Translation as a Profession

by Roger Chriss

Article Number One: What is a Translator and What Does a Translator Do?

This will be the first in a series of articles about the profession of translation, primarily about free-lance translation. As a free-lance translator, other translators and would-be translators as well as people who work with translators often ask me how I survive, what I do, what a translator is, and how to tell if a translator is good. I've also noticed that many people are asking such questions here in the Foreign Language Forum. In an effort to answer these questions, I'm writing these articles.

These articles are not meant to be the definitive explanation of translation and translators. Instead, they are a starting point for understanding the profession and the people in it. I've spent a lot of time over the past few years helping would-be translators get started and advising people interested in the profession about the realities of being a translator. I also market a list of translation agencies which translators can use to find work and reference sources for Japanese translators.

These articles are meant to be another source of information. I welcome any comments, criticisms, suggestions, and requests for future articles. You can contact me via my CompuServe account: 73543,2020 or by regular mail at:

555 Madison Street, #28
Monterey, CA 93940

I hope you enjoy these articles.



What is a Translator?

A translator converts written material, such as newspaper and magazine articles, books, manuals, documents, etc. from one language into another. This is not to be confused with an interpreter, who converts spoken material, such as speeches, presentations, depositions, and the like, from one language to another.

A translator should not be confused with an interpreter. Although there is some vague connection between the two abilities, translators cannot necessarily interpret, nor can interpreters necessarily translate. Moreover, the best translators are not good interpreters and likewise, truly great interpreters are not much for translation. And while many professional training programs require interpreters to develop some skill in translation, professionally trained translators often have no exposure to the skills of interpretation.

To be clear about the languages in question, I'll refer to the translator's native language as the A language and the non-native languages as the B or C languages. A B language is one which the translator can speak, read, and write virtually as a native speaker does. A C language is one which the translator can read and understand like a native, but does not necessarily speak or write so well. In my case, for instance, English is my A language; Japanese, my B language; and Spanish and French, my C languages. Although I have some understanding of other languages as well, my skills are not good enough to fall into any of the A, B, or C categories.

I'll also use the following words in these articles. Source text or language will refer to the language which the material first appears in. This is usually the translator's B language (in my case, Japanese). Target text and language refer to the language that the material is translated into. This is usually the translator's A language (in my case, English).

Bilingualism

A good translator is by definition a bilingual person. However, the opposite is not necessarily true. A born and bred bilingual will still need two things to become a translator. First, the skills and experience necessary for translation and second, the knowledge of the field in which he or she will translate.

The skills and experience for translation include the ability to write well in the target language, the ability to read and understand the source language material very well, and the ability to work with the latest word-processing and communications hardware and software.

This brings up the question: does a born and bred bilingual makes a better translator than someone who learned the B language later in life? There is no definite answer, but the following issues are important. First, a born and bred bilingual often suffers from not truly knowing any language well enough to translate. Second, born and bred bilinguals often don't know the culture of the target language well enough. And last, they often lack the analytical linguistic skills to work through a sticky text.

However, the acquired bilingual might not have the same in-depth knowledge of slang, colloquialisms, and dialect that the true bilingual has. As well, the acquired bilingual will not be able to translate as readily in both directions (from B to A language and A to B language; for instance, I cannot easily translate into Japanese). Finally, true bilinguals often have a greater appreciation of the subtleties and nuances of both their languages than someone who learns their B language later in life can ever hope to have.

The Education of a Translator

Translators come from all backgrounds. Some have Masters Degrees in translation from the Monterey Institute of International Studies, some have certificates from Georgetown, others have degrees from schools in Europe (such as the ones in London or Geneva) or Asia (such as Simul Academy in Tokyo or Winzao in Taiwan) and many have a degree in a general field such as literature or history. While a specialized degree in translation is useful (I have one), it is far from necessary. What counts more than anything else is ability. So, where does this ability come from?

Perhaps it is nature, but I suspect that nurture helps immensely. Most translators are very well-read in their languages, and can write well. Some are writers who use translation as a way to write for a living. Others are fascinated by language and use translation as a way to be close to their favorite subject. Still others are experts in certain fields and use their language skills to work in that field.

Almost all professional translators in the United States have at least a college degree. Some even have advanced degrees either in translation or in the field they specialize in.

Most translators have university-level language training in their B and C languages. Some started their languages earlier, others later, but very few translators have no language training at all. Of course, language training might mean specialized courses from a variety of schools.

Translators also generally have lived in the countries where their languages are spoken. I lived in Japan for almost three years. I know of translators who have spent seven or even 10 years abroad. Some translators have spent more time in the country of their B language than in the country of their A language. The notable exception to this is Spanish in the United States and English abroad. Because Spanish is used so widely and available in many parts of the U.S., some translators learn and then work in the language without ever leaving the U.S. As well, translators in other countries often work from English into their native language with just the language training they received in school.

Above all, translators must have a deep interest and dedication to the languages they work with. The only exception to this rule is people who translate very specialized material. I know an individual with a Ph.D. in math who translated a book on advanced mathematics (topology I think) from French to English. His French skills are dubious, but since few people in the world understand the material, he was suitable. In almost all cases, however, translators have to be committed to honing and polishing their language skills throughout their professional life.

The knowledge of the field the translator is working in is often overlooked by translators and those that hire them. Translators are by definition language professionals, but they also have to cultivate knowledge of the areas they work in. Few translators claim to be able to translate anything written in their languages, just as few people can claim to be experts in everything. Most translators have to specialize, working with one or a few related categories of material: legal, financial, medical, computers, engineering, etc. Each field has its own vocabulary, syntax, and style; the translator has to work hard to develop the knowledge necessary to deal with such material.

The knowledge also includes two other important factors. First, the translator should have the background knowledge to work in the field. This does not mean that a medical translator should have an M.D. or that a computer translator should be a programmer. But, some background experience or education (or both) is all but essential. My own background and experience are in computers and medicine, so I stick to those areas. I've worked in hospitals, taken many premed courses, and took programming classes in college and worked as a database consultant over the years. Some translators do have degrees in their specialization, but most do not.

Second, the translator should have the necessary resources to deal with the material. This means dictionaries, glossaries, and any other resources. Such resources can include the Foreign Language Forum, translator's BBSs, friends or colleagues who work in the industries, and magazines and journals. And, translators have to work tirelessly to improve their knowledge of the fields they work in by reading related material. They also have to invest the time and money in maintaining their reference library.

In other words, professional translators are always learning. You don't just put your hand on a rock and say, 'I am a translator.' Nor do you simply acquire a language in a few months by living somewhere and then begin translating. Heinrich Schliemann may have learned to read each of his languages in six weeks, but he couldn't write or speak them (nor did he need to). Moreover, at that time, languages had considerably more limited vocabularies than now. And of course, reading and translating are two separate things.

So, you ask, at what point are you ready to begin translation? Simple, when you feel that your abilities of expression and comprehension in your A and B languages are strong enough that you can do the job properly by the client's deadline. The length of time to cultivate these abilities depends on the person and the language. Native speakers of English have an easier time with the Romance and Germanic languages because their grammars, syntax, and vocabulary are relatively familiar. A language like Chinese or Japanese takes a long time simply because you have to learn to read and understand thousands of characters.

Finally, you have to be able to prove that you have the skills you claim to have. Experience living, working, and studying in the country of your B language is one form of proof. A degree in your language, or in translation is another. Taking a test such as the ones given by the ATA, the State Dept., the U.N., etc. is another. But, I'll leave the discussion of accreditation for a separate article.

What is a Translation?

A turn-of-the-century Russian translator said, "Translation is like a woman, if she is beautiful, she is not faithful; if she is faithful, she is not beautiful." Ignoring the blatant sexism in the statement, we find one of the kernels of truth in translation. Translators must strike a balance between fidelity to the source text and readability in the target language.

This is no easy trick. Imagine tightrope walking, blindfolded, during a wind storm, with people throwing heavy objects at you and shaking the rope. This represents the balancing act. Now, add to it the often unreasonable deadline which agencies require of translators by having someone behind you on the rope poking you in the seat of your pants with a pitchfork. Sound frustrating? It is. But, if you enjoy a challenge and know how to deal with your languages, it's not too bad after you've been at if for a while (I suppose the same can be said for tightrope walking).

The trick is to let your clients decide what they want. Since they have to live with the results of your work, let them choose. Patiently explain to them the options they have, how long each might take, and how much each possible version will cost. They'll decide if they want a literal, if unreadable, translation or if they want a Pulitzer Prize-winning text.

If your client can't decide, doesn't know, or won't tell you, then follow the advice of Buddha and take the middle path. This is easier with some languages and some subject areas than others. Although most people think that technical material is easiest for stylistic considerations, consider this. Academic style varies from nation to nation. In English, we generally present our thesis, then give the evidence, develop the argument, and then reach the conclusion. However, in Japanese, we usually present the conclusion, give the evidence slowly with lots of discussion, and then reach some tentative statement about the conclusion. Other differences exist among other language pairs. Somehow, you have to deal with these differences.

Another potential pitfall with technical translation is that sometimes the client cannot let you see or touch the object in question. If you are translating a computer system manual, then it's very helpful to see and even work a little with the system. Sometimes that's not possible, so you are effectively flying blind, trying to land yourself at a destination you've never seen. You might have to create terminology for the system, only to find that the client wants something else. You then have to go back and change everything you did.

The most difficult problem is when you encounter something in one language that doesn't exist in the other. Financial instruments, legal procedures, government and business structures, and so on vary from nation to nation and culture to culture. Although standard glossaries exist for the most commonplace of these, translators are usually dealing with new material and information, so you might be stuck having to christen something on your own, or leave it in the A language and put in a translator's note, explaining what the term means.

What is Translated

This is very important. Most of the material people want translated is not high culture. I have translated materials ranging from articles in medical journals on deep vein thrombosis to bearer's bonds. The longest translation project I ever did was a 65,000-word book; the shortest, a 50-word diagram.

Basically, translation is seen as a slow and expensive process which most businesses and organizations would rather avoid. They prefer not to go through the hassle of calling some agency, sending them the material, waiting for a bid, bargaining and haggling over price, form and date of delivery and then waiting to see if they get something they can use. Very little of what businesses do is worth translating.

So what they do translate has to be important to someone somewhere. And therefore, it has to be important to you to do it right, especially if you want to get more work from that client.

What might seem stupid to you is worth a lot to someone. I've translated lost traveler's checks surveys, interoffice memos, and advertising copy for car care products. None of this is high culture. But someone wanted it, so I did my absolute best. Remember, the only way to survive as a translator is to do a good job. You will be judged solely on your work.

This said, materials to be translated come in all sizes and shapes. Often you have to deal with hand written material. Someone scrawled out some message to someone else and this twenty-five-word chit of paper is now Exhibit A in an international patent infringement lawsuit. You probably won't know that, but it could happen.

When I was working in-house as a translator for the City of Kawasaki, my supervisor plopped a short letter on my desk and I translated it. I later found out that Prime Minister Takeshita took this letter to President Reagan during the Summit meeting in 1988. You never know.

When translating, no problem is too small, no term too minor to be ignored. The people who will read your translation don't know the source language. If they did, they wouldn't have hired you. It's easy to see why an article describing a surgical procedure must be done very accurately. It might be harder to see why the comments of a Japanese co-ed on an airline survey would be important, but they could affect future corporate policy of that carrier. You have to take it all seriously if you want your clients to take you seriously.

The Role of the Translator

Translators are language professionals. They are applied linguists, competent writers, diplomats, and educated amateurs. Like linguists, translators have to be capable of discerning subtleties and nuances in their languages, researching terminology and colloquialisms, and handling new developments in their languages. Like writers, translators have to be accustomed to working long hours alone on a subject which interests few people and with a language that few people around them know. Like diplomats, translators have to be sensitive to the cultural and social differences which exist in their languages and be capable of addressing these issues when translating. And like educated amateurs, translators have to know the basics and some of the details about the subjects they deal with.

The above is an idealization of the translator, an image which professional translators aspire to and achieve with varying degrees of success. Not all translators need to overflow with these qualities. They must, however, have them in sufficient measure to be able to translate their material in a manner acceptable to their clients.

Somewhere in the process of translating something, the translator will come across all these issues. When I work with technical or medical documents, I have to deal with the intricacies of technical writing in Japanese and English and research new or obscure terms (and sometimes invent my own). I struggle with my English to polish and hone it so that the client sees the material as natural, without the tell-tale signs that it was translated from Japanese. I deal with the differences between Japanese and American culture, especially when I translate computer manuals. We give instructions and explanations in the U.S. very differently from how people give them in Japan. 

Like any professional, translators have to stay on top of their areas of expertise. I devote a lot of my time to browsing through magazines like Byte, PC Computing, MacWeek, MacWorld, Scientific American, The Journal of the American Medical Association, and the New England Journal of Medicine as well as reading numerous books on developments in medicine and computer science.

The fundamental rule when you're not sure of a term or phrase is ask. There is an old Japanese adage which goes: to question and ask is a moment's shame, but to question and not ask is a lifetime's shame. When you have doubts or questions about a translation, call the client, ask your question, and then get the answer. If you're still not sure, make a note of it in the final translation. Clients are surprisingly tolerant of such notes and often expect them. I've even heard that clients are sometimes suspicious when they don't see these notes. After all, how much can a translator know about new surgical procedures to clear a pulmonary embolism?

Translators are one other thing: business people. Never forget this. If you are a translator, then you are in business. This means you have to take care of invoicing, accounts, equipment decisions and purchases, taxes, negotiations, and marketing. Unfortunately, it seems that the very qualities which make a good translator are those that make a poor negotiator or marketer.

How to overcome this oxymoron? One, force yourself to market, even when you don't want to. Say, I'm going to send 100 letters to agencies this week; I'm going to call my top five clients and chew the cud with them; I'm going to do my taxes before eleven thirty on April 15. You are in business, and don't forget it.

Also, it helps if you make sure to remind your clients that you are in business. Translators want to be treated as professionals, and therefore, they have to behave as professionals (much more on this in future articles).

Above all, a translator is a bridge (ugh! what a cliche!). You are standing between two people or organizations, one which created the material and the other which wants to see it. You are their solution to this most intractable problem. Remember, it's the information age, and there's lots of information out there in lots of languages and translators are the ones who bring this most precious commodity to the people who want it.

Article Number 2: The Life of a Translator

This is the second in a series of articles about the profession of translation, primarily about free-lance translation. As a free-lance translator, other translators and would-be translators as well as people who work with translators often ask me how I survive, what I do, what a translator is, and how to tell if a translator is good. I've also noticed that many people are be asking such questions here in the Foreign Language Forum. In an effort to answer these questions, I wrote this.

These articles are not meant to be the definitive explanation of translation and translators. Instead, they are a starting point for understanding the profession and the people in it. I've spent a lot of time over the past few years helping would-be translators get started and advising people interested in the profession about the realities of being a translator. I also market a list of translation agencies which translators can use to find work and reference sources for Japanese translators.

These articles are meant to be another source of information. I welcome any comments, criticisms, suggestions, and requests for future articles. You can contact me via my CompuServe account: 73543,2020 or by regular mail at

283B Watson Street
Monterey, CA 93940

I hope you enjoy these articles.



A Day in My Life as a Translator

I generally don't set my alarm, but I am usually up by eight in order to answer incoming calls from agencies and clients. Because I live in California and some of my clients are back East, they often call first thing in the morning. A few have even forgotten about the time zone difference and awoken me at six or so with a request to translate something for them. Typically I use my answering machine to record these calls, because I'm not especially coherent at that time of day.

The rest of the day can unfold in one of a few ways, depending on how much work I have and when the work has to be done. I'll tell you about each, one at a time.

On days when I have a lot of work, I flip on my computer and start translating before nine. Then, I spend the rest of the day working on the translation, until either it is done, or at least far enough along. Whenever I receive an assignment, I check the length of the source text, do a quick calculation, and figure out how many words I have to do every day. I then do a little more than that per day.

As I translate, when I find words or phrases I don't know, I note them on a separate page and then look them up later. Sometimes, my search for these words takes me to one of the libraries nearby or has me on the phone, checking with someone who can either tell me the word, or at least explain the concept to me. I often spend over four hours in the library sifting through dictionaries, encyclopedias, almanacs, and maps, looking for the words I need to finish an assignment.

On days when I have only a little work, I still begin the day by translating. Once finished with the day's quota, I work on finding more work. This means sending letters to agencies, calling my clients, and most importantly, looking for new sources of work.

If I don't have any work, I work exclusively on finding work. Unfortunately, I still have days when I don't have any work. Translators generally say that the business is one of 'feast or famine.' You are either drowning in work, translating from dawn until late at night, trying to meet your impossible deadlines and fretting over carpal tunnel syndrome as you do so, or you are waiting by the phone, praying to the patron saint of translators (there must be one), or perhaps the patron saint of lost causes.

You have probably noted the paradox here. When translators have lots of work, they have no time to market themselves for the upcoming and inevitable dry spell. When they have no work, it is too late to do the necessary marketing. Which leads to a truism for translators and all other free-lancers: market always!

Income

People often ask: Do you make a lot of money? Well, that depends on two things: One, what do you consider a lot of money? And two, what month or year is it?

I don't know any translator who has been able to retire at age 30 or 40 from earnings in this profession. Remember, translators are almost always paid by the word in the U.S. (between $0.05 and $0.20) or by the line or page in other countries. Few translators can do more than about 2,500 words per day. So, do the arithmetic. If you are making $0.20 per word and you are doing 2,500 words per day, six days a week, 52 weeks a years, you'd make $156,000. Sounds great, but let's look at what's necessary to hit that theoretical maximum.

First, you have to find all your own clients, since no agency is going to pay you $0.20 per word (many agencies pay one fourth to one half that). Second, you'd have to be a very fast, very efficient translator to complete 2,500 words of polished text per day. Third, you'd have to find work for all those days, and odds are, there just isn't that much to do (if there were, would you want to work that much?). And last, you'd also probably have to deal with desktop publishing and offset printing of your translations, delivery of the material, and so on. In other words, you'd have just enough time to do your taxes and sleep.

There are easier, faster, more human ways to get rich. Bilingual people do well in international law and finance, provided they get the education. If you want to get rich quickly, don't be a translator.

So, what does the average translator make? Well, more than the average writer. According to the Author's Guild (or some such organization), the average writer in the U.S. makes $7,000 per year. Another organization puts that figure around $20,000. Most translators do a little better, but wait. While the average writer needs only one or two dictionaries in English, the average translator needs a lot more dictionaries, and has other expenses resulting from the profession. Translators are like writers with one exception: there are no exceptions. There are no Stephen Kings or Tom Clancys or Danielle Steeles in translation.

For those of you that dream of translating a great novel or book and living off the royalties, forget it. Authors generally get about 10% of the hardback sales and 4% or the paperback sales in royalties and they have to fight very hard to get that. They're not going to yield part of it to some translator. I've translated books and gotten paid the same way I did for everything else: by the word. Many years ago, different relations existed between publishers and translators, but nowadays, the only advantage to translating a book is that you have a lot of work for a long time.

If you're thinking of translating literature, think twice. It takes a long time to translate a work of art, and even more for it to be published. You might get some kind of royalty out of it, but hardly enough to justify the time and effort you'll expend cultivating the necessary relations with the publishers, editors, and of course, the writer (if alive). You'd better love literature if you want to do this.

So, if you think $25,000 to $35,000 a year is enough to live on, to raise your family, and to prepare for retirement, then you'll be fine financially in translation. Of course, there is the theoretical maximum, and you can increase your income by finding your own clients, or providing other services. And, when you consider that the average individual income in the U.S. in 1993 was $19,000, translation looks all right.

However, this varies from month to month and year to year. Translation is a very fickle industry, subject to the vagaries of politics and economics like few other professions are. In 1988, the demand for Arabic translators was minimal, but thanks to Sadaam Hussein, in 1990, the demand soared (and you thought nothing good came of the invasion of Kuweit). Now, the demand is low again. Before the fall of the Soviet Union, most Eastern European languages saw low demand, but now, the demand is much higher and growing. Japanese was in very high demand until the economic bubble burst. Things haven't been the same for Japanese translators since.

So, your income one year is not a good indication of your income for the next year. In fact, it is no indication at all, unless you are so well established and work in such an esoteric (but still highly demanded) field that you can somehow count on work always.

Furthermore, your income from month to month fluctuates. Some months I make just enough to buy pet and translator food and pay the rent (or not even that much). Other months I have enough left over to take a luxurious vacation, except that I know in a month or two my income could plummet and so I put at least some of it in the bank.

In sum, if you like variety and unpredictability in your income, translation is the profession for you. If you want a paycheck every month with the same amount on it, and you want to see that amount go up incrementally over the years, then look for an in-house position or a new profession.

Other Financial Issues

Something that most translators don't realize during their first year in the profession and most would-be translators don't consider is the financial aspects of working for yourself. This is complex, and changes from year to year, so I'll be general here. However, keep all this in mind, and keep track of all this, because it is not only important, but it's the law.

Free-lance translators are self-employed, meaning that they have to file a 'Schedule C' at the end of the tax year. They also have to pay quarterly estimated income tax (both federal and state); difficult to do since a translator typically doesn't know what his or her income will be. And, they have to pay self-employment tax.

Sound bad? Well, there's more. Free-lance translators also have to pay all their Social Security tax, all their FICA tax, and any other taxes your state and our federal government invent in the future. And, free-lancers have to pay for their own medical insurance, and retirement plans.

And to top it all off, you have to pay Self Employment Tax.

All in all, free-lancers end up paying a lot more in tax than someone who works for someone else.

However, the flip side of the coin is that you can take many more deductions than most people can. First and foremost is the infamous 'Business use of home' deduction. You can also deduct as expenses any and all equipment, tools, and supplies (computer hardware and software, paper, stamps, envelopes, paper clips, erasers, dictionaries, etc.) that you use, as well as a percent of your telephone and utility bills, and a part of your medical insurance costs (this percentage changes every year). Furthermore, you can deduct advertising costs, finance charges for business stuff bought with a credit card, and cost of membership to professional associations and subscriptions to professional journals and magazines.

Does this all balance out somehow? For some people more than others it does. As long as you keep track of everything you do, keep the receipts and records of when and where you do it, and take the time to prepare your taxes accurately and completely, you shouldn't have any problems in this area.

A word of advice, however. Although recently 'Translation' has been added to the Department of Labor's list of official professions (who knew they had one of these?), there is still a lot of suspicion at the IRS about translators and their often extravagant claims for deductions. Don't get too cute or clever with the IRS. They catch on more quickly now that they have their circa 1981 computer system installed. I've heard of some translators getting audited and then being required to pay back taxes and penalties.

How to Survive

There are two fundamental rules in the translation profession. Most successful translators seem to follow both. Few successful translators follow neither.

     Rule Number One: Work in the country of your B language.

     Rule Number Two: Marry a native speaker of your B language.

These rules are not jokes. An agency once refused to give me work because I was not married to a Japanese woman (Japanese is one of my B languages). A few agencies have asked me why I'm not working in Japan? And, more than a few have asked me if I was raised in Japan, and when I said no, decided not to send me work. Obviously, I've found enough work, but keep these rules in mind.

Now then, what to do when there isn't much work coming in? One possibility is rely on your spouse's income (not feasible unless you are married). Another possibility is rely on the money you have in your bank account (assumes you have enough money). A third possibility is do something else part time (my personal favorite, as a bachelor who doesn't have a bulging bank account).

Many translators also do other things on the side. I personally consider myself a consultant who provides language services to anyone who wants them. I have taught English, Japanese, and Spanish over the years. I have done copy editing, proofreading, and abstract writing for people. I have worked part time as a desktop publisher and a database consultant. I have also created computer graphics for people (a hobby really, but I make some money at it. If you're ever in the Monterey County Airport, look up when you're in the Arrival lounge and you'll see a banner in Japanese. That's mine.)

Never forget that the suite of abilities which translators possess can be applied productively to numerous related fields. Translators are often quite capable copy editors, proofreaders, and desktop publishers. Translators can readily make the transition to writing manuals for computer companies, articles for local papers or magazines, and even short stories or books. Translators can also teach the languages they know or prepare reference or educational materials. Some translators even make the move into interpretation, but be warned: interpretation is a very different animal from translation and requires thorough schooling in the techniques of consecutive and simultaneous interpretation (If there is enough interest, I will devote an entire article to interpretation - I am a fully trained and certified conference interpreter who chooses not to do it for one reason: I don't enjoy it.)

Because translation is catch-as-catch-can and can even be seasonal, having a fall-back position is a good idea. I don't know of any translators whose clientele is so reliable that they have a constant and unending flow of work. You have to be ready for those dry spells. If you need money, then go get a part-time job or do something on the side. You can always work for a temporary agency. If you don't need the money, then do one of those things you talk about doing all the time.

How to Succeed

Now then, having spent the better part of this article, and much of Article #1 describing translation as a trying profession in which success is not something to get too excited about (recall Tom Clancy's quote: if your peak personal income is only $125,000 per year, you shouldn't be bragging about it), you may be wondering, how do people succeed in this profession? What's the secret? And, you might even ask yourself, why would someone bother being a translator?

All good questions, and we'll look at each one in turn.

First: how to succeed. In a nutshell, you succeed by working hard. Sorry, that's really all there is to it. You can sit in your home office, watch your screen saver draw little fish or flying toasters on your computer monitor, and think that you are failing simply because you are an unrecognized and undiscovered genius, you are working in a language with little demand, or you don't have the right background or equipment. However, the truth is much simpler.

If you are not succeeding, you are not working hard enough.

Of course, this assumes that you do have some equipment (translations hewn in stone or written on parchment are not acceptable these days), that you know a good language (little demand nowadays for Hawaiian or Basque), and that you have some ability (though if you didn't, you wouldn't be reading this article). Maybe you are the next great literary translator, the person who will bring new meaning to the Bible or the Iliad. But, most translators are not literary geniuses, and they don't have to be.

If you're not succeeding, you're not working hard enough.

So, what do I mean? Simply this: being a free-lance translator involves a lot of business and a little translation. You will have to spend your time marketing yourself, telling clients that you exist and are available to do work, proving to people that you can do what you say you can, and continuing to do this for the duration of your stay in the profession. No matter how long you've been a translator, you'll have to market yourself incessantly. Send your resume hither, dither, and yon. Cold call potential agencies or clients. Walk into local companies (for example: law firms and consulting houses) and see what their needs are. Contact your local Chamber of Commerce or the appropriate embassy or consulate.

Do all this and keep doing it.

The people who succeed in translation are the ones who are willing to do all this and more.

Second, what's the secret? I wonder if I should let you in on this, because if I do, then it won't be much of a secret. And, I might create more competition for myself by doing so. However, like most secrets, it's not really a secret. And, saying it is much easier than doing it.

So, without further ado, here it is. The secret of success in translation is: TIMING.

Timing is everything in translation; and I mean this in the broadest sense possible. When you sent your resumes and cover letters to potential clients, when you submit samples of your work to agencies, when you take vacations, when you make new purchases, when you pay taxes, when you get paid, and most importantly, when you submit work.

Let's start with the last first. Submitting work to an agency or client is what you have to do in order to get paid. And, clients and agencies want the work on time. That means don't submit anything late, ever! If you think it will be late, then call them ahead of time and make arrangements. Be sure to fix a date and time when you negotiate the terms of delivery. And, keep in mind where you are and where the agency or client is. I often have to wake up quite early to deliver something to New York at 9:00 a.m. (I live in California). In sum: NEVER SUBMIT ANYTHING LATE.

Next, when you give and receive money. The government has this rule that self-employed people have to pay taxes quarterly (by April 15, July 15, September 15, and then January 15). Then, when you do your annual income taxes, you figure out what you owe, then subtract what you've already paid and then pay the government the remainder (unless you paid too much, in which case you get some back). Financially, the best strategy is to pay something every quarter so that you avoid the penalties for underpayment at the end of the year. If you have already paid most of what you owe at year's end, you won't have to pay an underpayment penalty.

You should also plan your purchases, be they personal or business, around your finances and payment schedules. Any large business purchase is best made at the end of the year when you are close to getting your deduction for it. Any large personal expenditure is best made when you have a lot of work and a bit in money in the bank. And, always keep some extra in the bank, just in case.

Getting money from agencies and clients is a complex and touchy matter which we'll look at in detail in Article #3.

As for when to take a vacation, this depends a lot on your personal life. However, it's very easy to get work around Christmas and New Year's because almost no one is around to do it. Also, during August, the supply of translators drops (they all migrate somewhere) and so if you're available, it might be easier to get work. And, you should know the annual cycle for the languages you're working in so that you know when the busy and off seasons are.

Finally, the WHEN of marketing. I have harped on marketing as being the element which separates the successful translators from the failures. Maybe this is harsh, but I do believe it's true. However, although marketing may involve some subtle and ethereal qualities which are difficult to define and explain, one quality which is easy to explain is timing. You have to send resumes to agencies and clients regularly. Time your mailings so that they correspond to the busy season for your language (it's up to you to find out when that is). Also, know when to call them. Wait at least a few days if not a week after sending a resume before calling. Call around mid-morning because that's when people are available but still reasonably relaxed. Call during midweek, for the same reason. And most of all, do all this regularly.

Remember, the secret is timing, and experience is the best way to master it.

Finally, we'll close this article with a brief exploration of why people become translators. I imagine that other translators reading this will find my reasons familiar, though they might differ from your own. I'll also add what I've heard from others, and then you can add your own. If you are thinking of becoming a translator, this might help you make your decision. If you are working with translators, this should help you better understand those mysterious people who work alone to reproduce information.

I translate because I like to write and I like languages. I am a free-lance translator because I like to work for myself. I have translated in-house in Japan and have had teaching jobs on both sides of the Pacific. I've also worked as an hospital orderly, as a desktop publisher, graphic artist, database consultant, truck driver, stock boy, and garbage shoveler (yes, that really is a job). I prefer working for myself and that's certainly one of the reasons I like translation.

Some people are in translation because they like to translate. They enjoy the challenge of taking information in one language and discovering a way to render it into another. They relish the challenge of wading through uncharted linguistic and terminological waters. They thrive under the pressure of harsh deadlines and irregular work schedules. And, they like the income.

Some become translators because they know two or more languages and a subject area and what to do something with this knowledge. Bilingual computer scientists and software engineers find the move into technical translation to be smooth, though not necessarily easy. Many people blindly enter translation, not realizing just what it is like to sit alone at a computer, dictionaries piled around you, working for six to twelve hours on a document which came in the day before and has to go out the following morning.

Is there a right reason to be a translator? I doubt it. Is there a wrong reason? Sure. Knowing two languages is not a good reason to be a translator. It's a start, of course, but there is a lot more. Loving languages is also a start, but I know people who love languages and hate translation (they seem to head into linguistics).

So, I say in closing: if you're a translator, great. If you want to be one, great. If you don't want to be one, great. In other words, great. I like this profession, and I know may others who do. With any luck, more of us will be able to know each other better, and the profession itself will be better for it.

Article Number 3: Teaching Translation and Interpretation

This is the third article in a series about the profession of translation, primarily about free-lance translation. As a free-lance translator, other translators and would-be translators as well as people who work with translators often ask me how I survive, what I do, what a translator is, and how to tell if a translator is good. I've also noticed that many people are be asking such questions here in the Foreign Language Forum. In an effort to answer these questions, I wrote this.

These articles are not meant to be the definitive explanation of translation and translators. Instead, they are a starting point for understanding the profession and the people in it. I've spent a lot of time over the past few years helping would-be translators get started and advising people interested in the profession about the realities of being a translator. I also market a list of translation agencies which translators can use to find work and reference sources for Japanese translators.

These articles are meant to be another source of information. I welcome any comments, criticisms, suggestions, and requests for future articles. You can contact me via my CompuServe account: 73543,2020 or by regular mail at

555 Madison Street, #28
Monterey, CA 93940

I hope you enjoy these articles.



The Teaching of Translation and Interpretation

Introduction

This essay will seek to explain my ideas and opinions on the subject of training translators and interpreters. Because so many members of the T&I profession have no formal training, any discussion of training must be limited to those that do. In other words, this essay is not an argument for required training or certification, nor is it a defense of those programs which offer such training or certification.

This topic seems appropriate because of all the recent discussion on this subject in the Foreign Language Forum. Moreover, the fall ATA conference will be devoted to this issue. I hope the ideas in this article contribute to these discussions in some way.

I shall write this from the perspective of a professional free-lance translator, a person who has performed escort and conference interpreting, both in the simultaneous and consecutive mode, and a person who received formal academic training in T&I at the graduate level.

A brief explanation of my background is in order. My native language is English and my working languages include Japanese, Spanish and French. I am also trained in German, some Chinese and Sanskrit. I also know Portuguese and Italian, though I don't use these professionally as yet. I studied Japanese both in the U.S. and Japan and then received a B.A. in Asian Studies. I later earned an M.A. from the Monterey Institute of International Studies in Japanese translation and interpretation. I passed the State Dept.'s interpreter exams at the seminar and escort level. I have taught English and Japanese at every level from grade school through university in both Japan and the U.S. I've also taught Spanish in the U.S. Currently, I'm working as a free-lance translator and consultant.

I will make the following assumptions in this essay. First, the training of translators and interpreters is not an academic endeavor. Second, anyone with the requisite background can learn the techniques and skills of translation and interpretation and can become a professional. Third, translation and interpretation represent a highly rarefied linguistic skills which encompasses not only language ability but also cultural sensitivity, area expertise, and the capacity for research.

I consider T&I training to be a vocational endeavor in the same fashion that educating physicians and lawyers is. Although there is a great deal of academic material involved in mastering any of these fields, the function of the practitioner is not academic in nature. Moreover, the practitioner is not an academic but is working with other people to achieve a specific goal.

Some people consider the skills of translation and interpretation to be inborn. I cannot here elaborate on why I feel that T&I skills are learned rather than inborn. However, my experience as a professional translator and interpreter and my training in these fields brings me to believe this.

Last, T&I skills supersede mere language ability. Certainly translation and interpretation require a mastery of language. However, so does applied linguistics. A translator or interpreter has to have more than just superb understanding of language but also must be aware of socio-cultural, terminological, and business issues in the course of practicing in the T&I profession.

Teaching in General

Firstly, I believe that teaching is not something that an expert in a particular field can do. Merely possessing a mastery of a subject does not qualify someone to teach it. I don't agree with Emerson's phrase, "Those who cannot do, teach." Teaching is a very difficult task. Imparting knowledge and experience to another person requires not only mastery of the subject matter, but also mastery of the communication of knowledge. Therefore, a T&I professor has to have both the knowledge and experience in T&I and the ability to teach.

The problems of teaching translation and interpretation include both the problems involved in teaching any subject and issues exclusive to the T&I profession. I'd like to look at each in turn.

General Problems in Teaching T&I

When teaching any subject, the teachers assume the existence of a clear, well-defined body of knowledge that they are to impart to the students through a variety of means, including assigned readings, laboratory exercises, drills, quizzes and tests, and papers. Whether the subject is vocational or abstract in nature, the teachers must know what the subject is before they can attempt to teach it.

Thus, the first problem facing the would-be T&I professor is the subject. Translation and interpretation are both arts and skills, and the teachers must decide from which angle to approach them. If they choose art, then they might have the students perform an endless series of exercises, attempts to mimic the masters as it were, in the hope of finding the truly gifted ones and then cultivating their abilities through endless practice. If they choose skill, then they must identify the areas of study (such as terminology, syntax, idiom, accent, and dialect for linguistic study; writing skills and word processing skills for translation; note-taking or listening skills, and sight translation skills for interpretation) and then develop rigorous and efficient exercises to refine these skills in the students.

Unlike most university subjects, translation and interpretation do not represent a well-defined body of knowledge. They are, instead, abilities which the practitioners barely understand. Moreover, the origin of these abilities and the best kind of student are debated regularly. Unlike the student of law, engineering, or medicine, the student translator or interpreter can come from almost any background. The only requisite is that the individual be bilingual, or nearly so. Teachers are therefore in the awkward position of having to address an undefined body of knowledge to a diverse body of students.

The second major issue confronting all teachers is the goal. A college biology class or philosophy seminar has a defined goal to achieve by the end of the semester. An individual T&I class might also have a defined goal in that the students will translate a certain number of articles or interpret a particular number of speeches.

But, the broader goals are difficult because they are qualitative in nature. A translator must not only be able to translate a particular number of words per hour or per day, but must do so accurately and must create readable, natural prose in the target language. An simultaneous or consecutive interpreter must not only be able to keep pace with a speech for a certain number of minutes, but must not tire, must not miss words or phrases and must not misinterpret what the speaker is saying.

These are, of course, the goals. However, because translators and interpreters confront information from a wide array of disciplines, the expectations are difficult to define. Should translators be able to maintain a certain rate of translation for all fields, even fields they don't understand in their native language? Should interpreters be able to work with material from any field, even if the field is foreign to them in their native language?

One solution to this problem is to create categories for specialized fields. A possible categorization is: General, Technical, Legal, Political, and Financial. However, in this day and age, technical is perhaps too vague because computers and medical both fall into this category and represent vast fields of knowledge. Moreover, political changes constantly as new nations, governments, and bureaucracies rise and fall. Thus, these categories either have to be superficial in nature or demand a great deal of background knowledge on the part of the translator or interpreter.

I'd like to mention here that this touches on the problem of the ideal background for a T&I student. While I cannot fully answer that question here, a well-prepared student would be one who already possesses a university-level education, has some work experience, is curious about the world, and has lived in the countries in which the source and target languages are spoken.

The final general problem involves testing. All academic subjects require examinations in order to evaluate the student's progress and ability. However, unlike calculus or chemistry, in which the body of knowledge is well-defined and the readily quantifiable, T&I is neither and therefore, creating and evaluating tests causes problems.

Typically, a translation test consists of a text to be translated within a given time and an interpretation test consists of interpreting a speech within a given time limit. The translation test has the following problems: one, students usually do the test long hand, and translators almost always work on a computer; two, students might or might not know the subject in question and may or may not be allowed to use reference material during the test, whereas translators typically specialize in subjects they know and always use reference material when needed; and three, the grading of any such test is highly subjective, especially in areas such as word choice, written style, and register. Moreover, if the exam is specialized, then the professor also has to be familiar with the subject matter.

The interpretation test has the following problems: one, interpreters never walk into an assignment cold without any preparation for the subject to be spoken about, whereas students often have no idea what the test-speech will cover; two, acquiring good speeches to serve as tests is difficult, and using written material for tests is both inappropriate and problematic, especially for languages in which the spoken and written language differ vastly; and three, like translation, the grading of any test is highly subjective, particularly in areas such as word and idiom choice, spoken style and voice quality, and register and politeness.

Another important issue in testing is that of the graduation examinations required at all the major T&I schools around the world. I suppose the origin of these exams is a combination of IAIC recommendations and a desire to bring legitimacy to the T&I profession like that which exists for physicians and lawyers. However, because these exams are not sanctioned by any recognized organization, they are really nothing more than a final hurdle for the students to pass before being granted a degree.

The teaching of T&I poses all these general problems. Each problem is inherent to the art of teaching and must be resolved through careful consideration of the students, the goals of the teaching and the ability of the teacher. No perfect solution exists, and all solutions will have to evolve over time in order to reflect the changing nature of the subject, the background and ability of the students, and the demands of the market they will enter.

Problems Specific to Teaching T&I

There are also problems specific to the teaching of translation and interpretation. First and foremost is the language issue. While it is useful to try to generalize about the translation and interpretation profession, the fact remains that there are vast differences among the languages of the world and these differences appear in the course of attempting to teach translation and interpretation.

The most obvious difference is how a language is written. Whether a language uses a phonetic alphabet or a character-based writing system makes a significant difference in the speed with which a person can read and write the language, as well as how quickly dictionaries, glossaries, and reference materials can be used. Looking up a term in English or French is far simpler than doing so in Chinese or Japanese. Spelling in Spanish or German is easier than in English. And, writing the letters of the Roman, Greek, Cyrillic, Hangul, Devanagari or Arabic scripts is far less time-consuming than creating the characters used for Japanese and Chinese.

The writing system may not seem at first glance to be relevant in a translation program, but it is. Students can write more words per minute, be they typed or hand written, in English or Spanish than in Japanese or Chinese. Furthermore, typing speed is higher in an alphabet-based language. Moreover, word processing, desktop publishing, and type setting (all skills which translators need to acquire somewhere) are easier in an alphabet-based language than in a character-based one.

Another important difference is how many countries the language is spoken in and if there is an acceptable international form of the language. For instance, Japanese is spoken in only one nation, and although it has eight major dialects, there is a standard form of Japanese, known as Hyojun-go. English is spoken as a native language in at least five nations, but there is no acknowledged international standard, though the de facto standard seems to be American English. Spanish is spoken in 20 nations and has no acknowledged standard form, though the journalistic style adopted by the pan-Latin American media seems to serve as a de facto standard.

Thus, the student working with Japanese need only learn one form of one language. The student dealing with English can get by with one form, but in practice, will need to be well acquainted with the other major forms. The student of Spanish needs to deal with a few major forms of the language, plus, depending on the specialization, the various major dialects. This problem is particularly severe for Arabic interpreters who have to contend with almost twenty major dialects and no truly accepted international form (claims about Egyptian Arabic to the contrary).

Although this issue of how many versions of a language are spoken in how many countries can be troublesome for translators, it is far more important for interpreters, especially those that work in a legal or medical environment. A Spanish medical interpreter in San Diego, for instance, would have to be familiar with Chicano Spanish, as well as the major dialects or Mexico and Central America. Only at high level international conferences does this language issue all but vanish.

The last important difference is in the language pair. In other words, translators and interpreters working from Spanish to Portuguese will encounter fewer linguistic, cultural, and social issues in the work than will the person working from Japanese to English. When the languages are from the same family, Romance or Latin in the case of Spanish and Portuguese, the translation work is fundamentally easier than when the languages stem from disparate families, Altaic and Germanic in the case of Japanese and English.

Such differences impact on the speed with which the translation or interpretation can be rendered, the faithfulness of the rendered version to the original, and the naturalness of the rendered version. These differences must be considered when assessing student's ability, progress, and when evaluating student's performance. There is no purpose in comparing students working from German to English to those working from Chinese to English.

Another fundamental problem confronting teachers, students and professionals alike is the lack of a clear definition of a translation or interpreter. Both the public at large and people who work closely with translators and interpreters have little understanding of who and what T&I professionals are.

The role of a translator or interpreter is also a sticky issue. Medical and legal interpreters are especially prone to find themselves in situations in which their duties supersede mere interpretation and enter into that of an advocate or mediator. Translators have to be writers and inter-cultural specialists at times. Training in how to confront these problems ethically is vital.

A problem worthy of mention involves people's impressions of language. Unfortunately, the U.S. State Department maintains a list of languages which it considers exotic. Such categorizations do more harm than good. Although many of the languages on that list qualify as difficult because they are not Indo-European in origin, describing them as exotic only serves to isolate the people who use these languages and make proper understanding of the languages more difficult.

In fact, the languages on this list seem to have two things in common. First, they are written using a non-Roman script and second, they have sounds which the English language lacks. Arabic, Chinese, Japanese, and Korean are all important languages in international politics and economics. Chinese and Arabic are United Nations languages. Japanese is almost a lingua franca in parts of Asia. Yet these languages are called exotic, translators and interpreters of these languages are seen as practicing some arcane, mystical art, and people in general-and even some other translators and interpreters-regard these languages with wonder and disbelief.

Language is language is language. Anybody can be a native speaker of any language. With the right training and experience, most people can learn any other language. And, although the conversion of socio-cultural, political, religious, and philosophical concepts from a so-called exotic language to English is more difficult than converting these concepts from French to English, any such conversion is fraught with difficulties, but at the same time is possible.

Translators and interpreters are charged with the task of converting information from one language to another while maintaining the style and context of the original. Whether the language be a sister of English or a distant cousin on the family tree of languages does not matter. With time and effort, the material can be converted.

A final issue in the training of translators and interpreters is the assumption that students have already mastered the cultures of their languages. Moreover, T&I teachers, and people in general, seem to believe that the only way culture can be acquired is through osmosis. I disagree. Culture, or at least cultural sensitivity, can be taught. Translators and interpreters have to be masters of this and thus, culture has to be addressed in the course of training translators and interpreters.

Ideal Teachers of T&I

Having examined in some detail the issues involved in teaching translation and interpretation, I would now like to discuss the qualifications and prerequisites necessary for an individual who would teach these subjects.

First and most important, translation and interpretation are completely separate skills which not only have different requisite abilities, but also seem to be mutually exclusive. Whereas the translator has to have superior writing skills and the ability to work patiently with reference materials, the interpreter has to be able to think quickly and clearly, to have vocabulary and terminology on the tip of the tongue, and work very well under pressure. Moreover, although I can offer nothing more than anecdotal evidence for this, the best translators seem not to be good interpreters and the best interpreters seem not to be good translators. Translators can master the skills of interpretation, as can interpreters the skills of translation. However, the truly great people in either art are rarely more than average in the other.

The confusion about these two separate arts is both linguistic and social in nature. People outside the profession use the words translate and interpret interchangeably and even create an oxymoron such as "simultaneous translation." Moreover, people assume that any bilingual person can translate or interpret, and this assumption permeates even the highest levels of government and private organizations.

Witness the major corporations around the world that seek English Literature graduates to serve as translators and bilingual secretaries. Many governments around the world use bilinguals as interpreters or translators, even though these people have no formal training in the area. This linguistic and social confusion results in the misconception that translation and interpretation are synonymous and readily performed by any willing bilingual.

This represents the first requirement: translators should teach translation and interpreters should teach interpretation. This of course means that translation and interpretation programs should employ translators to teach translation and interpreters to teach interpretation. Despite the best efforts of a gifted translator, if he or she does not have the requisite training and experience in interpretation, the students and the teacher will suffer. The same holds true for interpretation teachers.

All this said, there are some issues which hold true for teaching of both translation and interpretation. Before exploring the individual aspects of teaching T&I and the kind of training, experience, and qualifications which would make an individual ready to teach, I would like to examine these issues.

Article Number 4: Translators & Agencies (Part I)

This is the fourth article in a series about the profession of translation, primarily about free-lance translation. Other translators and would-be translators as well as people who work with translators often ask me how I survive, what I do, what a translator is, and how to tell if a translator is good. I've also noticed that many people are be asking such questions here in the Foreign Language Forum. In an effort to answer these questions, I wrote this.

These articles are not meant to be the definitive explanation of translation and translators. Instead, they are a starting point for understanding the profession and the people in it. I've spent a lot of time over the past few years helping would-be translators get started and advising people interested in the profession about the realities of being a translator. I also market a list of translation agencies which translators can use to find work and reference sources for Japanese translators.

These articles are meant to be another source of information. I welcome any comments, criticisms, suggestions, and requests for future articles. You can contact me via my CompuServe account: 73543,2020. Also, note my new address. Fan mail and hate mail alike should now be sent to:

555 Madison Street, #28
Monterey, CA 93940

I hope you enjoy these articles.



What is an Agency?

Translators have all had to deal with agencies at one point or another. However, some of us work exclusively with agencies, others of us have our own clients, and a few of us work for a company or organization. Nonetheless, no translator can afford (literally and figuratively) to ignore agencies and it behooves every translator to know a lot about them.

An agency is a service house that provides clients with translations. There are translation agencies in every major city around the world. There are large chains of translation agencies, like Berlitz and Inlingua. Other agencies have a headquarters in a major city and then numerous branches in other cities (not necessarily in the same country). And some translation agencies are smaller operations, with only one office sometimes staffed by only one or two people.

Agencies often specialize, providing translation services for only one or a few related languages. Some agencies work exclusively with Japanese, or Spanish (both high volume languages at present). Others work only with Asian languages, or only with Middle-eastern languages. And, of course, many agencies specialize in subject areas, providing services for medical translation, software localization, or legal translation.

Always remember that translation agencies are first and foremost businesses. Like all other forms of business, they live and die by their ability to turn a profit. And, their ability to turn a profit rests firmly in their capacity to find good translators and work successfully with them.

This point cannot be overstated. Translators are the lifeblood of an agency. A translation agency without translators is like a hospital without doctors. Sure, an agency provides far more than raw translation just as a hospital provides far more than the care of a physician. But, more than anything else, agencies need translators.

The opposite is not necessarily true. Many translators work with their clients directly, providing most of the services that agencies do (more on this later in this article and the next one). However, most translators, myself included, get at least some of their work from agencies. If you're wondering why translators all just don't strike out on their own, read on.

Why Do We Need Them?

So, you ask, if a translation agency does nothing more than provide translation services, why do translators need them? Why can't translators simply work for the end-client directly, cut out the middleman, and make lots more money? Why, indeed!

First off, many a translation project consists of hundreds or thousands of pages of material (be it legal documentation, a book, a software manual, technical materials, or what have you). Second, the end-client does not simply want a sheaf of typing paper run off an inkjet or laser printer. Third, the source materials might include charts, graphs, pictures, and other content which has to be desktop published, or worked on by graphics professionals. Fourth, the final output of the project may have to be a book, pamphlet or brochure which includes color text and graphics as well as photos and perhaps even art. Last, the end client wants to hand this entire project to one organization and then get it back fast.

There is no way one translator working alone can accomplish this.

In other words, agencies essentially provide two services: first, they get one or more translators to translate the material (and many agencies have in-house translators for this purpose) and second, they prepare and print the material (when printing is required).

Note the reciprocal relationship here. Not only do translators need agencies to get work, but agencies need translators to get their work done. Agencies need translators as much as translators need agencies because each group provides skills and services the other requires to survive.

So, you ask, why don't translators band together and provide these services to clients, cut out the middleman and make more money? Some do, but not without considerable investment in hardware, software, and training. I have worked as a desktop publisher for a small magazine, and the arts of DTP, color separations, halftone screens, and offset printing are complex. I have collaborated with other translators on modest projects, but without a steady flow of this kind of work, it's not worth my time and effort to invest in the equipment and expertise I'd need to do it regularly.

Then, what about those projects which don't require fancy printing, DTP, or color? Well, agencies tend to handle those because they come from the same people who have the big projects. End-clients like simplicity, so they work consistently with the same agency.

However, many translators do develop their own clients and translate such "simpler material" for them. I do. About half my work comes from agencies and half comes from direct clients. It is a good situation because the agencies I work with are responsible and competent and pay me fairly and my direct clients are the same. Reaching this position requires a lot of time and effort, as well as no small amount of luck.

Nevertheless, most translators work for agencies. And, some agencies are easier to work for than others. The point of this article and the next one is to help people understand the relationship which exists between translators and agencies and to provide insight into what translators can do to make that relationship better. If it seems I am putting the onus on translators, you're right. But I also hope that agencies will reciprocate and treat translators with the respect that their professionalism deserves.

Working With Agencies

Translators have to work for someone, so why not an agency? Assuming you agree, you still have a lot of work to do before agencies will start flooding your fax machine with material and filling your mailbox with paychecks.

The first thing you have to do is tell the agencies that you exist. This is akin to Kevin Kostner hearing that magical voice which said, "If you build it, they will come." Well, if you send your resume to every agency you can find, they will send you work, eventually.

So, your resume is important. Very important. You will rarely meet the people you work for face to face and you're unlikely to run around to every major city in the U.S., barge in on all the agencies you can find, and regale them with tales of your translation prowess. Instead, your resume will do all this for you. Therefore, your resume had better be good.

Your resume should include the following information: your name, address, telephone and fax number, and an E-mail, CIS, AOL, or other on-line service address (if you have one, if you don't, get one). All of this should be at the very top, where people can see it immediately.

Next, and so important that if you omit it, some agencies will stop reading your resume, comes your native and working languages. Don't claim to have more than one native language. I know some agencies which throw away resumes of translators who claim to have two or three native languages. Also, be very careful about claiming to translate into your non-native languages. Some agencies will instantly recycle your resume if they read something to that effect.

Now, the nitty-gritty; the meat of the resume. 

First, detail your experience as a translator, including work you've done in any country, for any organization, under any circumstances. If your background is so extensive that it would fill volumes, then pick the choicest bits and leave out the rest. Also, make sure to list currently active clients, as well as those you've worked for in the past. Specify the work you did for them. Don't just say: I translated for Berlitz. Say: Translated user's manual for Blah-blah software for Berlitz in 1992.

Next, detail your hardware and software. Be very precise. Don't merely mention that you have a computer. Every translator has one, some have two or three. Tell them exactly what you have, including the CPU type, the amount of RAM and hard drive space, peripherals and any other gizmos (you can probably omit the description of your Thrustmaster gear or your screen savers). The two required peripherals these days are a printer and fax/modem. Some agencies won't work with translators who don't have laser printers. But, most seem to accept printing from high-quality inkjet printers. Do not use a dot-matrix printer or any other arcane devices such as plotters. (I'll devote an entire article to discussing the set-up a translator should have)

Be equally precise with your software. Give full names and version numbers for your word processing software. If you have (and know how to use) DTP software, give that. You can even mention databases, spreadsheets, and graphics packages you own. Don't bother mentioning games or educational software. Agencies don't care about your flight simulator collection or your compendium of educational CD-ROM titles.

Then, describe any other related experience which will help demonstrate that you can translate and that you know your languages. Specify how long you've spent abroad, how much language training you've had for your non-native languages, and how much education and experience you've had in the fields you translate in. For instance, my resume clearly states that I lived and worked in Japan for three years, attending university there for one year and then teaching and translating for two. It also details my professional background as a computer consultant, the programming courses and the pre-med classes I took, and the jobs I had as a hospital orderly, a desktop publisher, and ESL teacher. I have had other jobs, including Woolworth's stockboy and burger-flipper at SDSU's campus cafe, but those aren't on my resume.

Finally, make sure to mention any awards, certifications, accreditation, professional memberships and other qualifications or accomplishments related to your languages you have. If you got a scholarship for one of your languages, mention it. If you passed the ATA exam, the Japanese Language Proficiency Test, the U.S. State Dept. Exams, etc., put it on your resume.

Now that your resume is done, you need a cover letter to go with it. The cover letter will take care of the information which resumes can't handle. First and foremost, the cover letter should state what kind of work you do and want. Don't just say: I am a translator; say: I am a free-lance translator of Japanese and English working in the biomedical and computer fields. Then, you should go on to say that you are looking for work as an independent contractor (unless, you aren't). Finally, use the cover letter to emphasize whatever experience and qualifications you have that would qualify you as a translator.

The Fundamental Problem

Anyone who has worked as a free-lance translator realizes that there is no way to tell who is a translator and who isn't. Any idiot can claim to be a translator. Some, it would seem, do. The only obvious limitation is that you have to know at least two languages to be a translator, anything less is rather difficult to accept.

So, agencies somehow have to sift through all the resumes they receive and figure out who is a "real" translator capable of accurately rendering information in one language into another. They have to determine who is up to the job and who isn't. Because there is no universally accepted system for accrediting translators, they are left with two basic methods: look at the person's background or give a test.

Your resume should take care of the problem of background. Presumably, you have had experience living and working abroad, had university-level education in your languages and have worked as a translator before. However, you, the discerning reader, ask: this leads to a paradox-how do I get started as a translator?

Indeed there is a Catch-22 here. Agencies want experienced translators, so what do you do if you have no experience? Eventually you might find an agency willing to take a risk on you. Or, you could pass some accreditation exam (the ATA exam comes to mind). Or, you could take some courses somewhere or pursue a degree in translation. Or, you could go to another country where they aren't so picky and work there, gaining experience (and money).

Or, you can take the little test that some agency somewhere will eventually send you. And, you can submit the samples which some agencies request.

Many agencies are unlikely to accept at face value accreditation or claims of former translation experience. Remember, there is virtually no way for them to corroborate your claims of having been a translator with the Abu Dabi Daily. Unless you have a degree from a well-known school which trains translators (and there are about ten of these around the world), your claims will be questioned. And so, you will have to take these little translation tests the agencies often send.

Note that many agencies will show little interest in samples you submit. In fact, submitting them before they are asked for is usually a waste of postage. Agencies seem more inclined to trust their own tests than a sample you send. Should you be asked to submit a sample, make sure you have the right to submit the material. Remember that as an independent contractor who works on a work-for-hire basis, you do not own the rights to what you produce.

If an agency asks you to take the test or submit samples, do it. Be glad they exist because without them agencies might resort to hiring people in-house only. Or, they might insist that you work as an intern, earning only minimum wage for three or six months. Remember, they have the work and the money, so they can make certain demands of translators. It behooves translators to cooperate cheerfully with this process, not because it is so pleasant, but because the alternatives are far worse.

Most agencies do not expect their translators to be literary and linguistic geniuses. Such geniuses would be writing brilliant literary novels or pontificating on the brilliant literary work of other novelists. Agencies do expect (and deserve!) quality work free of errors and omissions and delivered on time. And, from what I've heard, many translators are either unwilling or unable to provide such work by the agreed deadline.

So, I state here in the most emphatic language possible: If you are going to translate something, do it right. Make sure that there are no errors, omissions, spelling or punctuation mistakes and deliver your work on time in the form that the agency requested. If you do this, you will get more work. If you don't, retire now and save yourself and others a lot of grief.

That said (or vented I suppose), the most important thing to remember about contacting agencies for the first time is that everything counts. You have to convince them that you are a competent, responsible, capable professional who will honor agreements and produce quality work. Assuming that you are, the next thing that happens is that some agency somewhere will contact you.

Responses

After you send out your cries for work, you might have to wait a few weeks or even months before the replies come. And, the replies will not necessary be offers of work. Many agencies automatically respond to a resume from a translator by sending a thank-you letter and one or more forms for you to fill out. Fill these out and send them back fast. I know of one agency that uses those forms as a kind of test; if you can't get it back to them within 15 days, they aren't interested anymore. Some agencies even tell you to get it back to them fast. Like the commercial says, just do it.

The forms that many agencies send will seem redundant. You'll have to fill in your name, address, educational and professional background, and equipment. You'll also have to detail your rates (more on that in a bit), your daily, weekly, monthly, and yearly (or at least one of these) output, and other information. If you're not sure about something on these forms, call the agency. Doing so is a great way to get to talk to someone there, develop a closer relationship, and even tell them some of the more intangible things about yourself.

Agencies may also send an independent contractor form. It is a standard legal document that says that you are working independently for them on a work-for-hire basis. Your translations belong to them, not you. You, however, are liable for any errors, omissions, delays, or other problems which occur in the process of translating something. Read this form carefully and make sure you're not signing away your first born. Some agencies make peculiar demands in these forms. For instance: translators must carry $500,000 in liability insurance; translators must redo all work until it satisfies the client; or, translators are expected to comply with all demands of the agency and client.

These demands can be trying, particularly the one about insurance. The recent spate of difficulties for translators includes the ATA's fouled attempt to suggest rates, the U.S. government's desire to control and underpay translators (remember, the U.S. government is the world's largest employer of translators), and the IRS's desire to crack down on tax evasion schemes and self-employed people. All these difficulties are influencing the content of the independent contractor's agreement, and translators can expect things to get more and more difficult as the years go by.

However, on the issue of insurance, I consulted a lawyer and found out the following. Suing a translator is a rather bad idea, simply because there is nothing to sue. Translators are generally poor, by corporate standards. Moreover, the number of ephemeral and obtuse issues involved in language is so high that odds are, the case would never go to trial. This lawyer advised me not to bother with insurance. I passed this advice on to an agency which has this in their contract, and so it goes.

Work

Sooner or later, some agency somewhere will call you and say, "Can you translate this for us?" After you recover from palpitations of excitement, you have to begin the process of negotiating. Don't accept an assignment without first working out the terms of the job.

There are three main points to negotiations: when the job is due, how the job is to be done, and what you will be paid. Don't start quibbling about word rates before you confirm that you have the time and ability to do the job. If they want it by Monday and you're already booked for the weekend, don't launch into a long monologue about your rates. Just apologize for not being available and express your desire to work for them in the future.

Remember: money is one of those topics that everyone loves and no one knows how to discuss (sex is the other).

Before you launch into negotiations, make sure you know what the job is. There may be nothing to negotiate. An agency called me and asked me to do a translation of a very detailed legal/financial report about a corporation. I declined, saying that the subject was outside my experience. Don't take jobs which you can't do. And, when you can't take a job, do everyone a favor. If you know a translator who can do the job, recommend that person to the agency. They will appreciate your effort on their behalf, and I guarantee you'll make your friend happy.

The agency will often have a specific deadline and will simply ask if you can do the work by then. However, with larger projects, they may be a little flexible and might ask when you can get it done. Then, you need to know how long the assignment is. Don't be surprised if they don't know. I've done translations from Japanese to English for agencies which have no Japanese speakers on their staff. Get as much information as possible and then do your best to estimate how many words the job will be. As long as you know roughly how many words you can do per day, you'll be able to tell them if you can do the job.

Next, the how. Some translations are only for in-house purposes and thus don't have to be as polished or readable as say, a book or manual. Other projects will be edited and proof-read by the agency after you finish, and so you don't have to sweat every little detail as much. This is often the case when translators are working in a team on a large project. The agency's editors and DTP people will spend a lot of time (one hopes) working on the style, format and terminology of the document before handing it to the end-client. This eases the burden on the translator, but it can also lower the per-word rate.

Note that how also includes how you should submit the translation. The translator is responsible for providing the translation in the format which the agency requests (or at least a format they can readily work with). Moreover, there may be specific instructions concerning how the agency wants the translation done. Such instructions are particularly important when there are a lot of charts and graphs in the original and when the agency will be taking your translation, merging it with the work of others and then desktop publishing it. Follow the instructions you receive to the letter and don't hesitate to contact the agency if you have questions.

Always ask about the purpose of the translation and the intended audience. Also try to find out if the end-client has a terminology list or glossary it wants you to use. Moreover, get any and all details concerning style and formatting before you start translating. If the source text has charts or graphs in it, find out what to do with them before you begin to scribble all over their pristine original. And, find out if you are supposed to be formatting the translation or simply preparing a text file. Naturally, you can charge a little more for the former.

Finally comes money. In many cases, the agency will say: we will pay you this much money; take it or leave it (or something to that effect). In others, they will ask you want you would charge. Make sure you know what your rates are ahead of time. Hemming and hawing about money sounds unprofessional; and translators already suffer from enough unprofessionalism that adding to it would be disastrous. Tell the agency how much you want and then let them decide if it's acceptable. They might make a counter offer and then you can accept or decline.

There are, in my opinion, three factors when deciding the actual rate for a job. Factor one: your general rates. Factor two: the nature and difficulty of the job. Factor three: the size of the job. General rates vary from language to language and from country to country. There are no universal rates for all languages simply because some languages are harder to translate than others. As well, some languages are in greater demand than others.

The nature of the job is a major factor. If someone wants me to translate chip specifications that were scrawled out by a drunken engineer on cocktail napkins, I'll charge a lot simply because of the sheer difficulty in working with such material. Conversely, an everyday business letter nicely printed with little in terms of content or style won't cost my clients much. If a client requests a translation of a medical journal article on a new surgical technique for deep vein thrombosis, I'll charge a lot because of the time and effort (as well as expense) the research will require.

Lastly, the size of the job is an important factor. The larger the job, the more I am inclined to accept a slightly lower rate. Security, in other words work for a period of weeks or months, is worth a lot to a free-lancer in any industry. If someone gives me 300 pages of software documentation to translate (and yes, this has happened), I'll gladly accept a slightly lower rate in return for the roughly two months of secure work the job represents.

So, you combine these three factors (or any others you care to include) and come up with a price. Then, the agency accepts or rejects it, or makes a counter offer. Assuming that you reach an agreement, you will get the job.

Article Number 5: Translators & Agencies (Part II)

This is the fifth article in a series about the profession of translation, primarily about free-lance translation. As a free-lance translator, other translators and would-be translators as well as people who work with translators often ask me how I survive, what I do, what a translator is, and how to tell if a translator is good. I've also noticed that many people are be asking such questions here in the Foreign Language Forum. In an effort to answer these questions, I wrote this.

These articles are not meant to be the definitive explanation of translation and translators. Instead, they are a starting point for understanding the profession and the people in it. I've spent a lot of time over the past few years helping would-be translators get started and advising people interested in the profession about the realities of being a translator. I also market a list of translation agencies which translators can use to find work and reference sources for Japanese translators.

These articles are meant to be another source of information. I welcome any comments, criticisms, suggestions, and requests for future articles. You can contact me via my CompuServe account: 73543,2020. Also, note my new address. Fan mail and hate mail alike should now be sent to:

555 Madison Street, #28
Monterey, CA 93940

I hope you enjoy these articles.



The Translation Job

The first thing you have to do when you get a job, be it by fax, mail, or modem, is confirm that it was you expected it to be. I've actually received jobs which were supposed to be in Japanese but in fact were in Russian, and I've been sent the wrong material in Japanese at least five times in the past year. Make sure you've got what they said you should have.

Once you are certain of the material, you should make sure that you can translate it. This means not only that you have the requisite knowledge and resources to deal with the material, but also that you can complete it within the allotted time. There is nothing agencies hate more than not getting work when they are supposed to get it (except perhaps losing their clients). Do not EVER deliver a translation late! If after looking at the assignment, you think you won't be able to do it within the time frame, call the agency and tell them. They may revise the schedule, or ask you to do only part of the job. But, part of a job done properly and on time is infinitely better than all of it done late or incorrectly.

Often, the agency won't be able to tell you how long the material is. Remember that just because they send you a job in Chinese doesn't mean that anyone there actually speaks the language. If they can't give you an estimate, tell them that you need to see the material (all of it!) before you will agree to a time frame. And, don't just accept a page count; we all know that desktop publishing obviates the usefulness of a page count.

Once you have confirmed that you can do the job on time, all you have to do is do the job and then deliver it. We'll get to delivery in a moment, but before that, let's look at some of the more common disasters and crises which do occur while translating something.

For starters, since we all work on computers, a hard disk crash, CPU failure, printer failure, floppy drive failure, and even having the computer stolen are facts of life. I know many translators (myself included) who have struggled through disasters such as these. So, first and foremost, back up everything you do every day. If worse comes to worse, send them the disk and let them deal with it. The best reason to back up (besides the obvious ones) is that your work is your income; you wouldn't keep money in an unsafe place, practice the same level of paranoia with your data.

Even if your computer is stolen or simply picks the day before the assignment to do to croak, you can always rent one on the spot either by going to a place like Kinko's and using theirs or getting one from a local computer store. You can bum one off a friend (I've lent out my laptop many times to desperate friends) or you can go to a school where they know you and use theirs. And, you can buy computers through the mail and get them delivered the next day, so there's little excuse for being without a machine for more than about 48 hours.

The other major problems that afflict translators involve the original text. Such difficulties include terminology, the printed quality of the original, idioms and dialect, neologisms, and the quality of the writing in the original.

Terminological problems are often resolved by looking in a dictionary. But, if you work in a very technical field (as I do) or if you work with new material (as I often have to), you'll find that you're encountering words and phrases which have not yet been created in your target language. Discussing how to handle this with your client is your best approach. They may give you carte blanche to create your own words and then let their editors repair the linguistic damage you've wrought. Or, they may give you a glossary to work from. Regardless of the resolution, dealing with terminology is your responsibility as a translator, and don't shirk it. Proper terminology is very important, often more so than good style or punctuation.

The printed quality of the original is mostly an issue when the source text is in a language such as Chinese or Japanese, but this is always haunting translators because of that boon and bane of their existence: the fax machine. When you receive a hand-written text which was faxed from a photocopy of the fax which the end-client sent the agency, you may start to understand how hieroglyphics experts feel when they work.

Translators are well within their rights to demand (nicely) a clean, crisp, clear, coherent copy of the source text. But, even so, clean copy does not guarantee that the handwriting is legible. Then what? Well, do what I do: struggle along as best you can, show it to friends and see if they can help, and try to talk to the person who wrote it. If all of this fails, the agency is usually quite understanding about any illegible portions of the text. Just be sure to tell them about it and ask them how they want you to annotate it in your translation.

Idioms and dialect are one of the joys of language but one of the challenges of translation. I find that relying on native speakers is the only way to get at the heart of an idiom of dialect. I give non-native English speakers explanations about American idioms and dialect (yes, we have dialects, or why would we have D.A.R.E., the Dictionary of American Regional English?) and they in turn help me with idioms and phrases in their native language. Neologisms are also best handled in this manner.

Lastly, the quality of writing in the original. There is an unwritten truism in translation which everyone had best remember now: the translation will never be much better than the original (or in tech-talk: GIGO - garbage in, garbage out). If the original is an incoherent, illogical piece of drivel, so shall the translation be. If the source text is a brilliant piece of scholarship with great literary merit, then the translation should be the same. The point is translators cannot go much above the quality of the original and people who employ translators should not necessarily blame a bad translation on the translator.

Now, what to do when you are translating and the original is so bad that even the person who wrote it is not sure what it means? Well, my solution is generally to create an equally vague or poor statement in the translation. This may seem unfair or irresponsible, but consider what translators are paid for and what their job is. Translators render information from one language to another. They do not rewrite the original, they do not improve its style or content, they do not insert their own clever ideas or original phrases. They translate!

When the project is finished, you have to deliver it. Delivery is sometimes in person. I live so close to two clients that I walk over, put the disk, print-out and invoice in their hands, chat for a few minutes and then return home. Usually, however, I have to send it to them as you will. How you do this is up to your client, not you.

Terms of delivery should be worked out when you accept the job. The only time this changes is when one, the client asks, or two, when you ask, or three, when the client's BBS isn't working properly.

Let me tell you a story. I had gotten a very short (200 words) assignment one evening and was asked to deliver it first thing the following morning onto the agency's BBS. I finished the assignment around 8:00 p.m. and tried to put it on their BBS then (I always try that as soon as possible, in case there are problems). But, it wasn't a 24 hour BBS, so I waited until the following morning. I tried again but couldn't get through. I called the agency and no one answered, but I did get an answering machine. I was in a hurry because I had an appointment that morning, so I simply read the assignment over the telephone and left it as a 'message' on the answering machine. The agency called me later that day, apologized for being out of the office and leaving the BBS off, and thanked me for the rather unusual delivery, saying that it was better than having nothing. The moral of this story is: be creative and make sure you deliver the job on time.

Along with the assignment you have to provide the agency with an invoice. Some agencies will specify exactly what they want on the invoice, but most don't. However, you should always include the following: your full name, address, telephone number, company name (if you have one), fax number, social security number, the date of the invoice, the name and full address of the agency, a description of the job, and the details of the amount invoiced. If you are being paid by the word, specify the word rate, how many words there are, and the total. If you are being paid a project fee, specify that. Finally, always keep a copy of the invoice for your records.

Money

The first rule of business is: Keep money for as long as possible. The second rule is: Get money as soon as possible. The third is: never break the first two rules. The fourth is: only the first two rules really matter. And, the fifth is: there are no other rules.

Unfortunately, translators are on the receiving end of the rules; in other words, you want money from other people, but you aren't giving money to other people, unless you count your rent/mortgage, utilities, car payments, etc. So, you may have to wait some time before an agency actually pays you.

How long is reasonable? you ask.

That depends. Many contracts will stipulate exactly how long the agency takes to pay you. Some will say 30 days, others 45 days, some even 60 days. Occasionally, you'll find an agency which takes only a week or so, but that is hardly the norm. According to what I've heard, the average time from invoice to check seems to be about 40 days, give or take a little for weekends, slow mail, and check-writer's cramp (a connective tissue disease which afflicts all but the most noble of business people).

Once in a while, the check will simply not come. This is most frustrating, because there seems to be very little you can do. However, stomping your feet and screaming at the agency representative on the telephone are not likely to be productive.

To clarify this sticky issue of money, I'll draw on my own experience and methods. You might disagree and prefer to send hate mail or exploding packages to agencies which don't pay you, but I've managed to get paid for everything I've ever done and continue to work with the same agencies.

So, how long is long enough to start worrying. From your point of view, perhaps four or five weeks. However, from a business point of view, one month is nothing. Many corporations do not settle bills for 90 days, so the agency might be waiting to get paid long after they pay you. Therefore, my rule of thumb is 60 days, unless the agency specifically states something different.

Article Number 6: A Successful Home Office (Part I)

This is the sixth article in a series about the profession of translation, primarily about free-lance translation. As a free-lance translator, other translators and would-be translators as well as people who work with translators often ask me how I survive, what I do, what a translator is, and how to tell if a translator is good. These articles are not meant to be the definitive explanation of translation and translators. Instead, they are a starting point for understanding the profession and the people in it. I've spent a lot of time over the past few years helping would-be translators get started and advising people interested in the profession about the realities of being a translator. I also market a list of translation agencies which translators can use to find work.

These articles are meant to be another source of information. I welcome any comments, criticisms, suggestions, and requests for future articles. You can contact me via my CompuServe account: 73543,2020. Also, note my new address. Fan mail and hate mail alike should now be sent to:

555 Madison Street, #28
Monterey, CA 93940

I hope you enjoy these articles.



A Home By Any Other Name

I almost entitled this article "Nuts and Bolts" but realized that "Chips and Disks" would be better. This article will cover the ins and outs of maintaining a home office; everything from what the IRS thinks a home office is and who may claim to have one to how to make yours more efficient and productive. I'll go into detail about hardware and software at the end of this article and in the next one.

We all think we know what a home office is. So, I'll start by saying what it isn't. It is not you working at a laptop sitting on your kitchen table with a few dictionaries piled on the chair next to you. It is not you out on the sun deck, notepad and material surrounding your chez lounge. It is not the dining room table, nor the living room or den doubling as a work space. A home office is a space in your home reserved exclusively for your business. And, a home office only counts if you do over 50% of your business from it.

In other words, if you are an interpreter or consultant who conducts more than 50% of your business outside your home, you might not be able to take the full deduction for your home office. Moreover, in order to claim a home office deduction, you have to be an independent contractor running your own business. If you translate or interpret for one organization from your home, you may not be able to claim the deduction.

You have to be doing business from your home office, and your business has to be open to the public. In other words, if you are a translator for Company X and you work at home sometimes, you are not allowed to take deductions for the business use of your home. If you are a translator working as an independent contractor for a number of agencies on site (in other words, at their offices), no dice. You have a legitimate home office if you are working as a self-employed, independent contractor whose business activity primarily occurs in that location and whose business service is available to all who want it.

Without going into more of the technicalities of the definition (a subject which I am not qualified for and which changes from state to state), a home office is a necessity for any free-lance translator. Your home office should be a quiet place, with no distractions other than those necessary for business, such as a phone and fax machine.

Deductions Galore

You can legitimately take numerous deductions for the business use of your home. Not only a percentage of the rent based on the size of your office (you work out what percentage of your home is used as an office), but the same percentage can be deducted from all your utility bills, including telephone, gas, electric, and water. Moreover, long distance business phone calls are deductible. Any and all furniture purchased for the office is deductible. Equipment, such as software and hardware, are deductible (but be careful on this one, the IRS is watching computer hardware and software very closely). And, all supplies, including paper, pens & pencils, stamps, envelopes, fax paper, printer toner or ink, paper clips and staples, etc. are deductible too.

The IRS asks only two things when you make these deductions. One: they be legitimate home office needs (no deducting your cat's supper dish or your favorite computer game just because it's in your office); and two: you keep meticulous records, including receipts. The latter is only important if you are audited, but considering how many self-employed people are audited every year (and I personally know many translators who have been audited), keep the receipts. You can deduct the cost of the containers they are in as well as the space they use in your apartment.

So, if the IRS lets you deduct a percentage of the space in your apartment as a home office, then the logical thing to do is make your entire apartment or house a home office, right? Wrong. Then, you say, the logical thing to do is make the largest part of your home the office (say the living room or ball room). Wrong.

Remember, it is a percentage, and the IRS computer gets very suspicious of claims of 100%. Moreover, your home office percentage is checked against your profession (which you fill out in the beginning of the Schedule C) and translators, who maintain no inventory, do not meet clients on site, and require no fancy equipment, are not expected to use 300 square feet for one person.

You are welcome to gamble with the ratio, but from what I understand, anything above 30% or about 200 square feet is likely to get your return flagged for an audit.

Optimum Office

What to put in your home office? This is not meant to be a lesson on interior decorating (a subject which anyone who knows me will state I am uniquely unqualified to discuss). Suffice it to say that you should have a large, comfortable desk, a very comfortable chair, and anything else you use to store resources and equipment. Buying antiques for your home office is not unacceptable, just suspicious. Remember that your business expenses have to seem reasonable, and should not exceed your income unless your income is very low.

The only comment I'll make about furnishings has to do with comfort and the that new-found demon, repetitive stress injury (RSI). Spend a few hundred dollars on a high quality chair for your desk, one which provides good lumbar support and lets you set the height of the chair, the angle of the back of the chair and even the height of the arms. I know more than one translator whose career was ended by tendonitis, CTS (carpal tunnel syndrome) or some other insidious condition. A good chair and desk won't necessarily prevent it, but it certainly can help.

Ergonomic issues are also important when selecting hardware such as a keyboard, monitor and mouse (or trackball). I'll mention these in the sections on each of these devices, but remember that how the device feels to your hands or eyes is the most important consideration. Always try typing on a keyboard, using a mouse, or looking at a monitor before you buy.

Hard Facts About Hardware

I know very few translators who are not using computers to do their business. It seems that translations hewn in stone or written on papyrus are no longer acceptable. In fact, most agencies won't work with you unless you have a current system, including a good printer and fax/modem.

A great deal is written about hardware in magazines such as PC Magazine, PC Computing, MacWorld, MacUser, Byte, and so on. Most newcomers and a lot of more experienced people find this bewildering array of chips, CPUs, printers, etc. dumbfounding. I've spent a lot of time discussing hardware options with people and giving them advice based on their needs.

A translator has very different computer needs from a graphic artist or financial consultant. Moreover, those needs change depending on what languages you are working with and what ancillary services, such as desktop publishing, you offer. So, without further ado, I'll go through the basic components of a good home office system, explaining what translators need to know to make informed decisions.

CPUs

Until recently, if you wanted a cheap computer, you bought a PC. If you wanted a computer which was easy to use or needed to run Japanese or Chinese (or other languages which used something other than the Roman alphabet), you bought a Mac. Neither of these conditions holds at present, though PCs are still a little cheaper and Macs are still easier to use and better at certain foreign languages.

Regardless of which platform you choose, certain considerations will hold. 

First: what software do you want to use? Which applications will you be running on your computer? Software should decide hardware! Figure out which applications you want to use, and then figure out what the best system to do that is. You'll waste less time and money making computer decisions this way.

For instance, I bought a new computer last spring. When I was deciding what to get, I thought: hmm, I use Microsoft Word, QuarkXPress, Japanese language programs, and Infini-D and StudioPro (3D graphics software) and Painter (image-editing software) (recall that I do some computer graphics, as well as translate). So, although word processing software does not require much horsepower, 3D graphics and image editing does, and I decided to buy a PowerMac. A good decision for me, but not necessarily for you.

Second: what do you think you'll be doing down the road? Put another way: it's better to spend a little more now than have to buy something completely new in six or twelve months. Remember that translators have to maintain their systems and upgrade constantly in order to produce the file formats being used by businesses around the country and to take advantage of any time-saving technology (if you don't, your competition will; and you can't survive if you are less efficient than your competition).

Keep in mind also the following rules about computer systems: no hard drive is too large, you can never have too much RAM, and your CPU will never be fast enough.

One comment about laptops. Although I appreciate the convenience of having a small, portable system, and loved my PowerBook (it's gone now), there are three reasons why laptops might not be the best choice for a translator. One: screen size and quality. Unless you're willing to spend a lot of money, you'll be using a low resolution (maximum 600 by 400 dots, and that still costs some extra) screen with poor display quality. Two: connectivity. A translator needs to be able to print, send and receive faxes and modem transmissions, and use other peripherals (if you need them). Laptops make all of this more difficult, though in many cases it's not much of a problem (PowerBooks are still the best for connectivity; try using a PCMCIA fax/modem card and you'll see what I mean). Three: the keyboard. This is a matter of working style, but I like using the large, 108-key keyboard with a big fat mouse. I like the convenience of a numeric keypad and the function keys and have never been very impressed with the trackballs, trackpads, or pointing things in laptops. You may be different. Nevertheless, if you're thinking of getting a laptop, rent or use someone else's for a while and see how you like it before you spend a lot of money.

This autumn is an excellent time to buy a new computer. Mid-range 486s are quite inexpensive, be they from Compaq, Gateway, or IBM (my three PC favorites). Macs are cheaper and more powerful than ever, because of the advent of the PowerPC Macs (yes, they are the fastest personal computers around, a little faster than Pentiums; you can read my letter in PC Magazine about this if you want). Basically, $3,000 should get you a computer, good monitor, and all the software you need for work. You may have to spend more (I did) depending on your needs. Remember, it's business: you have to spend money to make money.

Recommendations: Compaq 486s, Gateway 486s (but not their monitors), IBM's Valuepoint and Ambra line (Pentium PCs are of course wonderful, but too much horsepower for a translator) and the PowerMac 6100 (the 7100 and 8100 are also a great machines, but overkill for a translator).

Monitors

The average computer includes an average monitor, which adds up to a below average situation. You will be looking at your monitor all day long, sometimes even well into the evening. Your monitor is where you will see everything you do so having one which matches your working style is important.

Monitors come in all shapes and varieties, but there are two elements which ultimately are most important. First, the picture quality, and second, the resolution.

It goes without saying that a monitor which looks good is best. Since you'll be working in front of it all day long, having a monitor with sharp focus, clear convergence, and crisp colors is important. I strongly recommend that you take the time to look at any monitor you're going to buy. Go to a computer store, find a system connected to the monitor you want, and use it. Test it out with the most demanding visual applications, namely games.

As an aside, games make an excellent way to test a computer's capabilities. Often, games are more processor-intensive and require better graphics capabilities than business applications. So, after you use a word processor for a few minutes, play a game. You'll see the whole screen in action, and find out just how fast the computer really is.

Resolution is the other important factor. Although the size of the screen directly affects the amount of information which you can see at once, resolution has the same effect. A 21 inch monitor with a maximum resolution of 1,024 by 868 dots will not show as much information as the same monitor with a maximum resolution of 1200 by 1024. The same holds for 14, 16, and 17 inch monitors.

When you buy a monitor, make sure it is compatible with your computer and that you have the proper hardware in your system to handle the monitor. Most PCs cannot handle a large monitor (16 inches or over) without the installation of a video card. Most older Macs need a video card to show resolutions over 640 by 480, and the new PowerMacs need more VRAM to handle higher resolutions. Video cards and VRAM are quite reasonably, so invest if you want a large workspace.

Finally, color depth (the number of colors your monitor can display at once) can be important. Currently, most business applications and operating systems use 8-bit color (256 colors on screen at once). However, graphics applications, some games, and some design applications (3D and CAD/CAM) use 24-bit color (16.7 million colors at once). If your work includes these applications (for instance, I do graphics work on the side sometimes and often convert graphics from Japanese to English), you'll need to have support for the extra colors (see above about VRAM and video cards).

My personal picks for monitors include anything by Sony and NEC. Other good monitors (particularly in the large sizes) come from Mitsubishi, Nanoscan, and Apple (which uses Sony trinitron tubes).

Of Mice and Trackballs

The mouse your computer comes with might not be the best mouse you can have. Long ago, I found that attaching a three-button mouse to my Mac made my life a lot easier, in that I could not only click and drag, but also use the other buttons to save files and close windows. Very convenient, especially for the graphics work I do.

Some people like trackballs better. The only trackball I ever liked was a monstrous 3D trackball the size of a softball which rode on a slender but sturdy nub and had a separate strip of ten buttons above it. This was the hookup for a Silicon Graphics VR system (which I don't own). It was a great way to work, and after that, the current crop of trackballs seems limited. However, you are welcome to disagree and get one.

Even if you like your mouse, odds are that it will die before the rest of the system does. Replace it with a good mouse, one which feels comfortable in your hand, can be moved precisely around the screen, and comes with good software to operate it.

Article Number 7: A Successful Home Office (Part II)

This is the seventh article in a series about the profession of translation, primarily about free-lance translation. As a free-lance translator, other translators and would-be translators as well as people who work with translators often ask me how I survive, what I do, what a translator is, and how to tell if a translator is good. In an effort to answer these questions, I wrote this.

These articles are not meant to be the definitive explanation of translation and translators. Instead, they are a starting point for understanding the profession and the people in it. I've spent a lot of time over the past few years helping would-be translators get started and advising people interested in the profession about the realities of being a translator. I also market a list of translation agencies which translators can use to find work.

These articles are meant to be another source of information. I welcome any comments, criticisms, suggestions, and requests for future articles. You can contact me via my CompuServe account: 73543,2020. Also, note my new address. Fan mail and hate mail alike should now be sent to:

555 Madison Street, #28
Monterey, CA 93940

I hope you enjoy these articles.



Software

In my not-so-humble opinion, software is much more important than hardware. In fact, what software you're going to use should determine what computer you buy; not the other way around. If you love Windows, then you'll buy a PC. If you're going to do a lot of desktop publishing, you'll probably buy a Mac. If you're using Japanese of Chinese a lot, you'll get a Mac, but if you're using spreadsheets or databases, you might prefer a PC.

For as confusing as hardware choices are, software can be worse. Many translators are not taking full advantage of the power and convenience their computers offer, so I'll try to point out what all these kinds of software are good for, and how you might use them to improve your business. "A Computer is not a Typewriter" as the title of a useful book says, and I hope that this will help you get the most out of your investment.

Firstly, a few general rules about buying software. One, don't trust the reviews you read in magazines. They are written by underpaid, overworked computer geeks (yes, people like me) who are given five software applications and asked to figure them out, master them and then evaluate them and write an article in one week for about $800. Just like a rush translation job, you can't expect high quality, in-depth advice from a source like that.

Use reviews to find out what's out there and how much it costs. Then, talk to people who use the software. Try out the software in a store. And, when you buy it, do so from a place which has a good exchange policy or money back guarantee (unless you know you want the package). After a week of using the software, if you don't like it, return it and get something else.

Two: don't buy the biggest, most expensive, most powerful, feature laden package available. Instead, find some modest package and get started with that. You'll save time, money and frustration. When your ready, you can buy (or for a fraction of the cost, trade up to) the more powerful package. Remember, you'll be buying software regularly over the years, upgrading your existing packages, and constantly learning how to do new and better things.

Three: read the manuals. I spend some of my free time helping people learn how to use computers. The major difference between those that are good with computers and those that are not is that the former group reads the manuals. I'm not saying you should read every page of all the manuals which come with a sophisticated package when you get it, but at least read the introductory sections and the other parts relevant to what you do. Then, use the manuals the way you do a dictionary, looking up what you need to know as necessary. Also, you can buy (or check out of the library) numerous third-party books about all the major software packages available. Those books often provide clearer, more concise explanations and examples of how to use the software.

Operating Systems

Why is he talking about operating systems? you ask. Doesn't one automatically come with your computer, and that's what you use forever? It's not like you have any choice, right?

Well, you have very little choice in operating systems these days. Either you buy a Macintosh and use whatever the most current version of the Mac operating system is (as of this writing, it's System 7.5; worth the upgrade price in my opinion) or you buy a PC and use MS-DOS, OS/2, or Windows, with Windows being what most people use these days.

When all is said and done, the operating system is very important, although the less you think about it, the less you notice it, and the less time you have to spend learning how to use it, the better. Like a good translator or interpreter, the best operating system is the one you almost never have to think about.

Before you buy a new computer, think about which operating system you'd prefer. Go to a computer store or a friend's place and use their PC or Mac and see which you like more. I'm not going to say one is better than the other, each has strengths and weaknesses. But, given that everything you do on your computer will be related to me operating system, give it some thought.

There are a couple of other factors to consider when choosing an operating system. The most important for translators is language. All of us need to use at least two languages on our computers. Some of us might need more. Depending on which languages you need specifically, you might choose one operating system over another.

For instance, when dealing with two-byte languages (these include Chinese, Japanese, Korean, etc.), the Mac operating system is much easier and more powerful, not to mention cheaper. System 7.1 or later in concert with the appropriate language kit (which costs no more than $200) will let you use that language. This includes Japanese and Chinese, though you still need to have your applications support this (most currently do). Under Windows 3.1, matters are not so simple or inexpensive.

For Roman alphabet-based languages, you don't have to worry about this issue except when getting spell-checkers and the like. Most good word processing software has a customization feature which lets you set which language you will use, thus setting the parameters for find and replace, search, and sort functions. Similarly, many databases support this feature now. I'll be addressing such language-specific issues in a future article, so enough for now.

Word Processing

This requires a mention only because we all use word processing software to get translations done. The translation industry still seems committed to WordPerfect (latest version on the PC is 6.0 for Windows; on the Mac, 3.1 (yes, PowerMac native)). However, Microsoft Word (6.0 on Macs and PCs, though only the 68k Mac version has shipped as of this writing) is gaining ground. It's hard to say which is better, though personally I think MS Word 6.0 is, and which you choose might depend a lot on what you're used to.

The consistent advantages that Word Perfect has over MS Word is that it is always one step ahead and generally has cleaner software (fewer bugs). If you always want to have the latest version of a program and like it to be well-supported, clearly documented, and clean, then Word Perfect is the better choice (though their user support has declined over the past year). Otherwise, pick the one you like more.

Why do you need the power that these applications offer? you ask. Well, you don't, most of the time. However, there are many features worth taking advantage of. My personal favorite is macros, used to tell your computer to do the same task many times. Imagine working on a long document and then having the client call you a day or two before it's to be finished and request some changes to the format or structure. Doing it by hand is both slow and likely to result in errors. If you can create a macro to verify line length, alter the format of tables, or change the style of certain blocks of text, you save yourself a lot of time and boring work.

Other useful features include automatic creation of a table of contents or index, creation of envelopes, merging information from a database, spell checking, and formatting tools. The high-end word processors (MS Word, WordPerfect, NisusWriter, etc.) also offer basic desktop publishing features, useful when your client wants a little more than straight text but does not require color-separated, camera-ready copy.

There are about ten other major word processing packages available, but they are not worth considering unless they are fully compatible with MS Word or Word Perfect.

Desktop Publishing

I'll mention this briefly because translators who have their own clients may have to provide desktop publishing services along with translation. DTP is not to be entered into lightly; just because you can use a word processor doesn't mean you'll jump right into PageMaker or Quark. The skills take time to learn and a great deal of experience to master. If, however, you are into DTP or have to provide those services, you'll need a DTP package. There are really only three to consider: PageMaker, QuarkXPress, and FrameMaker (all are available on the Mac and PC).

Do keep in mind that desktop publishing requires more than just the above software. You'll also need more memory in your system as well as a printer capable of handling PostScript output. You may also need more fonts and a larger monitor, depending on the type of work you're doing. DTP from home has always seemed a bit impractical to me, only because the pay does not justify the hardware investment in many cases.

Accounting

I've been doing my accounts on my computer, including my taxes, for years, and think it's wonderful. It's quick, easy, and painless, as well as much more efficient and powerful than doing it all by hand. Moreover, accounting packages are dirt cheap these days (I just bought a new more powerful one for $19.95) and ultimately can save you time and money.

When you run your own business, keeping accurate books is very important, if not to you, then to the IRS. You can use an accounting program not only to keep track of your cash flow, but also income, business expenses, and taxes. You can even import the business records in the accounting program to tax preparation software, expediting the painful process of doing taxes at the year end.

Recommendations: Quicken or Managing Your Money. Quicken is cheaper and easier to use, but Managing Your Money offers true double entry bookkeeping, and other powerful financial features. Both are excellent in my opinion. TurboTax (called MacinTax on the Macintosh) and TaxCut are both excellent tax preparation programs.

Databases

Most people hear the word database and think of terabytes of data being held on a mainframe and accessed from numerous terminals throughout a company. But, a database is just a collection of data organized with certain unifying principles. Your phone book is a database. A library card catalog is a database. And, your client lists should be kept in a database.

Databases are neither expensive nor difficult to use, if you buy the right one. Many include ready-to-use templates which let you build your own databases very quickly. And, the so-called PIM (personal information manager) is really just a specialized database with a calendar function built in.

Databases let you store lots of data, such as the names, addresses, and phone numbers of your clients, as well as other information including when you last spoke with them, what work they give, how much they pay you, etc. You can sort your list of clients by name or by when you last contacted them. You can keep track of how much you've made from them over one year, two years, or five years. You can update information. And, you can export the data and then merge it with letters in a word processor to create mailings which you send to agencies to remind them you exist.

Why bother with all this? you ask.

Simple. You have to keep track of your clients because they are unlikely to do it for you. It's part of a free-lance translator's job to send resumes, cover letters, and other polite reminders to agencies so that they hire you, and not someone else. A database makes all of this easy and straight-forward, though you do have to put the information in there yourself.

Recommendations: if you want a full-fledged easy-to-use database program: on PCs, MS Access or Claris FileMaker Pro; on the Mac, FileMaker Pro. There are also many PIMs and other similar products which are simpler, cheaper and less powerful. If you're craving a powerful relational database, then 4D or FoxPro are the way to go (but such programs are overkill for translators).

Spreadsheets

I mention these only in passing because a simple accounting program is generally more useful than a full-fledged spreadsheet package, not to mention far cheaper. However, spreadsheets can be used like a database, and they are also good for invoicing and keeping records which an accounting program won't accommodate.

Moreover, spreadsheets can be used for keeping track of business transactions such as invoices and accounts payable, as well as anything else involving numbers. I use Excel to keep invoicing records, lists of all my business expenses for a particular year, lists for my renter's insurance, and for financial planning.

The cost of a spreadsheet program makes such uses seem impractical, but sometimes you can get one in a software bundle for considerably less than the product sells for alone. For instance, I bought Microsoft Office earlier this year for $150 (usually it goes for $450) and got Excel along with Word and the other stuff it comes with.

Recommendations: Lotus or Excel on the PC and Excel on the Mac (Lotus officially dropped its spreadsheet for the Mac; there will be no new upgrades and no PowerMac version, though they will continue to support the current product).

Reference

Reference software for computers is in its infancy. It holds great promise down the road, but currently there are only a few things worth having. Most good reference materials come on CD-ROM because of their size. However, some smaller ones are available on disks for installation on your hard drive, but beware, you'll need upward of 20 MB of free space.

Reference CDs are not limited to dictionaries, atlases, and encyclopedias. You can also get magazine and newspaper archives, terminological databases (the best known being Termium), and specialized material such as SAM (Scientific American Medicine: a quarterly publication of the latest medical research. Useful but expensive).

Recommendations: none. Although I personally enjoy having Microsoft Bookshelf available while I write, it's not something that will change your life. Nor will the current crop of electronic encyclopedias. You might find them useful, or like me, really enjoy them. But, until top-notch bilingual dictionaries and other reference materials are available for translators, I can't recommend anything.

Works Packages

Works packages are a great idea whose time seems to have come. Although Microsoft and Claris have been producing such packages for years (along with some others), only the most recent incarnations are robust enough to consider.

A works package is a combination of word processing, spreadsheet, database, and communications software in one program. Each of these features exists as a module and you can freely move and transfer data between them. They do not offer as many features or as much power as their full-fledged counterparts. For instance, the word processing module in MS Works has far fewer features than MS Word.

Works packages are ideal for people getting started with a computer system, especially those not already familiar with standard business applications. They are easier to learn and master and offer most of the basic features that people want. They are also far cheaper. Currently, Claris Works goes for about $200; MS Word or WordPerfect 3.1 go for about $300.

You will often receive a works package for free when you buy a new computer. You can even ask for them to throw one in, and they usually will. In the long run, you'll probably want to upgrade to full-featured applications, but as a starting point, works applications are great.

Recommendations: Claris Works on the Mac; MS Works on a PC.

MT & MAT Software

Machine translation is a subject very dear to my heart, as I am a technical translator who works on OS manuals, hardware documentation, design and specifications manuals, and software manuals. Currently, there is no equivalent to the Babble Fish in the Hitchhiker's trilogy or the universal translator on Star Trek but MT and MAT software are important enough to bear mentioning in this article.

It is important to understand the difference between MT and MAT. The former does all the work for you (theoretically anyway), taking a source text and rendering it into the target language. You will still have to do a lot of clean-up work and damage control afterwards and even check some parts which the program flags because it is not certain of the meaning, but it does the translation. MAT software helps you to translate by providing one or more of the following services: on-line dictionaries, glossaries, and terminology banks, reference resources, storage of terms and phrases you are constantly using in the translation, etc. I'll give you some information on software I'm familiar with in each category (mind you, I don't use these programs myself and I've only seen demos in some cases, so unless someone wants to send me a copy to review, I'll be brief).

PC Translator: I've never seen the program in action nor have I had a chance to examine sample texts given to it. I assume that it works reasonably well for menial translation tasks which have little in the way of idiom, style, or content.

Power Translator: Versatile in that it has numerous terminological dictionaries and a very clever translation engine (won the 1993 Discover Magazine New Technology Award). It handles general material which is grammatically correct, punctuated properly, and idiomatically neutral quickly, though it doesn't do much with style or nuance. Even at its best, you'd still want to have a bilingual editor or translator give the translation a "once over" to avoid any meaning errors or differences in nuance as well as to polish the style.

Logos: a translation system dedicated to handling Japanese and English. I have a demo version which works reasonably well, in that it provides special options to accommodate language issues present in Japanese but absent in English. However, the same caveats that applied to Power Translator apply here, but to a greater extent because of the nature of Japanese writing. It's generally very diffuse and follows a logical structure quite different from English, therefore requiring a lot of creative writing and reorganization on the part of the translator.

Article Number 8: Translation and Money

This is the eighth article in a series about the profession of translation, primarily about free-lance translation. As a free-lance translator, other translators and would-be translators as well as people who work with translators often ask me how I survive, what I do, what a translator is, and how to tell if a translator is good. In an effort to answer these questions, I wrote this.

These articles are not meant to be the definitive explanation of translation and translators. Instead, they are a starting point for understanding the profession and the people in it. I've spent a lot of time over the past few years helping would-be translators get started and advising people interested in the profession about the realities of being a translator. I also market a list of translation agencies which translators can use to find work.

These articles are meant to be another source of information. I welcome any comments, criticisms, suggestions, and requests for future articles. You can contact me via my CompuServe account: 73543,2020. Also, note my new address. Fan mail and hate mail alike should now be sent to:

555 Madison Street, #28
Monterey, CA 93940

I hope you enjoy these articles.



The Translator's Balance Sheet

Life costs money. Despite my efforts, I have yet to find a way to exist without spending money. Translators, like all business professionals, have to be aware of the financial aspects of their livelihood. This I call the translator's balance sheet.

No one will ever get rich translating material from one language to another. But, like in all business, the most important thing is to come out ahead, to have the black exceed the red. Previous articles have discussed how to get and do translation jobs; in other words, how to make money to enter into the black side of the balance sheet. This article will show you how to make the black exceed the red by that much more.

The Black Side

Translators earn most of their income from translation work. Some translators also edit or proofread translations. Still others teach the languages they know. And doubtlessly some do work wholly unrelated to translation.

One easy way to increase overall income is to do something on the side to cover those times when not so much translation work comes in. Such secondary jobs have to be flexible so that you can take the translation assignments when they come, but having a secondary job is not a bad idea, unless you are so well established that translation assignments are spewing from your fax machine at all hours of the day.

Whether translators are paid for their translation work by the word, the page, or the project, the act of translating something from one language to another is how they earn their living. All of this money which is coming in sits on the black side of the balance sheet, and must exceed what is on the red side (to be discussed below) to represent a profit, and therefore a living. If your translation business is not showing a profit, if your expenses exceed your income, you are in trouble.

Cyril Parkinson observed that expenses rise to meet income. This is perfectly okay. However, translators have to be especially careful because they cannot predict their income the way Joe Paycheck can. One good month does not necessarily lead to another, just as one bad month does not mean another is on its way. Remember, we say that the profession is feast or famine; so enjoy the feast and don't panic over the famine. It is, after all, the way of the jungle.

There are numerous ways to increase what appears on the back side. The easiest is to do more work. This is a nice idea, but given that there are only 168 hours in a week and 1440 minutes in a day, you can readily see that there is an upper limit to how much work you can do. Assuming you have as much work as you are capable of (or something close to that level), the trick is to get as much money as possible for your work.

In other words: learn to negotiate.

Negotiation is very important when dealing with translation agencies. A little math makes this clear. For a 10,000 word translation, if you work at ten cents per word, you'll make $1000; at eleven cents per word, you'll make $1100, and so on. In other words, you should think of your word rate as your salary ratio. If the average word rate for your language combination drops by 10%, you'll effectively take a 10% cut in salary. Of course, the converse is also true.

You should have a minimum fee below which you will not accept the job. Many translation assignments are quite small, running between fifty and two-hundred words. Such assignments include translations of inter-office memos, birth certificates, official documents such as driver's licenses, passports, family registrations, and so on. If you were paid by the word, you'd make only a few dollars for the job and probably not cover the cost of printing and sending the finished job to the agency.

Agencies are aware of this problem because they are in the same position. If they take a very small job, they have to consider their fixed costs as well. Regardless of how small or large a job is, certain costs remain the same, and the agency knows this. Therefore, so should you. Sit down and figure out roughly how much it costs you to do a translation. Include the time and money spent on talking to the client, sending faxes or files, and printing the translation or the invoice. I won't do a job for below $20 and this has caused me little trouble.

You should also know what word rate you are willing to accept for a job. Work this out ahead of time and stick to it. You might even keep a chart on your desk, telling you for example that you will do general material for $0.09/word, technical for $0.10/word and rush jobs for $0.15/word (these are just examples, not recommendations). You might also have a chart worked out for how you adjust your rate based on the size of the job. I regularly accept a slightly lower rate for jobs which exceed two weeks in duration. Make sure your rates are reasonable; there's no point in asking for twice the market average because you'll quickly find you have no work. There are lots of good translators out there waiting to replace you; so don't give anyone a reason not to use you.

Stick to your rates once you establish them. There are times to change your rates, and I'll discuss that in a moment. But first, let's look at why you should stick to your rates. If you constantly let yourself be talked down, you are effectively cheapening yourself, and by extension, other translators and the profession as a whole. People value what they pay a lot for. And, people are willing to pay a fair price for what they value. Part of that sense of value and price comes from the quality and nature of the work. Part of that sense comes from the pride and professionalism of the practitioners. If you show no pride or professionalism, you will lose, and by extension, the entire profession will lose.

I'm not saying that translators should all double or triple their rates. But when translators start accepting lower and lower rates, they create a crisis for themselves. As rates decrease, more and more good translators will be forced out of the business simply because they cannot earn a living. Some will leave voluntarily because they know they can make a better living elsewhere. Others will leave because they have no choice. Eventually, only those who are translating part-time and are not concerned about pay (do such people exist?) will be left.

This brain-drain in translation will be bad for everyone, not just translators. Naturally, the same issue about rates applies to agencies and to end-clients. You get what you pay for is a maxim which is just starting to be considered in the translation industry. Translators have to do their part by insisting that their work has value and is worth so much per word. Agencies have to do their part by insisting that a project will cost so much if it is to be done correctly. And, end-clients have to realize that they are dealing with specialists and experts and respect their ability and judgment.

There are, however, some times when you will want or be forced to change your rates. For example, I translate Japanese. If Japan suddenly fell into the ocean, I might have to lower my rates (though more likely I'd be looking for a new job; perhaps as a Japanese historian). On a more realistic level, when the Japanese economic bubble burst in 1991, rates for Japanese translation began to fall and have yet to recover. So, Japanese translators were forced to lower their rates to remain competitive. Right after the Tienanmen massacre, Chinese translators found themselves in a sudden dry spell and had a hard time finding work. Now, they are finding more (because in part of the Clinton administration's delinking of human rights and trade status). And, eventually, they may be able to raise their rates.

The Red Side

Like any business person, translators have expenses. Expenses come in all shapes and sizes, from the petty annoyances like stamps and telephone bills to the wallet-sucking monsters like new computer systems and new office furniture. The trick is to minimize and optimize your expenses so that you get the most out of a very small red side on your balance sheet. As usual, part of this trick involves timing.

Taxes

We all know we have to pay taxes. Like all self-employed people, translators have to pay quarterly estimated taxes, as well as the traditional annual taxes. Remember that when you work for someone else, you have withholding taxes removed from your paycheck. Because translators are independent contractors, they receive all the money owed to them, and then have to make quarterly payments.

The trick with quarterly payments is to pay as little as possible without incurring a penalty at the end of the year. If you pay nothing or very little, you may end up owing not only a large tax bill at the end of the year, but a penalty payment as well.

There is no easy way to calculate the exact minimum. However, what you can do is use your prior year's tax return, then play with the numbers and see how low you can go before a penalty payment appears. This works only if you are basing your quarterly payments on your previous year's income. And, it is only advantageous if you are making more than you did in the previous year, something which is difficult to predict.

If you annualize your income, then you have to be more careful. Annualizing your income means that you figure out how much you earned each quarter, and demonstrate that your quarterly payment is appropriate. For translators who have a lot of work during some parts of the year and far less during others, this is very useful because the quarterly payment reflects the amount of income in that quarter, not some predetermined amount which may be too low or too high.

Deductions

The art of paying taxes seems to be the art of paying as little as possible. Deductions are how you reduce your taxable income. The trick is to reduce your gross annual income as much as possible, without breaking any laws, of course (these articles assume that you are a law-abiding citizen).

After you get done with all the obvious deductions, including dependents, interest payments, other such common tricks, you have to ask yourself how to deduct the maximum for your business efforts.

One obvious trick is how to take the deduction. For instance, let's say you buy a new computer in 1994. Firstly, you should consider doing it as late in the year as possible so that you don't have to wait long to get your money back. Then, you have to decide whether to take a straight deduction or depreciate the computer. Since computers lose so much of their value and utility so fast, you probably should take the straight deduction. Then, when you decide to replace it, donate it to a school, church, or other non-profit organization and take the deduction for the donation. If you sell any business equipment, you have to report it and pay taxes on it. The sale also effects your depreciation schedules. All in all, you save a lot of money doing by taking the straight deduction (at least as the tax codes stand right now).

However, furniture should be depreciated, unless you are planning on replacing your office furniture every two years or so. Depreciate your desk, chair, bookshelves, lamp, and so on.

Another obvious trick is getting all the deductions owed to you. The IRS doesn't advertise its deductions. It's up to you to know what they are. So, here are most of the deductible items which apply to translators.

Office supplies: this includes all paper, envelopes, pencils, pens, paper clips, staples (and stapler), light bulbs (for lights in the office), printer toner or ink, floppy disks and so on. You may say that this sounds like you are nickel-and-diming the IRS to death (and why shouldn't you?). I suggest buying all this stuff at once at the end of the year, then take the deduction. Get a receipt when you buy it and you're all set.

Utilities: I previously discussed deducting the business-use-of-home. However, one important deduction to remember is the cost of long-distance phone calls. Every business call can be deducted. Keep a log and the phone bills and then add it all up (or keep your log in a spreadsheet and do the addition automatically). And remember, business calls include faxes and modem transmissions.

Advertising: I've harped on the need to market so much that it must be clear that a translator incurs advertising costs. These costs are deductible. If you advertise in local papers, the phone book, or simply market yourself by sending out a mailing, you can deduct these costs. Keep records, including post office receipts.

Shipping: I regularly use Federal Express and the U.S. mail to send material to clients. The costs of shipping are deductible so keep records and take the deduction.

All of the above may sound like a nuisance to keep track of, but if you add it all up, you'll have at least $1000 worth of additional deductions which you can use to lower your taxable income.

Investments

Translators should invest their money. However, careful investment can yield greater rewards in the short and long run. Because translators are self-employed, there is no 401-K plan or employee IRA plan to take advantage of. Instead, translators can establish their own IRAs and Keough accounts and take the appropriate deductions from their taxes, while simultaneously saving for retirement, something we all should be doing because social security will not support anyone in the near future.

Insurance: medical, dental, life insurance

The cost of medical insurance is a factor of self-employment no one can afford to overlook. Even for a young, unmarried male with an exemplary medical history like myself, medical insurance can cost hundreds of dollars a month, depending on what kind of coverage you want. If you are older or have children, then the costs increase more.

When considering the free-lance path, consider these kinds of long-term costs. A translator who is married with children will find the cost of medical and dental coverage a far greater burden than someone in my position. Moreover, such translators might also want accident or life insurance, to protect their families. This will increase the red side considerably, especially in the face of current skyrocketing premiums. Such translators might do well to find in-house work or other work where the employer picks up part or all of the insurance tab.

Although 25% of your medical insurance costs were deductible on the 1993 federal tax return, this could go down to 0% in the near future. When you consider that it was 50% only a few years ago, you can see that the government is trying to get the most out of its self-employed citizens.

Credit

Have you ever wondered about your credit rating? Just because you get lots of offers for credit cards in the mail does not mean that you have a great credit rating. And, when you try to get credit to do something like purchase a house, you have to remember that those calculations are in part a function of your present and anticipated income. Since translators have a present income which fluctuates and no precise method to estimate their future income, credit does not necessarily come so easily, particularly for major purchases.

Imagine sitting down with a loan officer at a bank and requesting a mortgage to purchase a house. The officer asks you what you do for a living. You say translate. After you explain what that means, the officer asks you for income statements for the previous ten years. You show the officer your annual tax returns, invoice records, and investment records. The officer immediately notes the fluctuations from month to month and year to year and then asks you what you will be making in two or five or ten or twenty years. You answer as best as you can, but the officer will doubtlessly wonder.

Translators are not inherently a poor credit risk. However, their profession may make them seem that way. Therefore, you should be doing everything in your power to demonstrate that you are a great credit risk, so great that people come to you and offer you money all the time. You should always pay all your bills on time. Don't wait for reminders or warnings to come in for rent or utility bills, for student loans or car payments, or for any other money you owe. Don't bounce checks. Don't ride high balances on your credit cards. Don't default on student loans or any other loan. Credit companies keep track of every bill you ever pay and check you write (I know, I worked for TRW for a summer) and evaluate your credit history based not on the one-hundred bills you paid on time, but the one you didn't.

We all have heard the horror stories about people whose lives are ruined by a bad credit report. What we don't hear is how a credit report affects the average person. Because of the ill-defined, nebulous, and precarious nature of the translation profession, translators should strive to have immaculate credit reports, the kind that are carried around on gilt platters.

Tricks to improve your credit rating: Have lots of credit cards and use them at least occasionally, paying every bill on time. Make all loan payments on time or request a forbearance ahead of time. Do not use any of the low income assistance programs such as the ones Pacific Bell or Pacific Gas & Electric have (I live in California but there are such programs all over the nation. I am totally in favor of them, but they don't help your credit rating). Write lots of checks and make sure they all clear. You get the idea.

Equipment

Translators need office equipment, including a computer with printer and modem, a fax machine, dictionaries and reference materials, and miscellaneous supplies. There are ways to avoid paying top dollar for these items.

Buy computers through mail order houses or through an academic discount at a university. Or, if you live near a major computer firm, such as Microsoft in Seattle, you can go to their bargain basement where they sell off their old equipment (often very powerful machines) at great prices. You can also consider buying used equipment, just keep in mind the advice offered at the end of article 7.

Buy software and other computer equipment such as floppy disks and toner or ink cartridges through catalog companies. MacZone, MacConnection, PC Zone, PC Connection and MicroWarehouse all offer great prices on everything you'll ever need and will deliver it overnight for $3 to $6, regardless of how large it is. I bought my NEC monitor at a great price and then had it shipped overnight for $3. Make sure to pick a company which is outside your state and thus avoid sales tax on the item.

Dictionaries and reference materials are often quite expensive. Make sure you buy only what you need. Try to find people who use it and see what they think. Try to borrow a copy before you buy it. And, if you can find one in a used bookstore, a university bookstore for instance, you can save 35% to 50%.

Does It Balance?

This is really two questions: the literal and figurative balance. Literally, if it doesn't balance, you're out of business and have to find something else to do, be it translate in-house for a company (a subject I'll cover in detail in the near future) or find a new profession. Figuratively, you can ask if all the time, energy, effort, blood, sweat, tears, and other bodily fluids justify the rewards, financial and otherwise, of being a professional free-lance translator.

In other words: Is it worth it?

Good question! I think so, right now. If you want to know what I'll think in ten years, ask me then. However, I like being a professional free-lance translator now because of the freedom and control it gives me over my professional life, because I make more money than my in-house translator friends, and because I seem to get more interesting work. To me, that's worth the time and effort.

Article Number 9: The True Professional

This is the ninth article in a series about the profession of translation, primarily about free-lance translation. As a free-lance translator, other translators and would-be translators as well as people who work with translators often ask me how I survive, what I do, what a translator is, and how to tell if a translator is good. In an effort to answer these questions, I wrote this.

These articles are not meant to be the definitive explanation of translation and translators. Instead, they are a starting point for understanding the profession and the people in it. I've spent a lot of time over the past few years helping would-be translators get started and advising people interested in the profession about the realities of being a translator. I also market a list of translation agencies which translators can use to find work.

These articles are meant to be another source of information. I welcome any comments, criticisms, suggestions, and requests for future articles. You can contact me via my CompuServe account: 73543,2020 or by mail at:

555 Madison Street,#28
Monterey, CA 93940

I hope you enjoy these articles.



The Background

Whence cometh the true professionals? Are they born or bred? If born, can we develop a brain scan system to detect their ability and then nurture it? If bred, can we identify and then duplicate the ideal conditions to create a translator? Most importantly, what do we do now, when we can't answer the above questions?

I am going to make a hazy but important distinction here. I believe there are translators and there are professional translators. The former are people who translate on the side, using their knowledge of a particular field to do the job. For instance, in a previous article, I referred to a mathematician who translated a book on advanced mathematics from French to English. I do not consider him a professional.

Professional translators are applied linguists whose ability to work with language, write well, and for free-lancers, operate a business represents their source of income. Professional translators are people who are dedicated to their languages and the nations, societies, and cultures which come with them. They maintain a keep interest and alacrity in improving their ability to understand their source language and write in their target language. They recognize that translation is both an art and a skill and as such, know that they can always improve and polish their ability.

Professional translators are also distinguished by certain attitudes and approaches to their job. In this article, I want to take a close look at these attitudes and approaches and help clarify what a professional translator is and how you can become more professional about being a translator.

Unlike the medical or legal professions, there are no precise academic or professional prerequisites to be a translator. This is a boon for those talented individuals who want to get started in the translation industry and a bane for those people trying to identify true professionals. The only requirement a translator must fulfill is knowing two or more languages. Anything less is rather hard to accept.

Virtually all professional translators in the United States have at least a Bachelor's degree. Often these degrees are in language studies, or some related field. However, some translators have degrees in their field of specialization and have academic language training as a college minor. Others have advanced degrees in translation itself. Still others have little if any formal academic language training, instead having learned their languages either in the home or while living abroad.

Translators have to be able to write, so you might assume that translators have formal academic training as writers and professional writing experience. I have found little evidence for this. Few translators I know truly love writing; to most it seems to be merely an essential aspect of translation. However, most professional translators do have a deep interest in writing, be it as a necessary tool or an art form.

Finally, virtually all translators have a well developed knowledge of one or more specialized fields, such as financial, legal, computers, medical, patents, pharmaceuticals, and so on. This is not to say that translators are experts in such fields, but they do have enough knowledge to read, understand, and then translate common material in the field. And, very few translators will ever develop such in-depth knowledge in more than a few fields.

Ethics

I have said virtually nothing about professional ethics during the past eight articles, simply because I believe that by the time people reach adulthood, their ethics are well-entrenched and it is therefore next to useless for me to discuss the issue. However, this issue must be addressed, so take the following discussion as a series of general observations, not lectures on how you must behave in every aspect of your life.

Translators are often privy to secret information, be it financial plans of a company, a pharmaceutical patent, or the specifications for a new chip. If it hasn't occurred to you that there are people who would pay a lot of money for this information, then you shouldn't take up writing mystery or spy novels. If it hasn't occurred to you that you could use financial information to make money, then Ivan Boesky isn't your hero or idol. Translators have to keep this kind of information to themselves, regardless of whether or not they are asked to sign a nondisclosure or confidentiality agreement (I've signed a lot of these in my time).

Translators have to honor the agreements they make. If you agree to do a job, then you have to do it. You can't just farm out your work and take a percentage without telling your clients that you do this. They have a right to know who is actually doing the work. If they decide to hire you, then they want you, not someone you know, to do the job. Moreover, you have to do the job the way you say you will, which often means doing what the client asks. If the client provides a glossary or style sheet, follow it, regardless of your personal opinion of their word choice or formatting ideas. If they request a particular file format, provide it. If you really think something is wrong with their choices, tell them. The client always has the final word on such matters.

In the same vein, translators should not accept assignments they don't have the time or qualifications to do. I regularly turn down work because I am too busy with other jobs or because I don't have the expertise to do the job justice. Remember, the easiest way to lose a client is to do a bad job. Don't.

Handling Clients

The true professional knows how to conduct business, including the art of negotiation, providing necessary information, and making agreements for each job.

I've discussed the importance of negotiation in previous articles. The only point I want to raise here is that sounding confident and definite when you negotiate is important. You won't impress anyone if you hem and haw when asked questions about price or terms of delivery. Know your rates by heart, know your hardware and software by heart, and know what you can do. Give this information freely and firmly, and then watch and wait. Remember, the heart of negotiation is compromise; if the client doesn't like your terms, they'll make a counter offer. Then, it's up to you to accept or make yet another counter offer.

One word of advice about negotiation: dickering and bickering is not the way to cultivate clients. Often a slightly lower rate in the short run leads to more work and higher rates in the future. I have started at slightly lower rates with agencies and then found in short order that they were feeding me large assignments regularly. Conversely, I've turned down rates which I thought were too low and then found that the agency later offered me work at a higher rate. If you provide quality work at a fair price, you will have clients.

Providing information is an essential part of being a professional translator. Clients have to know who you are, where you work, what you can do, and what you charge. When you receive a request for information from a client (be it a new client who has sent you a contractor's employment form or an old client requesting updated information) give it willingly and in detail. Your clients have to know you.

You also have to be accessible. Make sure you are in your office (or at least near your phone) during the workday. Just because no one calls you in the morning doesn't mean you have the afternoon off. You should still be in your office. Sure, you're saying to yourself, that's important, but I can still go out and do things. Yes, you can. But remember that if a client can't reach you they'll send the job to someone else. At the very least, get an answering machine which lets you call in and collect your messages from another phone. I have one and it's helped me considerably, especially when I'm out on business and I want to know what's going on back in my office.

Making agreements refers to setting the rules for each job. By rules I mean terms which include how the job is to be done, how much you will be paid, and when and how it will be delivered. Establish all of this before you accept the job. You might even want to get the terms in writing, though I don't bother doing this with clients I know well. Just make sure you know what you are supposed to translate, what file format the client wants, when and how you are to deliver the job, and what you'll be paid for it. Accepting a job without this information is foolish and can lead to numerous problems.

Sometimes an agency will say that they don't really care when you finish a job, what file format you use or how you deliver it. What they mean is that they don't need it fast, they have the hardware and software to handle common file formats, and they aren't concerned with the delivery method. Regardless of their level of interest, you should establish how you are going to do the job, and then do it that way. 

After-service

I love this word, whose origin is found in Japanese business culture. The notion that a translation job ends the moment you push the Send Fax' button, deposit the papers in an envelope, or complete the upload of the translated file is both unprofessional and irresponsible. Don't leave your home for the beach right after you finish a translation assignment; numerous things can go wrong after you send the job.

What can possibly happen that requires my involvement? you ask. Here's the list: the agency's fax machine doesn't print your transmission clearly enough (this happens often when sending hand-written work, such as an editing job); the BBS doesn't receive the modem transmission; the agency can't open or convert your file; the agency opens your file but gets mere gibberish; the agency loses your file; or the agency has questions about what you did.

You have to stick around after you send the job, just in case. I've sent jobs in to agencies on the East Coast on Friday morning and then received calls at 6:00 p.m. my time. If you know you are going out (or away for the weekend), tell the agency beforehand, preferably when you deliver the job. Make sure they know you won't be around after a particular hour and ask them to confirm that the file you sent was received and can be processed. It takes a little more effort but is well worth it; the agency will love you.

As well, the professional is creative and gets things done. This means that if you call the agency's BBS at 9:00 in the morning and it is not functioning, you call their voice phone. If no one is there, you fax them the document. If the fax machine does not pick up, you call their answering machine. If the translation is short, you read it to their answering machine (yes, I actually did this once).

Professionals solve problems. This also means that you should try to help your clients with problems. I have helped numerous clients troubleshoot a computer network, BBS, or software incompatibility over the phone while negotiating or discussing a job. Always be useful and helpful; it will make them remember you and think well of you.

Translators must stand by their work. Eventually, a client will call you and tell you that your translation sucks, that their bilingual five-year-old niece could have done a better job, that a chimpanzee has superior spelling skills. Regardless of how offended or angered you are by such claims, take the time to work through the problem with the client. Ask for specific comments, such as where the errors are, what kind they are, and how many there are. If the errors are in fact your responsibility, offer to fix them immediately at no extra charge. If the errors fall into that nebulous area of style or proofreading, offer to participate in the clean-up process but stand by your work if you did what you were told. The most important thing is to service the client. They have the work and the money, so it behooves you to make a positive impression no matter how negative the situation might be.

Even after the job is finished and the agency confirms receipt of it, keep the file on your hard drive for weeks to come. I usually keep the file on my hard drive until after I am paid for the job, and then I remove it to an archive disk. The archive I keep for at least five years. Why? you ask. For one, I worked with an agency which lost my translated file some five weeks after I submitted it. They were in a panic and called me, praying that I had kept the file. To their delight, I said I had it and would upload it immediately. Of course, this won't happen five years later, but five years seems to be the current statute of limitations on law suits involving translated materials as well as most other suits in which translated materials could be sub poenaed. So, keep everything you translate for at least five years and remember to deduct the cost of the disks and the space used to store them.

Upon finishing a large job such as a book or computer manual (I've done many of both), I usually send the agency a letter along with the finished translation and keep in contact with them as they edit my work and prepare it for publication. I also make clear that I am willing to remain involved in the process, that the agency may call me for clarifications on my work, such as choices about style or terminology, and that I am genuinely interested in the final outcome. It's always good business to be involved in the entire process, not just the small part of it which represents your work.

The Suit Does Not Make the Translator

Translators are among those fortunate few who do not have to dress up for work. I won't go into the details of what I have worn or where exactly I was in my apartment when talking to clients on the phone, but suffice it to say that those were not conditions under which I would have wanted to be face to face with a business contact. Conversely, translators have to sound professional at all times, regardless of the situation.

In many businesses, a visual impression is the most important. A good suit, a proper haircut, a clean shave (of the legs or face), and the other professional amenities are essential to success. Translators don't have to endure this unless they work in-house or meet with their clients in person. Instead, we have to rely on what we say, how we say it, and how we sound in order to create and maintain business relations. So, good spoken English, a confident, polished manner, and a strong sense of professionalism in what you say is vital.

You literally cannot afford to have one of those bored, dull voices that telemarketing firms inflict on the average American daily. You can't afford to sneeze and cough throughout your business negotiations. You can't afford the cries of children, the yelping or chirping of pets, or the complaints of roommates in the background. Your home office has to sound like an office. Make sure it is in a quiet part of your home, away from the noise of a kitchen, garage, playroom, or workroom, and can be closed off from the rest of the house by a door. Or, if you're like me and live alone, just keep the stereo or TV down and have a remote with a mute button handy.

A Nice Neat Package

So, a professional translator is something of a package, combining a strong linguistic background with an interest in writing, as well as polished business skills. I realize that I haven't answered the question with which I started this article: whence cometh the true professionals? However, the true professionals themselves may not know where they come from, and I'm not sure it's all that important. All translators have to strive for an ever higher level of professionalism, so as to bring prestige and respect to themselves and the translation profession.

Article Number 10: The Future

This is the tenth article in a series about the profession of translation, primarily about free-lance translation. As a free-lance translator, other translators and would-be translators as well as people who work with translators often ask me how I survive, what I do, what a translator is, and how to tell if a translator is good. In an effort to answer these questions, I wrote this.

These articles are not meant to be the definitive explanation of translation and translators. Instead, they are a starting point for understanding the profession and the people in it. I've spent a lot of time over the past few years helping would-be translators get started and advising people interested in the profession about the realities of being a translator. I also market a list of translation agencies which translators can use to find work.

These articles are meant as a source of information. I welcome any comments, criticisms, suggestions, and requests for future articles. You can contact me via my CompuServe account: 73543,2020 or by mail at: 

555 Madison Street, #28
Monterey, CA 93940.

I hope you enjoy these articles.



The Dream

The perfect translation system, be it a human or machine, does not exist. However, the dream of something like the Babblefish from the Hitchhiker's series or the universal translator on Star Trek haunts us and might go something like this.

Your personal computer will have a translation module, maintained from some central database created by the publisher of the system. When E-mail comes in, it will automatically and almost instantly be translated into whatever language you desire (presumably your native tongue). When you send E-mail, it will be translated into whatever language you choose. You will be able to configure it so that when E-mail goes out to Japan, it is translated into Japanese, when it goes to France, it is translated into French, and so on (or you can configure on a person by person basis, giving consideration to the linguistic skills of individuals).

Similar systems will exist for businesses, but they will be faster and more comprehensive. A book will be scanned into a computer and rendered into another language in a matter of minutes. The computer might even attend to the graphics and desktop publishing tasks, assuming you want it to. The finished translation will need the same amount of editing and proofreading that any piece of writing does, that is to say a lot.

Interpretation will work the same way. The phone company will provide for virtually nothing a system which lets you talk to anyone in any language. You call Japan and speak to Mr. Tashima. You say what you want in English and he hears it in Japanese. He says what he wants in Japanese and you hear it in English. Court, medical, and conference interpreting will work in basically the same way. People will have small devices like hearing aids which will pick up the incoming language and convert it into your native tongue. These devices will also use noise cancellation technology to take care of any interfering sounds so that you hear only the interpretation.

A box on your television (or perhaps inside it) will provide instant interpretation (or subtitles) of foreign films and television broadcasts. You will flip to one of the more than 500 channels you have and see a program which looks interesting, and the system will provide instant interpretation of the dialog. 

Furthermore, small devices the size of a pocket calculator will read things for you. You point them at a menu, a street sign, or a newspaper and they scan the page and they translate it and then give you either a printed version on a small screen or read it to you.

Such technology would make communication with anyone anywhere possible. You could travel in remote parts of Tibet and speak and read with the locals. You will walk into a conference and listen to an interpretation of the speaker given by a machine which never tires or loses interest in the task. You can go to a doctor or hotel or restaurant anywhere and communicate everything you need to, be it verbally or in writing.

That is the dream!

The Technology

So, you say, like all dreams, this is impossible. Language is too subtle and complex for a computer to understand and translate. Communication relies too heavily on context and intonation, on body language and cultural underpinnings. You might even think that communication between two people is something of a miracle and that language itself is the most dangerous wonder of the brain.

Fair enough, I actually agree with all of that (after all, I just wrote it). As an amateur linguist who speaks some five languages and reads another six or seven, I assure you I understand the difficulties involved in translation or interpretation, be it by a human or machine. But, I don't think these difficulties have much to do with the brunt of what is being translated (or interpreted) in the world.

Let's keep in mind one basic fact. Most of what people are saying and writing is not high literature destined for Nobel or Pulitzer prizes. Rather it is simply an expression of someone's ideas or beliefs on a particular subject. Most communication is just information, with a minimum of style or literary content. Therefore, while I don't propose that a machine translation system will produce a brilliant rendering of the Mahabarat or the writings of Chuang Tsu, such systems won't have to. Literary translation is an area of endless debate; the sheer number of versions of literary classics demonstrates this. Machines will eventually try their hand at this rarified field, but they will enter the business of translation far sooner.

Written material cannot rely on intonation or body language. Moreover, context either has to be made clear in the document or the target audience has to be aware of it ahead of time. And, most importantly, the computer does not have to understand what it is translating.

Keep that final point in mind. Translators often talk and joke about how they hardly understood the material they were working on. Interpreters often speak of rendering a speech whose content they could barely follow. Of course, the translators and interpreters do in fact understand the material well enough, but they may not in fact truly know what it means beyond what is necessary to render it into their target language.

All of this leads to a controversial conclusion: there are no theoretical barriers to machine translation or interpretation. Many people will disagree with this statement, saying that the phenomenon of language is not well-understood and may never be. Others will point to notions of linguistic parsing and generative grammar to explain why machines will never be able to translate. All of this ignores the fundamental point: machines do not have to understand the material to translate it! As long as they accurately process the language itself, the translation will be accurate enough.

But, you say, what is accurate enough?

Accurate enough means acceptable to those who want the translation. Consider this: a company wants all the specifications for an automobile translated from English into French, Spanish, German, Italian, Dutch, Portuguese, Chinese, and Japanese. The specifications total over 5,000 pages, approximately 1 million words. Assume that a translator can do 5,000 words per day (I realize this is high, but assume it anyway). It will therefore take 200 days of work to produce the translation. A team of ten translators will still take 20 days, plus the time to unify the text after the translators are finished. At $0.25 per word (what the agency might charge the company), the total cost per language would be $250,000. And these numbers are for each language involved. So, if a machine system can translate the information at 20,000 words per hour, we see that the job might be done in a little over two days, plus clean-up time. And, the computer plus software will cost considerably less, maybe $2,000 for the computer and $4,000 for the software for each language pair.

But, you say, the translation won't be as good. I agree, at least based on current software and technology. However, let us recall that quality is only one of many factors in a market economy (look at Beta versus VHS, the Mac versus the PC). And, the most important factor is that old epigram: time is money. Recall that this statement really means that speed is money. The faster the better. The sooner the product hits the market, the sooner the company recoups its investment. The lower the investment, the better.

So, we have a case of the classic cost-benefit ratio. Therefore, the real question is: at what point does the quality of a translation become more important than the cost or time involved? If the machines are 200 times faster, 1000 times cheaper, and produce reasonably accurate and intelligible translations, they will get most of the work. And, although they have not reached this state yet, it seems clear, given current technology and progress, that the time is not too far off when they will.

Another common complaint about machine translation involves the issue of getting the material into the computer. This is becoming irrelevant as virtually everything important is produced on computers. As long as someone has the original file, there question of how the text will be entered is moot.

Some people claim rather strangely that machine translation is possible but machine interpretation is not. I disagree. Interpretation deals with the spoken language, a fundamentally simpler form of language than the written language. The two important issues: non-verbal communication and voice-to-text processing are the only real problems.

The former is a major problem for human interpreters, so it can probably be ignored in many cases. A speaker at a large conference, for instance, does not rely much on body language to communicate, simply because most viewers are not close enough. In fact, many speakers at conferences are really just reading prepared speeches, changing the issue from machine interpretation to machine translation (of course, the machine has to be aware of deviations from the prepared text, just as a human interpreter does). Witnesses in court are trained by lawyers to avoid body language, so that the jurors will pay attention to the words only. And, when body language is important, humans have a great deal of trouble, given how varied and complex each person's use of such non-verbal communication is. So, the computers will have the same problems the humans do.

The latter is being solved as I write this. I've seen demonstrations of current voice-to-text software. Although it is accurate even when processing natural voices, it is still slow. However, recall that many of the problems here can be solved simply by faster chips and more memory. And, many of the problems do not exist in phonetically simpler languages.

So, you say, this is all nice, but it isn't going to happen for a long time. Probably not for centuries. We'll all be long dead before a computer can do anything useful with language. Read on, MacDuff.

The State of the Art

Let's have a quick review of the past twenty years of personal computers. But wait, you say, there were no personal computers twenty years ago. Exactly!

The original PCs, including the TRS-80 (with 4K of memory, no hard drive, and no operating system per se), the Commodore 64, the Apple II, etc. were less powerful than the current average Casio BOSS or Sharp Wizard. The first PC, the 8086 and then the 286, introduced in the early 1980's were brain-dead machines even back then. For the past eight years, we've seen CPU processing speed double every 18 months, hard disk storage space double every two years, and the arrival of peripherals such as CD-ROM drives, scanners, and laser printers which only ten years ago or so were either dreams or ghastly expensive technologies.

The point is that technology is changing at an incredible pace. The processing power and storage capacity to handle incredibly complex tasks is available, or will be soon. This means that even something like translation, or voice-to-text processing, or speech synthesis can be handled using the brute-force approach (brute force means no fancy algorithms or clever coding; just keep slogging away and count on the speed of the system to solve the problem). Remember than Deep Thought II just used the brute force approach to draw a chess game with Andrei Kasparov, something the Russian champion said would never happen.

I'd like to introduce you to a few of the latest toys and technologies being developed which will help machine translation systems. Think of this as a brief overview of things to come.

Carnegie Mellon has an interesting toy. It is a small box that looks like a Star Trek tricorder or a Newton PDA but it does only one thing. You point it at some writing and it scans it, and then translates it. So far, it works with simple language written in clear characters. You can't read subway graffiti with it. But, it does work.

GlobaLink recently introduced a service which will translate faxes and other inter-office memos. You send them the memo by fax or e-mail and they then return it to you in the desired language within a couple of hours. Cost: $0.05 per word; $5 minimum.

IBM has a voice synthesis program which creates pleasantly neutral voices similar to those of television newscasters. They also have a powerful, versatile system which converts normal speech to text. And, they know that speech-to-text and voice synthesis are much simpler in languages such as Spanish or Japanese, whose spelling and pronunciation are far more regular than that of English. No word on when they will release these things to the public.

Caere just released the latest version of their OCR package, OmniPage. Using redundant and context-sensitive checking, it provides 100% accuracy on clean text, such as found in printed documents, newspapers, and magazines. This bodes well for getting material into a computer, a minor but still relevant problem.

In a future article, I will take a look at current desktop translation software and report in detail on their speed, accuracy, and quality. To that end, I'm currently trying to round up copies of such software so that I may begin testing. I hope to have that article ready before year's end, but how long it takes will depend on how cooperative the publishers of such software are in providing me with information.

The Bet

I have a bet with a friend which I made two years ago. In 1992, I bet someone that within 15 years, computer translation systems would take over the industry, leaving very little work for humans, who will maintain and operate the systems and editing their translations. In the past two years, we have seen the introduction of computers which are more than twice as fast as any previous systems (the Pentium and the PowerPC), acceptable voice synthesis for pennies, descent voice recognition for basic words and phrases as well as speech-to-text systems, and desktop translation software which processes upwards of 20,000 words per hour at close to 90% accuracy (and the price of one popular system has dropped by 50% in the past eight months). Will computers take over within the next 13 years? I don't know, but all indications suggest that is a reasonable estimate. And, I think it's essential that anyone in the industry start thinking about this now!

Article 12: Language Specialist versus Subject Specialist

This is the twelfth article in a series about the profession of translation, primarily about free-lance translation. As a free-lance translator, other translators and would-be translators as well as people who work with translators often ask me how I survive, what I do, what a translator is, and how to tell if a translator is good. In an effort to answer these questions and other questions, I wrote this.

These articles are not meant to be the definitive explanation of translation and translators. Instead, they are a starting point for understanding the profession and the people in it. I've spent a lot of time over the past few years helping would-be translators get started and advising people interested in the profession about the realities of being a translator. I give seminars about the profession at the Monterey Institute of International Studies. I also market a list of translation agencies which translators can use to find work.

These articles are meant as a source of information. I welcome any comments, criticisms, suggestions, and requests for future articles. You can contact me via my CompuServe account: 73543,2020 or by mail at: 

555 Madison Street, #28
Monterey, CA 93940.

I hope you enjoy these articles.

The Age of the Specialist

If you haven't noticed, the information age could also be called 'the age of the specialist'. Unlike the 'age of Aquarius' which promised peace and prosperity for all, this age requires that everyone master some tiny facet of one particular aspect of one are of one field of study, to the complete exclusion of virtually everything else happening in the world. A brief glimpse of corporate titles, university degrees at the undergraduate or graduate levels, topics for doctoral dissertations, or job listings should make the meaning of this age clear.

I consider myself a Renaissance man with avid interests ranging from Shakespeare and dinosaurs to flight simulators and cats. However, I make my living by being a specialist, specifically a language specialist. I use my knowledge of Japanese and English (and sometimes French), my familiarity with scientific and technical fields, and my ability to render information from one language into another to earn money.

A translator is one form of language specialist. A language instructor, a lexicographer, and a linguist all represent other forms of language specialists. Just like any applied discipline which has a theoretical base, such as architecture, dentistry, or engineering, specialists use their thorough and profound knowledge of the discipline in concert with their finely honed ability to apply it in a certain way. An urban architect and civil engineer would be a bad choice if you want someone to design and build you a house. A periodontist is not who you want to put braces on your children. And, a linguist or lexicographer is not the best choice to do your translations.

A translator is.

Translators specialize in translation. They are of course language specialists. Their specialization in language has taken them way beyond conjugating verbs or declining adjectives, writing essays or diary entries, reading short fiction or presenting a small play. They not only have a mastery of the languages they work with, but they possess the knowledge and experience to render information between these languages. They also have the sensitivity and awareness to address such issues as writing style and register as well as cross-cultural communication.

Differences

So a translator is a language specialist. However, language does not exist in a vacuum. Languages are always about something. They are a medium though which the speaker or the writer communicates information and ideas to the listener or reader for the purpose of educating or entertaining. Though simplistic, the above pretty much summarizes what we are doing every time we open our mouths or put fingertip to keyboard.

The task of the translator is the rendering of information and ideas from one language to another. And, need I say this, that information and those ideas are on various subjects, which can run the gamut from yesterday's Nikkei average to a new surgical procedure for treating deep vein thrombosis. Translators rarely deal in mundane or banal subjects, not for lack of interest, but because no one is that interested in those subjects. Remember that translation is a business, and someone out there in the world has to value the information or ideas contained in a text enough to pay for a translation.

Translators therefore have to have knowledge which extends beyond just the languages they know. Unlike a language teacher or lexicographer, who does not need to know much if anything about specialized fields such as computer technology, medical procedures, or engineering principles, translators have to be acquainted with the fields they translate in.

Why? You ask.

Simple. The process of rendering information and ideas from one language to another requires comprehension of those ideas, at some level. The depth of comprehension needed in order to translate is a subject beyond the scope of this article (and perhaps the limits of my knowledge and experience), but a translator who knows nothing about DRAM design will in all likelihood make grave and grievous errors when working on such material. The more arcane and esoteric a subject, the more knowledge and experience a translator should have with it.

So, enter the subject specialist. Many people are inclined to believe that a subject specialist who happens to know the requisite languages will do a better job translating material than a professional translator will. Hence the search for brain surgeons who happen to know Chinese and English, software engineers who know Japanese and English, or derivatives analysts who know German and English. Do such people exist? Perhaps, but you have to ask yourself how a brain surgeon would find the time to master two or more languages and the art of translation. Moreover, you have to ask yourself if software engineers would want to translate rather than practice their art. And, you must ask the obvious question: can they translate? Many people think they can and go through impressive machinations to find them and engage them as translators, believing that they are the only ones who can do justice to the material.

I disagree with this belief for the following reasons.

Firstly, the subject specialist might not have the requisite linguistic knowledge and ability to manage the task of translation. As anyone who has taught or studied language knows, a person with a few months or so of French does not readily pick up a Parisian magazine or newspaper and whip off an acceptable translation. Translation presupposes a thorough mastery of the languages in question, not just a nodding acquaintance or deep familiarity. A translator never tries to figure out what tense a verb is in or what case a noun is in. Translators rarely use dictionaries; they simply don't need to, except for terminology. Translators are concerned with rendering the information and ideas contained in a text, and already possess the linguistic and related knowledge to understand the material.

Secondly, the act of translation itself far exceeds raw linguistic issues, as I've mentioned in other articles. The translator has to contend with cultural and social issues, as well as matters of register and written style. A subject specialist probably cannot do this, and almost certainly cannot do it as well as a translator can.

Thirdly, the subject specialist may not be able to write well, something which translators, by definition, have to be able to do. Writing is considered a high art in virtually every culture and writing well is difficult and requires extensive practice. A subject specialist won't have the experience, and likely doesn't have the training to do this.

A simple way to understand the difference between a subject specialist and a translator and why one should not replace the other is as follows: I translate medical material on surgical techniques. Should I be admitted into the operating theater to cut open someone's leg and perform an arterial graft? I translate material about the design of DRAM and motherboards. Could I join a design team at Intel and work on the next generation of computer chips? I translate legal material on criminal case law. Should I defend the next double murder case involving a former sports hero?

The answers to the above questions are of course 'no'. So I ask the question: why do people believe the opposite to be true? Perhaps people confuse the understanding of information and ideas with the ability to render that information and those ideas into another language. Translators of course have to understand what they are translating, at least to a certain extent. And, they have to be able to render that information. It is the latter part which is so important, and which is so often not understood or underrated.

When is One Better than the Other

The market wants translators who specialize. A major bank or financial institution seeking a translator would not just say 'Translator wanted'. They say quite specifically that they want someone with 'Three or more years translating in the financial industry; degree in finance a plus'.

Most translation agencies have an independent contractor's information sheet on which translators check of those areas they feel comfortable translating in. Some agencies want to know how translators acquired their knowledge. Did they learn about the field by working in it for years, by earning a degree, or by translating such material many times?

The problem translators and people who employ translators face is one of balance. Translators have to be language specialists, anything less will jeopardize not only the quality of the writing in the translation, but also, more importantly, the integrity of the information. For the same reasons, translators have to have some familiarity with the subjects they are translating. In other words, they have to have a balance of knowledge about language and knowledge about the subjects.

This balance should not be even however. Recall that even the most arcane and abstruse subjects can be rendered intelligible by a good teacher or writer. Albert Einstein insisted that anyone could understand general relativity. Richard Feynmann believed that anyone who couldn't explain quantum physics to a layperson did not really understand it. And, most people accept the notion that the greatest demonstration of mastery of a subject is the ability to teach the material to beginners in the field.

So, why is it so hard for people to accept that translators can work with esoteric and obscure material? Do technical writers hold degrees in the fields they write in? No, with a few exceptions. Do journalists who write about science, law, or finance have degrees in these fields? No, with few exceptions. Do translators have (or for that matter need) advanced degrees in their subject specialties? No, with few exceptions.

And this is exactly the way it should be. Language is a specialization, as much as any other discipline is. We all can think about how our dream house should look, but only an architect can design it. We all can brush and floss our teeth, but only a dentist can fill cavities. We all can apply band-aids, but only a surgeon can remove an appendix. We all can read and write, but translators should be doing the translation work.

Despite what I've said in this section and those above, there are instances in which an expert in a field of study will provide a superior translation. These cases are few and far between, but they bear consideration. The most frequently occurs when the field is so arcane and esoteric that very few people even know it exists and only a handful of experts can understand it. Clearly, this happens most often in the hard sciences.

I know of a mathematician who has translated mathematical material from French into English. He has never been to France. He has no formal training or certification in French. He has hardly any interest in language or writing. But, he is one of the few people in the world who understands a particular branch of topology (geometry as applied to non-Euclidian 3D surfaces). Because he could grapple with the ideas and arguments presented in the French original, he was able to translate it. And, I have little doubt that he did a better job than virtually any French translator I know could.

How to Be a Language Specialist

This may seem a moot point, in that most translators are already language specialists. But it is worthy of mention, if only to clarify a few important points and help differentiate a translator's capacity for language from a language teacher's or lexicographer's.

First and foremost (and perhaps too obvious), a translator must know at least two languages. A 'monolingual translator' is an oxymoron. Translators must know their two (or more) languages extremely well. A couple of years of Russian in college or six months living in Taiwan will not adequately prepare a person for the linguistic challenges involved in translation (no offense to those geniuses for whom it would be adequate; I am speaking in general).

Moreover, translators must have well-developed, finely-honed writing skills in their target language. I do not write especially well in Japanese, and I require a considerable amount of time to do any writing in that language. However, I do write reasonably well in English, have a strong, thorough knowledge of grammar, usage and punctuation (even if I goof with a comma here and there in these articles), and possess a good sense of structure and style in my native language. In other words, many bilingual people are not necessarily cut out for translation.

Secondly, translators must have an extremely thorough knowledge of the terminology, style, usage, and idiom of the fields they translate in. And this knowledge has to be active, not passive. The person who reads and understands articles in a computer magazine or medical journal has passive knowledge of the language being used. The person who writes (or for that matter speaks about) such articles has an active knowledge of the language being used. Translators have to have the latter, otherwise they won't be able to render the information in the source material.

Translators also have to have the resources to translate, including dictionaries, reference materials, and glossaries. And, they should take advantage of their colleagues.

I can contact fellow translators who may have wrestled with the same structural or terminological issues I am struggling with. I often receive calls from other translators who are hoping to tap my knowledge of current computer terminology in English and Japanese, or dip into my acquaintance with words in the medical sciences, or see if I can't find the best turn or phrase for a software manual. In the same way, I call other professionals and capitalize on their knowledge and ability. Similarly, many translators participate in ongoing discussions on CompuServe and the Internet about neologisms, culturally specific words and phrases, and esoteric terminology.

There is one other thing translators have to do: prove that they are language specialists. That subject will be addressed in detail in Article 14, so for now I'll just say that it's possible and there are a few good tricks which make it easier.

How to Be a Subject Specialist

Besides the pile of general and subject dictionaries and the stack of glossaries and terminology lists sitting on my desk, cluttering two closets and a filing cabinet, I also have textbooks and reference sources for all the major areas I translate in. I have enough medical textbooks in my home to convince a lot of people that I went to medical school (and dropped out around second year). I have enough computer references and resources kicking around my office to make most anyone think I am a software developer, not a translator.

And when all that material plus my experience in those fields (I was a hospital orderly and took some pre-med courses and have done my share of programming and development on computers), I have my telephone. I can call friends who are programmers, engineers or physicians and get answers to virtually any question I want, often in far more detail than I need. I was working on a translation involving new drugs and therapeutic techniques for pulmonary embolism and did not myself know enough about the subject to do the work properly. I called a friend who is a physician and he explained the entire histology, pathology, biochemistry, and so on about the condition, the drugs I mentioned, and the therapies described in the material I had. In fact, he told me far more than I needed to know for the translation itself, but the additional knowledge gave me extra familiarity with the subject which resulted in a better translation.

Article 13: Wish List

This is the thirteenth article in a series about the profession of translation, primarily about free-lance translation. As a free-lance translator, other translators and would-be translators as well as people who work with translators often ask me how I survive, what I do, what a translator is, and how to tell if a translator is good. In an effort to answer these questions and other questions, I wrote this.

These articles are not meant to be the definitive explanation of translation and translators. Instead, they are a starting point for understanding the profession and the people in it. I've spent a lot of time over the past few years helping would-be translators get started and advising people interested in the profession about the realities of being a translator. I give seminars about the profession at the Monterey Institute of International Studies. I also market a list of translation agencies which translators can use to find work.

These articles are meant as a source of information. I welcome any comments, criticisms, suggestions, and requests for future articles. You can contact me via my CompuServe account: 73543,2020 or by mail at:

555 Madison Street, #28
Monterey, CA 93940.

I hope you enjoy these articles.

Happy New Year

In the spirit of throwing away the old calendar and putting up the new one, of celebrating the need to remember a new number to write on checks and bank statements, of preparing taxes for the past year, and of reflecting and recalling what has happened over the 365 days of 1994, I offer the following wish list. I would like these ideas to become resolutions which translators, agencies, and those companies and organizations which employ translators would take to heart and implement, but I know that I can only present them. After all, you can lead a cat to water, but you can't make it drink (or do anything else, for that matter).

I Wish That Translators Would...

1. Submit their work on time. This is the number one complaint of agencies and clients, and they have every right to be upset. Translation is not a 'better late than never' profession. Get the work in on time and your clients will love you for it.

2. Create translations which are free from errors and omissions. There shall be no missing words, phrases, paragraphs or pages in translations this year. Terminology will either be correct or noted as uncertain. Words and phrases which are difficult to explain will be noted in a 'Translator's Note' at the end of the document. Translators are rendering information from one language to another and know that this process has pitfalls and hurdles. The translator should tell the agency or client about these problems and let them decide what to do.

3. Take the time to educate clients about the issues involving translation, be they linguistic, cultural, social, or philosophical. The client should not be surprised when reading the translated text. The client should be informed, ahead of time, about what to expect and not to expect.
4. Service the client. Clients will be treated with respect and compassion. They shall be informed of all problems and issues involving the translation, by phone or in writing. Translators should express an interest in all parts of the process of translation, not just their own role.

5. Maintain a proper home office, complete with a real computer, current versions of word processing software and other business applications, a fax and modem, and a proper printer which produces clean, clear, crisp, quality text and graphics. Translators complain about the lack of professional treatment in the industry; it's time they do their part and be professionals themselves.

6. Learn how to use word processing software and the modern conventions in desktop publishing. We all should be putting single spaces between words and sentences, using proper ASCII characters for accents and other symbols, using tabs, tables, columns, and margins correctly, and providing file formats our clients can read.

7. Learn the subtle art of telecommunications and modem transmissions. Agencies and clients complain regularly about translators who can't deliver work properly to their BBS or corporate on-line account. Translators have to be able to deliver their work in a timely fashion. Using a modem allows the translator to deliver the job instantly, thus giving the translator more time from when they receive the work to when they have to send it out. Master the modem.

8. Go on-line. Translators represent an integral facet of international communication and the emerging global village. They have to be able to talk to each other about what they do and how they do it. Letters are too slow, telephone calls and faxes too expensive. However, on-line, messages and files can be sent and received almost instantly, plus information on virtually any subject imaginable is available for the asking. Take advantage of the on-line universe.

9. Accept assignments for which they have the time and knowledge and turn down all others. Translators should not take jobs if they don't really have the time to do the work properly or if they lack the requisite background knowledge and experience and reference materials. Translators should refer jobs which they cannot accept to other translators whom they know to be competent and responsible professionals.

10. Abandon their individualistic and perhaps libertarian tendencies and recognize that they are part of a complex process and that they have thousands of colleagues around the world. Translators should talk to each other about clients, about technology, about terminology, in essence, about their profession. They should not think of other translators as competition, but as colleagues and brethren, as friends and co-workers, people to learn from and teach to, people to give and receive work from, and as people who are in the same situation. Only when translators start to think and act as a professional group with clearly defined goals and standards will the profession itself be accorded the respect and understanding it so requires.

I Wish That Agencies and Clients Would...

1. Pay translators within a reasonable amount of time. There is no reason why a translator should have to wait sixty or ninety days for payment. There is no reason why a translator should have to write letters and make phone calls in order to receive pay. Agencies should specify in their independent contractor's agreements how long payment will take and then make payment within that time.

2. Maintain a functioning BBS or on-line account. The electronic age has arrived, and translators and agencies stand to benefit from it. However, while agencies invariably expect translators to have modems, they don't necessarily reciprocate. Agencies should have a dedicated modem line connected to a computer with a BBS installed, or maintain an on-line account with an organization like CompuServe or America On Line.

3. Have people in-house who understand the languages they deal with. I don't want to ask someone at an agency about a text and then be told that they don't know because no one there reads the language it's in. If an agency is going to do high volume work with a language, they should have at least one person who can read, write, and speak that language. The problems this will solve, the time it will save, and the frustration it will eliminate will more than justify the cost of hiring such a person.

4. Use a standardized independent contractor's agreement. Every time I work for a new agency, I have to sign a new agreement, after reading and studying it and then deciding if I think it's fair. We're all dealing with the same problems and issues in the industry, let's use the same agreement.

5. Use a standardized independent contractor's information sheet. Every time I submit material to a new agency, I have to fill out pages of forms. Wouldn't it be nice if there were one form which everyone used, and then you could just keep copies around your office and send it off as necessary? I think it would be great. After all, the agencies are all after the same information, so why not use the same information sheet?

6. Send detailed information to the translator about the job and how it should be done. Make a style sheet which specifies how to handle such matters as charts, graphs, page numbers, fonts, margins, and so on. This will not only make the translator's job easier, but will cut down on the time the agency spends answering the phone and explaining such details to the translator.

7. Provide clean, legible, readable copies of the material to be translated along with all other related material. A fax of a photocopy of a fax is not readable, no matter how good a translator might be at decoding information. Moreover, translators are hired to render information and ideas from one language to another, not to decode bad printing or writing.

8. Hire at least one person who is (or was) a professional translator. Working with an agency which considers the translation industry to be just another business is frustrating. The agency should understand the profession and the people in it. The only sure way to do this is have staff who have been professional translators.
9. Define a schedule and then stick to it. No one appreciates being told that a project will start on a particular day and then finding out it has been delayed by a week or two, or even a month. No one appreciates starting a job and then getting told that the deadline has been moved up and the job must be done in three days instead of four. Translators already work under extreme time constraints; the agencies and clients should at least stick to the original terms for the job.

10. Recognize the valuable and vital service that translators provide. Agencies and clients should not be concerned with what title to use for a translator or how to define their role in linguistic or corporate terms. They should be concerned with providing the in-house translator with a proper work environment, including computer hardware and software, dictionaries and reference materials, and understanding and cooperation. They should provide the free-lance translator with fair market price for the work, clear instructions concerning the material, and readable copies of all documents.

I Wish That Someone Would...

1. Start an organization which would not only inform and educate the general public about translation, translators, and agencies, but would also provide information about the current state of affairs in the profession, give advice and council to translators, agencies, and consumers of translations, create just and proper policies, guidelines, and standards for the profession, and develop a set of standards and a system for accrediting translators.

2. Create a solid, stable, and functional translation and glossary management software package for Windows, DOS, and Macintosh systems. The software would keep track of past documents and identify what you've translated before, help build glossaries and terminology lists, actively assist in the translation of material like lists and tables, and exchange data with the same software on other computers, be they on a network or completely separate, as well as with other software on any of the current computer platforms.

3. Develop a library of current and complete language reference materials. Translators, along with everyone else working with languages rely on the existence of accurate and up-to-date materials to do research and create quality materials. Translators themselves often have to develop their own glossaries and terminology lists. Someone should tap into this vast pool of language resources and create the materials which we all require.

4. Convince the federal government and state governments that while regulation and accreditation of translators might not be a bad idea in and of itself, the likely result of creating regulations with proper understanding of the professions and input from professionals in all aspects of the industry will be mere chaos and confusion, coupled with a lack of capable and competent translators. Translators might consider policing themselves, and avoiding the problems of government-imposed regulation.

5. Perform the academic research necessary to provide a strong theoretical base for the translation profession. Few translators have any idea of what they are doing in terms of linguistics or language. Moreover, few theoreticians (be they linguists, psychologists, or sociologists) can agree on what translation is, how it is done, or what purpose it should serve. Such fundamental definitions would help translators get the professional respect they desire, help agencies and clients understand the process of translation and its value, and help government regulators create reasonable guidelines and standards.

I Wish That Everyone Would...

1. Stop confusing translators and interpreters. Translators deal with the written language. Interpreters deal with the spoken language. A translator cannot necessarily interpret and an interpreter cannot necessarily translate. Moreover, there is no such thing as 'simultaneous translation' or 'written interpretation'.

2. Stop complaining about translation and translators or using them as scape goats. Translation is a multifaceted process involving many people, not just the translator. Moreover, many of the problems people complain about in a translated text cannot be solved without giving the translator permission to rewrite the material in its entirety. Translation is more than just swapping words or converting a phrase from one language to another. And while I certainly don't want to exonerate all translators for every error ever made, let's consider the big picture before dumping on the translator.

3. See the value and relevance of translation. Translation is about communication. In the modern world, often called the 'global village' or 'international community', communication of information and ideas between different languages and cultures is critical for peace, for the development of economies and technology, and for the growth of nations and regions. Translators are a small, but vital part of this process. They facilitate communication between people who want and often must communicate. Their role in this process must be better understood and more greatly appreciated.

Finally, my cat and I would like to wish all my readers, all the translators in the world, the agencies and clients who use them, and the people who read the results of their work a healthy and joyous new year.

Article 14: Getting Started, Keeping Going

This is the fourteenth article in a series about the profession of translation, primarily about free-lance translation. As a free-lance translator, other translators and would-be translators as well as people who work with translators often ask me how I survive, what I do, what a translator is, and how to tell if a translator is good. In an effort to answer these questions and other questions, I wrote this.

These articles are not meant to be the definitive explanation of translation and translators. Instead, they are a starting point for understanding the profession and the people in it. I've spent a lot of time over the past few years helping would-be translators get started and advising people interested in the profession about the realities of being a translator. I give seminars about the profession at the Monterey Institute of International Studies. I also market a list of translation agencies which translators can use to find work.

These articles are meant as a source of information. I welcome any comments, criticisms, suggestions, and requests for future articles. You can contact me via my CompuServe account: 73543,2020 or by mail at:

555 Madison Street, #28
Monterey, CA 93940.

I hope you enjoy these articles.

The Mobius Strip

There is a paradox in the translation profession: how do you get your first translation assignment or in-house position when virtually every potential employer demands one thing above all else, experience. There is no tried-and-true, well-worn path of entry into this business. The medical and legal professions (which translators are wont to compare themselves to) have their residencies and internships, their clerkships and training positions. They also have clear-cut academic requirements and professional credentials. Because translation has no such definitions, employers, be they translation agencies, companies, or government organizations, want experience.

So, what do you do?

Translators who have been in the profession ten or twenty years (what few of them there are) often forget what it was like to get started. Moreover, they began their professional life in a marketplace which no longer exists. Ten years ago, translators worked on typewriters and sent their work by overnight courier. Cut and paste meant scissors and glue back then. There were far fewer translation agencies and far fewer translators. The market has improved in many ways, but that has also resulted in employers wanting guarantees that their new translator will be able to translate. So, they want experience.

So, what do you do?

This article is dedicated to the many people who have asked me this question. Not only will it look closely at how you might go about getting started, but it will also examine how to keep yourself in business, once you are established.

The Opening Gambit

So you wanna be a translator? I'll assume that you know two or more languages extremely well, have lived in a country where your languages are spoken, have a college degree, have some in-depth knowledge of one or more currently popular fields in the translation profession (such as legal, medical, computers, finance, etc.), and have a quixotic bend and a desire to work hard.

I'll also assume that you want to be a free-lancer, not only because that's what most translators are in the United States, but also because without years of experience, few companies will consider you for an in-house position. Don't feel bad, though. Free-lancers almost always make more and work less.

Given all that, you still need the equipment, hardware and software, and dictionaries and reference materials which no translator can live without. Again, I'll assume that you have a reasonably current computer system (please, no Commodore 64s), up-to-date word processing software (not WordStar), a good printer, a fax, a modem, and all the reference material you can get your hands on. In other words, you have to invest. Very few agencies will take you seriously unless you have all the above equipment, up and running.

Now you need a resume. I've discussed what should be on your resume when you send it to an agency in other articles. The important point here is what to do about the Experience' section. Since you are just starting and have no experience, you might think that this section will be blank. However, unless you sprang forth from a lotus flower yesterday (in which case I doubt you need my help), you have some experience. If you learned your second language in school, then perhaps you served as a TA for first-year students once you reached the advanced level. Perhaps you were a language tutor or even an instructor. Maybe you taught your native language while living abroad, either privately as a tutor or for a school of some sort. All of this counts as language experience.

You might have other relevant experience. Perhaps you are familiar with desktop publishing, a skill which most agencies value. You might also have superior word processing skills, or other computer skills worth mentioning. Or, you might have experience, academic or professional, in one or more of the fields you want to translate in. All of this experience counts and although it is no guarantee that an agency will decide to use you over someone else, put it down on your resume and let it work for you.

There is one final thing you have to keep in mind. Agencies maintain lists, sometimes in a computer database, sometimes on file cards, of all translators they know of. You not only want to be on their lists, but you want them to know your name. You have to do everything in your power to make certain that you are more than just a sheet of paper or record in a database to them. So, everything counts. Make your resume gorgeous. If you can't print envelopes on a good printer, then write them out very neatly. You want to appear as competent and professional as possible.

There are also a number of tricks you can use to get yourself noticed.

Tactics and Ploys

The shotgun strategy: send your resume to every translation agency you can find. Whether you compile your own list of agencies by scouring phonebooks and old copies of the ATA Chronicle or you purchase a list from someone who has put one together (I have a list which I sell, by the way), you have to send out hundreds of resumes. Remember that number: hundreds. Not ten, not fifty, but hundreds.Scatter your resume far and wide and you will increase the chances that someone will decide to give you a try.

After you send out your resumes, make some telephone calls. Identify agencies which look like they might have a need for you. Call them up and talk to them, briefly. Tell them about your background and equipment. Don't bring up your lack of experience unless they ask you a question like: "How long have you been a translator?" Then, quickly tell them that you are new to the profession but feel qualified and competent because of all the other experience you have. Sound confident and this will work, eventually.

If you live near an agency, drop in. An appointment is probably not necessary; agencies are so busy and chaotic that it would make little difference. Just drop in, hand them a copy of your resume, talk for a few minutes and then leave. You might even drop in every few months, just to say hello. I still do this with the agencies in my area, even though I am well-established. I just like to see colleagues face to face sometimes.

Your letters, resumes, and phone calls will eventually result in some agencies sending you a sheaf of forms and a sample test. Fill out the forms and do the sample translations fast. If they request a sample from you, make one. Select something from a current journal or magazine in a field you want to translate in and create the best translation you possibly can. Then, put all the materials together and send them back to the agency. Do this as quickly as possible. Some agencies actually use your turn-around time as an assessment of your ability.

Regardless of how long you stay in the profession as a free-lancer, you will be filling out forms. Agencies are constantly creating new forms, whether to comply with a new government regulation about independent contractors or at the advice of their lawyers. Make sure you read and understand the material before you sign it. If you have a question, call the agency and ask. This is not only protection for yourself, but also a good way to get on the phone with a potential client.

Get to know other translators, by meeting them at local meetings of translators, by going to conferences like the annual ATA Conference, by talking to other translators on-line in places like the Foreign Language Forum on CompuServe, or by tracking them down through friends. Find out from them who is doing what in the industry and then use that information to develop your marketing strategy. You want to target agencies which are most likely to use you. You also want to be known in the profession, so that if someone is putting together a team of translators for a large project, your name gets mentioned.

Get to know agencies and the people who work there using the same techniques that you use to find translators. Agencies appreciate professionals who are involved in the industry and committed to translation. And, the more agencies which know you personally, the more likely you'll be remembered when they are trying to figure out whom to give an assignment to.

En Passant

Eventually a translation will come your way. Sooner or later, the agencies will stop passing over your name in favor of someone else and will call you. Be prepared. Know what you want to charge for your services and what services you can provide, including what material you can translate and how many words you can do per day. Recognize that you will have to negotiate for the job, although many agencies offer work using a take it or leave it' approach.

Once you have done your first job, more will start to come. Soon you'll feel like a full-fledged free-lance translator. But, there are still things you can do to enhance your professional reputation and increase your long-term potential.

Firstly, you can get some form of recognized credentials, be it a graduate degree or certificate in translation from a school or accreditation from taking an exam like the ATA Accreditation exam. The former is infinitely more valuable than the latter, largely because there is no universally recognized set of standards for translators. However, even passing a simple test does help.

You can learn another language. The first thing newcomers to the translation profession notice is the inconsistency in the marketplace. Last year's hot language is no longer in such high demand; work comes in fits and starts (feast or famine, as most translators I know like to call it); and word rates vary considerably. The easiest way to bring order to this chaos is to offer more services. In other words, learn another language.

You can also get academic training or professional experience in the fields you translate in. While this is not to suggest that a medical translator earn an MD or a legal translator, a JD, you might consider taking courses or working in an environment related to your fields. This is particularly useful if you want to specialize in one particular field while working in-house for someone. For instance, many Wall Street translators have degrees, or at least coursework, in finance and economics.

You might also consider writing articles for magazines. For a host of obvious reasons, agencies and employers like translators who have been published. Even if the publication credit is for some local magazine and you don't get anything more than a free copy of the issue your writing appeared in, it counts. If you can get your work published in a major magazine, all the better.

In sum, the successful translator will always try to cultivate an air of professionalism, to enhance his reputation, and develop more skills to provide to clients. And, the professional makes it a point to tell his clients about all his new achievements, letting them know how valuable he is.

Endgame

One reader pointed out that I've not mentioned what happens to good translators who stay in the profession for years, cultivating their skills and their clients. While I've said that the theoretical maximum income for a fee-lance translator in the U.S. is around $150,000, I've also said that most translators make less than $25,000 when they start and few ever make over $40,000. But let's look at those that do because you may become one of them (or perhaps already are).

Top-notch translators are quite busy and regularly have to turn away work because they don't have the time to do it. While they may be looking for better clients, they have more than enough to support themselves. Their marketing efforts are targeted at improving their professional situation, finding clients who are easier to work with, provide more interesting work, and yes, pay better.

Such translators regularly produce over 5,000 words per day. Some even clear 10,000 words. How? By doing sight translation into a dictaphone and then paying someone to transcribe the material. They may even pay someone to proofread the translation, thus keeping themselves busy with the more profitable task of producing the translation. You can readily imagine the earnings potential of a translator who can reliably produce 10,000 or more words per day (assuming the work is there to be done).

I know translators who work this way. I know translators who make well in excess of $50,000 or $75,000 per year. I even know some who clear $100,000 per year. Keep in mind though that the above sight translation' strategy requires the translator to hire people and pay them. So, their net income may be lower than a rough calculation suggests. Nevertheless, such translators do very well.

Checkmate?

So the resumes are out, the forms from the agencies are submitted, and you have found work. Translations are coming in, your are earning enough money to pay your bills and buy what you want. You should take a moment to congratulate yourself on this achievement, because most people who start businesses fail, and few writers (and after all, a translator is one kind of writer) make enough money to live off of.

And when you're not working, you are sitting patiently in front of your telephone and fax machine, praying to the patron saint of translators (who one reader informed me is Saint Jerome). Why aren't you marketing? Unlike the game of chess which has served as a metaphor for this article, there is no end to the game of translation. Unless you leave the industry and move on to something else, you will have to continue your marketing efforts. When you don't have translation work, you should be marketing yourself.

Marketing is a continual effort. You never stop marketing until you decide that you want no more work. Of course, there is such a thing as momentum. Once you are established and well-known as a translator, you can plan your marketing activities in a more articulated and focused fashion. But, as always, marketing is an investment in your business future. 

Article 15: The Final Word

This is the fifteenth and final article in a series about the profession of translation, primarily about free-lance translation. As a free-lance translator, other translators and would-be translators as well as people who work with translators often ask me how I survive, what I do, what a translator is, and how to tell if a translator is good. In an effort to answer these questions and other questions, I wrote this.

These articles are not meant to be the definitive explanation of translation and translators. Instead, they are a starting point for understanding the profession and the people in it. I've spent a lot of time over the past few years helping would-be translators get started and advising people interested in the profession about the realities of being a translator. I give seminars about the profession at the Monterey Institute of International Studies. I also market a list of translation agencies which translators can use to find work.

These articles are meant as a source of information. I welcome any comments, criticisms, or suggestions. You can contact me via my CompuServe account: 73543,2020 or by mail at: 

555 Madison Street, #28
Monterey, CA 93940.

I hope you have enjoyed these articles. 

Another Glimpse into the Future

In Article 10, entitled "The Future," I talked about what impact technology will have on the translation profession. I expressed the belief that practical and reliable desktop machine translation systems would arrive within fifteen years, greatly impacting on translators and their profession. Whether or not this happens by 2010 remains to be seen, but after a lengthy exchange with one reader, I feel I must say the following.

One, of more immediate interest to translators is the impact and significance of machine-assisted translation systems. Technology which keeps track of terminology, neologisms, and specialized vocabularies is just around the corner. Reliable dictation software is here, though still not reliable enough in my opinion. Translation management software has arrived. All these products, plus others will make a translator more productive, but will also require translators to learn more and invest more.

Two, many computational linguists and MT software researchers and developers consider viable machine translation systems to be at least 25 years in the future. Some consider it essentially impossible with today's technology. They are not referring to the speed or storage capacity of current systems, but to the digital and Boolean nature of 1990's computing. They believe that analog neural-based technology which companies like Intel are just starting to develop will be essential to creating any viable MT system. Few such experts are optimistic about the next ten years, saying that the current technological barriers and knowledge makes a reliable MT system impossible.

So, the future of the translator is uncertain. Whether the profession is suddenly wiped into oblivion by computers in 20 years or becomes more and more automated over the coming decade remains to be seen. The translation profession is constantly changing in so many ways that dwelling on an uncertain future some 15 or 30 years away is not terribly productive. With that said, I'd like to look briefly at some more current and potentially valuable matters in this final article.

The Perfect Metaphor

Much time has been spent discussing what profession is most similar to translation. Some would liken translators to physicians, but given the rigid and structured nature of medical training, the historical reverence for doctors, and the nature of their daily practice, this seems inappropriate. Others would compare translators to lawyers, architects, engineers, or dentists, but for reasons which include the required academic background, historical precedent, and role in society, these comparisons also fail.

Therefore I propose a new metaphor: translators are most similar to computer programmers. Both professions have no formalized body of knowledge and limited theoretical underpinnings, which mostly stem from other areas of knowledge and research. Programming finds some of its underpinnings in mathematics; translation in linguistics. Both professions admit practitioners from all backgrounds, be they graduate-educated or self-taught. Both professions have free-lancers and in-house people. Both professions are currently in a state of complete disarray, with practitioners arguing over qualifications, pay, benefits, long- term outlook, industry surveys, regulation, and a host of all too familiar issues.

Truly talented, dedicated programmers find homes with major companies like Microsoft, Apple, or IBM. They usually have considerable academic training and work experience. Many program for a few years and then become project managers or leaders, software engineers, or systems analysts. Some even start their own software development firms. Sound familiar?

Anyone can claim to be a programmer. Employers look for experience and perhaps formal academic training, want programmers with well developed knowledge in certain area specializations (networking, client/server technology, etc.), aren't willing to pay what the programmer wants, and regularly decry the lack of good' programmers. Conversely, programmers struggle to keep up with an ever- changing marketplace and constantly improving technology, fight for reasonable salaries, benefits, and working conditions, and complain about the lack of job security. Sound familiar?

Moreover, the average person in the street understands little about what programming is and how it's done. Some view it as an arcane art performed by strange but talented people. Others consider it a science or vocational skill that anyone can master. Still others claim that computer science is not a science, but an engineering discipline without much discipline. Sound familiar?

The government went through its phase of cracking down on independent computer consultants and small consulting firms a few years back. Software firms are now creating packages which let anyone do basic programming, using graphical elements and mouse-clicks to create simple software. Some people claim that in ten or twenty years, computers will program themselves, leaving all but the most highly trained and experienced programmers without jobs. Sound familiar?

This metaphor works, not only because the situation of the translator and programmer is so similar, but because each can learn a great deal from it. We translators can learn that government intervention and IRS investigations are inevitable, guaranteed by Parkinson's Laws. Computer programmers and consultants endured this some years back and now it is our turn.

We can learn about the value of respecting and cooperating with our colleagues. Translators should not consider their brethren as competition. If you are truly a competent, qualified, and responsible professional, then you have nothing to worry about. If you aren't, then another translator is the least of your problems. Cooperation among translators would bring not only a sense or order and coherency to the translation industry, but also a feeling of professionalism.

We can learn about the value of education and experience. Computer programmers, like translators are both born and bred. It takes a certain personality to program or translate, but it also takes a lot of education and training. But, we should be aware that there is no universal system for training programmers, just as there is none for translators. And, we should note that there is no universal accreditation system for programmers, so perhaps we should abandon trying to create one for translators.

The greatest lesson to be learned from this metaphor is the value of market forces. A computer programmer who creates unstable, buggy code is quickly eliminated just as a translator who creates inaccurate and sloppy work is (or should be). Just as a software firm which releases poor products is quickly shunned by the consumer, so is a translation agency which provides bad service or incorrect materials. The translator, the agency (or client) and the consumer all have a responsibility to choose the best available. Translators should choose the agencies they work with, staying close with those that give them lots of material and treat them well. Agencies and clients should cherish those translators who accurate, high-quality work on time and support them as much as possible. And consumers should praise the agencies or translators who provide good translations, and shun the others.

The translation profession is a very free "free market." But like any free market, it assumes that the participants take the time and responsibility to choose wisely, make the effort to reward those who do well and shun the others, and make informed, intelligent decisions about those they buy from and sell to. More openness and cooperation among translators, agencies, clients, and consumers would help us realize such a marketplace. And, it would require neither regulation nor standardization. Regulation To regulate or not to regulate; that is the question. Whether t'is nobler for translators to suffer, the slings and arrows of governmental intervention; or to take arms against a sea of regulators; and by opposing, to end them. 

Regulation has become a hot topic in the translation industry in recent months. Some translators consider it inevitable while others want to derail any effort to control the profession. Still others recognize that there are fundamental problems with the current state of affairs, but question the wisdom of relying on the federal and state governments to resolve them. Most translators and others in the industry agree that the current state of affairs has to change. But how?

I believe that we are essentially facing three possible scenarios.

One: Full scale government regulation and standardization. All translators will have to sit for a federal examination, offered once or twice a year in Washington D.C. They will have to pay some $500 to take the exam, and pay for their travel arrangements. Then, six months later, they will find out if they passed or failed. A maintenance exam might even be required, to prove that skills remain where they were. The exams will be concocted by a panel of distinguished experts, including linguists, language professors, federal regulators, and a translator or two. 

Such an exam would lead to the following: the number of certified translators would be quite low. You might think this would clean the riffraff out of the profession, but it won't. Those certified translators might make a lot of money, but a black market (or gray or whatever) will develop in which uncertified translators will work for less, calling themselves language consultants or some such thing. This may sound ridiculous, but recall that the federal government did ban alcohol, abortions, and tries to control how can practice what kinds of law or medicine.

Two: Government recommendations, applied in particular to translators working in the legal or medical profession or in the government. Again, some kind of exam, similar to the one described above, would be implemented. 

Three: Intervention after the fact. The translation profession will eventually fall victim to the computer industry and machine translation. In a rather ironic twist of fate, the regulation might be satisfactorily prepared just at the time Microsoft releases its Translation for Windows software, which will render just about anything from any language into any language. Coincidence being fate's major weapon and irony its favorite technique, this seems altogether too entertaining not to think about.

Given that none of the three choices will make anyone happy and that translators suffer under any of them, the best option seems to be for translators to police themselves and bring to their work the pride and professionalism which they want others to feel for them. Perhaps some organization might be formed to provide guidelines and recommendations, support and encouragement, education and information for translators and others in the industry. 

The Five Year Itch

I took an informal survey during the past year, asking all the translators I knew if they planned on translating for the rest of their professional lives. The results surprised me: most translators leave the profession within five years of entering it. Many plan their departure ahead of time, developing the skills or receiving the education necessary to make their move. The rest just get out, for a host of reasons.

The departing translators head in generally the same directions. Some move on to start translation agencies or language consulting firms, some become technical writers or authors, some become interpreters, some enter academia as linguists or literature professors, and some few head off on other paths (naturally, there are many other paths, but the above careers were mentioned much more frequently than any others).

They also depart for basically the same reasons. Lack of long-term job security, frequently low pay for the value of the work they are doing, no benefits (which becomes more important as people grow older and have families), and little job satisfaction. Every industry benefits from having seasoned professionals, but the translation profession almost seems to prevent people from staying in for very long. Although I do know translators who have been in the industry for over twenty years, most of them have moved back and forth from in-house to free-lance as well as back and forth among the countries where their languages are used.

This is not to say that every translator moves on or that someone contemplating this profession should not enter it. First, the relatively high turn- over rate is good for those trying to get in. Second, the industry needs as many competent and responsible professionals it can get, so the more the merrier. Third, there are few professional careers in the world in which you do the exact same thing for five years. In most corporations, you get regular promotions, moving up the ladder and working towards greater responsibility, income and security. Translators don't have that in their profession, so perhaps they are just creating it for themselves by moving on to a related field within five years or so. 

Industry Trends

The translation industry seems to be in a state of flux. Computers are having an ever increasing impact on translators, the government is poised to affect some form of regulation or standardization, and the marketplace itself is changing.

The impact of computers on translators cannot be underestimated. Computers now or soon will allow us to send and receive jobs instantly, to do reference work and glossary and terminology research without leaving our keyboards, to provide desktop published documents ready for final printing, and to translate large projects more efficiently and accurately, using software which tracks our terminology and phraseology.

Regulation of translators and the translation industry seems almost inevitable at this point, though like machine translation, there is much debate concerning how and when it will occur. Moreover, translators along with organizations like the American Translators Association, are working to bring the knowledge and experience of industry professionals to those would write the regulations. Ultimately, regulation may benefit translators in their daily struggle to find work, secure fair contracts and agreements, get paid, and pay taxes. What malignant machinations lie between that paradise and now remain to be seen.

The marketplace is also changing, both as a result of the ongoing changing in the world economy and political structure and the availability of inexpensive computer software and hardware. Gone are the days when a translator would produce raw text on a typewriter. Translators now have to produce polished text in a word processor or desktop publishing package, manage fonts and formatting, and then deliver the finished product via modem. Now more than ever, translators have to develop a host of ancillary skills in order to secure work. And, they have to invest heavily in hardware and software in order to remain competitive. 

The Last Word

And so, I come to the end of this, the last of my translation as a profession series. During the eight months that I've written these articles, many readers have sent me mail and some have even called me or shared a meal with me. I have talked and listened. I have been asked how I view translators. I never answered that question, promising myself I would do so at the end of the last article in this series. So, here it is.

I view the translator in modern society as something of an anti-hero. The translator spends years or more developing and honing an eclectic set of skills which he knows society neither understands nor values enough. He then struggles valiantly to use those skills to earn a living, taking test after test, filling out form after form, dealing with agencies, clients, the IRS, and others to make enough money. He wins clients and then loses them. He is hired by a company and then fired during the next round of restructuring or outsourcing. He is expendable and he knows it. Yet, he fights on, convinced that his skills have value. Ultimately, he leaves the profession and takes his skills forward to better things. He quixotically raised his lance and charged the windmills, only to find they were all too real. He is a dying breed which society does not recognize or acknowledge but cannot afford to lose. 

And so, my cat and I bid you, my gentle readers, adieu.

End of Article #15
