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of having spent some supposedly 
constructive time in your source 
language, but you are less likely to 
remember what you saw because 
you just don’t care. In contrast, I 
inadvertently learned thousands of 
Japanese characters while playing 
video games, singing karaoke songs 
and reading comic books. My goal 
was enjoyment; fluency was just a 
side effect. 

Why do we remember lyrics, ad 
jingles and film quotes years after 
first hearing them, but not what we 
saw on the news last week? 
Compelling input and huge 
repetition. So, once you have a life 
bursting with awesome source- 
language material, you need a way 
to remember it all. One of the most 
powerful memory aids I discovered 
was ‘spaced repetition software’. 
These are flashcard programs that 
remember your strong and weak 
points and show you the material 
you need to review the most. You 
spend a little time each day entering 
sentences you have taken from film 
quotes, lyrics or blog articles and 
when you review the sentences later 
on you give them a difficulty rating. 
The front of the card would have a 
sentence containing one unfamiliar 
word and the back would have the 
definition in your first language or, 
ideally, a source-language definition 
taken from a monolingual source 
dictionary. If you found the sentence 
easy, the program will not show it to 
you for a few months. If it was 
difficult, the program will show it to 
you day after day until you know it 
by heart. Note that this software can 
also be used equally well to master  
a new source- or target-language 
speciality. By memorising words and 
phrases in a meaningful context, you 
develop that elusive feel for what 
looks and sounds right.

My success in learning Japanese 
in such a short time came from 
being willing to question conventional 
wisdom about what was possible. 
As independent translators and 
interpreters we have far more control 
of our working hours, location and 
surroundings than most. Listen to 
and look at the language-learning 
environment around you and ask 
whether there is space for more fun, 
exciting and accessible native-level 
input. And, most of all, enjoy!

Currently studying part-time for a Master’s while also 
running a freelance translation business, Megan Onions 
shares her tips and tricks for balancing work and 
academic commitments

Making it work

Megan Onions BA 
MCIL, Associate 
member of ITI, 
runs Speech 
Marks Translation 
alongside a part-
time MA, offering 
translation and 
language services 
from French and 
German to British 
English. Her 
specialist areas 
are travel & 
tourism, sport & 
leisure, fashion & 
design, and 
marketing & 
advertising. She 
blogs at www.
speechmarks 
translation.com/
blog.

When I first decided (more 
necessity than choice, in 
truth) that I was going to 

pursue my Master’s degree in 
translation alongside running my 
freelance business, I wondered 
how I would keep all of the plates 
spinning. It can be done, and this 
is an overview of how I do it*.

Choose the right course Make 
sure that you will gain knowledge 
and skills that will further your 
standing or complement your 
existing experience. If you are going 
to sacrifice your time and other 
activities, it should be worth it!
Talk to your lecturers I am in a 
fortunate position, as I went back  
to the university where I did my 
undergraduate degree. I have a 
great relationship with my lecturers 
and always know that I can pop in 
and ask their advice. It was one 
such informal meeting with my 
course coordinator that spurred me 
on to strike out on my own earlier 
this year. This also makes your 
lecturers aware of your work 
commitments and helps everything 
to run smoothly. The rest, of 
course, is up to you.
Stick to your schedule There are 
only 24 hours in a day, no matter 
how much you have to do. It takes  
a lot of planning to get your 
assignments, reading and paid work 
done, but it is possible. The times for 
my next set of lectures have not 
been confirmed yet, but last year I 
had lectures on a Tuesday morning 
and afternoon. This meant that, 

although I had some free time in 
between my classes, Tuesdays were 
a no-go in my diary. Don’t bite off 
more than you can chew – you’ll get 
indigestion.
Do non-work activities It may not 
seem possible, but there is time to 
have fun! If you plan, work hard and 
respect your limits, you will keep 
your head above water and still 
have some time for yourself. I like  
to spend this time away from the 
computer, so I cook and go out to 
restaurants with my other half, or 
we go for walks along the beach.  

I also try and get active by 
swimming or going to the gym, but 
this doesn’t always get done... The 
main thing is to get away from your 
desk and recharge your batteries.
Build your online presence It’s 
vital that people can find you online. 
Your website and other online 
profiles allow potential clients to see 
your qualifications, experience and, 
most importantly, contact details, 
and social media are a great 
method of developing a network of 
fellow translators and linguists. I 
have profiles on the following sites: 
about.me, Facebook, LinkedIn, 
ProZ, Twitter, Viadeo and Xing, 
alongside my website. However, 
this doesn’t mean that you should 

‘It takes a lot of planning 
to get your assignments, 
reading and paid work 
done, but it is possible’



over and subtitling, while other skills 
such as desktop publishing can be 
very desirable to clients. Assess your 
strengths and consider other services 
that you could provide. Make sure 
though, that you only offer what you 
feel comfortable delivering to a 
professional standard.
Use your academic links Think 
about how you can market your 
services within your university 
environment. I have been offering 
proofreading services to students for 
a while, and I have found it to be a 
very beneficial arrangement for both 
parties. You could also offer tutoring 
for foreign students or note-taking  
for disabled students, although these 
are not avenues that I have explored. 
What I have been doing for some 
time though is holding informal CV 
workshops with fellow students. I 
have a knack for writing up skills and 
experience and making them look 
their best. Why not profit from such  
a skill? This may eventually turn into 
mentoring and consulting, but that’s 
a consideration for the future. You 
can’t be everything to everyone all at 
the same time.

So there we have it. A summary 
of how I built (and still am building) 
my business and supplement the 
income from my translation work 
with complementary services. I hope 
that you have enjoyed this article 
and that my ideas have provided 
some food for thought.
* Disclaimer: I don’t always succeed!

spread yourself too thinly. If you only 
have time to update two or three 
profiles, only create two or three. 
Half-filled or neglected profiles are  
no help to you or your audience.
Optimise your profiles There are 
numerous ways to make the most  
of your online identity and give your 
contacts more information about you. 
For example, LinkedIn allows you to 
add applications to your profile, such 
as a blog plug-in to publish posts on 
LinkedIn, ways to add your portfolio 
and events calendar to your profile, 
and even an application to display 
your reading list. On ProZ, you can 
add your own logo and CV, integrate 
your Twitter feed and adapt the 
colours using html (mine is always 
my favourite mint green). Having a 
memorable profile gets you noticed, 
so get customising!
Consider blogging The case for and 
against blogging has been argued 
time and again, but I think there are 
significant advantages. Personally,  
I find blogging to be a great way to 
connect with other industry 
professionals. I am currently in the 
process of posting a series of short 
interviews with colleagues1, which  
has taught me more about blogging 
and provided valuable insights into 
others’ careers. Another collaborative 
project was my Freelance  
Translator’s Reading List2, collating 
recommendations from fellow 
tweeting translators. Get your thinking 
cap on and see what you can come 
up with. Why not write about your 
experiences of studying alongside 

your translation work? I, for one, 
would be interested to read it.

Finding work
So now you have your mindset and 
availability sorted, how do you go 
about getting work?
Work pro bono If you are more 
interested in maintaining your 
translation skills than earning your 
crust while studying (lucky you!), 
voluntary work is always a worthwhile 
option. When I was starting out, I 
translated medical trial papers for the 
Cochrane Pregnancy and Childbirth 
Group. Translators Without Borders 
is one of the more well-known 
organisations to approach, but why 
not look at other, smaller charities 
who would undoubtedly gain a lot 
from your help?
Diversify The vast majority of 
translators provide other, 
complementary services. What are 
your strong points? I love editing  
and proofreading other people’s 
work. Some people hate it, and I 
understand that, but I really enjoy it, 
so I offer it. I also offer writing and 
blogging because they are hobbies 
as well as skills. Why not earn money 
for something you enjoy? Other 
linguists offer transcription, voice- P
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‘Personally, I find blogging 
to be a great way to 
connect with other industry 
professionals’

About.me: https://about.me
Facebook: www.facebook.com 
LinkedIn: www.linkedin.com
ProZ: www.proz.com
Twitter: https://twitter.com
Viadeo: www.viadeo.com
Xing: https://www.xing.com
Cochrane Pregnancy and Childbirth 
Group: http://pregnancy.cochrane.org 
Translators Without Borders: 
http://translatorswithoutborders.org

RESOURCES

FOOTNOTES 
1 1 Linguist, 3 Questions (http://
speechmarkstranslation.com/category/1-
linguist-3-questions/) 
2 http://speechmarkstranslation.com/
freelance-translation-books/

Taking time 
away from your 
desk – whether 
at the gym, at a 
restaurant or 
simply going for 
a walk – is 
important


