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Abstract 
In Vietnam, as in other Asian countries, co-operation with foreign universities plays an 
important role for the development of higher education. This paper is based on personal 
experiences from teaching a Swedish Master Programme in Education Science at Vietnam 
National University in Hanoi. Using theories developed by Lev Vygotsky and Donald Schon, 
the programme is explored as an inter-cultural learning process. Three aspects are focused 
upon. Firstly, the fact that communication between students and teachers is conducted with 
the help of translators who support both teachers and students in their attempt to understand 
and make themselves understood. Secondly, the expressed need to connect the ideas and 
techniques which are studied in the programme to the students´ professional worlds. Thirdly, 
the need to construct a framework wherein the students can inquire into their own situations 
and to encourage them to try new and more productive ways to deal with problems they are 
confronted with. 
 
 
I. Introduction 
An increasing number of students study abroad and on the Internet and more and more 
universities offer courses and programs on the Internet which attract students in new and 
faraway localities. However, although the internationalisation of higher education is not new 
in essence, the prevalence and proportions are new. Students and teachers need not gather at 
the same place and at the same time; the technology makes it possible for students and 
teachers to be on different continents and in different time zones. Yet communication between 
students and teachers and among students is not only possible; it is often intense and focused. 
One parallel to this is that teaching methods are becoming more flexible and adapted to 
students´ different needs and situations.  
 
Internationalisation – that is, academic programs offered to students outside the home country 
- has become an important policy issue in higher education. In Vietnam, as in many other 
developing countries, the internationalisation of higher education plays an important role for 
the development of the economy and the industrialisation and modernisation of the country. 
Internationalisation means that it is possible for more students to gain access to new and 
useful knowledge. It involves extensive co-operation with foreign universities, including 
guest lecturers, English-speaking courses and programs and more opportunities for students to 
study abroad. In Sweden, on the other hand, internationalisation is primarily understood as an 
aspect of knowledge and knowledge creation. Foreign students and foreign teachers bring 
with them new perspectives and experiences, which help students and teachers to broaden 
their perspectives andto see things from new and different angles. 
 
However, the most important basis for the success of widespread internationalisation of 
higher education is the development of the English language into a commonly accepted 
language of instruction. Without access to English as a lingua franca – a supportive language 
– students would be forced to costly and time-consuming language studies. Language aside, 
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internationalisation has also meant that teachers and students find themselves in partially new 
situations and confronted with new problems. Students must try to understand and to adapt to 
new and unfamiliar requirements and to new and different ways of teaching. They struggle to 
read and express their views and ideas in English, a foreign language. Teachers as well 
encounter students with unfamiliar teaching and learning traditions and backgrounds; they 
struggle to find ways to handle their own and the students’ language problems in order to help 
the students focus on the subject matter and develop subject-related knowledge and abilities. 
 
In this multi-facetted communication challenge, the use of the English language and the 
multiple traditions associated with this involve a risk that the translation processes are taken 
for granted and therefore not paid much attention to nor discussed or developed. We strongly 
argue in this paper that the translation of ideas and concepts to and from the English language 
should not be regarded as a transitory activity that will come to an end once the students and 
teachers have learnt enough English. The function of the translation processes is not primarily 
to eliminate a temporary language barrier. On the contrary, the more the higher education 
programs are internationalised, the more important the translation processes - in the broadest 
sense of the words - become. 
 
International education aside, as educators we know that each program and each teaching 
occasion contain insecurities. Boundless and incalculable numbers of factors make each 
teaching occasion a unique project, filled with unplanned, unexpected and unwanted events. 
Put in an international context and conducted in a language which is ´second´ to both teachers 
and students, teachers deal with an additional complication, though, we must point out,  the 
difference is one of degree, not kind. It is a common condition in educational contexts that 
students and teachers, while they might speak the same language, do not share the same 
vocabularies. Quite the contrary: teachers teach students to use new linguistic and ideological 
concepts and vocabularies. In doing so they hope that students learn to see and experience the 
world in new ways (Rorty, 1989). 
 
But the international teaching and learning situation presents two additional challenges – one 
linguistic and one ideational. Linguistic research has focused on teachers’ interpretability 
skills, that is, teachers´ ability to understand and interpret non-mainstream English language 
practices and unfamiliar variations in pronunciation and language practices. Linguists have 
also paid attention to non-English speaking students’ intelligibility skills, their ability to find 
or invent linguistic expressions which enable them to communicate their experiences and 
understandings of concepts and ideas. (Bodycott & Walker, 2000) However, little attention 
has been paid to a third challenge - the experiences of non-native English speaking teachers, 
non-native English speaking students and the teaching and learning situation in programmes 
arranged by Western universities at non-Western universities. This is the major focus of this 
paper: the process of instruction and communication via English when it is not native to 
teachers or students – in our case, Swedish teachers conducting a program in Vietnam via 
English.  
 
In the MELM program, which forms the basis for the discussion in this paper, the English 
language is the lingua franca, a supportive language. It is also a second language for both 
students and teachers. There is thus no single cultural background, nor, indeed foreground, 
which might provide an obvious frame of reference. There are no English or Irish or 
Australian or American contexts which delimit and determine the meanings of linguistic 
concepts and their fields of application. In this teaching and learning situation both teachers 
and students tread on risky and unstable grounds. Both parties struggle to understand and 
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make themselves understood, and together they endeavour to construct meanings and interpret 
theories and ideas by testing and examining different ways to use them and apply them. In 
this process, through the time and care and precision it demands, the meaning making quality 
of all teaching becomes evident. The ability to misunderstand and misinterpret each other 
encourages both students and teachers to become aware of their own vocabulary and language 
practices; it encourages them to compare and to bring out what is important and particular in 
their own practices and experiences. The point here is that the encounter with ´the other´ in 
this context is thus potentially consciousness-raising for the self; the various participants can 
become aware of their own vocabulary and language practices and can be encouraged to 
define, compare and articulate what is important and particular in their own practices and 
experiences. Seen this way, we contend that we can view the teaching-learning context as we 
experience it in Vietnam as an encounter that has the potential to generate increased self 
awareness on both sides. 
 
Purpose 
One purpose of this paper is to focus attention on the complex translation processes which are 
embedded in and necessitated by international higher education programmes. Our intention is 
to enhance awareness among those concerned - the teachers, translators and students - in 
order to prepare them to intervene in these meaning making processes in a productive way. 
The paper is based on the authors’ own experiences from teaching a Master program in 
Educational Leadership and Management. The program is one aspect of an agreement 
formalized by the vice-rector of Vietnam National University, Hanoi, and the rector of 
Dalarna University, Falun, Sweden. 
 
Normally social scientists are interested in what other humans do and they publish their 
findings in order to make them accessible to others. In this case the situation is different. The 
subject of this paper is the ongoing inquiry into the authors’ own practice. (Davies, 1999) The 
authors teach and then back away from their teaching and reflect at a distance on what they 
actually do. Besides inviting others in similar situations to reflect on their work and their 
concerns, this paper has two other important purposes:  
 
Firstly, the writing is a vehicle for our own personal reflection. We have had to stop and look 
back and to inspect and examine the outcomes of our efforts and to acknowledge, both as 
teachers and researchers, that we can be wrong. Even though we are involved in a successful 
master program, we may think that we are in control and know what to do. In actual fact, we 
may be wrong and do wrong even if there signs that what we think and do is adequate and 
purposeful. In education time is always scarce. There is little scope for dialogues and 
conversations between colleagues. Therefore, writing this paper becomes almost requisite act 
to distance ourselves from our daily work and to be able to conduct a circumspect and 
reflective dialogue with our selves and concerned colleagues. 
 
Secondly, the paper is an invitation to our students to take part in a reflective dialogue. We 
point out the uncertainties in the international teaching-learning context and show our 
willingness to question our own intentions and actions. Thus, the paper is meant to function as 
an encouragement to the students to join a dialogue where they can give feedback and react to 
what the teachers say and do. Moreover, the paper contains an appeal to the students to refrain 
from taking on a traditional Confucian and strongly respectful role and instead lean more 
heavily on their professional roles and experiences and from this position develop a trustful 
and confident relation to us, their teachers, which would enable them to communicate their 
reactions in an open and reflective way.  
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MELM, the program 
The MELM program is directed towards students with at least one year of experience in a 
leading position in an educational enterprise. In the current renovation policy in Vietnam, doi 
moi, the reforms in the education sector are given high priority. The reorientation from a state 
subsidized economy towards a more liberal market economy, which the Vietnamese 
Communist Party and the Vietnamese Government have initiated, has resulted in a far-
reaching decentralisation and deregulation in education. Student fees, open competition, 
private ownership, foreign investments, new autonomy and specified demands for increased 
quality are some of the factors that define the new situation.  
 
A separate paragraph in MoET’s Strategy for the Development of the Education Sector 
emphasizes the necessity to broaden and strengthen the competence and the decision-making 
abilities among middle managers and top managers. Thus, the MELM program connects 
closely to the current ‘Renovation Program’ in the Vietnamese education sector. Educational 
managers from all levels and backgrounds have been brought together to investigate the 
possibilities and limitations of the new situation. The aim is to develop the knowledge and 
skills that they need in order to become leaders and manage the realisation of the ‘Renovation 
Program’ at the local level or in the organizations they lead.   
 
The MELM program is action oriented. The teachers support and encourage the students to 
develop new knowledge which is related to their own practice, knowledge-on-action, and to 
reflect on their own actions and experiences, reflection-on-action. They are introduced to 
concepts and theories and methods of the international discourse on educational management 
which they then explore by translating them and applying them to analyze their current 
situation. Both aspects of this process are important: on the one hand, the new concepts and 
theories and methods help them to develop their professional vocabulary; on the other hand, 
the students are encouraged to pay attention to their own ways of acting and reacting and how 
these relate to how they experience, describe and evaluate their work situation. The teaching 
is based on the assumption that humans experience a situation differently and that their 
actions are related to the situation as it is experienced. The translation and the learning 
processes are means to open new possibilities for the students to experience the situation in 
new ways and from new and different perspectives. Ultimately, students develop their 
abilities to discern aspects of their work that may have been overlooked, disregarded or 
concealed, and that they now can re-evaluate with new and expedient strategies for action. 
 
The students’ knowledge and proficiency in English is defective. They have worked for many 
years and established careers as managers. They did their undergraduate studies during the 
times when the influence from the Soviet Union was strong and the natural choice of a foreign 
language was Russian. Consequently, there are no formal entrance qualifications for MELM 
applicants regarding the English language; to require English would have excluded exactly 
the managers whom the program addresses. In the choice between professional experiences 
and knowledge in the English language, experiences weighs far more heavily.  
 
One consequence of this deliberate choice however, is that both teachers and students are 
dependant on translators. The language of instruction is English since it is difficult to find 
anyone who can translate between Vietnamese and Swedish. Hence Swedish teachers use 
English although their knowledge and experiences belong to and reflect a Swedish context. 
The teachers use translators in their teaching and supervision and they give written feedback 
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on assignments, which the students must have translated. Students consult translators to be 
able to read and understand instructions and reading material and to get their own reports and 
assignment papers and theses translated into English. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig.1 The communication between students and teachers depending on translators. 
 
 
To be able to reach managers in the education sector with a direct influence on “the 
Renovation Process”, we are obliged to rely on translators. This has aroused strong reactions 
and concerns among colleagues, administrators and managers who feel worried and uneasy 
about the consequences. Can the students learn from reading material in an unknown 
language? How is the reading material translated? Is it possible to examine in a just and 
impartial way following laws and regulations? Is it possible to guarantee that it is the 
student’s knowledge and not the translator’s that is being examined? Is it in fact the student 
who has written a certain submitted text? These questions are important and need to be taken 
seriously. However they derive from a certain context and contain certain assumptions and 
therefore they need to be answered carefully and completely. 
 
 
II. The translation to Vietnamese 
The English language has become the world´s lingua franca. It is taken for granted that 
Swedish university teachers can teach in English and that they can read and write papers in 
English and participate in international conferences using English to communicate. The risk 
of shortcomings and the possible lack of clarity and stringency in teaching and 
communicating with students is rarely discussed in the academic world, although it is well 
known how difficult it is to be fair to ones own thinking and to teach in an efficient and 
purposeful way in a foreign language. Such difficulties are concealed under an effusively 
positive attitude towards the internationalisation of higher education. The positive attitude 
also helps to conceal the unequal positions from which students and teachers enter this 
stuttering communication. Teachers start from a position of power and the students start from 
a subordinate position; students struggle to learn and to use their knowledge of the 
international discourse as a means to access new methods and solutions which will help them 
get better jobs, perhaps earn more money and to contribute to the modernisation and 
development of their country. 
 
However, it is important to bear in mind that most professionals work in local contexts using 
their own native language. This certainly applies to educational managers. From the general 
assumption that conditions in working life are changing rapidly, it is easy to jump to the 
conclusion that todays’ students will work in new global contexts, in multi-cultural teams and 
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environments. However there is a risk for a misleading and exaggerated understanding of the 
effects of internationalisation on the future working life of our students. It is reasonable to 
assume that local conditions and practices also in the near future to a great extent will 
determine the meaning of their daily activities and what they are expected to do and not do. 
 
A constant pedagogic problem and challenge in international education programs is the 
continuous lack of focus on contextual knowledge. Students and teachers do not only come 
from different communities of language, they the carry with them different ways of seeing 
and doing things. The repertoire of experiences and stories that teachers carry with them and 
use in their teaching to explain and exemplify is now of no use, and it is not clear what kind 
of experiences the students bring along and how they interpret the theories and concepts 
which the teachers occupy themselves with. 
 

 Teacher: You say that the program is different. What is different, what is new to you? 
 Student: .. the thinking.. we don’t think like you do... 
 
   (quote from a conversation during a tea-break) 

 
In this uncertain situation, teachers can easily yield to an insipid and de-contextualised 
English vocabulary, and be enticed to think that all management practices in principle are 
local varieties of one and the same universal practice which contains the same universal 
processes and relations. It can be easy to make the mistake to propose that certain well-
defined management problems such as lack of quality thinking, unclear objectives, weak 
control and insufficient information are urgent problems for all and have a meaning that is 
independent of local contexts. 
 
Many training courses and textbooks in the field of management and leadership are based on 
such assumptions. They start with definitions of fixed problems and they supply the student 
with ready-made solutions. Students then follow a well-defined course of action step by step 
like one follows the recipe in a cookbook. The basic assumption is that both the solution and 
the consequences can be reproduced irrespective of the context. A solution that has been 
developed in one context can be taken out of its context and installed in another. The 
approach confirms the assumption that there are superior processes and superior ways to 
manage and lead all enterprises and carries with it a sub-text of ethnocentrism and perhaps 
some tones of neo-colonialism and imperialism. 
 
Schön (1983) pointed out in his now-classic study that this unreflective and uncritical practice 
of spreading well defined problems and solutions is a manifestation of technical rationality 
which unfortunately dominates many education programs. Schön showed that these kinds of 
programs spread a shallow and faulty understanding of what professionals in fact do and what 
kind of knowledge they need. As an alternative, he proposed that studies of problems and 
solutions should remind the students that the world can be described and experienced in many 
ways, and that it is, in principle, always possible to discern new and surprising meanings. 
Students should be trained to use the problems and solutions as means to inquire into new 
situations to find out what possibilities they contain. Students need to train to look at new 
situations from different perspectives simultaneously. The pedagogic challenge lies in 
balancing the students’ propensity to accept new and quick solutions with an equally strong 
interest in testing new and alternative perspectives. 
 
In the MELM program the students are confronted with new theories and concepts. The 
translations to Vietnamese are of great help, but often the translations are done when there is 
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no language to translate to. No doubt the students meet concepts, which as soon as they are 
translated they can use and integrate with their existing knowledge and expand their 
vocabulary and their ability to communicate and discern critical aspects of their own practice. 
But often there are no linguistic or even cultural counterparts, and even when it is possible to 
construct a corresponding word in Vietnamese the uncertainty on how to use the concept and 
determine its meaning remains. 
 

- I have translated at many international conferences, it’s easy.. this is much more difficult.. 
hard work. 

 
(small talk during a tea break) 

 
Wittgenstein’s inquiries into the function of language and language games show that 
linguistic concepts have no abstract meaning. Like other artefacts they get their meanings, and 
their existence, in and by practice (Winch, 1958). And like a photograph, which is taken out 
of a Swedish family photo album and put on a Vietnamese family shrine, they can be charged 
with alternative meanings. Just like other artefacts, linguistic concepts also have an inherent 
capacity to convey something new if used in the context of change. New language games and 
new lines of actions can influence and change the practice in which they are incorporated. 
 
Working with the students shows how delicate and fragile the translation process is and how 
easily it is interrupted. When the students are reminded of their lack of English proficiency 
and that they are unfamiliar with the academic discourse they easily feel hard pressed and 
questioned and they readily adopt the role of the subservient and compliant student, a role 
which is familiar and practiced for many years before. 
 

Dear Thay Dr. Bertil, 
I'm so sad because of my result. I'll try to do best to complete the programme. I know you're 
disappointed in me. I'm so sorry about that. I promise try more and more. And I want to ask 
you that why you didn't accept my assignment? You required me to write another story and I 
sent to you the other one. I don't understand why it's not accepted. 
Please give me some comments about that. 
Thank you so much, 
best regards 
NN 
 
    (e-mail from one MELM student) 

 
It is easy for the teachers and translators to hamper the translation process. It is more difficult 
to make students feel safe and encourage them to start turning and twisting their own ways of 
describing and discussing the problems and situations they encounter in their work. But under 
good and supportive conditions the students may start trying out new ways to describe their 
own practice and the situations they are in, using new perspectives and focusing on new 
aspects. Slowly they fill the concepts with meanings that they did not have from the 
beginning. They may also start to analyse and question the descriptions included in official 
policies and investigations, which they have previously trusted. And they may even start to 
discuss alternative strategies for action which may contain the potential to successfully deal 
with the situations they are in. Thus, under conducive conditions the translation process will 
help the students to enrich their own professional vocabulary. It will help them avoid being 
captives in the lingo and linguistic confusion which makes it difficult to discern the new and 
changing conditions and to confront the new problems that urgently need solutions.  
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Change of roles 
Experience shows that active professionals have difficulties in taking up the role as students. 
Most students in the MELM program are over 30 years old and have a broad experience from 
working as managers. They have come a long way in their careers and have gained an 
influential position. Understandably, they do not want to stand out as uninformed or unaware 
and they do not want to lose face in front of fellow students and teachers. 
 
Argyris & Schön (1978) described in their extensive research some of the strong forces that 
stand in the way of innovative and ground-breaking actions. In addition to the tendency to 
maintain traditions and accept traditional explanations and solutions of problems, they also 
showed how easy it is for participants in different kinds of development work to be drawn 
into a vicious circle of destructive and hampering actions in which the individual´s power and 
interests become more important than trust and confidence. In situations like this the 
participants try their best to stand out as clever and competent experts. They feel obliged to 
keep up a facade of knowledge and defend their position and they prevent learning and 
innovation by effectively muffling all critique of their own actions. 
 
Accordingly, it is a great challenge to enter into a translation process in which each 
participant needs to be prepared to dare to tread outside their habitual and carefully acquired 
roles and let their own uncertainty and hesitancy become the basis for further actions. The 
students would benefit from acknowledging the weakness of their systems and permit 
themselves to show some uncertainty as to how to rectify this. They would benefit from 
taking the risk to question and be questioned and preparing themselves to listen to and to learn 
from standpoints which at first can appear dangerous. The teachers could be regarded not as 
those who bring solutions but rather those who open the field to inquiries about their own 
situations and encourage them to define what is problematic and difficult to comprehend. 
Furthermore, the translators who assist the teachers could permit themselves to act as 
pedagogic resources, as co-teachers, and help and encourage the students to expand their 
vocabularies and explore the meanings and the use of new ideas and concepts in their own 
inquiries.   
 
III. The Translation to English  
Should the translators whom the students consult to get help to write their assignment papers 
and theses in English function as a third part, as outsiders, with no influence and making no 
contributions or improvements to the texts that the students write? Is it the task of the 
translators to reproduce the texts in English as exactly as possible? If not, will there be an 
uncontrolled space for cheating and illicit help? 
 
In international programs the communication between students and teachers becomes more 
complicated. The dependence on the assistance of translators does not necessarily imply that 
the translation process needs to be controlled and watched over and regulated even though the 
translators have the power to reduce and distort the communication between students and 
teachers. In the previous pages we have argued that the learning potentials that the translation 
process contains could be realised in a context of mutual trust and confidence. For the same 
reason we argue that it is important that the translation process is not reduced by teachers who 
try their best to control and watch over it and by students who try their best to use it as a 
device to cheat and deceive the teachers. In practice, students’ cheating and fiddling is closely 
related to a lack of trust and confidence in the communication between students and teachers. 
Therefore, we argue, both students and their translators need support to organise the 
translation process so that the translators can have an influence and make contributions and 
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help the students to expand their vocabularies and use new linguistic concepts in a consistent 
and comprehensible way. 
 
 

Translator:  - I know the words in English. It’s no problem for me. But I don’t know 
what they mean to you.. I have no knowledge in management. I make 
mistakes. It is my fault that Mr T. failed the assignment. But what can I 
do? I want to help.. 

Teacher: - But Mr T. is a manager.. 
Translator: - Yes, yes, but he doesn’t know English.. it’s difficult.. it takes a lot of 

time.. 
      

                            (in the café, talking to one student and his translator) 
 
 
Expanding the vocabulary, using new linguistic concepts 
It is widely recognised that skilled leaders and managers know how to engage competent 
advisors and staff. In fact, to ask someone who is more experienced and knowledgeable is the 
commonly accepted way to deal with difficult problems and situations. Consequently, the idea 
that translators would provide students with illicit help and increase the risks for cheating and 
fiddling stand out as paradoxical. Why should students, especially in management programs, 
be forbidden to consult translators who have been involved in the teaching-learning process 
from the very start? Would it not be more reasonable to replace suspicion with a recognition 
of the potentials which reside in the interaction between an expert and a student seeking help 
and advice? 
 
In the classic study Mind and Society, Vygotsky (1978) makes a clear distinction between 
learning and the development of abilities. He shows how young children learn something, a 
certain operation or the meaning of a word, and he points out that this is the beginning of a 
number of mental developmental processes taking place within the child. Vygotsky argues 
that that learning process creates the necessary conditions for the consecutive development of 
a number of very complex internal development processes in the mind of the child which are 
activated and start to function when the child interacts with more experienced and 
knowledgeable persons in the surroundings. 
 
According to Vygotsky, learning creates ”a zone of proximal development”, which he defines 
as the distance between what an individual is able to accomplish alone and without support on 
the one side, and what the individual is able to accomplish under the guidance of someone 
more experienced or more capable on the other. In several examples Vygotsky shows how 
children can borrow cognitive competence from adults who mediate their knowledge and 
understanding of a task and its solution with linguistic and non linguistic tools - by pointing 
and showing and demonstrating and giving examples and explaining. It is important to 
underline that Vygotsky did not describe internalisation as a process of copying an external 
social reality, but as a process in which an internal plane of consciousness is being formed. 
 
From Vygotsky we are reminded that it is one thing to understand and see the meaning of a 
new concept, and another and very different thing to be able to apply the concept in practice 
and use it in ones own writings to describe and inquire into a problem or a situation. With the 
proper feedback and guidance from a experienced supervisor, the students can get the help 
they need to look at situations from new perspectives and to discuss new aspects. From the 
translator who participates fully in the process, the students can be challenged to integrate 
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pertinent linguistic concepts in their vocabulary which they would have difficulties to do on 
their own.  
 
Vygotsky also reminds us that teachers primarily are interested in the potential abilities that 
their teaching awakes and stimulates in the students and not the knowledge that students 
acquire from reading course materials and attending lectures. Moreover, Vygotsky’s theory 
raises certain demands on the translator who should be able to identify the zone in which the 
student find herself and is receptive to support and advice. And the translator should be able 
to invent the linguistic means he/she needs to mediate his/her linguistic and cognitive 
knowledge.  
 
The teachers can support the translators to ask questions, point out incoherencies and 
contradictions in the texts and help the students to reflect over their own arguments and the 
language and vocabulary they use. The translators can ask the students how they think, how 
they perceive the situation at hand, what it is that is happening, what they expect to see, etc, 
and they can suggest alternative writings and supply the students with linguistic scaffolds, the 
kind of intellectual railings which help the student to stay on the track, focusing the situation 
at hand and the meanings of the linguistic concepts in use. Thus the translator can help the 
students to interpret new concepts into the situation and read them into the text. They can help 
the students to start “a conversation with the situation”, like a reflective practitioner, and 
suggest alternative ways to describe the situation and help the students to become aware of 
the consequences, what stands out and what recedes into the background, when looking at the 
situation from an alternative perspectives and with new linguistic concepts. 
 
 
Joint constructions and negotiations 
Some of the MELM the students have chosen to use translations soft ware and they have 
consulted translators with no knowledge or interest in the subject matter. These texts have 
been very difficult to decipher. There are obscurities and ambiguities. The texts are composed 
of English words but the meanings are unclear and the students have failed the assignment. To 
reproduce the texts in English in a mechanistic way has turned out to be a bad strategy. 
Instead of facilitating the translators or translation devices made the communication between 
students and teachers more complicated and more time consuming. So the students have had 
the same experience as other text writers: it is not sufficient to have ones´ texts copied in 
English. A purposeful translation process is more complex than the reproduction of a text in 
another language. There are non-linguistic elements which need to be attended to and dealt 
with. When the student describes a problem, it should stand out as a problem also in the 
English version and to the teacher.  
 
In an interesting article, de León (2008) discusses the necessity to broaden the scientific 
reflection on translation practices. In 1978 Vermeer article “Ein Rahme für eine Allegmeine 
Translationstheorie” was published, which marks a turning point in the development of 
Translation Studies, which during the following decades developed into a recognized field of 
research and knowledge. The idea was to dispose of simplified conception of the translation 
process as a transfer of meanings and contents from a source text to a receiver. This 
understanding is informed and governed by the Transfer Metaphor, León argues, which 
depicts the translator as an intermediary who extracts meanings from one source text and puts 
them into new words which allows them to be transmitted to other people. Vermeer 
emphatically rejected the possibility of transferring meanings and he opposed the perception 
of language as carriers of invariant and solid meanings. From the axiomatic statement that all 
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human activities are intentional Vermeer described the translation process as a target oriented 
process with one superior target , ”eine übergeordnet Skopos”, to facilitate the communication 
and understanding among individuals from different cultures. 
 
De León recognises in Vermeer’s theory a shift from one guiding metaphor to another, from 
the Transfer Metaphor to the Target Metaphor. The Target Metaphor brings forth the 
translators’ intentional and subjective intervention in the communication between the writer 
and the source text and the public. Nevertheless, de León argues, the Target Metaphor does 
not help Vermeer to overcome the reification of meaning implicit in the Transfer Metaphor. It 
does not help him to abandon the basic understanding or the translation process as “the 
manipulation of abstract linguistic symbols with fixed and invariable meanings”. 
 
It is important to broaden the scientific discourse, de León argues, and recognize translation 
as a situated activity, which is influenced by many factors, and that Vermeer denies the 
diversity of targets which can be assigned to the translation process and the possible conflicts 
that may arise between targets. It is even more important, de León continues, to see the 
limitations in both the Transfer and the Target Metaphors and to recognize and conclusively 
abandon the idea of language as a vehicle for the transfer of meanings. It is about time to 
proceed to an understanding of language as the basic means for the social construction of 
meanings and to understand translation as a constructive task which aims at creating 
conducive conditions and building scaffolds for new acts of meaning construction. Meaning, 
de León argues, is a phenomenon emerging out of joint constructive efforts and negotiations 
among those concerned. 
 
Schön (1983) has pointed out that there are many commonalities in the ways professionals go 
about performing their tasks. Their actions are oriented towards the function and the future 
use of their constructs in the target culture and context. Although the meaning is ultimately 
determined in the target culture and in the future use of the artefact the professionals seek to 
influence and delimit the possibilities of different uses and minimize the risk of 
misinterpretations and misuses. In working together with students, translators can straighten 
out incongruities and incompatible statements and clarify lines of arguments in order to make 
the texts more readable and easily interpreted and they can bring in the perspective of the 
teachers and integrate an understanding of how the teachers intend to use the texts into the 
translation process. Bringing in the perspective of the teachers they can help and support the 
students to put themselves in the positions of the teachers and try to read and interpret and use 
the texts as if they were teachers. This way they can help support the students to internalise 
the norms and values that teachers base their marking and grading on and help the students to 
develop a new understanding of what it is that constitutes a competent and correct use of the 
newly accommodated linguistic concepts. 
 
Translators may in this way intervene in the communication between students and teachers. 
They can help students to understand what it is that is expected of them, what it means to use 
a newly accommodated and extended vocabulary in a correct way. And they may help 
teachers to sharpen their intelligibility skills by making them be more susceptible to students’ 
experiences and what the concepts mean in relation to the students’ activities and contexts. 
Translators may in this way create conditions for negotiations between students and teachers 
and help them prepare to diverge from prevalent and taken for granted meanings and start a 
mutual inquiry into new meanings and applications of theories and linguistic concepts.  
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IV. Communication and Learning 
To a great extent, higher education programs in the social sciences are about learning and 
internalising new vocabularies. The model (page 4) depicts in the upper level teachers 
introducing new theories and linguistic concepts, and in the lower level students who submit 
papers in which they apply the theories and concepts in order to answer questions and 
assignments. The students’ papers then form the basis in the next round of communication, 
which starts with teachers giving feedback and reminding students about the theories and 
concepts. The model shows that both students and teachers depend on translators in order to 
communicate.  
 
Firstly, it is the absence of a well functioning lingua franca, a common supportive language, 
which makes it necessary to involve translators. A large number of the students in the MELM 
program do nor speak or write English. However, we argue that the translators are not 
consulted simply to remove a momentary lack of knowledge and proficiency in the English 
language. In fact, the translation process is an integrated element in the program with the 
main function to support the construction of meanings and to relieve a continuous lack of 
contextual knowledge. Under conducive conditions, the translators may take a leading role in 
the translation process and help students to interpret new concepts into their own experiences 
and help them to describe their realities in new and scientifically interesting ways. Moreover, 
they can help the students and teachers from being confined to a de-contextualised and neo-
colonial discourse, which propagate pre-fabricated solutions and pre-determined problems 
and help the students to approach the international discourse on leadership and management 
in a conscious and critical way.    
 
In the paper we describe the efforts needed to construct a learning environment in which the 
students can feel free to experiment with new concepts and theories and inquire into their 
meanings, to create new and alternative perspectives and to go outside their established 
professional roles and create relations based on trust and confidence, which allows them to 
criticize and to make mistakes without losing face or making others lose face. However, such 
a learning environment may appear strange and disagreeable to many students. Firstly, the 
students are asked to revise their habitual norms and values. Secondly, they are asked to 
expose themselves and to take the discomforting step towards becoming researchers on their 
own practices and to inquire into the situation which they themselves are part of. One can 
expect, Bowden & Marton (1998) underline, that even students in safe and familiar learning 
situations will exert themselves to gain control over the situation. Accordingly, many students 
in the MELM program ask for detailed instructions and requirements, which can be 
interpreted in an unambiguous way. Thus, they create a learning environment which permits 
them to fulfil the program requirements without having to get involved in any risky and self-
exposing interactions with teachers and other students. In spite of all the efforts, many 
students in the MELM program do what many students do. They transform assignments 
which were designed to stimulate reflections and lust for experiments into mechanistic and 
trivial tasks that completely lack reflective and experimental elements, making the translation 
process as it is discussed in this paper seem ineffective and irrelevant.    
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