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2
Planning for fieldwork
2.1 INTRODUCTION
In this chapter we first look at how you might go about choosing a community to
work with. We then discuss your responsibilities as a fieldworker to the language
consultants and their community; and to the institutions with whom you are affiliated. We discuss how to manage day-to-day concerns such as how to pay people,
living in the field, transport and safety, both for yourself and the people you work
with. Thinking about these issues is an essential part of planning for fieldwork. How
well these aspects of fieldwork are understood and managed can make all the difference between whether fieldwork is an enjoyable and successful experience or a
difficult one.

2.2 IDENTIFYING A SPEECH COMMUNITY
There are a number of well-worn paths to the field. If you are an ‘insider’ linguist
(§1.2.2) one option is to work with your own language. If you are an ‘outsider’
linguist you might respond to a community’s request for a linguist or consider
working on a language spoken by a community where you have pre-existing contacts. Another option is to choose a place you have always wanted to go. Through
your own travels and experience, you may have a place or language in mind which
you might pitch to a potential supervisor/advisor. In this case, it is worth investigating whether there is an organisation in the region that supports language
activities, such as a language, culture or arts centre, a museum, an Indigenous
council, or health and education organisations. Volunteering or working for these
organisations is a good opportunity to get to know a speech community and their
concerns and interests, and, of course, the language itself. Another path is to join
an existing project at a university either as a research assistant, an intern or a PhD
student. It is ideal to apprentice yourself to a more experienced fieldworker who
can lead you through the process of ethics, funding applications, consent, travel
and methods.
The degree of endangerment of the language is another factor to consider.
Given that there are many languages on the brink of disappearing and only a
small number of fieldworkers, there are good reasons to prioritise highly endangered languages over those with lots of speakers. Some people might want to
work on a language that is undocumented, and so the degree of previous documentation might be a factor in the decision. In contrast, you may want to focus
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in detail on a particular area of grammar or semantics, in which case it is a good
idea to work on a language that already has some documentation. Get in contact
with linguists who have worked on the language previously to discuss their views
on where there are known gaps and what to work on to avoid doubling up by
collecting the same data (for example see Nicholas Evans’ approach to starting
work on Papuan languages in §1.3). Some linguists have ended up working on a
language more or less by chance, as Stephen Levinson describes.
Travelling to Rossel Island – Stephen Levinson
People often ask me how I chose my current field site. Well, in a way I didn’t,
it chose me. In 1995 I was equipped for walking up into the mountains from
Popondetta in south-eastern Papua New Guinea where the Dagan languages
are still under-described. But in the provincial capital there was a mission
boat heading for fabled Rossel Island, where I had also thought of going but
had been told that transport was too difficult. An SIL missionary had published some notes on the language that made it look intriguing, and it was
famous as a totally impenetrable tongue to the multilingual inhabitants of
other islands. I went in search of the bishop whose boat it was, and found him
in the hold with a giant spanner. “Hop on”, he said, “you’ll be safe with them,
the most dependable of the islanders”. It was a slow cruise of six days through
turquoise waters with a load of Rossel people of all ages. They set about teaching me in obvious delight, with gales of laughter at my mistakes. I was fully
adopted before we even got there … It was clear that these people thought it
high time someone came to study their customs and their language. Arriving
at Rossel Island, the rugged mountains with swirling mists look quite forbidding, and the encircling reefs have held mariners at bay for centuries. The
Catholic mission put their then considerable resources at my disposal, and
I toured the island on their launch. Social life was vibrant, with large ceremonies somewhere nearly every week, constant village gatherings, local courts,
marriage feasts, wild pig hunts, and canoe pulling adventures where dugout
hulls are hauled down from the mountains, fishing expeditions out on the
reefs in canoes – endless diversions. A rich language tapestry everywhere: All
night long song-fests, funeral laments, scurrilous poetry, eloquent oratory.
I was welcome everywhere. I became a life-long Rossel fan. Just as well,
because it was never as easy again: the mission retrenched, and ever since
transport to Rossel has become harder and harder to arrange, and mostly the
trip is through high winds and dangerous seas. But the folks remain just as
winning if you can only get there.
It goes without saying that it is not a good idea to go to a place where linguists
are not welcome. As Rice (2012, p. 414) notes, “(s)ome communities are pleased to
have researchers, and embrace their presence. In other communities, there is much
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suspicion of researchers, their goals, and their values”. Fortunately, there are many
under-described languages with speakers who are happy to have a linguist come to
work with them. For obvious reasons, it is also a bad idea to go into war zones or
areas of civil unrest and areas where there are scarce resources that you would be
taking up.
Keeping out of trouble – Birgit Hellwig
On one of my last field trips to Nigeria, I unexpectedly found myself confronted
with civil unrest. Violence broke out the very day I was travelling by local transport to my field site. As we got closer to the site, we encountered more and more
worrying signs – until finally, we met a car coming towards us whose driver
stopped us and told us about violence and killings in the towns ahead. All
Nigerians in my bush taxi argued against continuing our journey: we turned
back, and learned later that religiously motivated violence had led to a largescale massacre in the town just adjacent to my field site. The army moved in relatively quickly and managed to stop further major outbreaks of violence, but the
situation remained highly volatile, and all my Nigerian friends and colleagues
strongly advised against me going to this area again. I heeded their advice, and
instead worked with speakers who happened to live in a town well outside the
affected area. I did not return to my field site until the next year when the situation had calmed down.
(Research Centre for Linguistic Typology, 2009, p. 13)

Exercise 1 Your motivations for undertaking fieldwork
Discuss whether you see yourself doing linguistic fieldwork. What would
your motivations for undertaking fieldwork be (e.g. do you speak an underdescribed language, do you have a burning theoretical question)? What sort
of field linguist would you be? What skills do you already have and which
skills would you want to develop further?

2.3 RESEARCH ON THE FIELD LOCATION
Once you have decided on where you are going to do fieldwork start reading about
the area – the people, their language, culture and history, as well as the geography of the region. Talk to other people who have worked in the area and ask for
tips on who to contact and the availability of power, housing, food, transport etc.
Think beyond linguists, as other researchers, teachers, health professionals and
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government workers may have important local knowledge too. Start organising all
the research that has been done on the region and prepare a broad range of tasks
or questions that you plan to address in your own fieldwork. Create a bibliography
and a summary of the sociolinguistic context. The Ethnologue website is a good
place to start, although note that the information there may not be up to date.1
A useful set of areas of enquiry, outlined by Van der Veen & Medjo Mvé (2010), are
summarised here:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Name(s) of the language and people who speak it. Distinguish between exonyms (names attributed by others) and endonyms (self-attributed names).
Classification of the language: phylum, group, subgroup etc.
The estimated number of speakers, any variation in fluency and whether
there is multilingualism and, if so, with which languages.
Attitudes towards their own, and neighbouring or dominant languages, as
well as the coloniser or dominant society.
The estimated vitality of the language. See, for example, the UNESCO
criteria (§1.2.5).2
Location of speakers (towns, villages, distances between localities, accessibility of localities); and their mobility.
Extent of internal diversification (dialects, sociolects).
Known linguistic features, e.g. sound inventories, tone, noun classes. If nothing
is known, note those of neighbouring or closely related languages.
Social and economic organisation.
Information about socio-cultural constraints and taboos, special speech
registers, singing and signing practices, and their possible impact on language use, vocabulary etc.
Professional activities on language and language use (e.g. interpreting,
schooling, Bible translations, literacy).
Access to Western education systems.
History of the group (often oral traditions), e.g. migration stories, origin(s)
of the group.

2.4 WAYS OF WORKING IN THE FIELD
Concern for social relationships and the impact of the research and the researcher
on the speech community should be a primary consideration in linguistic fieldwork (Ahlers & Wertheim, 2009; Kroskrity, 2015, p. 154). Working in Indigenous
and minority communities requires particular sensitivity to issues of power and
control, especially if you are part of a majority culture or a more powerful sector of society. Minority groups often have a history of outsiders who presume to
know what is best for them. It is important to be sensitive to these issues and have
a collaborative approach to research (Rice, 2010, p. 29). There are two overarching basic principles of ethical research: respect for a person’s autonomy and rights
to make decisions about research participation, and beneficence, or how research
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should maximise benefits and minimise harm (Singleton, Martin, & Morgan,
2015, p. 12). Put another way, “ethical behavior can be said to be based in a number of ‘r’ words – respect, relationships, reciprocity, and responsibility” (Rice,
2012, p. 427).
Linguistic fieldwork often depends upon a continuing relationship with speakers,
and the depth of the insights into particular features of a language improves over
time. The expectations of collaborators and the language community thus help shape
the results of the work. If you are not from the community, it is important to try to
understand the norms and lifestyles of the community, for example norms of politeness and friendship. Be prepared to be flexible as there may be changing needs over
the course of your engagement with the speech community. You should consider
whether it would be fruitful collaborating with other organisations. Look at it from
a language speaker’s point of view: if the school or church and you are all developing
an orthography, it is better to do it together once rather than several times (§5.11)!

2.4.1 Who is the fieldworker responsible to?
It is important to consider the different obligations you have to the language community, and to local organisations as well as responsibilities you have to your own
academic institution. As a field linguist, you have a responsibility to a number of
people and organisations:
•
•
•

•
•
•
•

language speakers and research participants
the broader language community
local organisations who have endorsed or approved your research and may
use or benefit from the research now or in years to come (e.g. land and
tribal councils, schools, health organisations, arts centres, language centres,
regional universities)
your own academic institution
the funding body
students and colleagues
yourself (see §2.7.5).

After a time, you may find that speakers within the community introduce or refer
to you as “our linguist”. This is a good indication that the community has an idea of
your obligations and responsibilities to the community! Sometimes what the community wants you to do and what you would like to do conflict. For example, the
community may see it as your responsibility to work in the school, or, as we have
seen in Nicholas Evans’ story in §1.3, translate the Bible. You may be asked to seek
funding on behalf of the community for some other activity that you did not intend
to do. Unless these activities will seriously jeopardise you or your research, it is a
good idea to give these tasks a go in the spirit of reciprocity. You never know what
unintended insights these may bring.
You may have the opportunity to help facilitate or connect people to linguistic
training options that exist in the region. It can be immensely beneficial to the project (and the speakers) to participate in training for language work – learning how to
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record, document, transcribe and translate (Seyfeddinipur, 2012; Wilkins, 1992). For
example, the National Breath of Life Archival Institute for Indigenous Languages in
the United States runs two-week workshops for community researchers, providing
training in revitalisation techniques and archive access;3 the Endangered Languages
Documentation Program (ELDP) runs in-country training programs in many
African countries;4 and the Documenting and Revitalising Indigenous Languages
(DRIL) program in Australia runs certified training courses for language communities.5 Opportunities for language speakers to take courses, attend conferences, perform their verbal arts and visit archives are of immense value to everyone and may
enrich the research project.

2.4.2 Who controls the research?
Participation in linguistic research is voluntary, and up to the individual. But there
are also systems of decision making above the level of the individual that may
impact on your research. For example, if you want to conduct research in a school,
in many countries you will need permission from the school or from a regional
or national Education Department. Some places have Research Councils, and
national governments may require evidence of support from these even before
they consider visa applications. Many villages and communities have institutions
and local officials that control activities within their jurisdiction, although they
may or may not be formally recognised as having this power. Such influence can
be based on political, geographic, religious or ethnic considerations. Some people call these ‘gatekeeper’ organisations, and the term can even be applied, somewhat negatively, to individuals who are seen to have disproportionate control over
research in a region.
It is important to seek official approval or at least endorsement from these organisations for a number of reasons. First, it is possible that outsiders who have visited
the community in the past may have had a negative impact, perhaps unwittingly.
These organisations can help to ensure that your research does not go down the
same path by alerting you to any cultural restrictions or local expectations. Second,
the results of your research are more likely to be known beyond the language speakers with whom you work and thus have greater impact if local organisations are
kept informed about your research. Third, their approval can be used to alleviate
any concerns about community consent, which people with varying connections
to the language community may have. In some cases, you will need consent from
each organisation within the hierarchical structure of the state. These should all be
obtained so that you can conduct your research with confidence and authority. In
many countries, failing to follow such procedures can lead to problems, including a
ban on research, despite the support of the local community.
In particular, you should consider also the rights of Indigenous minorities to
control research involving them and any use of their languages, including recording
and documentation. Communities and language speakers may want to be involved
in making decisions about aspects of the project, such as who should participate,
how the project should be organised and proceed, and how funds are spent. Such
a participatory model of linguistic research highlights the value of providing
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training and prioritising information sharing amongst members of the community
(Benedicto et al., 2007; Czaykowska-Higgins, 2009). Community members are the
experts about speakers (e.g. their background, skills and shortcomings) and what
is important to the community. They are also the experts on ways of working that
people enjoy and don’t enjoy, and can advise about when is a good time to work and
when isn’t. Such insider knowledge is crucial to the success of a project and must
be recognised and valued alongside linguistic training. In some projects, it may be
important to involve young people even if they are not proficient speakers of heritage languages (§1.2.6).

Controlling fieldwork on Malo Island, Vanuatu – Miriam Meyerhoff
I had been doing fieldwork for my PhD in Vanuatu on Malo Island for five
months and was starting to feel like things were under control. In fact, they
were, but what I didn’t realise was whose control.
I was trained to do sociolinguistic fieldwork in the urban ‘jungle’ of
Philadelphia. There, I was trained to converse and listen, and encouraged to
pursue the topics that my interlocutor most warmed to in the quest for the
vernacular. As in Philadelphia, my strategy in Vanuatu was to find times to
hang out with people, and get their agreement to record a conversation. This
was working fine. Someone had given me a lovely woven pandanus bag that
was the perfect size for my tape-recorder and I felt like I was part of the local
scenery, collecting quite a few recordings.
One afternoon when I was hanging out with my friend and her husband
resting in the kitchen, her husband’s angkel, a chief from further south, stopped
by to chat. I had hardly been paying attention to them when he turned to me
and challenged me about what I was doing on the island. I explained as best
I could in my still clunky Bislama, going over the consent process, the use
of the materials when I got back to the US. Satisfied that he knew enough to
account for what was going on in his community further south, he exchanged
some more gossip and shortly after, left.
In a panic, I turned to my friend and asked her whether I should be meeting with other local chiefs to clear my work. “No need”, was her message. She
had gone round to the community and church elders in the immediate village months before and done all the explaining for me. Everything was under
control, but not mine.

2.4.3 Ownership, access and uses of research materials
Language documentation which involves recordings of stories and knowledge and
expressions of culture may be of great importance to people. This knowledge may
be embedded at many levels – in a word, a sentence, a sign, a story, a song or a
multimodal interaction. In many cultures, language is considered no less a part
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of culture than is dance, song and art. Where language is specifically connected to
particular geographical places (as is frequently the case) it often forms an important
aspect of a speaker’s cultural heritage and identity. This contrasts with international
languages such as English. While the social value of linguistic research on minority
and endangered languages is often framed in terms of ‘saving’ languages for humanity as a whole by recording them and writing them down, it is also crucial that consideration is given as to how the results of research will be accessible to community
members (Wilkins, 1992, p. 173).
A community may have very definite views about how their language should
and should not be used. In some cases, Indigenous languages and their words have
been used commercially or by governments without a community’s consent. This
appropriation may have led to speakers deciding not to write their language down
or share it with outsiders. A community may not want anyone using their language
and the knowledge it encodes for commercial reasons without their permission, yet
in making recordings and writing down a language you may inadvertently make
this knowledge accessible to commercial interests.

2.4.4 Intellectual property, copyright and licensing
Intellectual Property Rights is a blanket term that refers to a collection of rights
that includes copyright, patents, plant breeder’s rights and trademarks. In general
terms this bundle of rights is designed to protect original expressions and promote
the rights of creators of original works. Copyright protects the expression of ideas,
including artistic and literary works, and is born the moment the idea is reduced
to a material form, for example, by being written down or recorded. As Newman
(2012, p. 443) says, “[c]opyright protects the expression of facts and ideas, not facts
and ideas in and of themselves”. Although the duration of copyright varies from
country to country, in some places, for example in Australia, it may last for the life
of the creator, plus 70 years. After copyright expires the material enters the public
domain. There is no internationally consistent copyright law, and details vary from
country to country (Newman, 2012, p. 435). As a linguist working in the field, you
may be engaged in creating language resources, dictionaries, translations, bilingual books, corpora and of course primary recordings of language in many forms.
Although the relevant intellectual property laws are notoriously complicated, it
pays to have some understanding of where you and the people you work with stand.
As Newman (2012, p. 430) points out, if the linguist does not pay attention to some
of these concerns, it can lead to frictions and complications down the track. When
it comes to song, there are additional laws that protect the performers and creators
of such works (see Chapter 11).
Legally, who owns language is a very contentious matter. Language per se is
not protected by law in most countries. This may be at odds with the views of
some language communities, where ownership of language may be regarded as
being properly vested in a community or language group. In many countries,
the legal owner of a document or recording of a language is simply the person
who pressed the record button or wrote it down, i.e. often the linguist. Countries
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vary as to what other aspects of culture are protected by law. For example aspects
of cultures that are orally transmitted and performance-based may not be protected by copyright laws, even though these are perhaps some of the most valued aspects of language from the community point of view (Janke, 2009). Most
legal systems fail to recognise rights in communally held knowledge or cultural
expressions that are part of shared traditions. Knowledge of medicines, herbal
cures and other products can be protected under various patent acts. However,
this may not be the case if they are based on traditional knowledge handed down
over many generations. Even though ‘language’ does not get a specific mention,
some countries are signatories to various international declarations, such as the
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous People (United Nations, 2007). Article
31 states:
Indigenous peoples have the right to maintain, control, protect and develop their cultural heritage, traditional knowledge and traditional cultural expressions, as well as
the manifestations of their sciences, technologies and cultures, including human and
genetic resources, seeds, medicines, knowledge of the properties of fauna and flora, oral
traditions, literatures, designs, sports and traditional games and visual and performing
arts. They also have the right to maintain, control, protect and develop their intellectual property over such cultural heritage, traditional knowledge, and traditional cultural
expressions.6

To address the fact that copyright laws do not always align with Indigenous peoples’ expectations, a range of licensing frameworks have been developed, including Creative Commons, Traditional Knowledge Licences, and software licences
such as MIT, Apache and GPL. Creative Commons (CC) licences are written to
conform to international legal treaties, are intended to be effective worldwide,
and are legal tools for licensing content. A resource can be released under one of
six main CC licences, allowing it to be copied, modified and/or redistributed, for
commercial or non-commercial use, according to a creator’s needs.7
Traditional Knowledge (TK) licences and labels can be used separately or in
combination with CC licences to add conditions of use and information about how
material should be respectfully and ethically used, reproduced or copied according
to community expectations and obligations. Under such licences material may be
labelled as open to all users, as restricted to women or men, as requiring attribution,
or as being for either community or commercial use. Although these licences are
not legally binding, they are informative and useful for developing rights awareness
for a resource’s users.8

2.4.5 Balancing rights in the field
Balancing moral, commercial and legal rights is complicated and not for the lay
person. As Newman (2012, p. 453) points out, “(l)inguistic fieldworkers are not
trained to know copyright law any more than copyright lawyers are trained to
do phonetic transcription”. There are, however, some useful strategies to consider when designing your fieldwork, and awareness of these issues places you
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in a good position to complete the formal ethics applications that most institutions require before you can commence fieldwork. Some of these involve being
respectful and observant of particular community requirements about access;
moderation of content and the handling of secret or sacred materials; documenting informed consent; and understanding moral rights, including the right of
attribution. Custodians of knowledge may want to set boundaries about access to
particular types of content for particular groups of people. Apart from issues that
may be part of the standard processes of informed consent, such as documenting instructions for archiving, another way to assert a community’s language
rights in publications and research materials is to include specific wording. For
example:
(T)he language and information contained in this book includes the traditional knowledge and cultural expression of the X people. The information is published for the purposes of knowledge preservation, education and language maintenance.

Some publications state specifically what uses are not permitted. For example
Walmajarri Plants & Animals (Doonday et al., 2013) expands on this:
This information should not be used commercially in any way including in tourism, food technology including bush tucker applications, medicines, pharmaceutical products, health and beauty products, storytelling or as trade marks [sic], patents
and designs, without observing the Aboriginal cultural protocols of prior informed
consent, attribution to traditional Aboriginal communities, cultural integrity and the
sharing of benefits.

While such statements may be unnecessary in academic journal articles, if
writing a dictionary, a grammar or book with broad appeal, it can be a good
idea to assert the moral rights of the community in relation to use of their
language.

2.5 FORMAL ETHICS APPLICATIONS AND PROCEDURES
As your research involves people, most universities require you to submit an application to a human ethics committee before you can start your research. This is often
a statutory requirement that must conform to national standards, and it may be
a pre-condition set by the funding body. An ethics application usually includes a
number of documents that you will use in the field, including a project information sheet and a consent form. Some researchers include examples of these documents in their theses. Start your ethics application early, as some universities can
take many months to give final approval.
Ethics applications require you to demonstrate an understanding of the ethical
issues of working with people in your disciplinary area. For a field linguist, this
means respecting the rights of the language speakers (‘research participants’) and
demonstrating that your research is of benefit to them or to society at large, or,
at the very least, won’t harm anybody. As Woods (2017, p. 88) notes, you should
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try to “find ways in [your] own work practices, that take into account that control of language and cultural knowledge is a high priority for Indigenous people
and must be factored into any ethics applications and agreements processes”. For
example, you might explain that the community values their language yet it is
endangered and that your research will provide resources and opportunities to
participate in efforts to maintain the language. Bear in mind that most human
ethics applications have medical research in mind and are designed primarily to
minimise any physical risk to research participants and to ensure that they have
given informed consent.
You may need to explain why the identity of the research participants needs
to be maintained (not identifying names may be seen as disrespectful), rather
than anonymised (which is the norm for many areas of research). Furthermore,
in endangered language communities, which are often small and close-knit, anonymity may be impossible within the community (Singleton, Martin & Morgan,
2015, p. 11). Although audio recordings are personal records, adding film to the
documentation mix adds another dimension (§8.5.5). You may need to identify any
potential risks (e.g. infringement of cultural and intellectual copyright) and how
you plan to mitigate these. When working with vulnerable groups such as children
(§9.3.4) and minority groups, you will need to show how you plan to ensure language speakers have chosen to be research participants, rather than been coerced.
If you are going to provide financial compensation to participants, you will need to
state how much you will pay people and justify the rate (e.g. by citing rates used by
other local researchers or organisations).
You will also need to demonstrate that participants have the option to withdraw from the research project, decide on the future of their recordings, including
whether to archive or not, and determine access conditions and even destroy any
recordings should they wish.

2.5.1 Project information sheet
A project information sheet or ‘plain language statement’ is for the research participant to keep. It usually includes:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

a project description in layperson’s terms
the tasks the participant will be asked to do (participate in elicitation sessions, tell a story, assist with transcription and translation)
the recording methods that will be used (audio or video)
the intended uses of the research data (thesis, journal articles, book, multimedia film etc.)
the benefits of participating, and dangers (if any)
details of remuneration for participating in research activities
a statement of the participant’s right to say no and withdraw from the project if they want
the researcher’s plan for safe-guarding research materials in the short term
archiving options, and access conditions
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•
•

contact details for the researcher and their university’s ethics committee
who to contact if there is a complaint (for example a supervisor/advisor or
an ombudsman at the researcher’s university).

When formulating these statements, avoid technical language and jargon, and
use common words, active voice and short sentences. Put yourself in the shoes of
the interpreter who may have to translate your document! Ask your supervisor/
advisor or recently graduated students for examples. There should be no need to
reinvent the wheel! Although the information should not be too detailed, be prepared to explain the types of linguistic data you hope to collect (how many people, how long for, what topics), what it will be used for (e.g. PhD, publications in
book, journal, audio, film or web formats) and what will happen to it (where
will it be kept, who will access it and how?). Remember that some people will not
know what a PhD or journal article is, so you may need to think hard about how
to translate these concepts. Bringing an example to show may be a good idea.
Figure 2.1 shows a participant information sheet for a project involving Australian Indigenous people. This ‘card’ is translated for the research
participant into north Australian Kriol by a local interpreter. Note that information about short-term and long-term benefits to the community is clearly
spelt out.

Figure 2.1
An example of a participation statement developed by Caroline Jones for a project on Kriol
(N.B. identifying information has been deleted)
You are invited to take part in a research study. Our study is about how children learn to
talk, and what helps children.
You can make a choice. You don’t have to agree to take part.
You would join a group conversation, and fun activities like retelling a
story. We’re interested in normal everyday talk, what you think.
We record you. You get a DVD copy to keep, and $25.
You keep ownership of your language and culture.
30–60 mins

You can pull out whenever you want. We won’t ask why.
If you get upset we will help. Remember we have to
report serious criminal activity.

Long-term benefits: community, school, XXXXXXXX we’re learning info to help
families and teachers. No benefit for your family right now.
You can choose who sees your video and where we store it. We will write about
the study, but we will check drafts with you and the community first.
If you’re worried or you have questions, tell us or XXXXXXXX (your
advocate). If you want to complain, phone XXXXXXXX, email
XXXXXXXX or post the card in the stamped envelope.
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2.5.2 Participant consent form
Once speakers have understood what the research project is about, anyone who wants
to participate in the project will need to formally consent to being involved. A consent
form usually consists of a statement that provides evidence that those who participate
in the research have fully understood what the research is about. It is never permissible to make recordings without the speaker’s consent. Whereas the project information document is more general in nature, individual consent forms are the place where
people can set down their own views about their involvement, how they want to be
acknowledged, and what they want to happen to their recordings in the future.
You will need some way to document consent, usually in written form on a consent form or by an audio or video recorded agreement, a process discussed by Rice
(2012, p. 417). Ensuring that communication with research participants is optimal
and that there is mutual understanding is a fundamental principle, and it is important either to use an interpreter or to translate these documents into the lingua
franca of the community if people are literate in the language. If the language speakers have low levels of literacy, you may use a series of pictures or even a video that
communicates essential aspects of the project. If working on a sign language, project
information and consent documents must be translated into the deaf individual’s
native sign language (Singleton Martin & Morgan, 2015, p. 9). If you are working
with children, consent must be given by a parent or caregiver (§9.3.4). If open access
internet dissemination of project materials is envisaged, then it is important to discuss this in advance, as protection of people’s identities is impossible to guarantee.
In some contexts, it may not be appropriate for each person to consent individually. As Kusters (2012, p. 31) notes, the use of individual consent forms “has
little meaning or relevance in communities where it is often the leaders who make
decisions”. Thus it might be more appropriate to have a community leader sign a
general consent form and ask each speaker to record an audio statement about their
choice or willingness to be a research participant. Another option is to discuss consent with groups of participants, going through the consent forms slowly and using
interpreters. It is also a good idea to review aspects of consent for the project over
time, as some community attitudes may change (Rice, 2012, pp. 417–418).
Consent forms may also include instructions for archiving and future uses of
recordings and they should include the relevant archives for the region where you
are working (Chapter 4). However, discussing archiving can be problematic if the
speakers do not know what an archive is. One option is to create a small film about
archives, demonstrating how they are used, how access instructions are enforced
and how materials are looked after. A consent form may also lay out various options
for access. This may be restricted to known researchers, with other future researchers being required to contact the community to seek permission for access. People
may also specify their views about access on a family, regional or community level.
It is important to document any restrictions on who cannot hear or obtain a copy of
research materials and what they cannot be used for. While we are unable to predict
the future intended uses of recordings, we can get an idea of a speaker’s intentions
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if we document broadly what research materials cannot be used for. Being as specific
as possible is important because, as Woods (2017, p. 87) cautions, “(a)greements
that include clauses about wide ranging non-specific, ongoing secondary uses of
language data is problematic [because] it denies Indigenous people the right to claim
their knowledge as their own and to protect it in any way whatsoever [and] the use
of such clauses shortcuts the need for ongoing consultation with the Indigenous
community”.
Similarly, when working with archival recordings, you may need to consult the
speaker (or their next of kin if they have passed away) and get their permission to
publish or reuse the recordings. Another issue that is often specified in consent
forms is the speaker’s right to ask the researcher to delete parts of the recordings
that may contain sensitive or unusable content. If such a request is made it is important that the researcher keeps a record of the reasons why a particular recording, or
part of a recording, has been deleted.
Depending on the nature of the recordings, it may be a good idea to get consent
to publish the recording. For example, if it is a story that could be published in a
book or be made publicly available online, you should document the speaker’s or
the broader community’s views about this.

2.6 AUTHORSHIP AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
Fieldwork … requires the cooperation of several players to succeed. The tendency, nonetheless, has been to attribute all success to only one person – the lead researcher, and
failure to acknowledge the ‘other’ invisible players.
(Wasamba, 2015, p. 129)

Language speakers may invest large amounts of time and energy in teaching you
and may wish to be acknowledged for their contribution. Speakers and participants in a project have the right to be acknowledged for work they do on a project.
For example, if someone has undertaken consultation which ensures that the community understands the project, finds and arranges speakers to work with you, or
arranges a performance to be recorded, this contribution should be acknowledged.
Below are some examples of how to acknowledge different contributions that people and organisations have played in your research. Acknowledgements may go in
the front matter of a book (e.g. grammar) or as a footnote on the first or last page of
a journal article or a paper in an edited volume (depending on the publisher’s style):
•
•
•
•

The X language material in this study was produced by X in 2017, who lived
in Z; where they are recognised as a cultural leader.
I thank the community of X for enabling me to conduct research on language Y and am grateful to Z who welcomed me into their home and taught
me with patience and encouragement.
This research has been endorsed/approved by X organisation, which represents Indigenous interests in the region where X language is spoken.
I thank my colleagues and collaborators in the field X, X, X etc.
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Including a photo of the speaker in publications or on project websites can also be
a good way of acknowledging the role and importance of local language experts to
your project. In years to come, descendants may well appreciate a photo of their
ancestor included in the archival deposit. Make sure the speaker consents to such
uses of their photo and that you document this. Speakers should also be acknowledged in the example sentences in published work (§2.6.1).
Another issue to consider is whether collaborators should be co-authors in publications. What counts as a co-author varies in different linguistic sub-disciplines. In
phonetics, psycholinguistics and computational linguistics, for example, it is common to have a long list of co-authors which often includes collaborators who have
contributed significantly to the study, such as by organising research participants,
or conducting experimental tasks. This approach follows the model of authorship
in the sciences; however, in the humanities this is less common, although the situation is changing.
[T]he very idea of plural authorship challenges a deep Western identification of any text’s
order with the intention of a single author … Nonetheless, there are signs of movement
in this domain, and we may anticipate a gradual increase in experiments with multiple
authorship. Anthropologists will increasingly have to share their texts, and sometimes
their title pages, with those indigenous collaborators for whom the term ‘informants’ is
no longer adequate, if it ever was.
(Clifford, 1983, p. 140)

Woods (2017. p. 87) also advocates a model of authorship which acknowledges significant contributions from members of a speech community, noting that “co-authoring with Indigenous co-researchers is beginning to be considered as a practical way of
managing copyright … [and] is already a practice in the hard sciences but is not yet
seen as an option in the Arts and Humanities”.
If there are speakers who have contributed written definitions to dictionaries this
is a good basis for co-authorship (note that the maker(s) of dictionaries are more
often referred to as ‘compilers’ rather than ‘authors’). Even where speakers contribute oral definitions which are transcribed by linguists, prominent acknowledgement may be appropriate, for example by listing all of the major players on the front
cover and separating roles into ‘Contributor’, ‘Compiler’ etc. A language speaker
who has played a significant role in translating, transcribing, checking and providing language material that is crucial to a publication may also be a co-author.
Other rules of thumb apply to different publication types. In the case of volumes of collected texts, one model might be to name speakers as authors. Another
model might be to name narrators of individual stories in the book as authors and
the linguist(s) as the editor(s) of the volume. In the case of grammars, attributing
authorship to speakers makes less sense, as a grammar is an analysis of a language
rather than simply formatted data. In this respect, it ‘belongs’ to the linguist. Even
so proper acknowledgement of speakers’ contributions is crucial. Where a language
only has a small number of speakers remaining or if you have worked with a small
number of recognised language experts, you might consider including the speaker
in the title of the grammar. For example, instead of “Grammar of X, a language
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of Vanuatu”, a possibility might be “Grammar of X, language of [speaker X] and
[speaker X] from Vanuatu”. As a general rule of thumb, even if language speakers
are attributed authorship, it is a good idea to be specific about the roles of each of
the co-authors in the front matter of the publication.

2.6.1 Referring to your examples in publications
Linguists are increasingly required to demonstrate the context in which their example sentences, words and meanings have been collected, and there is an expectation
that sources of data be transparent and cited in academic publications. Otherwise
it is often impossible to verify linguistic claims and enable meaningful peer review.
No matter which way these debates go, establishing good work practices will save
time in the long run and make your outputs more accountable. Consider the reference to the following example sentence which has been used to support the existence of a particular grammatical construction in the Australian language Bilinarra
(Meakins & Nordlinger, 2014, p. 219):
(1)

Gula=rna=nggu
nyundu=ma gayi
ba-rru
NEG=1MIN.S>2MIN.O 2MIN=TOP chase hit-POT
I can’t chase you. (Bilinarra: AN: Narrative: RN1990-002b: 09:45 min)

The information included in the reference ensures that the example sentence links
back to the corpus and is ‘discoverable’. It also acknowledges the ‘creators’ (speakers,
other linguists). The bracketed information is as follows:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Bilinarra
AN
Narrative
RN
1990
-002
09:45 min

language
speaker’s initials
genre type
recordist’s initials
year (or date) of recording
sequentially numbered recording of that year or date
time into the recording where the example sentence begins

In a published work, you might also include a footnote after the first example sentence outlining the abbreviations in the sentence reference, for example:
All examples will be referenced with the following information: Language (Bilinarra),
speaker (initials), genre and recording. The Bilinarra speakers were: AN etc. The genres are procedural, description, narrative and conversation. The name of the recording
includes the linguist’s initials. The linguists were: RN etc. The recording label also includes
the year the recording was made and the start time of the utterance in a recording, for
example 09:45 min.

This information might also occur in the introduction of a grammar (Chapter 6). If
you are making a dictionary database this information can be documented in the
source information (Chapter 7). Alternatively, you may include it in the metadata
for each recording and the source field simply refers to this.
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Exercise 2 How should your work be credited?
•

•

You are a younger speaker of a language who has teamed up with your
linguist to write dictionary definitions based on recordings you have both
made with older speakers. The linguist names you as a co-author but the
local council says that community elders are the ‘holders’ of the language
and therefore should be the authors. What should you do?
You enjoy organising people but are less interested in actual linguistic
analysis. You have assisted your linguist in arranging for 50 people to participate in a study on morpho-syntactic variation. You have interpreted
the information sheets, arranged for consent forms to be signed and
conducted the tasks. You haven’t participated in the analysis or write-up.
Should you be an author or acknowledged in a footnote?

2.7 PLANNING AHEAD FOR THE FIELD
Start preparing for your field trip well in advance. The more planning you do, the
more likely it is that the fieldwork will run smoothly. Fieldwork may take unexpected turns, as seen, for example, in Stephen Levinson’s story about planned
work in Papua New Guinea described in §2.2. Although you cannot decide in
advance exactly how your fieldwork will run you can plan for contingencies. Thus,
greater planning gives you greater flexibility in the field, as you can have a number of tasks and aims at your fingertips that you can work with if circumstances
suddenly alter.

2.7.1 Visas, vaccinations and vehicles
If your fieldwork entails overseas travel, talk to the university’s international
office about where you are going and the length of time you will be away. Make
sure that you allow plenty of time to apply for the correct visa, given that you will
be doing research (you are not a tourist). This may be a long and frustrating process
and can take up to a year to organise, and even then may be denied. You may need
a back-up plan, e.g. to work in another country. In §2.4.2 we discussed some of the
layers of officialdom that you may need to navigate. Be aware that official permits
can be revoked if the authorities in a country feel that the researcher is not adhering to the terms of their research agreement, whether or not the local community
agrees.
Ensure that your passport is up-to-date and valid for re-entry to your home
country on your return. If you are not a permanent resident of the country where
you live make sure you have all the necessary documents to facilitate your re-entry
after fieldwork. Ensure that you have comprehensive travel insurance and ask about
any other administrative matters that need to be put in place.
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If you will be driving in the field make sure your licence and vehicle registration is up to date. Depending on where you are going, you may need to do a 4WD
course. Consider whether you are better off hiring a car or encouraging your
university to buy one. For long-term or repeated field trips buying a vehicle may
be a more economic option than hiring a vehicle. In some countries it is difficult
to hire a 4WD vehicle, or even an ordinary car, if you are under 25 years of age.
If you are using local transport, study the options and consult the latest travel
guides and websites.
You should consider whether you need vaccinations or other medications specific to the field site. Find out if there are any illnesses endemic to the area where
you are going and where the nearest hospital is (see also §9.3.6). Even if you are not
going overseas it may be a good idea to get a flu shot or rabies shot, depending on
what health services are available at the field site. Before travelling your university
may require you to do a formal risk assessment for your fieldwork. Don’t leave this
until the last minute, as you may need to purchase additional safety equipment or
undertake first aid or other training. Note that first aid kits do not usually include
paracetamol and other medications.
Assemble your research materials, field guides and recording equipment
(which we discuss in the next chapter), and pack and weigh them. If you are
flying, you may need to purchase extra luggage. Pay particular attention to
any customs restrictions, either on your journey to the field or on the way back
home.

2.7.2 Timing of field trips
In determining when you should do fieldwork consider the weather. For example,
humidity and rain are not good for recording and equipment; and seasons when
it is likely to flood or snow can lead to transport problems. Consider also people’s
availability. There may be times when people are engaged in particular activities,
such as ceremonies or seasonal economic activities that mean they have little time
to work with linguists. Find out whether holidays are a good time to work with
people or whether they travel at this time or have personal commitments. Plan the
length of your stay, and calculate how much it will cost to go to the field site and live
there. If it is expensive, you may only be able to afford one longer field trip rather
than several shorter ones. Beware of linguist-fatigue (your own but also the community’s), and if you are working in a place where there are a lot of linguists make
every attempt to coordinate with them.

2.7.3 Organising remuneration for research participants
It may be appropriate to offer financial compensation for research participant’s time
and the rates and cultural protocols about this will vary widely (Rice, 2012, p. 417).
Compensation must balance respect for participant’s time without introducing any
element of coercion (Singleton, Martin & Morgan, 2015). Researchers can also
‘give back’ by making donations to relevant community organisations. Find out
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what is common practice amongst linguists or other social science colleagues who
work in the region where you plan to go.
If you are planning to compensate speakers, consider the practicalities of this.
If it is with food or other resources, how will you obtain them (see §1.3 for Evans’
story about travelling to the field laden with knives and ladies’ underwear)? Is
money more appropriate and will it take the form of cash, cheques or a bank
transfer? If cash is involved, investigate the logistics of changing money in the
country where you are going. In some areas, people may not have bank accounts
or access to the internet. Find out what is going to be practical in the field site
and discuss it with your institution’s administration section to ensure that the
method you propose is acceptable to the university and that you have all the
necessary paperwork. If you are paying people cash, you will need some way to
document their receipt of payment. Note that in some cultures it is very offensive
to ask for a signature so you may need to have oral documentation of the receipt
of payment or gifts. You will also need to think in advance about how much
cash you will need. Is your project a grammar, working with few people for long
lengths of time; or is your project experimental, working with lots of people for
short periods? These types of considerations will determine how much cash you
might need and what kinds of denominations you need to organise. Your institution may also require you to fill in specific forms as regulated by your country’s
taxation system (if working in your own country). Also think about whether you
will be paying participants after each session, at the end of the week or at the end
of the field trip.

2.7.4 Gathering resources
Make copies of essential travel documents such as passports and visas. Collect maps
of the fieldwork area to take with you. Naturalist field guides of flora and fauna are
very useful to have in the field to elicit and check scientific identifications. You may
need specific equipment for particular tasks. For example, if you plan to collect
insects or other biological samples, you will need ethyl alcohol (95 per cent) and
small vials. Because ethyl alcohol is regarded as a dangerous good, you will need
to declare this and follow the country’s requirements for travelling with scientific
research specimens.
Pack enough copies of ethics forms and participant information sheets. It is also
a good idea to have a print copy of all elicitation materials, as eliciting from a digital file on a screen (on a computer or tablet) can detract from creating a rapport
with speakers. Furthermore, if you are working outdoors during the day, it can be
difficult to read a computer screen. If access to power is uncertain then it is also
not a good idea to depend on your computer. For the same reasons, written legacy
materials should also be printed. If you plan to do monolingual fieldwork (§6.2),
or if you are learning the lingua franca, pack enough prompts and hard copies of
language learning materials. Do some research and see if there are any language or
cross-cultural training courses in or near the field site.
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2.7.5 Keeping in touch
During fieldwork it is likely that you will be isolated from your established social
networks, so it is important to have mechanisms in place to keep in contact with
home and to look after yourself. Find out ways that you can keep in touch with
supervisors/advisors, peer support groups, family and friends. Notify your supervisor/advisor that you may only have limited email access (if this is the case).
When in the field it is important to establish local support networks who know
where you are and what you are up to (e.g. when you are travelling between
towns), and may provide assistance if anything goes wrong. These may include
community leaders, police, missionary organisations, school staff and other academic colleagues.
No doubt you will form new friendships in the field and these can have a profound effect on how you experience fieldwork. These may involve special relationships with cultural mentors, or people who take a particular interest and role in
your research and act as guides or go-betweens for you and the community. Some
people who do fieldwork form long-lasting bonds with people while in the field
or become very close to the consultants with whom they work. Although some
fieldwork manuals suggest that it is ‘unprofessional’ to get involved with people
while on fieldwork, it is important to be able to acknowledge a wide spectrum
of relationships that are formed in the field and take care of yourself and others
within them. This may also involve coming to terms with grief, as elderly people
you work with pass on. For a detailed discussion of personal issues in the field see
Newman (2009).

2.8 SUMMARY
Fieldwork can be a unique, exciting and formative experience, and even though
there may be logistic hurdles where things don’t go entirely to plan, many seasoned fieldworkers regard their time in the field as a highlight in their training and experience as linguists. The personal and academic rewards of
fieldwork – discovering new, exciting things about a language, having intercultural experiences that no travel agent could ever imagine, forming new friendships, learning new skills and discovering talents you thought you did not
have – are many.
Although this book makes many suggestions for methods in the field, it is
important that you maintain a critical and open mind, as some tried and tested
methods that work in one situation will turn out to be a failure in others. It is
OK to abandon, or adapt and innovate. Also keep in mind that, no matter what
academic goals motivate the research, the rights of the host community and the
personal ethics, integrity and sanity of the fieldworker must always take priority.
In the next chapters we turn to techniques for recording, analysis and management of data.
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2.9 FURTHER READING
For discussions about choosing a field site and ethics see Chapters 10 and 11 in
Bowern (2015) and Chapter 1 in Newman & Ratliff (2001). For discussions of ethics
and rights and responsibilities in linguistic fieldwork see Austin (2010), Rice (2006,
2012) and Wilkins (1992). Newman (2007, 2012) gives a detailed overview of copyright and legal issues in relation to linguistic fieldwork. For a discussion of ethics
and research practice in sign language research see Crasborn (2010) and Singleton,
Martin, & Morgan (2015). For a good ‘how to’ resource, see the frequently asked
questions section on the Research Network for Linguistic Diversity (RNLD) website.9 Join the mailing list! For a very extensive checklist of things to take to the field,
see James Fox’s list.10

NOTES
1
2
3
4
5
6

7
8
9
10

www.ethnologue.com/ Accessed 27 August 2017.
www.unesco.org/ new/ en/ culture/ themes/ endangered- languages/ language- vitality/
Accessed 27 August 2017.
http://nationalbreathoflife.org Accessed 1 August 2017.
www.eldp.net/en/what+we+do/ Accessed 1 August 2017.
www.rnld.org/DRIL Accessed 1 August 2017.
www.un.org/esa/socdev/unpfii/documents/DRIPS_en.pdf. Others include The
Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage (UNESCO,
2003) and the Berne Convention for the Protection of Literary and Artistic Works
(1886/1979). For information about Indigenous Cultural and Intellectual Property
rights in Australia, refer to www.aitb.com.au/information-sheets/entry/indigenouscultural-and-intellectual-property-icip Accessed 1 August 2017.
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/ Accessed 1 August 2017.
www.localcontexts.org Accessed 1 August 2017.
www.rnld.org/FAQs Accessed 17 August 2017.
http://web.stanford.edu/~popolvuh/field-checklist.htm Accessed 17 August 2017.
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the reliable coding of speech into intonation units (IUs) is a complex exercise in
itself (Himmelmann, 2006, pp. 258–270). Although it is generally agreed that there
is no single criterion sufficient for isolating IUs, significant pauses, pitch movement
and vowel lengthening have all been suggested as criterion for the delineation of IU
boundaries.
In the example, segments have been broadly selected on the basis of extended
pauses between instances of speech. This is one good reason to include the wave
form in your ELAN file, even though you can hear any sound recorded by the video
camera – the inclusion of the wave form means that stretches of sound and silence
are easy to see. For phonetic analysis of speech the units of segmentation are going to
be much shorter, and the program Praat is designed specifically for this purpose.11

4.3.4 Transcription techniques
Transcription can be very tiring work, requiring persistence and concentration.
That said, it is also a great opportunity to learn the language by careful, repeated
listening. You should try to do as much transcription as you can in the field to give
yourself the opportunity to check transcriptions with speakers. There is nothing
worse than arriving home and trying to transcribe without such expert feedback. It
is often less onerous if you work in a team (see §8.5.1 for an example of how teams
of people with different skills can effectively work together, and §9.4.1.6 about team
transcription and triaging transcription tasks). Invest in comfortable headphones,
audio-splitters or quality speakers to make the task more enjoyable. As there are
sure to be segments that you don’t understand at first parse, it is a good idea to use a
consistent symbol to identify these segments so that you can easily search for them
later (e.g. *** in ELAN and & in CLAN). Make sure the symbol you choose isn’t
meaningful in the transcription program. If there are differing interpretations of
what was said, additional tiers can be used to keep track of this variation or different speakers’ opinions – variation can sometimes be the key to unravelling a puzzle.
Lastly beware of tiring everybody out!

4.4 ARCHIVING
Long-term preservation of primary data is one of the central tenets of language
documentation practice, and a core component of the documentation workflow
(Gippert, Himmelmann, & Mosel, 2006, p. v). An archive can be defined as “a
trusted repository created and maintained by an institution with a demonstrated
commitment to permanence and the long-term preservation of archived resources”
(Johnson, 2004, p. 153). A box of documents, tapes or hard drives kept under the
bed or in a cupboard is not an archive; neither is your computer! All the terms
used by Johnson above point to the need for researchers and communities to make
informed judgements before committing to a destination for their research materials. How do you know whom to trust? How is the commitment to permanence
assessed? What is meant by long-term? And should you archive everything that you
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record in the field anyway? It is also helpful to make a clear distinction between
the short-term care of data, which begins as soon as the data is generated, and the
notion of long-term archiving where research materials are kept for posterity.
Why archive?
For myself and many colleagues, a major incentive to engage with digital
archiving was to seek a strategy for coping with an ever-increasing private
collection of audio and videotapes, originating from various research projects
over the years, materials for which it became ever more difficult to find a
machine that would allow the data to be used in the future. Increasingly, there
are also recordings, usually audiotapes, produced and kept by members of the
speech community, but they frequently get recorded over after a while or are
lost in closed collections.
(Widlok, 2013, p. 4)
Before the end of the twentieth century, physical objects such as notebooks,
photographs and analogue recordings on wax cylinders or magnetic tapes were
generally donated or bequeathed to museums, libraries, universities and to dedicated archival institutions. Gaining access to these records now often involves a
lengthy processes of negotiation, and frequently entails journeys to view material
on site. The fieldworker often mediates such journeys, and these links between
communities and archives are upheld by real or imagined expectations of ongoing personal connections. The inevitability of the fieldworker’s passing, a lack
of resources (or desire) to return to field sites, and many changes in personal
and political circumstances all add up to a perception that some archives are
not really for the people whose cultural materials they house (Ingram, in press;
Seeger, 2004).
The question of who uses an archive and for what purposes is a very important one, and the answers will vary from community to community, and over
time. Modern archives may engage diverse audiences, including community members, scientists of language and other related disciplines, and the general public
(Conathan, 2011; Woodbury, 2014, p. 21). Whereas linguists may access archives
of primary data in order to test out particular theoretical questions, speakers of
endangered languages may look to an archive for very different reasons. Of most
value may be the sound of a long-lost relative’s voice, a fragment of a song that
almost everybody has forgotten, an account of an historical event or a photograph
(see Holton, 2012; Wasson, Holton, & Roth, 2016, p. 649).
Since about 2010, developments towards participatory models for linguistic
archiving have attempted to break down traditional boundaries between depositors,
users and archivists and to expand the audiences and uses for archives. The importance of the involvement of speaker communities in archival processes has gained
increasing recognition (Henke & Berez-Kroeker, 2016, p. 428). This may entail
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devolution away from the large archival institutions and the formation of smaller,
locally based derivative archives. Such models may enable more direct interactions between the archive and community of origin (Ingram, in press; Seeger, 2004;
Treloyn & Emberly, 2013). This reflects an increasing desire and expectation that
collecting institutions will strive to empower speech communities and allow them
a greater role in the direction and management of cultural collections. Nowadays
there are various options to access materials online, and these bring great opportunities as well as new challenges.

4.4.1 Exploring archives
One way to begin to understand what is involved with archiving is to become an
archive user yourself. Look at the practices in place for accessing records of various
languages, and see what particular archives say about their processes for depositing
data and for enabling access to the archive. Is it by registered users only or is it open
access? Do any conditions put in place have a built-in expiry date? Do the archives
have a catalogue, and if so how easy is it to use? What language, or languages is
the metadata in? Find out if there are costs involved to get copies of the data out of
the archive again, either for you, for people from the community you work with,
or for complete outsiders; and whether or not archives have a long-term plan if
funding to support their functions is not guaranteed into the future. Below we
give brief descriptions of some archives, beginning with large archives with a more
global scope, and then moving to examples of archives that have a more regional or
language-specific focus.

ELAR (Endangered Language Archive)12
ELAR is a digital archive for materials on endangered languages, based at SOAS,
the University of London. ELAR supports the preservation of digital materials,
including audio and video recordings, of endangered languages from around the
world. Much of the material at ELAR has been generated by the ELDP (Endangered
Languages Documentation Program), which provides funding in annual grant
rounds to enable scholars to undertake documentation of disappearing languages.
ELDP also trains grantees and local scholars in language documentation methods.
As an example of an ELAR corpus see the Gurindji Kriol documentation project
(§10.2.3).13

TLA (The Language Archive)14
TLA was established in 2011 at the Max Planck Institute for Psycholinguistics in
Nijmegen (the Netherlands) to house the materials created by documentation projects and to develop linguistic resources and tools. It holds linguistic data from over
60 languages generated by programs such as the DoBeS program, which was funded
by the Volkswagen Foundation. For an example of a TLA corpus, see the Chintang/
Puma DoBeS documentation project (§9.2).
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PARADISEC (Pacific and Regional Archive for Digital Sources in
Endangered Cultures)15
PARADISEC was founded in 2003. As of 2017, PARADISEC holds more than
7,000 hours of audio recordings, and represents over 1,080 languages. Depositors
can specify conditions on the access and use of their data, and only registered users
can access primary records. Access is password protected and users have to click an
agreement detailing conditions of access.

ANLA (Alaska Native Language Archive)16
ANLA is the main repository for information relating to the Native languages of
Alaska. The archive serves researchers, teachers and students, as well as members
of the broader community. Prior to the founding of the Alaska Native Language
Center by state legislation in 1972, linguistic documentations for these languages
were scattered in archives, libraries, and attics across the globe. These materials
include original manuscripts from the Russian-American era and wordlists collected by early arctic explorers. In addition, the archive serves as a repository for
educational materials developed by Alaska Native speakers and linguists. Parts of
the collection are accessible via web portals tailored to individual languages. The
archive also continues to partner with Native organisations to facilitate local access
in remote regions.

C’ek’aedi Hwnax Ahtna Regional Linguistic and Ethnographic Archive
C’ek’aedi Hwnax is located in the Copper River valley of south central Alaska. It
is the first OLAC-compliant, Indigenously administered digital language archive
in North America. It represents the Ahtna community’s desire for local control over decades’ worth of irreplaceable linguistic and cultural recordings, and
represents a model of distributed linguistic archiving. The University of Alaska
Fairbanks provides permanent off-site backup of the Ahtna collection on its
servers and allows C’ek’aedi Hwnax full administrative control over access to the
collection at the university. In this model, the responsibility for administration
of language materials traditionally held in a central location is apportioned to
different parties according to their needs and resources (Berez, Finnesand, &
Linnell, 2012).

AILLA (Archive of the Indigenous Languages of Latin America)17
AILLA houses audio and video recordings in a wide range of genres including
narratives, chants, oratory, conversations and songs from many of the hundreds
of severely endangered Indigenous languages spoken in Latin America. Many
recordings are transcribed and translated into Spanish, English or Portuguese.
The collection includes grammars, dictionaries, ethnographies, field notes and
teaching materials for bilingual education and language revitalisation programs
(Woodbury, 2014).
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AIATSIS (Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies)18
AIATSIS holds the world’s largest collection dedicated to Australian Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander cultures and histories. Over 500 cultural groups are represented within the collection. The AIATSIS sound collection houses approximately
40,000 hours of audio, most of which is unique and unpublished. The film collection contains more than 5,000 video titles and 6.5 million feet of film and includes
published film and video titles as well as prints of historical ethnographic films and
other documentaries.
Bush potatoes – the mother of all archives!
One way to conceptualise the ways that archives work is to think about the
ways that some of the larger, well-resourced archives may act as the major
repository for collections of linguistic data, yet at the same time spawning
related smaller archives or local access systems. This is sometimes referred
to as a “hub and spokes” model (Wasson, Holton & Roth, 2016, p. 659). Let’s
return to the semantically rich terminology used by Alyawarr people when
talking about anaty, a species of bush potato from Central Australia, and the
subject of the cover design for this book (see Chapter 1). In Central Australia,
Indigenous people value this type of yam as a food source. If the amikw or
mother yam is dug up the lifeline to some of the akwerrk or baby yams is cut.
The converse is not so, and baby yams can be harvested without restraint. This
metaphor from the domain of plants provides a way of thinking about the
relationship between major archives and derivative ones (Figure 4.4).
Figure 4.4
Bush potatoes as an illustration of a “hub and spokes” model of archives (Drawing: Jennifer
Green, 1978)
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4.4.2 Depositing in archives – when, where, what and how?
It is generally recommended that, subject to ethical issues, “data should be archived
immediately and often” (Thieberger & Berez, 2012, p. 100). However, it is important to consider what to archive, and to curate your collections in a principled way.
Archives should not be treated as data dumps. Remember to archive the instructions, for example permission forms that should include cultural considerations
such as future access (§2.5.2), and the colour code for your pens (§3.3.4), as well as
the objects themselves. Imagine your archive deposit as a collection that contains
all the keys to the original information: this may include field notes, particular fonts
and details of the technologies used. It is best to look carefully at the requirements
of the archive of your choice, as preferred formats for different types of archiveable
materials may vary. Keep in mind that higher quality uncompressed versions or
media are best for archival purposes, while lower resolution versions may be the
only practical way for data to be accessed, particularly if access is online (§7.7.2).
Some archives also have different requirements for legacy and ‘new’ materials, as
well as for the structure of the metadata and the naming of files. Make sure you keep
a record of all the materials you deposit.
At the community level, you may also encounter situations where archiving
instructions conflict. For example, some may ask you to destroy a recording or
photo for cultural reasons, such as in response to bereavement, but others in the
community may anticipate that in the future these same recordings will be much
sought after and valued by descendants of the speaker. These issues are not easy
to resolve, but it is helpful to document people’s intentions at the time you make
recordings. It is important to try to keep in touch with research participants, even if
on “the other side of the digital divide” (Singleton, Martin, & Morgan, 2015, p. 15).
Exercise 2 Making a corpus accessible to the speech community
You work in a community which does not have electricity or access to the
internet. The community wants to make use of your work in the school. How
do you ensure that a corpus is useful in a community that does not have
access to the online corpus?

4.4.3 Landing pages and access platforms
Another way that access to linguistic and related materials can be improved is by
carefully designed landing pages that provide a guide to archival collections. These
may be envisaged as a kind of ‘meta-documentation’ or a user’s guide to the collections you have curated (Woodbury, 2014, p. 25). Topics may include descriptions of
your research, its design, methods and outcomes, as well as other more extensive
treatments of the standard details of the participants and stakeholders that are already
included in your metadata (§4.2). Chances are that you have already partly written
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this as a requirement of your research proposal! All of this contextual information can
help others interpret your data in the future, and provide a user-friendly way into the
heart of the collections. An example of a comprehensive description of a documentation project is one featuring the Ikaan language, spoken in two villages in southwestern Nigeria (see Salffner, 2015).19 This research was designed to look at phonetic
and phonological variation among speakers, but was based on a documentary corpus
about knowledge of food, food production and farming amongst the Ikaan. A landing page for the Daly languages of northern Australia includes an interactive map,
lists of language resources and links to archival deposits.20

4.4.4 Challenges for archives and their users
We know that the linguistic diversity of the world is diminishing rapidly. Some
estimates are that between 50 per cent and 90 per cent of all currently spoken languages may disappear within the next four to six generations. A lesser known fact
is that a high proportion of existing recordings about little known languages and
cultures may also be lost over the next few decades unless something is done to
preserve them. Most analogue recordings are at risk, but even digital material needs
a lot of effort to ensure lasting availability. Digital file types and hardware become
obsolete as technology evolves. Consequently, digital files created now may not be
accessible in the future unless files stored on hard drives are updated as technology
progresses. Everybody wants to avoid what some have termed ‘data graveyards’, one
consequence of format obsolescence and the lack of capacity to keep up. Modern
archives face immense challenges as the amount of digital material generated is
rising exponentially. They also bear the onerous responsibility of migrating digital
materials from one format to another. Although this has always been the case, in
fact, “the crisis we have now is the time between the technological obsolescence
of one format to another is much shorter than it used to be” (de Souza et al., 2016,
p. 27). It is also abundantly clear that archives that may have been established with
language in mind are being used for purposes that were not originally envisioned
by their creators (Wasson, Holton & Roth, 2016, p. 646). Some of the challenges for
archives and collections in the digital age are:
•
•
•
•
•
•

enabling long-term sustainability for the future safeguarding of materials;
finding expanded storage capacity solutions, including distributed preservation models;
maintaining digital platforms, websites and online portals for digital access
and display;
determining preservation priorities and standards in a rapidly changing
digital environment;
determining acquisition policies in the face of increased born-digital and
community-generated context;
uneven distribution of communications technologies and infrastructure in
remote and regional locations.
(after de Souza et al., 2016, p. 27)
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The challenge for fieldworkers is to adequately reflect archiving options to the
communities they work with, and to make sure that metadata, including that
which details cultural rights to materials, is comprehensive and forward thinking. This is no easy task, as the profiles and possibilities of archives change in
our lifetimes, as do community expectations about access to materials. It is also
the case that many of the most highly endangered languages are found in communities that are the least connected to global networks, and this notion of the
‘digital divide’ reflects a somewhat paradoxical situation. If you are working in
such communities, it is important that you don’t bring outsider assumptions to
the task, and that you do a bit of local scoping to assess the most appropriate
ways of returning the results of your research to the people you work with. Also
keep in mind that part of the fieldwork process should involve providing community-relevant copies of research materials in ways that suit particular local
capacities – whether this be in the form of copies of materials on USB sticks, on
CDs or in printed forms.

Tip – Everybody does not have power!
Although the academic documentarian may see a suitable electronic archive
as the best way of preserving and disseminating material, for local Third
World community members, such an electronic product is rarely of direct
value. When community members have no access to electricity, let alone
technical equipment, computers and the internet, an electronic archive
serves no practical use at all in the short to medium term (Bowden & Hajek,
2006, p. 46).

4.4.5 Scholarly recognition and transparency
There is growing recognition of the work that goes into archiving in a responsible
way and of the value that collections of linguistic data have for future generations
of language communities and language scholars alike. What everybody also knows
about is the enormous amount of work that can go into curating, annotating and
translating even small amounts of data. At times this objective may be at odds with
the aims of your research questions, even as it provides many unforeseen benefits. All scholars need to strike a balance between producing traditional outputs –
theses/dissertations, academic papers – and following the directions of their host
communities in terms of community outputs. The conversation has begun about
appropriate academic recognition for archives of primary data, alongside more
traditional scholarly outputs such as grammars, dictionaries and text collections.
Although there are well-established systems that recognise publications as scholarly
outputs, as yet there are no agreed upon metrics for assessing primary data and
curated collections of recordings (Thieberger et al., 2016).
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4.4.6 The open access question
There is increasing pressure from the scientific community, and from those who
generously support the development of archives, to make as much linguistic data
as possible openly accessible. There are several reasons for this. For a start, citable,
transparent data makes for an open academic community that is able to share data
and investigate corpus-based claims about languages from across the world. Being
able to share your own data and access that of others makes sense in terms of the
research dollar invested in projects. Providing easy access to data sets can encourage
others to get involved in working on a more diverse range of languages rather than
on more well-known languages that have more documentation and larger corpora.
Another reason is that, for archives themselves, managing complicated access
restrictions into the future is time-consuming, logistically challenging and expensive. Most archives simply do not have the resources to follow up contacts that may
be outdated, difficult to locate or may have simply disappeared. The default goto person is usually the researcher who made the recording in the first place, but
clearly the practicality of this has an inbuilt end-date.
Nonetheless, one argument against open access is that rapid changes in technology may enable access to data for uses that may not have been imagined when the
research took place and the consent and access were discussed. For example, before
online access to archives was possible, consultations about keeping linguistic materials safe may have been put in terms of archives that were seen as being much like
libraries. The possibility that materials could be viewed and downloaded from the
internet may not have been imagined.
Knowing that linguistic records are destined for open access may skew the kinds
of language it is possible to record in the first place. While elicitation of grammatical paradigms may be uncontroversial, naturalistic recordings of conversation and
interaction may be otherwise, as they are often personal by nature. The more relaxed
the filming sessions and the closer they approximate some ‘naturalistic’ goal, the
more likely it is that people may say or do things on camera that are not intended
for posterity or for public viewing (Margetts & Margetts, 2012, p. 15). The issue may
become even more acute for particular types of language, such as ritual language.
Linguistic records may also contain information that can be viewed as controversial
and contentious in some circumstances. For example, in some countries records of
language created in a linguistic context may contain materials that prove to be relevant to legal processes such as substantiating claims to traditional lands. Created in
one context, the records can take on a life of their own in others. Another factor is
that people may change their views over time. In Indigenous Australia we have seen,
for example, a rapid change in opinions about whether images of the deceased can
be viewed, and their voices heard. Whereas once this was highly taboo, at least for
a considerable time after a person’s passing, nowadays many people have changed
their views about this and access is more open.
On the other hand, some records of what seems to be knowledge in the
public domain can become more restricted over time. For example, John
Haviland (2016) returned to a community in Northern Queensland with a film
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he had made some 40 years earlier to find out what the descendants of those
featuring in the film wanted to do with it. The film was about traditional methods of preparing gambarr, a tar-like substance used for manufacturing spears
and spear throwers. The descendants of those who made the film decided not to
include the film in their local archive.
Some of these concerns can be addressed by discussing access to the fieldwork
data very thoroughly during the consent process (§2.5) and by fostering ongoing
relationships between the archive and the community (Ingram, in press; Seeger,
2004). Reviewing your data by playing it back to people after they have had time
to consider the implications of making their language materials available to others
is also important. It is also a very good idea to seize any opportunity to explore
archives with the people you are working with. Many people are genuinely delighted
and proud to see that their language can be viewed and appreciated the world over,
and most see archives as a safeguard against the loss of valuable cultural knowledge.
Others may, however, decide that they want to place some restrictions on access,
and these requests must be honoured.

4.5 SUMMARY
Travelling to a new field site, meeting people to work with, and making the first
recordings is a very exciting experience. What may seem to be less glamorous are
the careful processes of data management that will in the long run ensure that your
work practices are efficient, that you don’t lose or misplace recordings and, finally,
that your recordings are archived in appropriate ways so that future generations
will benefit from your research. This chapter has dealt with the nuts and bolts of
some of these processes – file naming, metadata and techniques for transcription
and annotation. We also discussed some of the issues involved in archiving, and
accessing archives.

4.6 FURTHER READING
Further discussions of workflow and technical aspects of language documentation
can be found in Margetts & Margetts (2012) and Thieberger & Berez (2012). For
discussions of research methods in sign language recording, and annotation of sign
languages, see Crasborn (2015) and Perniss (2015). See Barwick (2012) for research
methods in recording music. The SIL International website contains a wealth of
information about tools for language documentation.21 See also the RNLD website22
and the First Voices website.23 Henke & Berez-Kroeker (2016) provide a very useful
overview and annotated bibliography of archiving in a language documentation
context and Wasson, Holton & Roth (2016) give an overview of different models
for archives as well as a discussion of the diversity of the needs of their users. For
a discussion about citation and attribution of linguistic data see Berek-Kroeker
et al. (2018).
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NOTES
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23

www.language-archives.org/ Accessed 17 August 2017.
www.mpi.nl/IMDI/documents/documents.html Accessed 17 August 2017.
The 15-element Dublin Core Metadata Initiative (DCMI) can be seen at http://dublincore.org/documents/dces/ Accessed 17 August 2017.
http://software.sil.org/saymore/ Accessed 23 August 2017.
https://tla.mpi.nl/tools/tla-tools/elan/download/ Accessed 23 August 2017.
http://childes.talkbank.org/access Accessed 31 August 2017.
http://childes.talkbank.org Accessed 31 August 2017.
A review of CLAN is given in Meakins (2007) and a CLAN CHeAT sheet to get started
has been developed by David Osgarby and Tom Ennever, www.dynamicsoflanguage.
edu.au/research/resources-for-linguistic-tools/ Accessed 28 August 2017.
http://hdl.handle.net/10125/24701 Accessed 25 August 2017.
http://trans.sourceforge.net/en/usermanUS.php and https://sourceforge.net/projects/
trans/files/transcriber/1.5.1/Transcriber-1.5.2-ElCapitan.dmg/download Accessed 10
Janury 2018
www.fon.hum.uva.nl/praat/ Accessed 23 August 2017.
www.elar-archive.org/about/ Accessed 23 August 2017.
https://elar.soas.ac.uk/Collection/MPI171874 Accessed 23 August 2017.
https://tla.mpi.nl/home/history/ Accessed 23 August 2017.
www.paradisec.org.au Accessed 23 August 2017.
www.uaf.edu/anla/about/ Accessed 23 August 2017.
www.ailla.utexas.org Accessed 23 August 2017.
https://aiatsis.gov.au/collections/using-collection/search-collection
Accessed
23
August 2017.
The collection can be found at https://elar.soas.ac.uk/Collection/MPI636676 Accessed
17 August 2017.
www.dalylanguages.org Accessed 25 August 2017.
www.sil.org/language-culture-documentation Accessed 17 August 2017.
www.rnld.org/node/149 Accessed 17 August 2017.
www.firstvoices.com/en/home Accessed 17 August 2017.
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