Introduction

Picture, for a moment, enlisting the help of automatic translation when
you seek medical attention in a foreign country and need to explain, in no
uncertain terms, where you experience pain and in what intensity. I have
experienced this in my first year in the US after moving there from Israel.
Now consider that I'm not only a user of language technologies but also
a researcher working on these technologies. As such, I'm also aware of their
limitations. For example, I know that translation systems may translate
figurative expressions literally, or that certain inputs can make them
generate incorrect “translations” in the form of a religious text.

English is not only the world’s foremost go-to language for communi-
cation and collaboration on research, information, and ideas. It also
dominates the internet, which started as a network for researchers in the
US. And given that the most dominant tech companies are US-based,
language technologies — including automatic translation and personal
assistants — tend to be English-centric.

Mastering English past the point of literal translation has been as crucial
for me in my work as a natural language processing expert and for my life in
English-speaking countries — first in the US and then in Canada. Many of
my fellow English as a foreign language (EFL) colleagues feel the same.
We've all embarked on a journey that included acquiring vocabulary and
learning to form grammatical sentences as well as using and understanding
figurative expressions, euphemisms, cultural references and norms, and
nonverbal communication. Despite achieving a level of proficiency where
we can confidently articulate our thoughts in English, our accents may still
give us away. It can be frustrating when we cannot make ourselves fully
understood, when a person can’t make out the words we speak, or when
Siri or Alexa fail to activate until we fake an American accent (one of the
many occasions where my accent lessons paid dividends).

The goal of passing as a native English speaker can be challenging to
reach, and I have collected numerous examples of the frustrating but often
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humorous experiences from the EFL community navigating life in an
English-speaking world. Beyond the entertainment value of recounting
such anecdotes, they reveal deeper insights that can help advance our
understanding of linguistics, natural language processing, and language
education.

As a means for conveying and preserving shared values and traditions,
language is intrinsic to the expression of culture. By extension, language
learning can help foster empathy and bridge differences — an important
function in today’s globalized society. What then is the role of language
technologies, such as personal assistants like Siri and Alexa, automatic
translation, and chatbots? Will they aid us in the quest to master foreign
languages and better understand one another? Or will they make language
learning obsolete?

The last decade has seen an exponential increase in the development and
adoption of language technologies, including generative artificial intelli-
gence tools like ChatGPT and Gemini. While such technologies appear
capable of answering sophisticated questions with high accuracy and even
generating creative texts like poems, their answers, at times, can be incor-
rect or inconsistent despite sounding confident and plausible. What's
more, the technology doesn’t really “understand” language the way
humans do (and it is certainly not sentient).

As a natural language processing expert, I believe language technologies,
in general, can help improve communication capabilities for both native
and non-native speakers. Yet questions remain about how reliable they are,
what impact they will have — for example, on the labor market, education,
and society as a whole — and what we stand to lose or gain when we count
on them without addressing their issues.

This book is the result of my deep love and respect for the diversity of
human language and its power to enable us to learn more about each other,
understand different perspectives, and work together to build a more
inclusive global community. It's my hope that through a thoughtful
approach, and a healthy sense of humor, language technologies can help
rather than hinder us in this quest.
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