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Scholars working in EFL contexts are under growing pressure to publish in English to
disseminate their research internationally (Lillis & Curry, 2010; Cargill & O’Connor, 2013;
Burgess et al., 2019). At the same time, writing for publication in a foreign language entails
substantial challenges, including the acquisition of English-specific linguistic and rhetorical
conventions, which may increase cognitive load and contribute to writing-related anxiety. To
mitigate these challenges, EFL researchers increasingly turn to technological tools to aid them in
the writing process. Among these, Machine Translation (MT) has gained growing attention,
especially since the advent of Neural Machine Translation (NMT) and Generative Artificial
Intelligence (GenAl), which have substantially enhanced output quality in terms of accuracy and
fluency. However, empirical evidence on the reliability of MT as an aid for research writing
remains scarce (Goulet et al., 2017; Parra Escartin et al., 2017; O’Brien et al., 2018; Parra Escartin
& Goulet, 2020; Mohsen, M., 2024; Comelles & Laso, 2025). This has inspired this research
study, whose aim is to analyse how MT can help EFL researchers write their papers in English
by focusing on the type of changes that EFL researchers can perform to a Machine Translated
(MTed) text based on their disciplinary knowledge, as well as their perceptions on the use of MT
for research writing. This question is highly relevant to learner corpus research, as it will provide
insights on the extent to which EFL writers untrained in the post-editing of MTed texts can correct
and improve them, and which aspects still require expert intervention.

The current study is based on a small, purpose-built corpus of scientific abstracts written by
16 Spanish L1 researchers, whose level of English ranged from CEFR B2 to C1. Participants were
instructed to write an abstract of an ongoing research paper or project proposal in Spanish. The
Spanish texts were then Machine-Translated (MTed) into English using DeepL and subsequently
post-edited by the participants themselves. A final revision was then carried out by a professional
language reviewer. The changes made by the participants were analysed and annotated by two
expert linguists, separately. Changes were classified into 3 big categories: Language, Style, and
Punctuation and Connectors. These categories were then refined into subcategories such as word
order, terminology, collocations, deviant use of connective devices and tone among others. In
addition, following the post-editing stage, researchers were invited to complete a questionnaire
aimed at eliciting their reflections on the post-editing procedure, and the use of MT when
composing academic papers in English.

The analysis of the changes made by the EFL researchers shows that participants’ post-editing
mostly involves rephrasing and correcting terminology of their field of research. This goes in line
with their responses to the questionnaire, which reveal that their concerns when post-editing the
MTed abstracts were terminology, mistranslations and coherence. However, intervention by a
professional reviewer was still necessary to produce publishable texts. These findings suggest that
MTed academic texts exhibit non-idiomatic features that remain largely invisible to non-
professional editors. The study highlights the value of learner corpus approaches for analysing
post-editing practices and provides empirical evidence to current discussions on the role of MT
in scholarly writing.
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