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Abstract: The paper examines the pedagogical benefits and limitations of digital multilingual support in university foreign-language learning. It considers digital glosses, dictionaries, translation tools and multilingual resources as forms of instructional scaffolding. The analysis identifies conditions under which they facilitate comprehension and language awareness without replacing sustained engagement with the target language.
Keywords: digital multilingual support, foreign-language learning, higher education, pedagogical translanguaging, digital technologies, plurilingual competence, target-language use

The increasing accessibility of digital language resources has changed the ways in which university students approach foreign-language learning. Electronic dictionaries, multilingual glosses, parallel texts, subtitles, corpora, and translation tools allow learners to move rapidly between languages when interpreting, producing, or reformulating information. Such practices correspond with broader developments in language education that recognize learners’ existing linguistic repertoires as potential resources for learning rather than as elements that must necessarily be excluded from the educational process. The Common European Framework of Reference for Languages: Companion Volume (Council of Europe, 2020), for example, gives increased prominence to plurilingual competence and mediation, while contemporary approaches to pedagogical translanguaging emphasize the purposeful use of more than one language to support learning (Cenoz & Gorter, 2020; 2021). 
In digital environments, however, multilingual support is available with a degree of immediacy and autonomy that substantially changes its pedagogical role. Learners can independently obtain translations, lexical equivalents, contextual examples, and explanations without direct intervention from the educator. This can facilitate comprehension, vocabulary development, participation, and independent learning, but it may also encourage excessive reliance on translation or reduce sustained processing in the target language. The educational problem therefore lies not in determining whether multilingual support should be permitted, but in identifying the conditions under which it contributes to learning without replacing the linguistic and communicative effort expected from the learner.
The present paper examines the pedagogical benefits and limitations of digital multilingual support in university foreign-language learning. Particular attention is given to its functions as instructional scaffolding, its contribution to comprehension, language awareness, mediation, and learner autonomy, as well as to potential limitations related to dependence, superficial processing, reliability, and unequal digital competence. On this basis, the paper seeks to identify principles for a balanced use of multilingual digital resources in which support facilitates meaningful engagement with the target language rather than becoming a substitute for it.
Foreign-language learning has traditionally been associated with sustained exposure to the target language and, in many instructional traditions, with limiting the use of learners’ first language. Contemporary approaches to multilingual education, however, increasingly recognize that previously acquired languages form part of the learner’s existing linguistic repertoire and may serve as resources for further language learning. This perspective does not imply abandoning the target language as the principal medium and objective of instruction. Rather, it raises the question of how other languages can be used purposefully to facilitate comprehension, comparison, mediation, and subsequent target-language production.
One concept particularly relevant to this development is pedagogical translanguaging. Cenoz and Gorter (2020; 2021) distinguish planned pedagogical use of more than one language from spontaneous multilingual practices that naturally occur among speakers. In an educational context, the use of another language may therefore be deliberately incorporated into a learning activity when it serves a defined purpose, such as explaining a difficult concept, comparing linguistic structures, identifying lexical relationships, or preparing learners to reformulate information in the target language. This planned dimension is important because multilingual support should not be understood simply as unrestricted switching between languages, but as an instructional resource whose use is connected with specific learning objectives.
A related perspective is provided by the concept of plurilingual competence, which emphasizes that the languages known by an individual do not function as entirely separate systems. The CEFR Companion Volume (Council of Europe, 2020) expands the original framework by giving greater prominence to plurilingual and pluricultural competence, mediation, and online interaction. Mediation is particularly relevant because learners may be required to understand information in one form or language and make it accessible to another person through explanation, summarization, reformulation, or translation. Such activities demonstrate that movement between languages can itself become part of meaningful communicative performance rather than merely a temporary solution to a lack of vocabulary.
Digital environments substantially extend the possibilities for such practices. In the present paper, digital multilingual support refers to the purposeful use of digital resources that allow learners to draw on their first language and other known languages in order to understand, compare, process, or produce content in the target language. The concept includes electronic bilingual and multilingual dictionaries, digital glosses, parallel texts, subtitles and transcripts, multilingual corpora, translation resources, and other digitally accessible forms of cross-linguistic assistance. Recent research describes the increasing intersection between digital communication and translanguaging practices, indicating that multilingual activity in technology-mediated environments has developed into a distinct area of educational inquiry (Lu & Gu, 2024).
The functions of digital multilingual support can be grouped according to the type of learning difficulty or activity they address. One of its most immediate functions is support for comprehension. Learners may consult a bilingual dictionary, access a gloss, compare parallel versions of a text, or use subtitles to clarify unfamiliar vocabulary and maintain engagement with linguistically demanding material. Such resources can function as instructional scaffolding when they remove a specific obstacle without replacing the main cognitive or communicative activity.
A second function concerns lexical and linguistic comparison. Digital dictionaries, corpora, and multilingual reference resources allow learners to compare meanings, collocations, grammatical patterns, and contextual usage across languages. Their pedagogical value may therefore extend beyond obtaining an equivalent word. When used critically, they can encourage learners to notice differences between linguistic systems and to develop greater awareness of form, meaning, and appropriate use.
Digital multilingual support can also facilitate language production and mediation. Learners preparing written or spoken work may use reference resources to verify lexical choices, explore alternative formulations, or compare examples before producing language independently. Similarly, tasks requiring summarizations, explanation, or reformulation of information across languages can integrate multilingual resources into purposeful communicative activity. In these cases, the digital resource supports the preparation and processing of language but should not replace the learner’s responsibility for the final linguistic choices.
Finally, multilingual digital resources can support independent learning by allowing learners to resolve some difficulties without immediate intervention from the educator. This increased autonomy is particularly relevant in higher education, where learners are expected to assume greater responsibility for the selection and use of learning resources. However, access alone does not constitute effective learning. The educational value of multilingual support depends on learners’ ability to select appropriate resources, interpret the information they provide, and use that information in ways that contribute to subsequent target-language engagement. Digital multilingual support should therefore be understood not as an alternative to foreign-language use, but as a set of pedagogical resources whose value depends on the function they perform within the learning process.
The pedagogical value of digital multilingual support cannot be considered independently of the conditions under which it is used. The same resource may facilitate learning in one context and restrict it in another. A bilingual gloss, for example, can allow a learner to overcome a lexical obstacle and continue working with a demanding text, but constant access to immediate translation may also reduce the need to infer meaning from context. The relevant distinction is therefore not between beneficial and undesirable technologies, but between support that facilitates language learning and support that begins to replace it.
One of the clearest potential benefits concerns comprehension. Digital dictionaries, lexical glosses, subtitles, and parallel texts can reduce difficulties caused by unfamiliar vocabulary and make linguistically demanding material more accessible. This is particularly relevant in higher education, where foreign-language learning may involve academic or specialised texts whose conceptual difficulty extends beyond learners’ current lexical resources. Evidence from research on digital reading suggests that digitally mediated resources can contribute positively to second- and foreign-language vocabulary development. Zhu, Zhang, and Irwin (2024), in a meta-analysis of digital reading studies, report significant effects on vocabulary learning and identify learner proficiency and the type of digital resource as important moderating factors. Multilingual support can therefore function as temporary scaffolding, allowing learners to maintain engagement with the broader learning activity rather than interrupting it for every unfamiliar linguistic element.
The corresponding limitation is the possibility of reduced target-language processing. If the meaning of an unfamiliar word, phrase, or passage is immediately available in another language, learners may have little reason to examine contextual clues, morphological features, or relationships with previously acquired vocabulary. The efficiency of digital access may consequently remove part of the cognitive effort through which learning occurs. The pedagogical issue is not that direct translation is inherently inappropriate, but that its repeated use can transform a supportive resource into a habitual shortcut. Comprehension obtained through assistance should therefore be distinguished from the ability to process similar language independently.
A related tension exists between vocabulary support and superficial lexical learning. Multilingual dictionaries and digital lexical resources can provide rapid access to meanings, examples, pronunciation, grammatical information, and collocations. When learners compare alternatives and examine contextual examples, such resources may contribute to deeper lexical awareness. Cross-linguistic comparison may also draw attention to differences in semantic range and usage that are less visible when vocabulary is learned through isolated equivalents. However, recognising or retrieving a translation does not necessarily imply that the lexical item has been acquired. Productive knowledge requires the learner to encounter, retrieve, and use the item in meaningful contexts. Digital multilingual support is therefore most valuable when lexical access is followed by subsequent processing and target-language use.
Digital resources can similarly promote language awareness by making linguistic comparison more accessible. Learners may contrast grammatical constructions, lexical patterns, or expressions across languages and identify similarities and differences between them. This corresponds with the principles of pedagogical translanguaging, in which previously acquired languages may be deliberately activated as resources for learning (Cenoz & Gorter, 2020; 2021). Sun’s (2024) study of university learners, for instance, reports positive outcomes from digitally mediated translanguaging in English grammar instruction and illustrates how learners’ existing linguistic knowledge can function as a cognitive bridge. Such comparison may be particularly useful when it directs attention towards how meaning is expressed differently across languages rather than simply providing equivalent forms.
At the same time, linguistic comparison can become overdependence on the first language when learners systematically approach the target language through translation. If every new structure is first interpreted through an established linguistic system, opportunities to develop more direct associations between target-language forms and meanings may be reduced. The challenge is especially relevant as proficiency increases. Support that is appropriate at an earlier stage may become unnecessarily restrictive if it remains unchanged when learners have already developed the resources required to work more independently in the target language. Multilingual support should therefore be responsive not only to the difficulty of the task but also to the learner’s current level of competence.
This distinction becomes particularly important in relation to translation tools and the reliability of linguistic choices. Research on machine translation in foreign-language education has increasingly moved away from the question of whether such tools should simply be prohibited and towards how they can be integrated critically into language learning (Jolley & Maimone, 2022; Urlaub & Dessein, 2022). Digital translation systems can provide useful support for comprehension and production, but their output may contain lexical, pragmatic, stylistic, or context-related choices that require evaluation. Urlaub and Dessein (2022), for example, draw attention to continuing limitations in the treatment of sociocultural complex language. Consequently, learners require the ability to examine rather than merely accept digitally provided linguistic solutions.
This need has led to growing attention to machine-translation literacy as part of contemporary language education. Loock, Léchauguette, and Holt (2022) argue that university language learners should be taught to use online translation critically, including the ability to identify and correct errors and to understand relevant technical and ethical considerations. From a pedagogical perspective, this shifts the educator’s role from controlling access to digital resources towards developing learners’ capacity to evaluate them. The availability of multilingual digital support therefore increases rather than eliminates the need for informed pedagogical guidance.
However, increased accessibility creates a further tension between participation and sustained target-language interaction. If multilingual support becomes the default mode whenever communication becomes difficult, learners may complete the intellectual component of a task while reducing the amount of interaction conducted through the language they are expected to develop. The central pedagogical question is therefore whether support creates access to target-language activity or provides an alternative route around it. A successful form of scaffolding should enable learners to return to the target language with greater understanding and greater capacity to participate.
Taken together, these considerations demonstrate that the principal pedagogical issue is not whether multilingual digital resources should be used, but how their use is regulated within the learning process. Their benefits are most evident when they provide access, clarification, comparison, and temporary support. Their limitations emerge when assistance develops into substitution, dependence, or reduced engagement with the target language. The distinction between these outcomes cannot be determined by the technology alone; it depends on the purpose of the activity, the learner’s proficiency, the amount of support provided, and what learners are expected to do with the information after accessing it. These factors form the basis for establishing conditions for a more balanced pedagogical use of digital multilingual support.
The limitations discussed above do not suggest that multilingual digital resources should be restricted as a general principle. Rather, they indicate that their educational value depends on how they are incorporated into the learning process. A balanced approach requires multilingual support to remain purposeful, proportionate, responsive to learner proficiency, progressively reduced when appropriate, critically verified, and ultimately connected with meaningful target-language use. These conditions can be organised around three closely related pedagogical considerations: purpose and proportion, proficiency and progression, and verification and production.
The first condition relates to purpose and proportion. Multilingual support should be introduced because it addresses a specific learning need, not simply because a digital resource is readily available. Purpose is closely related to the amount of assistance provided. Support should be sufficient to remove an unnecessary obstacle without eliminating the linguistic challenge through which learning is expected to occur. If every unfamiliar lexical item is immediately translated, for example, learners have limited reason to draw on contextual information or previously acquired language. Conversely, insufficient support may make a task inaccessible and shift learners’ attention from its communicative purpose towards resolving basic linguistic difficulties. The appropriate level of support is therefore not fixed. It depends on the complexity of the material, the objectives of the task, and the linguistic resources already available to the learners. From this perspective, multilingual assistance functions most effectively as scaffolding rather than substitution.
A second condition involves proficiency and progression. Learners at different stages of foreign-language development cannot be expected to use multilingual resources in identical ways. At lower levels, direct lexical equivalents, bilingual explanations, and translated instructions may enable participation in activities that would otherwise exceed learners’ available linguistic resources. As proficiency develops, however, the same degree of support may become unnecessary and may even restrict opportunities for more independent target-language processing. The pedagogical question is therefore not only whether support is appropriate, but also whether its form remains appropriate as learners progress.
This implies a gradual adjustment of multilingual support. Direct first-language assistance can progressively be replaced by bilingual comparison, target-language definitions, contextual inference, and independent reformulation. Such progression can be represented as:
first-language clarification → bilingual comparison → target-language explanation → independent target-language processing
The sequence should not be interpreted as a rigid linear model. Learners may still require multilingual support when encountering specialised terminology, unfamiliar genres, or conceptually demanding material at advanced levels. The essential principle is that support should respond to actual learning needs rather than become a permanent default strategy. In higher education, this is particularly important because increased proficiency should normally be accompanied by greater responsibility for selecting and regulating learning strategies.
The third condition concerns verification and production. The immediate availability of multilingual digital resources makes critical evaluation an increasingly important component of language learning. Learners should not be expected merely to retrieve linguistic information, but to determine whether that information is accurate, contextually appropriate, and suitable for the communicative purpose of the task. This is especially relevant to translation technologies, whose output may appear linguistically convincing while still containing inappropriate lexical, stylistic, pragmatic, or register-related choices. Research on machine-translation literacy consequently emphasises the importance of teaching learners to examine and revise digitally produced language rather than accept it uncritically (Loock, Léchauguette, & Holt, 2022; Urlaub & Dessein, 2022).
Critical verification can involve comparing more than one resource, examining authentic contextual examples, checking collocations, considering register and audience, and explaining why one linguistic choice is preferable to another. Such practices transform digital support from a mechanism for obtaining ready-made answers into an opportunity for language awareness and informed decision-making. The educator’s role therefore remains important, but changes in emphasis: rather than functioning primarily as the source of linguistic information, the educator supports learners in evaluating resources, recognising limitations, and developing criteria for responsible use.
Verification alone, however, does not ensure that multilingual support contributes to foreign-language development. The information obtained through another language should ultimately be connected with target-language processing or production. A learner may consult a bilingual resource to clarify meaning, but the subsequent activity should require that understanding to be used through the foreign language whenever this corresponds to the learning objective. For example, learners may identify the meaning of an unfamiliar expression, compare several possible equivalents, verify its contextual use, and then employ it in an original written or spoken contribution. Similarly, information accessed through the first language may be summarised, explained, or reformulated for another audience in the target language. This relationship can be expressed through a simple pedagogical sequence:
access → clarification → comparison → verification → reformulation → target-language use
The sequence addresses the principal tensions identified in the preceding section. Comprehension support is followed by independent processing; vocabulary access is followed by contextual use; autonomy is connected with critical evaluation; and participation supported through another language ultimately returns to meaningful communication in the target language. Multilingual resources therefore remain part of the learning process without becoming its final product.
Taken together, these conditions suggest that the effective use of digital multilingual support depends less on the particular technology than on the pedagogical decisions surrounding it. Purpose determines why support is needed; proportion regulates how much assistance is provided; proficiency relates support to learners’ current linguistic resources; progression prevents unnecessary long-term dependence; verification develops critical use of digital information; and production ensures that assistance contributes to subsequent target-language performance. Digital multilingual support can therefore be regarded as pedagogically justified when it expands learners’ access to meaningful language activity while preserving the need to interpret, evaluate, and communicate through the foreign language. The central principle is that multilingual support should facilitate engagement with the target language rather than provide an alternative to it. When used in this way, the learner’s existing linguistic repertoire becomes a resource for developing further competence, while the target language retains its central role as both the object and medium of learning.
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