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The Pohutukawa Method 
Training adult native speakers of languages of low diffusion to produce translations at a 

professional level 

 

As ethnic and linguistic diversity grows through immigration and the intake of international 

refugees, many countries around the world increasingly experience a need for competent 

translators able to translate into languages of low diffusion and/or refugee languages. New 

Zealand is no exception. 

New Zealand government agencies and non-state organisations are more and more 

interested in reaching ethnic minorities that do not necessarily speak, read or understand 

English. Languages in demand include: 

- Pacific island languages such as Tokelauan, Tuvaluan, Niuean and Kiribati; 

- African languages such Kinyawanda and Igbo; 

- Asian languages such as Chin and Karen. 

Finding competent translators for those languages may be something of an insurmountable 

challenge due to various factors, including the non-existence of translation teaching 

institutions in the migrants’ and/or refugees’ countries of origin, a lack of reliable means of 

communication to reach in-country populations who may be able to produce satisfactory 

translations, politically sensitive situations where it may be impossible to reach said 

populations etc. Consequently, government agencies and other organisations have 

haphazardly adopted a laissez-faire approach and rely heavily on inexperienced and 

untrained ‘translators’ who may produce good, or bad, translations.  

This strategy, or better put, lack thereof is unsatisfactory on several grounds. Overall, there 

is no confidence in the quality of the translations produced, which creates a high risk of 

costly corrections and reputation loss. Furthermore, organisations working in the field of 

community interpreting or phone interpreting recognise the need for specific training: 

Interpreting NZ runs a specifically-designed training programme and refresher courses that 

all its interpreters are obliged to attend; Language Line runs regular workshops, although 

admittedly attendance is not mandatory. While the need of interpreting training is widely 

recognised, translation skills are viewed as innate characteristics of bilingual individuals, 

leading to the opinion that just about anyone who speaks two languages can translate. 

The Pohutukawa Method’s raison d’être is to remedy this situation and create more certainty 

around resource availability and translation quality, while simultaneously raising the profile of 

community translation within New Zealand as an area worth investing in. 

Who are we? 

For the purpose of this presentation we imagined the following fictitious situation: we are a 

non-commercial entity operating in the area of language policy and services in New Zealand 

and have been commissioned by the government to train adult native speakers of languages 

of low diffusion (LLDs) in New Zealand. The aim is to develop a register of trained and 
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certified translators who are able to produce quality translations into LLDs, and make it freely 

available to all stakeholders (government agencies, civil society organisations, private 

translation companies etc.), similar to the register of interpreters and translators maintained 

by the Maori Language Commission. As one may suspect, this publically-funded project 

operates with limited funds, which is why the most cost-effective solutions will need to be 

pursued. 

Targeted audience 

As indicated earlier, our project targets adult native speakers of multiple LLDs. Their 

motivation will be very different to that of university students in the sense that it is highly 

unlikely that they will be able to make a living from professional translation given the size of 

the market. Furthermore, they might be working full-time and decide to follow this 

programme to support their language and community, and grow their mana among their 

peers. Although we may introduce an English-proficiency selection criterion, a large 

proportion of the learners may require further English learning. Computer competency may 

also be an issue and require further training. 

A major challenge to the organisation of this teaching programme is the scattered nature of 

the targeted audience. Some may be able to attend face-to-face workshops in Wellington or 

Auckland, while distance and/or time may be an issue for others. This will have major 

implications for the design of the curriculum, and more specifically for the teaching delivery. 

Teaching approach: the Pohutukawa Method 

In Maori tradition, the Pohutukawa is a symbol of both aroha (love) and kaha (strength), two 

values that are paramount to the success of this project. The picture below shows a tui in a 

Pohutukawa in bloom. The roots represent each of 

the learners, who all come from different 

communities and backgrounds. The trunk represents 

the collaborative learning experience where the 

learners as well as the teacher come together and 

learn from each other. The tui symbolises the teacher 

who helps and supports the learners when necessary 

and may fly away if he or she isn’t needed. Each 

branch is the individual journey of each learner who 

takes the acquired knowledge and skills back to their 

own communities. They have grown and flourished, 

while the learners’ community and spirit of 

collaboration remain intact, as represented by the 

tree’s foliage. 
Image 1: Tui in Pohutukawa 2 (Jane Galloway) 
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Learning objectives 

Once learners reach the final stage of their growth (flowers and foliage) they will be able to: 

 Analyse source texts (which will mostly consist of pamphlets and brochures, but may 

extend to other types of texts) and define appropriate translation strategy; 

 Identify translation problems and adopt and/or develop appropriate problem-solving 

strategies; 

 Produce translations at a professional level; 

 Develop their own workflow management procedures in line with customers’ 

requirements; 

 Use and maintain translation memories and terminology databases, and where 

appropriate, share them.  

In other words, the training programme will primarily focus on developing and maintaining 

professional competence. The learners will have the ‘ability to generate a series of more 

than one viable target text for a pertinent source text’, and ‘to select only one viable target 

text from this series, quickly and with justified confidence’ (Pym 2003; emphasis added by 

the author). 

How will we reach this ambitious goal? 

The characteristics of our audience (geographically scattered adults) call for a blended 

training approach, with two distinct streams: one where teaching is delivered in a face-to-

face environment and supported by online resources; another where the teaching delivery is 

entirely web-based. Given the short amount of time allocated to prepare this project, we will 

focus on the face-to-face stream, bearing in mind that the web-based course will need to 

deliver the same content and reach the same results. 

We envisage our course to be a one-year teaching programme which will start with three six-

hour workshops held in Wellington or Auckland every other Saturday over the course of six 

weeks. Follow-up full-day workshops (three in total) will be held over the year every eight 

weeks, and a final training workshop and social event will be organised after another eight 

weeks, where certificates of completion may be presented to the learners. Online and phone 

support will be provided throughout the year via e-learning modules, webinars and regular 

phone conversations. The emphasis will be put on tools that may enhance collaboration 

such as social media, online forums, and regional working groups and get-togethers where 

possible. 

Some of the teaching procedures that will be implemented in the face-to-face environment 

(and may be adapted to the online stream of training) include: 

 Two-way discussions: as an example, once everyone has introduced themselves 

at the first workshop, each member of the group will be asked to write down three 

words that cross their mind when thinking about translation. The aim is to collectively 

come up with an acceptable definition of what translation is – which will hopefully be 

in line with the learning objectives. This collaborative approach will help with 



The Pohutukawa Method 
Stefan Grand-Meyer 
 
Certificate in Collaborative Translation Teaching 
University of Auckland 

 

engaging the learners and will put the ownership of the learning objectives in their 

hands.  

 English-to-English translations: given the variety of target languages, intra-lingual 

translations will be the only way for the trainer to engage with the whole class and 

help them understand the translational process and the way meaning is constructed. 

 Targeted assignments such as text analysis and translation: a source text will be 

handed out to all learners and in small groups, they will be asked to analyse it (why 

was the text written, who is the targeted audience, who is the author, what it the 

overall message, how are the ideas structured etc.), identify potential translation 

issues for their own target languages and discuss possible problem-solving 

strategies. The outcome of each group will be discussed and compared in class. The 

learners will then be asked to translate the source text into their native language and 

fill out a translation protocol for identified translation issues. Both the target text and 

the translation protocol will be peer-reviewed and assessed by language groups. 

 Situated-learning with authentic project situation: given the targeted audience, 

chances are that they are already working as translators. Depending on the mix of 

languages, an authentic project (eg. the translation of a brochure into community 

languages for the Ministry of Health) may be launched at the third workshop. This will 

help cover translator aptitudes and translator attitude as they will be asked to 

manage a full project, which will include tasks such as workflow management, 

communication and relationship management, actual translation and revision, 

delivery, follow-up and post-delivery issue management. The final product could then 

be presented to the client at the social event marking the end of the course. 


