product that includes numerous additional programs whose uses 
may be more or less clear. Moreover, the volume of accompanying documentation for 
these programs is also likely to be more manageable for a new user, such as a student, 
when the product itself is more targeted to specific, translation-centred functions. 

Nevertheless, once users become more comfortable with the use of such tools, or once 
they enter the workforce and find themselves working in specific contexts or for clients 
that require more advanced functions, they may eventually regret the absence of some 
of  these  more  “peripheral”  tools,  or  the  necessity  of  adding  another  tool  to  their 
repertoires in order to have access to them. However, as noted above, evidence from the 
literature (e.g. Lommel and Ray, 2004; Lagoudaki, 2006) would seem to suggest that it 
is rarely enough for a translator to be comfortable using only one tool, regardless of 
whether it is an open-source system or a commercial product. The general consensus 
seems to be that every tool has its strengths and weaknesses, and the choice of which 
one to use depends on the job at hand. Still, the fact remains that if multiple tools must 
be learned, there is a certain logic to learning the most straightforward tool first and 
working up to a more complex system, and the free and low-cost tools available today 
would seem to be among the simpler tools.

2.1.4 Use in the market and perceptions of potential employers

As to the question of whether the use of free tools will expose students to products that 
are actually relevant in the marketplace, the answer would seem to be ‘yes’. In the 2006 
TM survey, the list of the most widely used systems5 included two free/low-cost tools: 
Wordfast placed second on the list with 29% of participants claiming to use it for some 
of their work, while Omega-T placed eighth with 7% (Lagoudaki, 2006: 24).

In addition, Lagoudaki (2006: 26) goes on to note that when respondents were asked to 
select a single TM system that they use most often, the free/low-cost tools again fared 
well with Wordfast placing second once more (17%) and Omega-T rising to sixth place 
(3%). Furthermore, it is interesting to note that the rising popularity of free/low-cost 
tools is a trend that has now been in evidence for several years: in a 2004 survey of 274 
TM users, Lommel and Ray (2004: 12) reported that Wordfast placed sixth (18%) and 
Omega-T placed tenth (4%) on a list of the most-used TM tools.

5 In response to this question, survey participants were allowed to select more than one tool.
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The fact that these free/low-cost tools figure among the most popular and frequently 
used TMs on the market  could possibly be attributed  to  the fact  that  cost  plays  an 
important role in the choice of tool – particularly among freelancers6, which is not a 
negligible market7. However, it is highly unlikely that translators would use a tool that 
did not help them to increase productivity and quality, even if the tool in question was 
free. Indeed, as reported by Fulford and Granell-Zafra (2005: n.p.), who surveyed 391 
freelancers in the UK, 

the freelancers demonstrated a cautious and, in ICT [information and communications technologies] 
strategy terms, a quite mature approach to ICT adoption. There was little evidence of technology 
being adopted ‘just for the sake of it’ or ‘just because it was there’, an approach conventionally 
thought of by ICT strategists as immature. For many in the sample, it seemed that their guiding 
principle was to ensure that ICT adoption improved their efficiency and productivity. 

Therefore,  it  would  seem that,  as  was  the  case  with  the  more  general  open-source 
software discussed in the introductory section, these free and low-cost tools have also 
achieved  a  level  of  quality  and  effectiveness  that  allows  them  to  compete  with 
commercial products and to earn a good reputation among users.

However, moving away from the situation of freelance translators and considering the 
market for salaried translators, the perception of free and low-cost tools by potential 
employers  is  a  relevant  concern  when  it  comes  to  conducting  training  using  less 
commercial products. As discussed above, the best way to balance the need to teach 
skills in using tools at a practical level and the need to impart knowledge at a more 
theoretical level is the subject of ongoing debate. Nevertheless, most will agree that no 
program  could  be  complete  without  components  of  both  hands-on  tool  use  and 
theoretical understanding and evaluation, and that practical experience with a tool can 
only be an asset in the eyes of employers who wish to minimize the costs of training 
new employees.

While  free  and  low-cost  tools  can  often  be  of  similar  usefulness  for  imparting 
knowledge about the basic principles behind the development  and use of translation 
tools  such  as  TM systems,  experience  with  smaller-scale  free and low-cost  tools  is 
nevertheless not as likely to be of as much interest to employers as more commercial 
tools,  given  that  larger  employers  (often  those  who are  most  likely  to  use  TMs in 
general) will probably require features such as networking ability and management of 
large TM databases and complex workflows that are less often available in free or low-
cost tools.8

6 As noted by Garcia (2003: n.p.) and Lagoudaki (2006: 24), Wordfast is very popular among freelancers.
7 For  example,  in a  survey of  the Canadian translation industry,  the CTISC (1999: 11)  reported that 
approximately 38.4% of translators  worked  as  independent  translators  rather  than  for  a  company.  In 
addition, Dillon and Fraser (2006: 72) and Gauthier (2006: 12) both observe that some translators who are 
company employees may also do some freelance work on the side, and 35% of the respondents in the 
ATIO (2007) survey of salaried translators also reported freelancing. 
8 Evidence of this attitude may be seen indirectly in the fact that, as reported by Lommel and Ray (2004: 
13),  TM users who had a high volume of translation and large TM databases  (i.e.  larger  employers) 
tended to use more sophisticated commercial systems (e.g. STAR Transit), while those who used free or 
low-cost tools (e.g. Wordfast) had a lower translation volume and smaller TM databases. Additionally, as 
previously noted, it is among freelancers, rather than larger employers, that free and low-cost tools seem 
to be most popular. 
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Because of this, although students who have used free or low-cost systems may have 
acquired the same basic knowledge of the principles of TM use as those who have used 
large  commercial  systems,  employers  may  recognize  the  value  of  their  practical 
experience less clearly than if they had used a well-known commercial tool (even if it is 
not the same tool they themselves use).

This difficulty is one that is hard to avoid entirely, but may be mitigated somewhat by 
offering  students  the  opportunity  to  become  familiar  with  both  types  of  tools, 
commercial and free or low-cost. Although students may gain a substantial portion of 
their experience with the latter type of tool, the chance to try a commercial package and 
to  make  a  relatively  structured  comparison,  guided  by  resources  to  help  point  out 
parallels and differences, should enable them to discuss these factors with employers 
and to be aware of the strengths (and limitations) of their experience in terms of their 
employer’s technology needs.

2.2 Possibilities for better integration of technology into the training program

In addition to being affordable and relevant to the market in general, free and low-cost 
TM systems offer other advantages to translator training programs that cannot easily be 
obtained through exclusive use of more expensive commercial products. For example, it 
has been noted by numerous researchers (e.g. Rothwell and Shuttleworth, 2001; Yuste, 
2001; Bowker, 2003; Kenny, 2007), that students would benefit from having translation 
tools integrated more fully across the translation program rather than using such tools 
solely  in  the  context  of  a  core  course  on  translation  technologies.  However,  these 
researchers have also noted that such integration brings with it a host of challenges.

2.2.1 Differing comfort levels with technology

One challenge that has been observed is that different students arrive in the classroom 
with  different  comfort  levels  with  technology  ranging  from  near  neophyte  to 
technophile (Rothwell and Shuttleworth, 2001:15; Arrouart, 2003: 478-479). 

Similarly,  not  all  of  the  trainers  who  teach  practical  translation  courses  may  be 
comfortable  using these tools (Arrouart,  2003: 478; Bowker,  2003: 74; Jaatinen and 
Jääskeläinen, 2006: 84; and Kenny, 2007: 203). As observed in the results of the 2006 
eCoLoTrain  survey,  which  set  out  to  uncover  the  perceptions  and  requirements  of 
translator trainers with regard to translation technologies,  although most respondents 
support the inclusion of technology in translator training programs, the majority feel 
that they themselves would require further training in order to become highly proficient 
users (particularly in the case of specialized software), and especially in order to be able 
to instruct others (eCoLoTrain, 2006: 20).

Because  TM  systems  can  appear  quite  complex  when  they  are  first  introduced, 
beginning TM training with a tool that is user-friendly and intuitive could be a logical 
choice. As noted above, the low-cost tool Wordfast compared very favourably to its 
competitors  in  the  categories  of  usability  and  learnability  (Garcia,  2003:  n.p.; 
Lagoudaki, 2006: 28). 
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2.2.2 Accessibility, portability and exchangeability

Even if a trainer does feel competent using such tools, another factor that may limit the 
possibility of allowing students to use TM tools in practical translation classes could be 
that such classes are not typically taught in a computer lab. As noted above, faculties of 
arts and humanities usually have limited resources, so the vast majority of classrooms 
that are used for teaching are not equipped with workstations for each student.

To get around potential problems of trainers not feeling comfortable with technologies 
and of classes not being taught in labs, it may be possible to encourage students to use 
TMs  or  other  tools  to  do  their  homework  and  assignments.  Once  again,  however, 
accessibility to a computer lab could be a problem, since such labs may have restricted 
hours in the evenings and on weekends, which is often the time when students wish to 
do their homework.

Free  TM  tools  offer  a  way  for  students  to  make  greater  use  of  TM  technology 
throughout their studies. As noted in the introductory section, because these programs 
can be installed on their  personal computers,  students can use the tools when doing 
homework,  or  simply for additional  practice  time,  without  being constrained by the 
availability of the computer lab. Trainers, too, can take advantage of the opportunity to 
install  the  software  on  their  personal  computers,  which  may  afford  them  greater 
flexibility  for  accessing  the  software  as  well  as  allowing  them  the  opportunity  to 
thoroughly explore the tool before deciding whether it is worth incorporating into the 
training program, and if they choose to do so, to create and test resources for students to 
use with the tools, where required. 

In this regard, another benefit of free tools is that they tend to be more portable than 
many commercial products. As pointed out by Lagoudaki (2006: 25), among the TM 
survey respondents who used a platform other than MS Windows, Wordfast was the 
most popular TM (27%) and Omega-T placed second (15%). Portability is an important 
consideration for students or trainers who wish to work at home since many of them use 
a non-Windows platform (e.g.  Macintosh,  Linux).  Being able to install  the free TM 
products on their preferred platform will likely lead to an increased uptake of the tools 
in translation work. 

Another  possible  advantage  of  encouraging  students  to  begin  using  TMs  more 
extensively is  that  it  would  allow them to start  building  their  TM and terminology 
databases early on, before they even get started on their career. As noted by Fulford 
(2001:  228),  one  obstacle  that  hinders  established  translators  from  adopting  TM 
technology is the difficulty of transferring legacy translations (i.e. those created outside 
a TM environment) into a TM database. Encouraging students to get into the habit of 
using a TM early on will hopefully mitigate this problem. Moreover, even if translators 
end up switching from using a free TM system during their  student days to using a 
commercial  product after  graduation or later  in their  career,  or if they end up using 
multiple tools, it is becoming increasingly easy to transfer TM databases and termbases 
between different systems – including between free systems and commercial products – 
without a great loss of time or investment of effort.
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This exchangeability may equally make it possible for a translator to continue using a 
free or low-cost tool,  even when a client  wants information that can be used in the 
proprietary format of a more expensive commercial  tool (Garcia,  2003; Prior,  2005; 
Hay,  2007).   This  is  important  because  it  may  be  extremely  expensive  and  time 
consuming  to  buy and learn  all  of  the  TM tools  needed to  meet  clients’  demands. 
Moreover,  individual  translators  often  have  personal  preferences  for  one  tool  over 
another.  With increased exchangeability,  users are  far  less likely to find themselves 
“locked in” to a system that they find does not meet (or no longer meets) their needs. 
Translators may be able to choose to work in the system (or systems) that best suit them 
while still having access to data — such as TMs or termbases — in the format the client 
provides. (If they choose to provide clients  with uncleaned translation files,  updated 
TMs or termbases, they can also often do so.) This becomes increasingly useful as the 
number  of clients  a  translator  works for  — and potentially  the number  of different 
systems these clients use — increases.

“Trados  compatibility”  is  currently  a  much-discussed  issue  among  translators, 
especially those working in the freelance market. Developers of low-cost TM tools are 
working on offering compatibility (Omega-T for example (Prior, 2005: n.p.)), and some 
such as Wordfast  (Champollion,  2008: n.p.)  already claim to be Trados compatible. 
Thus,  if  free  and  low-cost  tools  are  made  compatible,  translators  will  have  more 
freedom to choose the tool that fits the requirements of their clients, their budgets and 
their preferences.

At a practical level, this exchangeability may even contribute to increasing the use of 
TM tools by students during translator  training.  Students may be able  to work with 
commercial products in laboratory settings, and import these files into free or low-cost 
TM systems that they can use at home, and perhaps even transfer files back into the 
original system when they return to the laboratory. This process is certainly not without 
its challenges; however, from observations of comments by working translators (e.g. on 
discussion boards), it is a practice that is far more common that one might expect, and 
one  that  translators  who  plan  to  use  TMs  in  their  work  may  do  well  to  become 
comfortable with as early as possible.

One  approach  to  ensuring  this  exchangeability  has  been  the  development  and 
implementation of standard formats, including TMX (Translation Memory eXchange) 
(LISA,  2005)  and  TBX  (Term  Base  eXchange)  (LISA,  2007),  which  have  been 
supported  by  the  Localization  Industry  Standards  Association  (LISA).  Meanwhile, 
another form of open standard, SRX or Segmentation Rules eXchange (LISA, 2004) 
appears to be growing in popularity. It was ranked as the most important development 
issue in the 2004 survey by LISA (Lommel and Ray, 2004: 18) and also was indicated 
as a priority for research and development by the respondents to Lagoudaki’s survey 
(2006: 29). SRX works similarly to TMX and TBX standards, allowing the exchange of 
segmentation methods of tools in order to improve effective use of TMX files. It thus 
appears that standards intended to increase compatibility between tools are of interest to 
users and that the need for resources to facilitate exchange of data between systems 
remains a central concern in the field.
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2.2.3 Reinforcing core competencies and offering additional opportunities for learning

A number of translator trainers have pointed out that integrating translation tools into a 
wider range of translation courses does not necessarily detract from the competencies 
being  taught  in  those  courses.  Observations  include  the  fact  that  using  TMs forces 
students to contemplate issues such as text type (Ahrenberg and Merkel, 1996: 185) or 
the  fact  that  students  must  still  go  through  the  hypothesis  selection  and  solution-
selection  cycle  before  they  can  commit  their  best  translation  to  the  TM  database 
(Kenny, 2007: 198). Some trainers (e.g. L’Homme, 1999: 118) confirm that students 
who  use  technology  to  help  find  translation  solutions  are  still  reinforcing  basic 
translation skills as well as developing good and realistic working practices that can 
later be applied in the workplace.  Meanwhile, others have even noted that TMs and 
related  tools  may  facilitate  the  acquisition  of  more  theoretical  as  well  as  practical 
translation skills (e.g. Shih, 2006).

While these are good reasons for encouraging students to use TM systems and to build 
up TM databases as part of their practical translation classes (including homework), it is 
worth  remembering  that  the  types  of  texts  translated  in  an  academic  context  are 
sometimes quite different from the texts that will be encountered in the workplace (e.g. 
they are often extracts  from longer texts  and may have been selected to highlight a 
particular problem). In their courses, students also deal with a wide range of subject 
fields (e.g. technical, economic, legal and medical translation), not all of which may be 
relevant to their eventual career. In addition, students are still in training, and their work 
may therefore not be of a sufficiently high quality to keep with a view to leveraging it in 
the future. 

Nevertheless, some of these factors present their own interesting learning opportunities. 
For example, the fact that students take courses in a wide variety of fields taught by 
different  trainers  will  give  them the  chance  to  weigh the  merits  of  storing all  their 
translations  in  a  single  large TM database as compared  to  creating  and maintaining 
different  TM databases  for  different  fields  or  “clients”  (i.e.  trainers).  Meanwhile,  a 
student who stores a translation in a TM database and who then later receives feedback 
from a trainer can learn about the necessity of integrating those revisions into the TM 
database so as to not to perpetuate the errors in future translations. This is an important 
lesson to  learn before entering  the workforce,  as noted by Lanctôt  (2001: 30),  who 
provides an account of a translator who carefully stores all his translations in a TM, but 
who does not update the contents to reflect corrections made by the client to the final 
document. When the client sends a similar document the following year, the translator 
uses the TM and blithely reproduces the same errors in the new translation, much to the 
irritation of the client.

By encouraging the use of free and open-source TMs, trainers can assist students in 
becoming more familiar and more comfortable with technologies and practices that they 
are likely to encounter in the workplace. The university environment is a much better 
place for students to begin to come to grips with new technologies and their associated 
challenges, rather than waiting until they are immersed in the high-volume, high-stress 
environment  of  today’s  professional  world  before  beginning  to  contemplate  these 
issues.
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3. The Collection of Electronic Resources in Translation Technologies (CERTT)

The discussions above have highlighted numerous benefits of including various types of 
TM tools  as  widely  as  possible  in  translation  programs.  However,  such  integration 
requires trainers and students to master at least the essential features of these tools. The 
investment of time in training users is not negligible, and many professors may need 
help in preparing training materials  for use in their courses, particularly if there is a 
need for materials for a range of tools for use in different courses and contexts. It was 
originally in order to meet this need at the University of Ottawa’s School of Translation 
and  Interpretation  that  we  developed  the  Collection  of  Electronic  Resources  in 
Translation Technologies (CERTT).

Given  the  challenges  of  providing  sufficiently  wide  and  deep  experience  with 
translation  tools  within  the  restrictions  imposed  by  limited  course  time,  a  bank  of 
resources such as CERTT can be an invaluable aid. By centralizing a bank of resources 
of different  types,  ranging from tutorials  and exercises to sample files  to frequently 
asked questions (FAQs) and glossaries of tool types, we hope to allow users to see the 
range of possibilities in the field of translation technologies, both commercial and free 
or low-cost. 

First, CERTT includes tutorials, exercises and sample files to assist users in becoming 
familiar  with  a  range  of  TM software  products  — originally  commercial  and  now 
increasingly free and low-cost — which gives professors latitude in the choice of tools 
they wish to use. We hope that this will encourage more professors to use TM tools in 
their translation courses by reducing the workload involved in introducing the tools to 
students and providing basic technological instruction, and by allowing them to use the 
tool which best suits them and with which they are most familiar.

Moreover, the availability of tutorials for various tools that are suitable for independent 
work may encourage students to compare and contrast different kinds of tools. They 
may thus be able to learn about and use commercial tools in courses, and also expand 
and adapt what they have learned to free and low-cost tools that they can then use at 
home. Questions that encourage reflection about tools and their use at specific points in 
the translation process as well as in a final evaluation section help to direct students’ 
attention towards pertinent aspects of technologies that may assist them in making their 
own choice of tools according to their needs and preferences. 

The collection is organized to make it easy and straightforward to access materials and 
tools.  Tutorials  can  be  accessed  by tool  name,  so that  users  can  go directly  to  the 
documents they need to explore a particular tool they wish to use. However, access is 
also possible by tool type (e.g. TMs), an approach that lets students see the range of 
tools available for a particular purpose, and encourages them to find out a little about 
each  one,  in  order  to  evaluate  whether  and  how it  may  be  useful  for  them,  while 
working at their own pace and according to their own needs.

Each tutorial begins with an introduction to the tool and the class to which it belongs, 
and where appropriate (as in the case of most TM systems) an indication of how it fits 
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into a larger translation environment. The introductions also highlight how the tool can 
be useful for a translator or other language professional, as well as some of the most 
salient  details  about  how the tool  compares  to  others in  its  class  (e.g.  if  it  uses  an 
approach  or  method  that  differs  from  others).  Finally,  tutorials  indicate  links  to 
additional sources of information about tools, which students can use to find out more 
(e.g. about the key points developers and distributors identify as strengths or selling 
points of the tools, related products, additional documentation, current prices, and demo 
versions available, if any).

The  tutorials  continue  with  concrete  goals  laid  out  for  each  section  of  the  tutorial, 
guiding users through the major functions of the tool. The step-by-step instructions in 
each section allow students to read detailed descriptions of how to accomplish tasks 
when they first use a tool, and then later to refer back to specific sections if they need a 
quick reminder.

The layout of tutorials is also designed to favour independent consultation, breaking the 
task of using a product down into manageable chunks while still highlighting the links 
between the various functions of complex tools. Students can thus try the functions of 
tools that  most interest  them, or work through a complete (if rather brief and basic) 
translation process with a sample text.

Finally,  the  use  of  consistent  terminology  and  layout  for  tutorials  and  exercises  is 
intended to help users quickly become comfortable with the documentation style, so that 
attention  can  be  focused  on  the  tool  and  not  on  the  documentation.  This  similar 
approach to various tools — including the use of similar or even identical sample files 
with different tools — is also intended to facilitate comparison of the different products.

Documents are currently written in both English and French, which are the two main 
working  languages  of  the  University  of  Ottawa’s  School  of  Translation  and 
Interpretation. By providing bilingual (and ultimately we hope multilingual) tutorials, 
CERTT aims  to  supply students with information  in  their  own language,  increasing 
comfort when learning new tools and facilitating understanding. While CERTT cannot 
overcome challenges in the lack of interfaces in certain languages for some tools, it can 
at least provide glossaries and explanations of various commands in English or French, 
as required, to ensure that users grasp the underlying concepts. By providing bilingual 
versions of tutorials,  CERTT may even give students the opportunity to learn about 
equivalent terms in the two languages, knowledge that may be useful should they find 
themselves — as many do — in an environment that requires them to work mainly in 
their second language. Moreover, as tutorials are not only translated but adapted to the 
specific needs and challenges of the languages, information that might not be available 
in monolingual documentation is made available to users working in other languages.
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4. Concluding remarks

The increasing prevalence of free and low-cost TM tools on the market shows that a 
clear demand is being met by such tools, particularly among translators who cannot 
afford or choose not to use more commercial tools. The need for low-cost options is 
especially great among translators who are just starting out in the field, and particularly 
among students. Moreover, in many cases, such tools may be the only alternatives for 
training  programs  in  which  limited  budgets  prohibit  the  purchase  of  commercial 
packages. We thus believe that these tools should be introduced to trainee translators to 
help  them to  become  more  familiar  with  the  use  of  TMs  in  their  work  and  more 
comfortable with tools in general.

An introduction to free tools may also increase uptake by students in independent work 
and  thus  students’  continuing  exposure  to  tools  in  practical  translation  contexts, 
increasing both their knowledge about tools and the likelihood that they will be able to 
identify appropriate contexts for their use in future work and take advantage of these 
opportunities to make good use of tools’ strengths. Nevertheless, since many employers 
may not adopt these free or low-cost tools, commercial packages should also play an 
important role in translator training where budgets permit.

However, this multiplicity of tools used in different contexts creates a need for training 
resources that cover both commercial and free/low-cost products and that are adapted to 
a variety of training contexts (in-class work, blended learning, independent work, and 
experimentation).  We hope that  CERTT’s  range of resources  will  help to  meet  this 
need.

By making it easier for professors to integrate tools into their courses, or for students to 
take the initiative and begin to use tools independently, CERTT can offer students the 
opportunity to learn about TM tools and their role in translation gradually. In doing so, 
we hope that these students will increase their awareness of and comfort levels with 
technology and computers throughout their program of study. 

Of  course,  like  all  technology  users,  they  will  likely  encounter  some  technological 
challenges. However, they will do so in an environment that affords them easy access to 
targeted technological support (either directly in the CERTT bank’s FAQ section, by 
contacting  the  CERTT  team,  or  ultimately  through  the  distributor’s  technological 
support  services).  Moreover,  we  believe  that  such  technical  problems  are  best 
encountered  in  the  context  of  homework  and/or  relatively  short  texts  and  generous 
deadlines that are typical of translation courses, rather than on very large and/or urgent 
assignments for the clients who both provide the new translator’s living and make or 
break his or her reputation.

Moreover, by encouraging integration of translation training and translation tool use, we 
hope to provide students with an environment in which regular, focused feedback helps 
them to avoid the pitfalls of uncritical use of translation tools. All translator trainers are 
aware  of  the  importance  of  critical  analysis  of  the  role  of  tools  in  translation.  By 
allowing students to try and compare a range of tools in a structured environment, and 
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by asking regular questions about the usefulness and use of these tools as they learn, we 
hope to stimulate this awareness among students as well in a natural and effective way.
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