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Proposed Outline for Series 1 

Part 1.1: Understanding endangered languages 

• Sub-Part 1.1.1: Definition and scope of endangered languages 

• Sub-Part 1.1.2: Causes of language endangerment 

• Sub-Part 1.1.3: Global and African perspectives 

Part 1.2: Minority languages and their challenges 

• Sub-Part 1.2.1: Characteristics of minority languages 

• Sub-Part 1.2.2: Sociolinguistic and cultural factors 

• Sub-Part 1.2.3: Case studies of minority languages 

Part 1.3: Less described languages 

• Sub-Part 1.3.1: What makes a language less described 

• Sub-Part 1.3.2: Importance of documentation for less described languages 

• Sub-Part 1.3.3: Examples and implications for linguistics 

Part 1.4: Significance of studying these languages 

• Sub-Part 1.4.1: Contributions to linguistic diversity 

• Sub-Part 1.4.2: Role in cultural identity and heritage 

• Sub-Part 1.4.3: Relevance to language policy and planning 
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Introduction 

Languages are more than tools of communication, they are carriers of culture, identity, and 

history. Yet, many of the world’s languages are endangered, spoken by small communities, or 

remain less described in academic research. The loss of such languages means the disappearance 

of unique worldviews and traditions. This Series sets the stage for understanding why 

endangered, minority, and less described languages matter, and why their documentation and 

preservation are central to the study of language in modern times. 

The aim of this Series is to introduce you to the concepts and challenges surrounding 

endangered, minority, and less described languages, and to equip you with the foundational 

knowledge needed to appreciate their significance in linguistic documentation and 

modernisation. 

We shall commence this Series by exploring what endangered languages are, their definitions, 

causes, and global as well as African perspectives. Next, we will move on to minority languages, 

examining their characteristics, sociolinguistic challenges, and selected case studies. Following 

that, we will consider less described languages, focusing on what makes them less studied and 

why documentation is important. Finally, we will wrap up by discussing the overall significance 

of studying these languages, including their contributions to linguistic diversity, cultural identity, 

and language policy. 

 

Series Learning Outcomes 

Upon completing this Series, you should be able to: 

• SLO 1.1 define endangered languages and explain the causes of language endangerment, 

• SLO 1.2 describe the characteristics of minority languages and analyse the 

sociolinguistic and cultural challenges they face, 

• SLO 1.3 explain what makes a language less described and evaluate the importance of 

documenting such languages, and 

• SLO 1.4 assess the significance of studying endangered, minority, and less described 

languages in relation to linguistic diversity, cultural identity, and language policy. 

 

1.1 Understanding Endangered Languages 
1.1.1 Definition and scope of endangered languages 

An endangered language is a language at risk of falling out of use, usually because its speakers 

shift to another language. When a language becomes endangered, it means that fewer people are 

passing it on to younger generations, and eventually it may disappear altogether. The scope of 

endangered languages is global, with thousands of languages currently classified as vulnerable, 

endangered, or critically endangered. 

Fill in the blank: An endangered language is one at risk of falling out of ______. 
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Figure 1.1: Levels of language endangerment  

1.1.2 Causes of language endangerment 

There are several causes of language endangerment. One major factor is globalisation, where 

dominant languages such as English, French, or Arabic replace local languages in education, 

media, and commerce. Another cause is urbanisation, which often leads to language shift as 

communities move to cities and adopt majority languages. Political and economic pressures also 

play a role, as minority languages may be discouraged or marginalised. In some cases, conflict 

and displacement accelerate language loss. 

Fill in the blank: One major factor that contributes to language endangerment is ______. 

Factor Impact on Language Survival 

Globalisation & 

Dominant Languages 

The rise of "lingua francas" (like English, Spanish, or Mandarin) 

in business, internet, and pop culture often makes minority 

languages seem "less useful" for upward mobility. 

Urbanisation & 

Migration 

Moving from rural ancestral lands to cities often forces speakers 

to adopt the majority language for work and social integration, 

leading to the abandonment of their native tongue. 

Political & Economic 

Marginalisation 

State policies that mandate a single national language in schools 

and government can stigmatize or even criminalize the use of 

indigenous or minority languages. 

Conflict & 

Displacement 

War and natural disasters can shatter community structures. 

When people are forced into refugee camps or new countries, 

the physical loss of speakers and the need to assimilate quickly 

accelerates language loss. 
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Factor Impact on Language Survival 

Lack of 

Intergenerational 

Transmission 

Perhaps the most critical factor; when parents stop speaking the 

language to their children—whether due to social pressure or 

perceived benefit—the language becomes "moribund" and 

eventually extinct. 

Box 1.1: Common causes of language endangerment 

1.1.3 Global and African perspectives 

Globally, linguists estimate that nearly half of the world’s languages could disappear within this 

century. In Africa, the situation is particularly complex due to the continent’s linguistic diversity. 

Africa is home to thousands of languages, many spoken by small communities. While some 

languages like Swahili and Hausa thrive as regional lingua francas, others are endangered 

because they are confined to small groups without institutional support. Documenting these 

languages is crucial for preserving cultural identity and linguistic diversity. 

Fill in the blank: Africa is home to thousands of languages, many spoken by ______ 

communities. 

Language 
Country / 

Region 

UNESCO 

Status 
Key Context 

Ongota 

(Birale) 

Ethiopia 

(Southwest) 

Critically 

Endangered 

With fewer than 10 elderly speakers 

remaining, the community has largely 

shifted to the neighboring Ts’amakko 

language. 

Dahalo 
Kenya (Tana 

River) 
Endangered 

A unique language that retained "click" 

sounds from an earlier Khoisan 

influence; it is being replaced by 

Swahili. 

Shabo 

(Mikeyir) 

Ethiopia 

(Southwest) 

Severely 

Endangered 

An unclassified language (language 

isolate) spoken by traditional hunter-

gatherers now assimilating into larger 

ethnic groups. 

Kwadi 
Angola 

(Namibe) 
Extinct 

Formerly spoken by nomadic herders, 

the language has no known living 

speakers, though archival research 

continues. 

Table 1.1: Examples of endangered languages in Africa 
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Pilot questions 1.1 

1. What is an endangered language? 

2. Name one level of language endangerment according to UNESCO. 

3. Identify one major cause of language endangerment. 

4. Which factor often leads to language shift in cities? 

5. Give one example of an endangered language in Africa. 

 

1.2 Minority Languages and Their Challenges 
1.2.1 Characteristics of minority languages 

A minority language is a language spoken by a smaller group within a larger population, often 

without official recognition or institutional support. These languages may be rich in cultural 

heritage but are vulnerable because they are overshadowed by dominant languages in education, 

governance, and media. Minority languages are usually confined to specific communities or 

regions, and their speakers may face pressure to adopt majority languages for social and 

economic mobility. 

Fill in the blank: A minority language is spoken by a smaller group within a larger ______. 

 

Figure 1.2: Majority and minority languages in society  

1.2.2 Sociolinguistic and cultural factors 

Minority languages face challenges rooted in sociolinguistic factors, such as prestige, status, 

and attitudes towards language use. When a language is perceived as less prestigious, speakers 

may abandon it in favour of a dominant language. Cultural factors also play a role, as minority 

languages are often tied to traditions, rituals, and identity. Losing a minority language can mean 

losing cultural practices and collective memory. 

Fill in the blank: When a language is perceived as less ______, speakers may abandon it in 

favour of a dominant language. 
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Challenge Description & Sociolinguistic Impact 

Low Prestige & 

Status 

Minority languages are often perceived as "backward" or 

"unscientific." This lack of social capital discourages young 

speakers from using the language in public or professional 

settings. 

Pressure from 

Dominant Languages 

The "Pull" of a majority language (e.g., English, French, or 

Swahili) for economic survival. This creates a state of Diglossia, 

where the minority language is relegated only to "low" functions 

like casual gossip. 

Loss of Cultural 

Practices 

Language and culture are symbiotic. When traditional 

ceremonies, land-management techniques, or oral histories are 

lost, the specialized vocabulary associated with them becomes 

obsolete. 

Weak Institutional 

Support 

A lack of presence in education, media, and law. Without 

textbooks or news broadcasts in the mother tongue, the language 

loses its ability to adapt to modern life. 

Intergenerational 

Language Shift 

The final stage of endangerment. Parents, often motivated by a 

desire for their children to succeed, speak to them only in the 

dominant language, breaking the chain of transmission. 

Box 1.2: Sociolinguistic and cultural challenges of minority languages 

1.2.3 Case studies of minority languages 

Examining case studies helps us understand the real-world challenges faced by minority 

languages. For example, Welsh in the United Kingdom was once declining but has seen 

revitalisation through education and policy support. In contrast, many African minority 

languages, such as Shabo in Ethiopia, remain endangered due to lack of institutional backing. 

These examples show that while revitalisation is possible, it requires deliberate effort and 

community involvement. 

Fill in the blank: The revitalisation of Welsh was supported through education and ______. 

Language 
Region / 

Country 

Current 

Status 
Key Factors in Status 

Welsh 

(Cymraeg) 

United 

Kingdom 

(Wales) 

Revitalized 

Strong legislative backing (Welsh 

Language Act) and mandatory 

bilingual education in schools. 

Basque 

(Euskara) 

Spain / France 

(Basque 

Country) 

Revitalized 
High levels of community prestige 

and "immersion" schooling 
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Language 
Region / 

Country 

Current 

Status 
Key Factors in Status 

(Ikastolak) have reversed the shift 

toward Spanish. 

Shabo 

(Mikeyir) 

Ethiopia 

(Southwest) 
Endangered 

High levels of bilingualism with 

neighboring groups and a lack of 

written educational materials 

threaten its future. 

Ainu 
Japan 

(Hokkaido) 

Critically 

Endangered 

After decades of suppression, it is 

seeing a cultural resurgence, though 

fluent native speakers are now 

extremely few. 

Table 1.2: Case studies of minority languages 

Pilot questions 1.2 

1. What is a minority language? 

2. Name one sociolinguistic factor that affects minority languages. 

3. What happens when a language is perceived as less prestigious? 

4. Give one example of a revitalised minority language. 

5. Mention one African minority language that remains endangered. 

 

1.3 Less Described Languages 
1.3.1 What makes a language less described 

A less described language is one that has limited or incomplete documentation in terms of 

grammar, vocabulary, and usage. Unlike widely studied languages, these languages may lack 

written records, dictionaries, or detailed linguistic analyses. They are often spoken by small 

communities and may not have standardised orthographies. This makes them difficult to study, 

but also highlights the importance of linguistic research in capturing their structures and 

functions. 

Fill in the blank: A less described language often lacks written records or detailed ______ 

analyses. 

Feature Well-Documented Language 
Less Described / 

Undocumented Language 

Examples 
English, Spanish, Standard 

Mandarin, French 

Shabo (Ethiopia), Dahalo 

(Kenya), Sentinelese (India), 

Kayardild (Australia) 
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Feature Well-Documented Language 
Less Described / 

Undocumented Language 

Orthography 

(Writing 

System) 

Standardized. Established, often 

unique script with extensive 

historical texts. 

Often Non-Existent. The 

language is primarily or 

exclusively oral; no standard 

spelling exists. 

Dictionaries 

Exhaustive. Multiple definitions, 

etymologies, usage examples 

(e.g., Oxford English Dictionary). 

Limited Wordlists. At best, a 

basic wordlist (200–500 words) 

compiled by an outsider. 

Grammar 

Reference Books 

Comprehensive. Deep analysis 

of syntax, morphology, and 

phonology; theories debate every 

rule. 

Fragmentary. Basic 

grammatical notes or a partial 

sketch grammar, often with many 

unknown rules. 

Text Corpora / 

Recording 

Massive. Trillions of words 

online, in print, in audio, 

covering all genres. 

Minimal. Perhaps a few hours of 

recorded folktales or personal 

narratives, lacking transcription. 

Educational 

Materials 

Plentiful. Textbooks, graded 

readers, apps (e.g., Duolingo), 

and immersive schooling 

available. 

Absent. Children do not learn to 

read or write in their home 

language due to lack of materials. 

Native Speakers 

as Authors? 

Yes (Generations). Massive 

library of native literature and 

academic work. 

Rarely. Knowledge is usually 

compiled by external academic 

linguists, not native speakers. 

Figure 1.3: Documentation levels of languages  

1.3.2 Importance of documentation for less described languages 

Documenting less described languages is vital for preserving linguistic diversity and cultural 

heritage. Without documentation, these languages risk being lost without trace, leaving gaps in 

our understanding of human communication. Documentation involves recording spoken texts, 

analysing grammar, and compiling lexicons. It also supports revitalisation efforts, as 

communities can use documented materials to teach younger generations. 

Fill in the blank: Documentation of less described languages helps preserve linguistic diversity 

and ______ heritage. 

Objective Significance for Society and Science 

Preserves Linguistic 

Diversity 

Every language represents a unique way of encoding human 

experience. Documentation ensures that the "evolutionary tree" of 

human communication remains intact. 
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Objective Significance for Society and Science 

Safeguards Cultural 

Heritage 

Languages contain oral histories, indigenous ecological 

knowledge (medicine, flora, fauna), and cosmologies that are 

often not translated into dominant languages. 

Provides Resources 

for Revitalisation 

Documentation creates the "DNA" needed to bring a language 

back. Without dictionaries or recorded grammar, future 

generations have no blueprint for revival. 

Contributes to 

Linguistic Theory 

"Outlier" languages often challenge our understanding of how the 

human brain processes speech. They provide the data needed to 

test universal theories of grammar. 

Supports Teaching & 

Policy 

Scientific documentation allows for the creation of standardized 

orthographies (writing systems) and curricula, enabling the 

language to be taught in schools. 

Box 1.3: Importance of documenting less described languages 

1.3.3 Examples and implications for linguistics 

Examples of less described languages include small community languages in Africa, Asia, and 

South America. For instance, Hadza in Tanzania and Pirahã in Brazil are spoken by small 

groups and remain under-documented. Studying these languages provides insights into unique 

grammatical structures and cultural practices. For linguistics, the implications are significant, as 

less described languages can challenge existing theories and expand our understanding of how 

human languages function. 

Fill in the blank: Studying less described languages can challenge existing ______ of grammar 

and communication. 

Language 
Region / 

Country 

Current 

Status 
Linguistic Significance 

Hadza Tanzania Vulnerable 

A language isolate (unrelated to any 

others). It is famous for its "click" 

consonants, similar to Khoisan languages 

but structurally distinct. 

Pirahã 
Brazil 

(Amazon) 
Vulnerable 

Highly controversial in linguistics; it is 

claimed to lack "recursion" (sentences 

within sentences) and has no fixed words 

for numbers or colors. 

Shabo 

(Mikeyir) 
Ethiopia Endangered 

A "forager" language with very little 

published grammar. It is currently being 
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Language 
Region / 

Country 

Current 

Status 
Linguistic Significance 

displaced by more dominant Nilotic and 

Omotic languages. 

Kwadi Angola Extinct 

A "ghost" language. Because it became 

extinct before modern recording technology 

was widespread, much of its unique 

structure is lost forever. 

Table 1.3: Examples of less described languages 

Pilot questions 1.3 

1. What is a less described language? 

2. Name one feature that less described languages often lack. 

3. Why is documentation important for less described languages? 

4. Give one example of a less described language. 

5. What implication does studying less described languages have for linguistics? 

 

1.4 Significance of Studying These Languages 
1.4.1 Contributions to linguistic diversity 

Studying endangered, minority, and less described languages highlights the richness of linguistic 

diversity, which refers to the variety and differences among human languages. Each language 

contributes unique structures, sounds, and ways of expressing meaning. By documenting and 

analysing these languages, linguists gain insights into the full range of human communication. 

Losing them would mean losing valuable evidence of how languages evolve and function. 

Fill in the blank: Linguistic diversity refers to the variety and differences among human ______. 
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Figure 1.4: Linguistic diversity across the world  

1.4.2 Role in cultural identity and heritage 

Languages are deeply tied to cultural identity, which is the sense of belonging to a group based 

on shared traditions, values, and language. When a language is lost, communities risk losing 

songs, stories, rituals, and oral histories that define their heritage. Preserving these languages 

ensures that future generations can connect with their cultural roots. This makes language 

documentation not only a linguistic task but also a cultural responsibility. 

Fill in the blank: Preserving languages ensures that future generations can connect with their 

cultural ______. 

 

Plate 1.1: Language as cultural heritage 

 

1.4.3 Relevance to language policy and planning 

Studying these languages also informs language policy, which refers to the official decisions 

and strategies that govern language use in education, administration, and society. Policymakers 

rely on documentation to decide which languages to support, revitalise, or integrate into national 
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frameworks. For example, recognising minority languages in schools can promote inclusivity 

and prevent language loss. Thus, linguistic research directly influences planning for sustainable 

language use. 

Fill in the blank: Language policy refers to official decisions and strategies that govern language 

use in ______. 

Relevance Core Impact & Application 

Promotes 

Linguistic 

Diversity 

Studying these languages provides the empirical data needed to fight 

"linguistic homogenization" and validates the world's diverse 

cognitive systems. 

Safeguards 

Identity & 

Heritage 

For many communities, language is the primary vessel for their 

history. Academic recognition helps validate and preserve this 

identity against social erasure. 

Informs Policy & 

Planning 

Research provides governments with the data needed to create 

effective mother-tongue-based multilingual education (MTB-

MLE) and official language legislation. 

Encourages 

Inclusivity 

Documenting minority languages allows for "linguistic human 

rights," ensuring speakers have access to healthcare, legal aid, and 

government in a language they understand. 

Supports 

Revitalisation 

Scientific study provides the structural "skeleton" (grammars and 

dictionaries) that communities use to modernize their vocabulary for 

the digital age. 

Box 1.4: Relevance of studying endangered, minority, and less described languages 

Pilot questions 1.4 

1. What does linguistic diversity refer to? 

2. Why are languages important for cultural identity? 

3. What risk do communities face when a language is lost? 

4. Define language policy. 

5. How can studying endangered and minority languages influence education? 

 

Series Summary 

This Series has introduced you to endangered, minority, and less described languages, 

emphasising their importance in language documentation and modernisation. We began by 

defining endangered languages, exploring their causes, and considering both global and African 

perspectives. We then examined minority languages, looking at their characteristics, 

sociolinguistic challenges, and case studies of revitalisation. Following that, we studied less 

described languages, highlighting the need for documentation and their implications for 
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linguistic theory. Finally, we discussed the overall significance of studying these languages, 

focusing on their contributions to linguistic diversity, cultural identity, and language policy. 

By engaging with these topics, you should now be able to define endangered languages and 

explain the causes of language endangerment (SLO 1.1), describe the characteristics of minority 

languages and analyse their challenges (SLO 1.2), explain what makes a language less described 

and evaluate the importance of documenting them (SLO 1.3), and assess the significance of 

studying these languages in relation to diversity, identity, and policy (SLO 1.4). These outcomes 

provide a strong foundation for appreciating the role of language documentation in preserving 

cultural heritage and informing modernisation efforts. 

 

Glossary of Terms 

• Cultural identity: The sense of belonging to a group based on shared traditions, values, 

and language. 

• Endangered language: A language at risk of falling out of use because it is no longer 

being passed on to younger generations. 

• Language policy: Official decisions and strategies that govern language use in education, 

administration, and society. 

• Less described language: A language with limited or incomplete documentation, often 

lacking grammar books, dictionaries, or written records. 

• Linguistic diversity: The variety and differences among human languages, reflecting 

unique structures, sounds, and ways of expressing meaning. 

• Minority language: A language spoken by a smaller group within a larger population, 

often without official recognition or institutional support. 

• Sociolinguistic factors: Social and cultural influences on language use, such as prestige, 

status, and attitudes towards a language. 

 

Concept Check Questions 1 

Objective Questions 

1. An endangered language is one at risk of falling out of ______. (Linked to SLO 1.1) 

2. Which factor often leads to language shift in cities? (Linked to SLO 1.1) 

3. A minority language is spoken by a smaller group within a larger ______. (Linked to 

SLO 1.2) 

4. When a language is perceived as less ______, speakers may abandon it in favour of a 

dominant language. (Linked to SLO 1.2) 

5. A less described language often lacks written records or detailed ______ analyses. 

(Linked to SLO 1.3) 
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Short-Answer Questions 

6. Define an endangered language and give one cause of language endangerment. (Linked 

to SLO 1.1) 

7. Describe one sociolinguistic challenge faced by minority languages. (Linked to SLO 1.2) 

8. Explain why documentation is important for less described languages. (Linked to SLO 

1.3) 

9. State one contribution of studying these languages to cultural identity. (Linked to SLO 

1.4) 

10. What is language policy, and why is it relevant to endangered and minority languages? 

(Linked to SLO 1.4) 

Long-Answer Questions 

11. Analyse the global and African perspectives on endangered languages, highlighting 

similarities and differences. (Linked to SLO 1.1) 

12. Evaluate the challenges faced by minority languages, using case studies such as Welsh 

and Shabo. (Linked to SLO 1.2) 

13. Discuss the implications of studying less described languages for linguistic theory. 

(Linked to SLO 1.3) 

14. Assess the overall significance of studying endangered, minority, and less described 

languages in relation to diversity, identity, and policy. (Linked to SLO 1.4) 

Answers to Concept Check Questions [Series 1] 

Objective Questions 

1. Use 

2. Urbanisation 

3. Population 

4. Prestigious 

5. Linguistic 

Short-Answer Questions 

6. An endangered language is one at risk of falling out of use. One cause is globalisation. 

7. Minority languages often suffer from low prestige, leading speakers to abandon them. 

8. Documentation preserves linguistic diversity, cultural heritage, and provides resources 

for revitalisation. 

9. Studying these languages helps safeguard traditions, stories, and rituals tied to cultural 

identity. 

10. Language policy refers to official decisions about language use. It is relevant because it 

determines support for minority and endangered languages. 
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Long-Answer Questions 

11. Basic response: Globally, many languages are endangered due to dominance of world 

languages. In Africa, linguistic diversity is vast, but many small community languages face 

similar risks. Value-added response: Globally, UNESCO estimates half of the world’s 

languages may disappear this century. In Africa, while regional lingua francas like Swahili 

thrive, smaller languages such as Ongota and Dahalo are critically endangered. This shows both 

shared global pressures and Africa’s unique linguistic richness. 

12. Basic response: Minority languages face sociolinguistic challenges such as low prestige. 

Welsh was revitalised through education, while Shabo remains endangered due to lack of 

support. Value-added response: Welsh demonstrates how policy and education can reverse 

decline, while Shabo highlights the vulnerability of African minority languages without 

institutional backing. These cases show that revitalisation requires deliberate effort and 

community involvement. 

13. Basic response: Studying less described languages provides insights into unique 

structures and cultural practices. Value-added response: Languages like Hadza and Pirahã 

challenge existing theories of grammar and communication. Their study expands our 

understanding of human language beyond well-documented systems, enriching linguistic theory. 

14. Basic response: Studying these languages promotes diversity, preserves identity, and 

informs policy. Value-added response: Beyond preservation, these studies influence education, 

governance, and inclusivity. They ensure that linguistic diversity is valued, cultural heritage is 

safeguarded, and policies are designed to support sustainable language use. 

Answers to Pilot Questions [Series 1] 

Part 1.1: Understanding endangered languages 

1. An endangered language is one at risk of falling out of use. 

2. Vulnerable, endangered, severely endangered, critically endangered, or extinct. 

3. Globalisation. 

4. Urbanisation. 

5. Ongota (Ethiopia). 

Part 1.2: Minority languages and their challenges 

1. A minority language is spoken by a smaller group within a larger population. 

2. Low prestige. 

3. Speakers may abandon it in favour of a dominant language. 

4. Welsh. 

5. Shabo (Ethiopia). 

Part 1.3: Less described languages 

1. A less described language is one with limited or incomplete documentation. 

2. Grammar books or detailed linguistic analyses. 
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3. It preserves linguistic diversity and cultural heritage. 

4. Hadza (Tanzania). 

5. They can challenge existing theories of grammar and communication. 

Part 1.4: Significance of studying these languages 

1. The variety and differences among human languages. 

2. Because they are tied to traditions, values, and identity. 

3. Communities risk losing cultural practices and oral histories. 

4. Official decisions and strategies that govern language use in education, administration, 

and society. 

5. By promoting inclusivity and preventing language loss. 
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• Figure 1.2: Majority and minority languages in society AI-generated suggestion. 

Prompt: “Create a diagram showing majority and minority languages in a multilingual 

society, with arrows indicating dominance and vulnerability.” Suggested OER search 

string: “minority languages multilingual society diagram OER”. 

• Box 1.2: Sociolinguistic and cultural challenges of minority languages AI-generated 

suggestion. Prompt: “Create a text box listing sociolinguistic and cultural challenges of 

minority languages, including prestige, pressure, cultural loss, weak support, and 

language shift.” Suggested OER search string: “minority languages sociolinguistic 

challenges OER linguistics”. 

• Table 1.2: Case studies of minority languages AI-generated suggestion. Prompt: 

“Create a table showing case studies of minority languages including Welsh, Basque, 

Shabo, and Ainu with their status and notes.” Suggested OER search string: “minority 

languages case studies Welsh Basque Shabo Ainu OER”. 

• Figure 1.3: Documentation levels of languages AI-generated suggestion. Prompt: 

“Create a diagram comparing well-documented languages with less described languages, 

showing features like dictionaries, grammar books, and orthographies.” Suggested OER 

search string: “less described languages documentation comparison OER linguistics”. 

• Box 1.3: Importance of documenting less described languages AI-generated 

suggestion. Prompt: “Create a text box listing the importance of documenting less 

described languages, including diversity, heritage, revitalisation, theory, and teaching.” 

Suggested OER search string: “importance of documenting less described languages 

OER”. 

• Table 1.3: Examples of less described languages AI-generated suggestion. Prompt: 

“Create a table showing examples of less described languages including Hadza, Pirahã, 

Shabo, and Kwadi with notes on their status.” Suggested OER search string: “examples 

of less described languages Hadza Pirahã Shabo Kwadi OER”. 

• Figure 1.4: Linguistic diversity across the world AI-generated suggestion. Prompt: 

“Create a diagram showing linguistic diversity across continents, highlighting endangered 

and minority languages with examples.” Suggested OER search string: “linguistic 

diversity diagram OER linguistics”. 

• Plate 1.1: Language as cultural heritage AI-generated suggestion. Prompt: “Generate 

an image of a community storytelling session in an indigenous language, showing 

cultural transmission.” Suggested OER search string: “indigenous language storytelling 

cultural heritage OER image”. 

• Box 1.4: Relevance of studying endangered, minority, and less described languages 

AI-generated suggestion. Prompt: “Create a text box listing the relevance of studying 

endangered, minority, and less described languages, including diversity, heritage, policy, 

inclusivity, and revitalisation.” Suggested OER search string: “language policy relevance 

endangered minority languages OER”. 
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“endangered African languages examples OER”. 

• Figure 1.2: Majority and minority languages in society AI-generated suggestion. 

Prompt: “Create a diagram showing majority and minority languages in a multilingual 

society, with arrows indicating dominance and vulnerability.” Suggested OER search 

string: “minority languages multilingual society diagram OER”. 

• Box 1.2: Sociolinguistic and cultural challenges of minority languages AI-generated 

suggestion. Prompt: “Create a text box listing sociolinguistic and cultural challenges of 

minority languages, including prestige, pressure, cultural loss, weak support, and 

language shift.” Suggested OER search string: “minority languages sociolinguistic 

challenges OER linguistics”. 

• Table 1.2: Case studies of minority languages AI-generated suggestion. Prompt: 

“Create a table showing case studies of minority languages including Welsh, Basque, 

Shabo, and Ainu with their status and notes.” Suggested OER search string: “minority 

languages case studies Welsh Basque Shabo Ainu OER”. 



 

 LA-NET | ONLINE LEARNING VIDEO PLATFORM FOR POST-SECONDARY & HIGHER INSTITUTION STUDENTS 

• Figure 1.3: Documentation levels of languages AI-generated suggestion. Prompt: 

“Create a diagram comparing well-documented languages with less described languages, 

showing features like dictionaries, grammar books, and orthographies.” Suggested OER 

search string: “less described languages documentation comparison OER linguistics”. 

• Box 1.3: Importance of documenting less described languages AI-generated 

suggestion. Prompt: “Create a text box listing the importance of documenting less 

described languages, including diversity, heritage, revitalisation, theory, and teaching.” 

Suggested OER search string: “importance of documenting less described languages 

OER”. 

• Table 1.3: Examples of less described languages AI-generated suggestion. Prompt: 

“Create a table showing examples of less described languages including Hadza, Pirahã, 

Shabo, and Kwadi with notes on their status.” Suggested OER search string: “examples 

of less described languages Hadza Pirahã Shabo Kwadi OER”. 

• Figure 1.4: Linguistic diversity across the world AI-generated suggestion. Prompt: 

“Create a diagram showing linguistic diversity across continents, highlighting endangered 

and minority languages with examples.” Suggested OER search string: “linguistic 

diversity diagram OER linguistics”. 

• Plate 1.1: Language as cultural heritage AI-generated suggestion. Prompt: “Generate 

an image of a community storytelling session in an indigenous language, showing 

cultural transmission.” Suggested OER search string: “indigenous language storytelling 

cultural heritage OER image”. 

• Box 1.4: Relevance of studying endangered, minority, and less described languages 

AI-generated suggestion. Prompt: “Create a text box listing the relevance of studying 

endangered, minority, and less described languages, including diversity, heritage, policy, 

inclusivity, and revitalisation.” Suggested OER search string: “language policy relevance 

endangered minority languages OER”. 
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• Sub-Part 2.1.1: Definition and scope of language documentation 

• Sub-Part 2.1.2: Key theoretical approaches 

• Sub-Part 2.1.3: Relationship with linguistics and anthropology 

Part 2.2: Ideological perspectives in language documentation 

• Sub-Part 2.2.1: Language ideology and power relations 

• Sub-Part 2.2.2: Community perspectives and ownership 

• Sub-Part 2.2.3: Balancing academic and community interests 

Part 2.3: Practical dimensions of language documentation 

• Sub-Part 2.3.1: Tools and methods for documentation 

• Sub-Part 2.3.2: Fieldwork practices and challenges 

• Sub-Part 2.3.3: Creating usable resources for communities 

Part 2.4: Ethical considerations in language documentation 

• Sub-Part 2.4.1: Informed consent and participant rights 

• Sub-Part 2.4.2: Data ownership and accessibility 

• Sub-Part 2.4.3: Ethical dilemmas in revitalisation and modernisation 
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Introduction 

Language documentation is not only about recording words and grammar, it also involves 

understanding the deeper dimensions that shape how and why languages are studied. These 

dimensions include theoretical frameworks, ideological influences, practical methods, and ethical 

responsibilities. By exploring these aspects, you will gain a clearer picture of the challenges and 

opportunities in documenting languages, especially those that are endangered or less described. 

This Series builds directly on the foundation laid in Series 1, where we examined the importance 

of endangered, minority, and less described languages. 

The aim of this Series is to equip you with knowledge of the theoretical, ideological, practical, 

and ethical dimensions of language documentation, enabling you to critically analyse and apply 

these perspectives in real-world contexts. 

We shall commence this Series by examining the theoretical foundations of language 

documentation, including its scope and relationship with linguistics and anthropology. Next, we 

will move on to ideological perspectives, considering issues of language ideology, power 

relations, and community ownership. Following that, we will explore the practical dimensions, 

focusing on tools, methods, and fieldwork practices. Finally, we will wrap up by addressing 

ethical considerations, such as informed consent, data ownership, and dilemmas in revitalisation 

and modernisation. 

Series Learning Outcomes 

Upon completing this Series, you should be able to: 

• SLO 2.1 define language documentation and explain its theoretical foundations, 

• SLO 2.2 analyse ideological perspectives in language documentation, including issues of 

power relations and community ownership, 

• SLO 2.3 demonstrate practical methods and tools used in language documentation and 

evaluate their effectiveness in fieldwork, and 

• SLO 2.4 assess ethical considerations in language documentation, focusing on informed 

consent, data ownership, and accessibility. 

 

2.1 Theoretical Foundations of Language Documentation 
2.1.1 Definition and scope of language documentation 

Language documentation refers to the systematic recording and analysis of a language’s 

structures, vocabulary, and usage, often with the aim of preserving it for future generations. It 

goes beyond compiling word lists, as it involves capturing spoken texts, cultural practices, and 

communicative contexts. The scope of language documentation includes endangered languages, 

minority languages, and less described languages, making it a central concern in modern 

linguistics. 



 

 LA-NET | ONLINE LEARNING VIDEO PLATFORM FOR POST-SECONDARY & HIGHER INSTITUTION STUDENTS 

Fill in the blank: Language documentation involves the systematic recording and analysis of a 

language’s ______, vocabulary, and usage. 

 

Figure 2.1: Scope of language documentation  

2.1.2 Key theoretical approaches 

Several theoretical approaches guide language documentation. One is the descriptive approach, 

which focuses on recording the grammar and lexicon of a language. Another is the functional 

approach, which examines how language is used in social contexts. A third is the ecological 

approach, which considers the language within its cultural and environmental setting. These 

approaches complement one another, ensuring that documentation captures both linguistic 

structures and the lived realities of speakers. 

Fill in the blank: The descriptive approach to language documentation focuses on recording the 

grammar and ______ of a language. 

Approach Primary Focus Key Methodology 

Descriptive 

Approach 

Structural Blueprint: Mapping the 

formal properties of the language 

(sounds, word parts, and sentence 

rules). 

Creation of a comprehensive 

Reference Grammar and 

Lexicon (dictionary) to define the 

language's "internal logic." 

Functional 

Approach 

Social Meaning: Understanding 

how language is used as a tool for 

communication and social 

interaction. 

Analysis of speech acts and 

discourse in natural settings (e.g., 

how people argue, greet, or 

persuade) to see how form follows 

function. 

Ecological 

Approach 

Interconnectedness: Viewing the 

language as part of a larger 

Documentation of Traditional 

Ecological Knowledge (TEK) 

and the relationship between 
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Approach Primary Focus Key Methodology 

"ecosystem" involving speakers, 

their culture, and the environment. 

language vitality and the 

physical/social environment. 

Box 2.1: Key theoretical approaches in language documentation 

2.1.3 Relationship with linguistics and anthropology 

Language documentation is closely linked to linguistics, the scientific study of language, and 

anthropology, the study of human societies and cultures. Linguistics provides the tools for 

analysing phonology, morphology, syntax, and semantics, while anthropology situates language 

within cultural practices and social structures. Together, these disciplines ensure that 

documentation is both scientifically rigorous and culturally sensitive. 

Fill in the blank: Linguistics provides the tools for analysing phonology, morphology, syntax, 

and ______. 

Discipline 
Primary Contribution to 

Documentation 
Focus Area 

Linguistics 

Provides the technical tools to 

analyze the structural "DNA" 

of the language. 

Phonology (sounds), 

Morphology (word structure), 

Syntax (sentence patterns), and 

Semantics (meaning). 

Anthropology 

Situates the language within 

cultural and social systems, 

ensuring it isn't studied in a 

vacuum. 

Kinship systems, oral 

traditions, rituals, social 

hierarchies, and the relationship 

between language and identity. 

Documentation 

(Documentary 

Linguistics) 

A distinct field that synthesizes 

linguistic data with cultural 

context for long-term 

preservation. 

Audio-visual recording, 

metadata creation, archiving, 

and the creation of resources 

for the speaker community. 

Table 2.1: Relationship between language documentation, linguistics, and anthropology 

Pilot questions 2.1 

1. What is language documentation? 

2. Name one element included in the scope of language documentation. 

3. Which theoretical approach focuses on grammar and lexicon? 

4. What does the functional approach emphasise? 

5. How does anthropology contribute to language documentation? 
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2.2 Ideological Perspectives in Language Documentation 
2.2.1 Language ideology and power relations 

Language ideology refers to the beliefs and attitudes people hold about languages, including 

ideas about which languages are valuable, prestigious, or worth preserving. These ideologies 

often shape power relations, as dominant groups may impose their language on minority 

communities. In language documentation, recognising these ideologies is crucial because they 

influence which languages are prioritised and how communities perceive the process. 

Fill in the blank: Language ideology refers to the beliefs and ______ people hold about 

languages. 

 

Figure 2.2: Language ideology and power relations  

2.2.2 Community perspectives and ownership 

Documentation is not only an academic exercise, it also involves the communities whose 

languages are being studied. Community ownership means that speakers have a say in how 

their language is documented, stored, and used. Without community involvement, documentation 

risks being seen as extractive or irrelevant. Respecting community perspectives ensures that 

documentation benefits the people whose language is at stake, rather than serving only external 

researchers. 

Fill in the blank: Community ownership means that speakers have a say in how their language is 

______, stored, and used. 

Principle Practical Application 

Involvement in 

Decision-Making 

Community members are not just "subjects" but partners who help 

decide which stories are recorded, who has access to them, and how 

the project is managed. 
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Principle Practical Application 

Respect for 

Traditions 

Research must respect local protocols, such as "taboo" words, sacred 

knowledge that cannot be shared with outsiders, and gender-specific 

speech practices. 

Shared Access to 

Materials 

All recordings, dictionaries, and transcriptions must be returned to 

the community in accessible formats (e.g., physical books, offline 

digital drives, or local archives). 

Direct Community 

Benefits 

The project should provide tangible value, such as training local 

youth in recording technology, creating school curriculum materials, 

or supporting legal recognition of the language. 

Box 2.2: Principles of community ownership in language documentation 

2.2.3 Balancing academic and community interests 

A major challenge in language documentation is balancing academic interests, such as 

producing grammars and dictionaries, with community interests, such as revitalisation and 

cultural preservation. Researchers may focus on theoretical contributions, while communities 

may prioritise practical outcomes like teaching materials. Successful documentation requires 

negotiation and collaboration, ensuring that both sides benefit. 

Fill in the blank: Successful documentation requires negotiation and ______ between researchers 

and communities. 

Focus 

Area 
Academic Interests (Linguists) Community Interests (Speakers) 

Primary 

Output 

Structural Analysis: Producing 

comprehensive reference grammars, 

phonological rules, and technical 

dictionaries. 

Practical Resources: Creating school 

textbooks, children's storybooks, and 

easy-to-use apps for daily learning. 

Research 

Goal 

Scientific Theory: Testing 

hypotheses about universal 

grammar, language evolution, and 

cognitive processing. 

Revitalization: Strengthening the 

intergenerational link so children can 

speak to their elders and keep the 

language alive. 

Scope of 

Study 

Comparative Work: Analyzing 

how the language relates to others 

in the same family or region to map 

human history. 

Identity & Heritage: Preserving the 

specific oral histories, songs, and 

"secret" knowledge that define their 

unique group identity. 

Data 

Usage 

Archiving & Publication: Storing 

data in high-tech digital repositories 

Accessibility: Ensuring that materials 

are available locally (often offline) 
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Focus 

Area 
Academic Interests (Linguists) Community Interests (Speakers) 

for global scholarly access and 

peer-reviewed journals. 

and can be used immediately in 

homes and ceremonies. 

Table 2.2: Balancing academic and community interests 

Pilot questions 2.2 

1. What is language ideology? 

2. How does language ideology influence power relations? 

3. What does community ownership mean in language documentation? 

4. Why is community involvement important in documentation? 

5. What challenge arises when balancing academic and community interests? 

2.3 Practical Dimensions of Language Documentation 
2.3.1 Tools and methods for documentation 

Language documentation relies on a variety of tools and methods to capture linguistic data. 

Tools include audio recorders, video cameras, and specialised software for transcription and 

analysis. Methods involve collecting word lists, recording natural conversations, and eliciting 

grammatical structures. These resources ensure that documentation is accurate, reproducible, and 

useful for both researchers and communities. 

Fill in the blank: Language documentation relies on tools such as audio recorders and ______ 

cameras. 

 

Figure 2.3: Tools and methods in language documentation  

2.3.2 Fieldwork practices and challenges 

Fieldwork is the process of collecting data directly from speakers in their natural environment. It 

requires careful planning, cultural sensitivity, and adaptability. Challenges include logistical 

issues such as travel, funding, and equipment, as well as social challenges like building trust with 
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communities. Ethical considerations also arise, such as ensuring informed consent and respecting 

cultural practices. Effective fieldwork balances scientific goals with respect for participants. 

Fill in the blank: Fieldwork requires careful planning, cultural sensitivity, and ______. 

Category Specific Challenges & Obstacles 

Logistics & 

Funding 

High costs of international travel, difficult terrain, and the constant 

struggle to secure long-term grants for projects that may take decades to 

complete. 

Equipment 

Reliability 

Working in high humidity, extreme heat, or areas without electricity can 

cause gear failure. Carrying backups and solar chargers is often a 

necessity, not an option. 

Trust & 

Rapport 

History is filled with broken promises. Building a genuine, non-

exploitative relationship with a community takes time—often months or 

years—before documentation can even begin. 

Informed 

Consent 

Explaining complex concepts like "digital archiving" or "Creative 

Commons" to speakers in a way that is culturally relevant is difficult but 

legally and ethically required. 

Cultural 

Sensitivity 

Navigating local hierarchies, gender roles, and sacred taboos. A 

researcher must ensure their presence does not inadvertently cause social 

friction or violate community norms. 

Box 2.3: Common challenges in language documentation fieldwork 

2.3.3 Creating usable resources for communities 

Documentation should not only serve academic purposes but also produce usable resources for 

communities. These may include dictionaries, storybooks, teaching materials, or digital archives. 

Such resources help communities revitalise their languages and pass them on to younger 

generations. When documentation outputs are accessible and practical, they strengthen both 

linguistic research and community empowerment. 

Fill in the blank: Documentation outputs such as dictionaries and storybooks are examples of 

______ resources for communities. 

Resource 

Type 
Primary Purpose Practical Example 

Dictionary / 

Lexicon 

Vocabulary Preservation: Acts 

as a reference for spelling, 

meaning, and pronunciation. 

A mobile-friendly bilingual 

dictionary (e.g., Ongota-English) 

with audio clips of native speakers. 
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Resource 

Type 
Primary Purpose Practical Example 

Storybook / 

Reader 

Cultural Transmission: 

Encourages reading in the mother 

tongue and keeps oral histories 

alive. 

Illustrated booklets containing 

traditional folktales or "nature 

guides" about local flora and fauna. 

Teaching 

Material 

Language Learning: Provides 

structured paths for schools or 

home-schooling. 

Beginner-level grammar 

workbooks and "Alphabet Posters" 

designed for primary school 

classrooms. 

Digital 

Archive 

Long-Term Preservation: 

Ensures that high-quality data is 

safe from physical destruction 

(fire, floods). 

An online repository (like ELAR 

or PARADISEC) where 

recordings are tagged with 

searchable metadata. 

Audiovisual 

Corpus 

Natural Usage: Shows how the 

language is used in real life, 

including gestures and facial 

expressions. 

A collection of subtitled videos 

showing elders demonstrating 

traditional crafts or cooking. 

Table 2.3: Examples of usable resources from language documentation 

Pilot questions 2.3 

1. Name one tool used in language documentation. 

2. What is fieldwork in language documentation? 

3. Identify one challenge faced during fieldwork. 

4. Give one example of a usable resource for communities. 

5. Why is it important to produce resources that communities can use? 

 

2.4 Ethical Considerations in Language Documentation 
2.4.1 Informed consent and participant rights 

Informed consent means that participants clearly understand the purpose, methods, and 

potential outcomes of language documentation before agreeing to take part. It ensures that 

speakers are not exploited and that their rights are respected. Researchers must explain how data 

will be used, stored, and shared, and participants should have the freedom to withdraw at any 

time. This practice builds trust and protects communities. 

Fill in the blank: Informed consent ensures that participants clearly ______ the purpose and 

methods of documentation before agreeing to take part. 
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Figure 2.4: Informed consent process in language documentation  

2.4.2 Data ownership and accessibility 

Data ownership refers to the rights communities and researchers have over documented 

materials. Ethical practice requires recognising that communities are the primary owners of their 

language data. Accessibility means ensuring that documentation outputs, such as recordings or 

dictionaries, are available to the communities who contributed them. Restricting access or 

claiming exclusive ownership undermines trust and may harm revitalisation efforts. 

Fill in the blank: Ethical practice requires recognising that communities are the primary ______ 

of their language data. 

Principle Core Requirement 

Community 

Primacy 

The speech community is recognized as the primary legal and moral 

owner of the language data. They hold the ultimate "veto power" over 

its use. 

Shared Access 

Documentation outputs (audio, video, text) must be shared with the 

community in formats they can actually use, ensuring no "digital 

divide" prevents access to their own heritage. 

Full 

Transparency 

Researchers must be open about exactly where data is stored (which 

archive), who has permission to see it, and whether it will be used for 

commercial or non-commercial purposes. 

Non-Exclusive 

Control 

No single researcher or institution should have a "monopoly" on the 

data. The goal is to avoid situations where data is "locked away" from 

the community for academic prestige. 

Dynamic 

Consent 

Ownership includes the right to change minds. If a community decides 

a specific ritual recording should no longer be public, the archive must 

respect that request. 
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Box 2.4: Principles of data ownership and accessibility 

2.4.3 Ethical dilemmas in revitalisation and modernisation 

Language documentation often raises ethical dilemmas, especially when revitalisation and 

modernisation are involved. For example, deciding whether to create a standardised orthography 

may benefit education but alter traditional practices. Similarly, publishing materials online may 

increase accessibility but expose sensitive cultural information. Ethical dilemmas require careful 

negotiation between researchers and communities, ensuring that decisions respect cultural values 

while promoting language survival. 

Fill in the blank: Publishing materials online may increase accessibility but expose ______ 

cultural information. 

Dilemma Potential Benefit Potential Risk 

Creating an 

Orthography 

(Writing System) 

Literacy & Education: 

Allows the language to be 

taught in schools, used in 

texting/social media, and 

preserved in print. 

Cultural Alteration: Standardizing 

one dialect can marginalize others; it 

may also change how the community 

views their purely oral traditions. 

Publishing 

Online / Open 

Access 

Global Visibility: Protects 

the language from physical 

loss (fire/flood) and allows 

the diaspora community to 

access their heritage. 

Cultural Exposure: Sensitive or 

"secret" knowledge (medicine, sacred 

myths) could be exploited by 

outsiders or misused for commercial 

gain. 

Recording 

Rituals / Sacred 

Speech 

Heritage Preservation: 

Captures the highest level of 

linguistic complexity and 

cultural "deep history" 

before it is lost. 

Misrepresentation: Viewing a 

sacred ceremony through a digital 

lens can strip it of its spiritual context 

or violate taboos regarding who is 

allowed to "see" the ritual. 

Compensating 

Consultants 

Economic Support: 

Recognizes the value of the 

speaker's time and expertise, 

especially in impoverished 

areas. 

Community Friction: Can create 

jealousy or power imbalances within 

the village if only a few individuals 

receive financial benefits. 

Table 2.4: Examples of ethical dilemmas in language documentation 

Pilot questions 2.4 

1. What is informed consent in language documentation? 

2. Why is informed consent important for participants? 

3. Who should be recognised as the primary owners of language data? 

4. What does accessibility mean in language documentation? 
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5. Give one example of an ethical dilemma in revitalisation or modernisation. 

Series Summary 

This Series has explored the theoretical, ideological, practical, and ethical dimensions of 

language documentation, showing how these aspects shape the way languages are studied and 

preserved. We began with the theoretical foundations, defining language documentation and 

examining its scope and relationship with linguistics and anthropology. Then we considered 

ideological perspectives, focusing on language ideology, power relations, and community 

ownership. Following that, we turned to practical dimensions, looking at tools, methods, 

fieldwork practices, and the creation of usable resources. Finally, we addressed ethical 

considerations, including informed consent, data ownership, and dilemmas in revitalisation and 

modernisation. 

By engaging with these topics, you should now be able to define language documentation and 

explain its theoretical foundations (SLO 2.1), analyse ideological perspectives and their impact 

on communities (SLO 2.2), demonstrate practical methods and evaluate their effectiveness in 

fieldwork (SLO 2.3), and assess ethical considerations such as consent, ownership, and 

accessibility (SLO 2.4). These outcomes provide you with a balanced understanding of the 

complexities of language documentation, preparing you to approach it with both academic rigour 

and cultural sensitivity. 

 

Glossary of Terms 

• Academic interests: Goals of researchers in language documentation, such as producing 

grammars, dictionaries, and contributing to linguistic theory. 

• Anthropology: The study of human societies and cultures, which helps situate language 

within cultural practices and social structures. 

• Community ownership: The principle that speakers have a say in how their language is 

documented, stored, and used. 

• Data ownership: The recognition that communities are the primary owners of their 

language data and should have control over its use. 

• Ecological approach: A theoretical perspective in language documentation that 

considers language within its cultural and environmental setting. 

• Fieldwork: The process of collecting language data directly from speakers in their 

natural environment. 

• Functional approach: A theoretical perspective that examines how language is used in 

social contexts. 

• Informed consent: The process by which participants clearly understand the purpose, 

methods, and outcomes of documentation before agreeing to take part. 
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• Language documentation: The systematic recording and analysis of a language’s 

structures, vocabulary, and usage, often to preserve it for future generations. 

• Language ideology: Beliefs and attitudes people hold about languages, including ideas 

about prestige, value, and worthiness of preservation. 

• Linguistics: The scientific study of language, providing tools for analysing phonology, 

morphology, syntax, and semantics. 

• Practical dimensions: The tools, methods, and processes used to carry out language 

documentation effectively. 

• Usable resources: Outputs of documentation, such as dictionaries, storybooks, teaching 

materials, or digital archives, that communities can use for revitalisation. 

 

Concept Check Questions [Series 2] 

Objective Questions 

1. Language documentation involves the systematic recording and analysis of a language’s 

structures, vocabulary, and ______. (Linked to SLO 2.1) 

2. The descriptive approach to language documentation focuses on grammar and ______. 

(Linked to SLO 2.1) 

3. Language ideology refers to the beliefs and ______ people hold about languages. (Linked 

to SLO 2.2) 

4. Fieldwork requires careful planning, cultural sensitivity, and ______. (Linked to SLO 

2.3) 

5. Ethical practice requires recognising that communities are the primary ______ of their 

language data. (Linked to SLO 2.4) 

Short-Answer Questions 

6. Define language documentation and state its scope. (Linked to SLO 2.1) 

7. Explain one ideological factor that influences language documentation. (Linked to SLO 

2.2) 

8. Identify one tool used in language documentation and describe its purpose. (Linked to 

SLO 2.3) 

9. Give one example of a usable resource that can be created for communities through 

documentation. (Linked to SLO 2.3) 

10. What is informed consent, and why is it important in language documentation? (Linked 

to SLO 2.4) 

Long-Answer Questions 

11. Analyse the theoretical approaches to language documentation, highlighting their 

differences and contributions. (Linked to SLO 2.1) 
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12. Evaluate the role of community ownership in language documentation and its impact on 

balancing academic and community interests. (Linked to SLO 2.2) 

13. Discuss the challenges of fieldwork in language documentation and suggest strategies to 

overcome them. (Linked to SLO 2.3) 

14. Assess the ethical dilemmas that arise in revitalisation and modernisation, providing 

examples of potential benefits and risks. (Linked to SLO 2.4) 

Answers to Concept Check Questions [Series 2] 

Objective Questions 

1. Usage 

2. Lexicon 

3. Attitudes 

4. Adaptability 

5. Owners 

Short-Answer Questions 

6. Language documentation is the systematic recording and analysis of a language’s 

structures, vocabulary, and usage. Its scope includes grammar, oral texts, and cultural practices. 

7. Language ideology influences which languages are prioritised, often favouring dominant 

languages over minority ones. 

8. An audio recorder is used to capture spoken language accurately for later transcription 

and analysis. 

9. A bilingual dictionary is a usable resource that helps communities preserve and teach 

their language. 

10. Informed consent ensures participants understand the purpose and methods of 

documentation, protecting their rights and building trust. 

Long-Answer Questions 

11. Basic response: The descriptive approach focuses on grammar and lexicon, the 

functional approach examines language use in social contexts, and the ecological approach 

considers cultural and environmental settings. Value-added response: These approaches 

complement one another. For example, descriptive analysis provides structural detail, functional 

analysis highlights communicative practices, and ecological perspectives situate language within 

broader cultural systems. Together, they ensure documentation is comprehensive. 

12. Basic response: Community ownership means speakers have a say in how their language 

is documented, ensuring relevance and respect. Value-added response: Community ownership 

balances academic goals with community needs. For instance, while researchers may prioritise 

grammars, communities may prefer teaching materials. Collaborative approaches strengthen trust 

and produce outcomes beneficial to both sides. 
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13. Basic response: Fieldwork challenges include travel, funding, equipment reliability, and 

building trust with communities. Value-added response: Strategies to overcome these 

challenges include securing sustainable funding, using durable equipment, engaging in cultural 

sensitivity training, and ensuring transparent communication with communities. These measures 

enhance both data quality and ethical practice. 

14. Basic response: Ethical dilemmas include creating orthographies, publishing online, and 

recording rituals, each with benefits and risks. Value-added response: For example, 

orthographies support education but may alter traditional practices. Publishing online increases 

accessibility but risks exposing sensitive information. Recording rituals preserves heritage but 

may lead to misuse. Careful negotiation between researchers and communities is essential to 

resolve these dilemmas responsibly. 

Answers to Pilot Questions [Series 2] 

Part 2.1: Theoretical foundations of language documentation 

1. Language documentation is the systematic recording and analysis of a language’s 

structures, vocabulary, and usage. 

2. Grammar. 

3. The descriptive approach. 

4. Language use in social contexts. 

5. Anthropology situates language within cultural practices and social structures. 

Part 2.2: Ideological perspectives in language documentation 

1. Language ideology is the set of beliefs and attitudes people hold about languages. 

2. It influences which languages are prioritised and how power relations are maintained 

between majority and minority groups. 

3. Community ownership means speakers have a say in how their language is documented, 

stored, and used. 

4. It ensures documentation benefits the people whose language is at stake and builds trust. 

5. The challenge is balancing academic interests with community needs. 

Part 2.3: Practical dimensions of language documentation 

1. Audio recorder. 

2. Fieldwork is the process of collecting data directly from speakers in their natural 

environment. 

3. Travel and funding limitations. 

4. A bilingual dictionary. 

5. Because they help communities revitalise their languages and pass them on to younger 

generations. 
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Part 2.4: Ethical considerations in language documentation 

1. Informed consent is the process by which participants understand the purpose, methods, 

and outcomes before agreeing to take part. 

2. It protects participants’ rights and builds trust. 

3. Communities. 

4. Accessibility means ensuring that documentation outputs are available to the 

communities who contributed them. 

5. Creating orthographies, publishing online, or recording rituals. 
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Introduction 

In the last Series, we explored the theoretical, ideological, practical, and ethical dimensions of 

language documentation, gaining insight into how languages are studied and preserved. Building 

on that foundation, this Series turns to the practices and procedures involved in language 

revitalisation and modernisation. These processes are vital for communities seeking to strengthen 

their linguistic heritage while adapting to contemporary realities. 

The aim of this Series is to equip you with knowledge of the strategies, procedures, and policies 

that underpin language revitalisation and modernisation, enabling you to critically evaluate and 

apply them in diverse contexts. 

We shall commence this Series by examining the foundations of language revitalisation, 

including its definition, scope, and global perspectives. Next, we will move on to the 

modernisation of languages, considering the role of technology, media, and the challenges faced 

by minority languages. Following that, we will explore procedures and case studies, looking at 

step-by-step revitalisation projects and examples of successful efforts such as Hebrew, Maori, 

and Welsh. Finally, we will wrap up by discussing the role of policy and community 

involvement, highlighting how sustainability and participation are essential for long-term 

success. 

 

Series Learning Outcomes 

Upon completing this Series, you should be able to: 

• SLO 3.1 define language revitalisation and explain its scope and global perspectives, 

• SLO 3.2 analyse the concept of language modernisation and evaluate the role of 

technology and media in this process, 

• SLO 3.3 demonstrate step-by-step procedures for language revitalisation projects and 

illustrate them with relevant case studies, and 

• SLO 3.4 assess the role of language policy and community involvement in sustaining 

revitalisation and modernisation efforts. 

 

3.1 Foundations of Language Revitalisation 

3.1.1 Definition and scope of revitalisation 

Language revitalisation refers to deliberate efforts to strengthen, restore, or reintroduce a 

language that is endangered or has declined in use. It involves activities such as teaching younger 

generations, creating learning materials, and promoting the language in everyday life. The scope 

of revitalisation ranges from small community initiatives to national programmes, depending on 

the level of endangerment and available resources. 
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Fill in the blank: Language revitalisation refers to deliberate efforts to ______, restore, or 

reintroduce a language that is endangered. 

 

Figure 3.1: Scope of language revitalisation  

3.1.2 Historical and global perspectives 

Revitalisation is not a new phenomenon. Historically, communities have sought to preserve their 

languages against pressures from dominant cultures. Globally, there are notable examples such 

as Hebrew, which was revived as a spoken language in Israel, and Maori, which has been 

revitalised through immersion schools in New Zealand. These cases show that revitalisation is 

possible, though it requires strong commitment, resources, and community participation. 

Fill in the blank: A notable example of language revitalisation is ______, which was revived as a 

spoken language in Israel. 

Language Region Primary Strategy Outcome 

Hebrew Israel 

Societal Re-adoption: 

Transitioned from a purely 

liturgical/scholarly language to a 

daily spoken vernacular. 

The most famous case of 

"re-awakening." It is 

now the primary 

language of millions and 

used in every sector of 

modern life. 

Māori (Te 

Reo Māori) 

New 

Zealand 

Immersion "Language Nests": 

The Kōhanga Reo movement 

created preschools where children 

were immersed in the language by 

elders. 

Created a new 

generation of fluent 

speakers and led to the 

language becoming an 

official language of New 

Zealand. 

Welsh 

(Cymraeg) 

Wales 

(UK) 

Legislative Support: The Welsh 

Language Act and the "Cymraeg 

2050" strategy integrated the 

Reversed a century of 

decline; Welsh is now a 

growing language with 
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Language Region Primary Strategy Outcome 

language into government, media, 

and mandatory schooling. 

high prestige and strong 

digital presence. 

Hawaiian 

('Ōlelo 

Hawai'i) 

USA 

(Hawaii) 

Educational Continuity: 

Established immersion schools 

from preschool through university 

level (Pūnana Leo). 

Successfully stabilized 

the speaker population 

and restored the 

language to public signs, 

music, and local 

governance. 

Box 3.1: Selected global examples of language revitalisation 

3.1.3 Key strategies for revitalisation 

Successful revitalisation often depends on clear strategies. These include education, where 

schools teach the language to children; media promotion, where radio, television, and online 

platforms use the language; and community engagement, where speakers actively use the 

language in daily life. Each strategy reinforces the others, creating a supportive environment for 

language survival. 

Fill in the blank: Successful revitalisation often depends on clear strategies such as education, 

media promotion, and ______ engagement. 

Strategy Description Practical Example 

Educational 

Immersion 

Creating environments where 

the target language is the sole 

medium of instruction, rather 

than just a subject. 

"Language Nests" (Kōhanga 

Reo): Preschools where children 

interact only with elders in the 

indigenous tongue. 

Media & 

Digital 

Promotion 

Increasing the visibility and 

"cool factor" of the language 

through modern entertainment 

and technology. 

S4C (Wales): A dedicated Welsh-

language television channel; or 

local radio stations broadcasting in 

Quechua in the Andes. 

Community 

Engagement 

Creating "safe spaces" for the 

language outside of formal 

institutions, making it the 

default for social life. 

Master-Apprentice Programs: 

One-on-one immersion where a 

fluent elder spends 10–20 hours a 

week with a motivated learner. 

Language 

Planning & 

Policy 

Securing legal rights and official 

status to ensure the language is 

used in signs, courts, and 

hospitals. 

The Basque Country: Using 

bilingual signage and requiring 

language proficiency for public 

sector jobs. 

Table 3.1: Key strategies for language revitalisation 
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Pilot questions 3.1 

1. What is language revitalisation? 

2. Name one global example of language revitalisation. 

3. Which language was revived as a spoken language in Israel? 

4. Identify one key strategy used in revitalisation. 

5. Why is community engagement important in revitalisation? 

 

3.2 Modernisation of Languages 
3.2.1 Concept of language modernisation 

Language modernisation refers to the process of adapting a language to meet contemporary 

needs, especially in areas such as science, technology, education, and governance. It often 

involves creating new vocabulary, standardising orthographies, and ensuring the language can 

function effectively in modern domains. Modernisation helps languages remain relevant and 

usable in changing social and cultural contexts. 

Fill in the blank: Language modernisation involves adapting a language to meet ______ needs in 

areas such as science and technology. 

 

Figure 3.2: Concept of language modernisation  

3.2.2 Role of technology and media 

Technology and media play a crucial role in modernising languages. Digital platforms such as 

social media, websites, and mobile applications provide spaces where languages can thrive and 

reach younger generations. Broadcast media like radio and television also help normalise the 

use of revitalised or modernised languages. By integrating languages into technology and media, 

communities ensure that their languages remain visible and accessible in everyday life. 
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Fill in the blank: Digital platforms such as social media and mobile applications provide spaces 

where languages can ______ and reach younger generations. 

Platform Role in Modernization Impact on Language Vitality 

Social Media 

Informalization: Encourages the use 

of minority languages in casual, 

everyday texting, memes, and short-

form video. 

Breaks the "stigma" that the 

language is only for elders or 

formal ceremonies. 

Mobile 

Applications 

Accessibility: Puts dictionaries, 

translators, and gamified learning 

tools (like Duolingo or FirstVoices) 

directly in the pockets of youth. 

Facilitates "micro-learning" and 

provides instant 

spelling/grammar support for 

new learners. 

Radio & 

Television 

Normalization: Broadens the 

auditory landscape of the language 

through news, talk shows, and dubbed 

popular entertainment. 

Establishes the language as a 

legitimate medium for public 

discourse and current events. 

Websites & 

Blogs 

Literacy Expansion: Creates a 

permanent, searchable written corpus 

of the language on the global web. 

Standardizes technical 

terminology and provides 

platforms for indigenous 

journalism and literature. 

Box 3.2: Role of technology and media in modernisation 

3.2.3 Challenges in modernising minority languages 

Modernising minority languages presents several challenges. One challenge is limited 

resources, as communities may lack funding or expertise to develop new vocabulary and 

materials. Another is resistance to change, where speakers may prefer traditional forms and 

resist standardisation. Finally, digital exclusion can occur if communities do not have access to 

technology or the internet. Addressing these challenges requires collaboration between 

communities, governments, and linguists. 

Fill in the blank: One challenge in modernising minority languages is ______ exclusion, where 

communities lack access to technology or the internet. 

Challenge Description Practical Example 

Limited 

Resources 

A chronic lack of funding, 

technical expertise, or institutional 

support for long-term projects. 

The inability to hire lexicographers 

to build a technical dictionary or 

create digital fonts for a unique 

script. 

Resistance to 

Change 

Tensions between "purists" who 

want to keep the language 

Elders opposing the creation of a 

standardized spelling (orthography) 
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Challenge Description Practical Example 

traditional and "modernists" who 

want to adapt it. 

because it favors one dialect over 

another. 

Digital 

Exclusion 

The "Digital Divide" where 

minority languages are absent 

from software, keyboards, and AI 

training data. 

A language not being encoded in 

Unicode, meaning speakers cannot 

type it on smartphones or find it in 

search engines. 

Language 

Attitudes 

The internal or external perception 

that a minority language is 

"useless" for career or scientific 

advancement. 

Parents choosing to speak only a 

majority language (like English or 

Mandarin) with their children to 

ensure "economic success." 

Institutional 

Neglect 

Government policies that 

prioritize a single national 

language, leaving minority 

languages out of legal and medical 

domains. 

Official forms and court 

proceedings being unavailable in 

the community's mother tongue, 

forcing linguistic assimilation. 

Table 3.2: Challenges in modernising minority languages 

Pilot questions 3.2 

1. What is language modernisation? 

2. Name one domain where modernisation is necessary. 

3. How do digital platforms contribute to language modernisation? 

4. Identify one challenge in modernising minority languages. 

5. Why might speakers resist standardisation in modernisation efforts? 

 

3.3 Procedures and Case Studies in Revitalisation and Modernisation 
3.3.1 Step-by-step procedures for revitalisation projects 

Language revitalisation projects often follow a structured process. The first step is assessment, 

where the vitality of the language is measured using criteria such as number of speakers, 

intergenerational transmission, and domains of use. Next is planning, which involves setting 

clear goals, such as increasing the number of speakers or introducing the language into schools. 

The third step is implementation, where strategies like immersion programmes, media 

promotion, and community events are carried out. Finally, evaluation ensures that progress is 

monitored and adjustments are made as needed. 

Fill in the blank: The first step in a language revitalisation project is ______, where the vitality of 

the language is measured. 
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Figure 3.3: Procedures in language revitalisation projects  

3.3.2 Case studies of successful revitalisation 

Several languages provide inspiring examples of successful revitalisation. Hebrew was revived 

from a primarily liturgical language to a national language in Israel. Maori revitalisation in New 

Zealand was achieved through immersion schools known as Kura Kaupapa Maori. Welsh 

revitalisation has been supported by government policies and media, including Welsh-language 

television channels. These case studies demonstrate that revitalisation is possible when 

communities, governments, and institutions collaborate effectively. 

Fill in the blank: The revitalisation of ______ in New Zealand was achieved through immersion 

schools known as Kura Kaupapa. 

Language 
Model of 

Success 
Key Strategies & Actions 

Hebrew 

Language 

Revival (Re-

awakening) 

National Ideology: Revived from a purely liturgical 

status to a national vernacular. Standardisation of modern 

vocabulary was essential for use in science, government, 

and daily life. 

Māori 
Immersion & 

Grassroots 

Language Nests (Kōhanga Reo): Established preschools 

where children are immersed in Māori by elders. This 

bottom-up approach focused on creating new native 

speakers from infancy. 

Welsh 
Legislative & 

Media Support 

Top-Down Policy: The Cymraeg 2050 strategy aims for 

1 million speakers. It uses Welsh-medium education, a 

dedicated TV channel (S4C), and legal requirements for 

bilingual public services. 

Box 3.3: Selected case studies in language revitalisation 
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3.3.3 Lessons learned and best practices 

From these case studies, several lessons emerge. Community involvement is essential, as 

revitalisation cannot succeed without active participation from speakers. Government support 

provides resources and legitimacy, ensuring that revitalisation efforts are sustainable. 

Integration into daily life is also critical, as languages must be used in homes, schools, 

workplaces, and media to thrive. Best practices include combining education, policy, and 

technology to create a holistic approach. 

Fill in the blank: Revitalisation cannot succeed without active participation from ______. 

Lesson / Practice Description Best Practice Example 

Community-Led 

Ownership 

Ensuring the community is the 

driver of the project, not just a 

passive recipient of academic 

research. 

Māori Language Nests: Elders 

and parents driving the creation 

of immersive preschools locally. 

Holistic Policy & 

Funding 

Moving beyond "one-off" 

grants to sustained government 

support that funds teachers, 

media, and infrastructure. 

The Welsh Language Act: 

Mandating bilingual services 

and long-term funding for the 

S4C television channel. 

Domain 

Normalisation 

Integrating the language into 

modern, high-prestige areas like 

workplaces, technology, and 

government. 

Modern Hebrew: Its 

transformation into the primary 

language of Israeli tech, law, 

and pop culture. 

Intergenerational 

Focus 

Prioritising transmission from 

parents to children over formal 

academic grammar study. 

Master-Apprentice Programs: 

Intensive one-on-one immersion 

pairing an elder with a younger 

adult. 

Technological 

Presence 

Ensuring the language is visible 

on the internet, in mobile apps, 

and on social media to engage 

youth. 

FirstVoices: A community-led 

portal used by First Nations in 

Canada to share and archive 

their languages. 

Table 3.3: Lessons learned and best practices in language revitalisation 

Pilot questions 3.3 

1. What is the first step in a language revitalisation project? 

2. Name one language that has been successfully revitalised. 

3. What are Kura Kaupapa Maori? 

4. Identify one lesson learned from successful revitalisation case studies. 

5. Why is integration into daily life important for revitalisation? 



 

 LA-NET | ONLINE LEARNING VIDEO PLATFORM FOR POST-SECONDARY & HIGHER INSTITUTION STUDENTS 

 

3.4 Policy and Community Involvement 
3.4.1 Role of language policy in revitalisation and modernisation 

Language policy refers to official measures taken by governments or institutions to regulate the 

use, teaching, and promotion of languages. Policies can provide legitimacy and resources for 

revitalisation and modernisation efforts. For example, policies may mandate the teaching of 

minority languages in schools, support media broadcasting in those languages, or allocate 

funding for language projects. Without supportive policies, revitalisation efforts often struggle to 

achieve long-term sustainability. 

Fill in the blank: Language policy refers to official measures taken by governments or 

institutions to regulate the use, teaching, and ______ of languages. 

 

Figure 3.4: Role of language policy in revitalisation and modernisation  

3.4.2 Community participation and ownership 

Community participation is essential for revitalisation and modernisation. When communities 

take ownership of projects, they ensure that efforts reflect their cultural values and practical 

needs. Participation may include developing teaching materials, organising cultural events, or 

contributing to digital archives. Ownership also builds trust and ensures that revitalisation is not 

seen as imposed from outside but as a collective effort. 

Fill in the blank: Community participation ensures that revitalisation efforts reflect cultural 

values and ______ needs. 

Activity Community Role Direct Impact 

Developing 

Teaching 

Materials 

Parents and elders work with 

teachers to create illustrated 

storybooks, alphabet posters, and 

curriculum that reflect local values. 

Ensures that what children 

learn in school is culturally 

authentic and relatable to their 

home life. 
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Activity Community Role Direct Impact 

Organizing 

Cultural 

Festivals 

Planning events that celebrate 

traditional music, dance, and food, 

where the minority language is the 

primary medium of communication. 

Boosts the "prestige" of the 

language and provides a safe, 

joyful space for speakers to 

practice without judgment. 

Contributing 

Oral Histories 

Elders record their life stories, 

traditional ecological knowledge, 

and genealogy for digital archives. 

Preserves "deep" linguistic 

nuances and creates a legacy 

for future generations to study 

and hear their ancestors' voices. 

Running 

Community 

Radio 

Local residents produce news, talk 

shows, and music programs entirely 

in their mother tongue. 

Normalizes the language as a 

modern tool for information 

and entertainment, reaching 

people in their homes and cars. 

Box 3.4: Examples of community participation in language revitalisation 

3.4.3 Sustainability of revitalisation efforts 

For revitalisation and modernisation to succeed, they must be sustainable. Sustainability means 

that efforts continue beyond initial projects and remain effective over time. This requires 

consistent funding, institutional support, and ongoing community engagement. It also involves 

adapting strategies to changing circumstances, such as technological advancements or shifts in 

cultural practices. Sustainable revitalisation ensures that languages are not only revived but 

remain vibrant for future generations. 

Fill in the blank: Sustainability in revitalisation means that efforts continue beyond initial 

projects and remain ______ over time. 

Factor Description Practical Example 

Consistent Funding 

Moving away from short-term 

project grants to permanent, 

predictable financial support for 

staff and infrastructure. 

Government-backed annual 

budgets for Indigenous 

Language Acts that fund 

schools and community centers. 

Institutional 

Support 

The integration of the language 

into public life—schools, 

universities, courts, and the 

media. 

Welsh-medium education: A 

system where the language is 

the default for all subjects, not 

just a "second language" class. 

Community 

Ownership 

High levels of local 

commitment and self-

governance, where the 

community makes all key 

strategic decisions. 

Master-Apprentice Programs: 

Community-led pairings that 

don't rely on outside academic 

schedules. 
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Factor Description Practical Example 

Adaptability & 

Innovation 

The ability to modernize the 

language and use it in new 

digital, social, and professional 

domains. 

Creating Social Media Filters 

or Video Game Localization to 

keep the language relevant for 

Gen Z and Gen Alpha. 

Intergenerational 

Continuity 

The most critical factor: 

ensuring the language is spoken 

naturally between parents and 

children at home. 

Language Nests: Intensive 

programs that target infants and 

toddlers to create a new 

generation of native speakers. 

Table 3.4: Factors contributing to sustainability in language revitalisation 

Pilot questions 3.4 

1. What is language policy? 

2. Why is language policy important for revitalisation? 

3. Give one example of community participation in revitalisation. 

4. What does sustainability mean in revitalisation efforts? 

5. Identify one factor that contributes to sustainability. 

 

Series Summary 

This Series has examined the practices and procedures involved in language revitalisation and 

modernisation, highlighting their importance for sustaining linguistic diversity in contemporary 

contexts. We began by exploring the foundations of revitalisation, including its definition, scope, 

and global perspectives. Then we moved on to modernisation, considering how technology and 

media contribute to adapting languages for modern use while also recognising the challenges 

faced by minority languages. Following that, we studied procedures and case studies, looking at 

step-by-step revitalisation projects and examples such as Hebrew, Maori, and Welsh, before 

identifying lessons and best practices. Finally, we discussed the role of policy and community 

involvement, emphasising sustainability and the need for collective participation. 

By engaging with these topics, you should now be able to define language revitalisation and 

explain its scope (SLO 3.1), analyse modernisation and evaluate the role of technology and 

media (SLO 3.2), demonstrate procedures for revitalisation projects and illustrate them with case 

studies (SLO 3.3), and assess the role of policy and community involvement in sustaining 

revitalisation and modernisation (SLO 3.4). These outcomes provide you with practical 

knowledge and critical insight into how languages can be revitalised and modernised for long-

term survival. 
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Glossary of Terms 

• Assessment: The initial step in a revitalisation project where the vitality of a language is 

measured, including number of speakers and domains of use. 

• Community engagement: Active involvement of speakers in revitalisation, such as 

using the language in daily life or participating in cultural events. 

• Community participation: The contribution of communities to revitalisation projects, 

ensuring efforts reflect cultural values and practical needs. 

• Digital exclusion: A challenge in modernisation where communities lack access to 

technology or the internet, limiting language use in digital spaces. 

• Education: A key strategy in revitalisation where schools and learning programmes 

teach endangered languages to younger generations. 

• Evaluation: The final step in revitalisation projects, involving monitoring progress and 

making adjustments to strategies. 

• Hebrew: A case study of successful language revitalisation, revived from a liturgical 

language to a national language in Israel. 

• Immersion schools: Special schools where endangered languages are taught as the 

medium of instruction, such as Kura Kaupapa Maori in New Zealand. 

• Language modernisation: The process of adapting a language to contemporary needs, 

including science, technology, education, and governance. 

• Language policy: Official measures taken by governments or institutions to regulate, 

promote, and support the use of languages. 

• Language revitalisation: Deliberate efforts to strengthen, restore, or reintroduce a 

language that is endangered or declining in use. 

• Maori: A case study of revitalisation in New Zealand, achieved through immersion 

schools and community initiatives. 

• Media promotion: Using platforms such as radio, television, and online media to 

normalise and expand the use of revitalised languages. 

• Planning: The stage in revitalisation projects where clear goals and strategies are set. 

• Resistance to change: A challenge in modernisation where speakers prefer traditional 

forms and resist standardisation. 

• Sustainability: Ensuring revitalisation and modernisation efforts continue effectively 

over time through funding, institutional support, and adaptability. 

• Welsh: A case study of revitalisation in Wales, supported by government policy and 

Welsh-language media. 
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Concept Check Questions [Series 3] 

Objective Questions 

1. Language revitalisation refers to deliberate efforts to ______, restore, or reintroduce a 

language that is endangered. (Linked to SLO 3.1) 

2. A notable example of language revitalisation is ______, which was revived as a spoken 

language in Israel. (Linked to SLO 3.1) 

3. Language modernisation involves adapting a language to meet ______ needs in areas 

such as science and technology. (Linked to SLO 3.2) 

4. One challenge in modernising minority languages is ______ exclusion, where 

communities lack access to technology or the internet. (Linked to SLO 3.2) 

5. The first step in a language revitalisation project is ______, where the vitality of the 

language is measured. (Linked to SLO 3.3) 

Short-Answer Questions 

6. Define language revitalisation and explain its scope. (Linked to SLO 3.1) 

7. Explain how technology and media contribute to language modernisation. (Linked to 

SLO 3.2) 

8. Identify one successful case study of language revitalisation and describe the strategy 

used. (Linked to SLO 3.3) 

9. What is language policy, and why is it important for revitalisation? (Linked to SLO 3.4) 

10. Give one example of community participation in language revitalisation. (Linked to SLO 

3.4) 

Long-Answer Questions 

11. Analyse the key strategies for language revitalisation and discuss how they reinforce one 

another. (Linked to SLO 3.1) 

12. Evaluate the challenges of modernising minority languages and suggest possible 

solutions. (Linked to SLO 3.2) 

13. Demonstrate the step-by-step procedures of a revitalisation project and illustrate them 

with a case study. (Linked to SLO 3.3) 

14. Assess the role of policy and community involvement in sustaining revitalisation and 

modernisation efforts. (Linked to SLO 3.4) 

Answers to Concept Check Questions [Series 3] 

Objective Questions 

1. Strengthen 

2. Hebrew 

3. Contemporary 
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4. Digital 

5. Assessment 

Short-Answer Questions 

6. Language revitalisation is the deliberate effort to strengthen, restore, or reintroduce 

endangered languages. Its scope ranges from community initiatives to national programmes. 

7. Technology and media provide platforms such as social media, apps, radio, and television 

that normalise language use and make it accessible to younger generations. 

8. Maori revitalisation in New Zealand used immersion schools (Kura Kaupapa Maori) to 

teach children in the language. 

9. Language policy refers to official measures regulating and promoting language use. It is 

important because it provides legitimacy, resources, and sustainability for revitalisation. 

10. An example is developing teaching materials for schools in the community’s language. 

Long-Answer Questions 

11. Basic response: Strategies include education, media promotion, and community 

engagement. Each supports language survival. Value-added response: These strategies 

reinforce one another. For instance, education introduces the language to children, media 

normalises its use in public, and community engagement ensures everyday practice. Together, 

they create a holistic environment for revitalisation. 

12. Basic response: Challenges include limited resources, resistance to change, and digital 

exclusion. Value-added response: Solutions may involve securing funding, involving 

communities in decision-making to reduce resistance, and expanding digital access through 

affordable technology. Partnerships between governments, NGOs, and communities can address 

these challenges effectively. 

13. Basic response: The steps are assessment, planning, implementation, and evaluation. 

Case studies such as Hebrew show how these steps can lead to successful revitalisation. Value-

added response: For example, Hebrew revitalisation began with assessing its liturgical use, 

planning for its introduction in schools, implementing policies and media promotion, and 

evaluating progress through widespread adoption. This illustrates how structured procedures lead 

to sustainable outcomes. 

14. Basic response: Policy provides legitimacy and resources, while community involvement 

ensures cultural relevance and participation. Value-added response: Sustainable revitalisation 

requires both top-down and bottom-up approaches. Government policies can mandate education 

and fund projects, while communities ensure authenticity and daily use. The synergy between 

policy and participation creates long-term success. 

Answers to Pilot Questions [Series 3] 

Part 3.1: Foundations of language revitalisation 

1. Language revitalisation is the deliberate effort to strengthen, restore, or reintroduce a 

language that is endangered. 

2. Hebrew. 
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3. Hebrew. 

4. Education. 

5. Because it ensures the language is actively used in everyday life and passed on to future 

generations. 

Part 3.2: Modernisation of languages 

1. Language modernisation is the process of adapting a language to contemporary needs 

such as science, technology, and governance. 

2. Science. 

3. By providing spaces such as social media and apps where languages can thrive and reach 

younger generations. 

4. Digital exclusion. 

5. Because they may prefer traditional forms and resist changes such as orthography 

standardisation. 

Part 3.3: Procedures and case studies in revitalisation and modernisation 

1. Assessment. 

2. Hebrew. 

3. Immersion schools in New Zealand that teach children in Maori. 

4. Community involvement. 

5. Because languages must be used in homes, schools, workplaces, and media to remain 

vibrant. 

Part 3.4: Policy and community involvement 

1. Language policy is the official measures taken by governments or institutions to regulate, 

promote, and support languages. 

2. Because it provides legitimacy, resources, and sustainability for revitalisation efforts. 

3. Developing teaching materials for schools. 

4. Sustainability means that revitalisation efforts continue beyond initial projects and remain 

effective over time. 

5. Consistent funding. 
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Course code: LIN 202 

Course title: Language Documentation and Modernization 

Course credit load: 2 Units 

Series 1: Introduction to Endangered, Minority, and Less Described Languages 

Series 2: Theoretical, Ideological, Practical, and Ethical Dimensions of Language 

Documentation 

Series 3: Practices and Procedures in Language Revitalization and Modernization 

Series 4: Fieldwork and the Development of Language Documentaries 

Series 5: Applied Language Matters in Orthography, Lexicon, Maintenance, and Policy 

Proposed Outline for Series 4 

Part 4.1: Principles of fieldwork in language documentation 

• Sub-Part 4.1.1: Definition and importance of fieldwork 

• Sub-Part 4.1.2: Planning and preparation for fieldwork 

• Sub-Part 4.1.3: Ethical considerations in fieldwork 

Part 4.2: Methods and tools for collecting language data 

• Sub-Part 4.2.1: Recording techniques (audio, video, notes) 

• Sub-Part 4.2.2: Elicitation methods and natural speech collection 

• Sub-Part 4.2.3: Use of digital tools and software 

Part 4.3: Developing language documentation outputs 

• Sub-Part 4.3.1: Creating dictionaries and word lists 

• Sub-Part 4.3.2: Producing grammars and text collections 

• Sub-Part 4.3.3: Building digital archives and multimedia resources 

Part 4.4: Case studies and best practices in fieldwork and documentation 

• Sub-Part 4.4.1: Examples of successful fieldwork projects 

• Sub-Part 4.4.2: Lessons learned from challenges in documentation 

• Sub-Part 4.4.3: Best practices for sustainable documentation outputs 
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Introduction 

In the last Series, we examined the practices and procedures involved in language revitalisation 

and modernisation, focusing on how communities and institutions can sustain endangered 

languages in contemporary contexts. Building on that foundation, this Series turns to the 

practical aspects of fieldwork and the development of language documentation outputs. 

Fieldwork is the cornerstone of linguistic research, and the outputs produced from it form the 

basis for preserving and sharing languages with both academic and community audiences. 

The aim of this Series is to equip you with the knowledge and skills required to conduct effective 

fieldwork and to develop meaningful language documentation outputs that serve both scholarly 

and community needs. 

We shall commence this Series by exploring the principles of fieldwork in language 

documentation, including its definition, planning, and ethical considerations. Next, we will move 

on to methods and tools for collecting language data, focusing on recording techniques, 

elicitation methods, and digital tools. Following that, we will examine how to develop language 

documentation outputs such as dictionaries, grammars, text collections, and digital archives. 

Finally, we will wrap up with case studies and best practices, highlighting successful projects 

and lessons learned to guide sustainable documentation efforts. 

 

Series Learning Outcomes 

Upon completing this Series, you should be able to: 

• SLO 4.1 define the principles of fieldwork in language documentation and explain its 

importance, 

• SLO 4.2 demonstrate how to plan and prepare for fieldwork, including ethical 

considerations, 

• SLO 4.3 apply appropriate methods and tools for collecting language data, such as 

recording techniques and elicitation methods, 

• SLO 4.4 design language documentation outputs, including dictionaries, grammars, text 

collections, and digital archives, and 

• SLO 4.5 evaluate case studies of fieldwork and documentation to identify lessons learned 

and best practices. 

 

4.1 Principles of Fieldwork in Language Documentation 
4.1.1 Definition and importance of fieldwork 

Fieldwork refers to the process of collecting language data directly from speakers in their 

natural environment. It is the foundation of language documentation because it provides 

authentic records of how a language is spoken and used in everyday life. Fieldwork ensures that 
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endangered languages are captured accurately before they decline further, and it allows 

researchers to engage directly with communities. 

Fill in the blank: Fieldwork refers to the process of collecting language data directly from 

______ in their natural environment. 

 

Figure 4.1: Importance of fieldwork in language documentation  

4.1.2 Planning and preparation for fieldwork 

Effective fieldwork requires careful planning, which involves identifying the language 

community, setting clear objectives, and preparing tools such as recording devices and consent 

forms. Preparation also includes learning about the community’s culture and social practices to 

build trust and ensure respectful engagement. Without proper planning and preparation, 

fieldwork may fail to produce reliable or useful documentation. 

Fill in the blank: Effective fieldwork requires careful planning, which involves identifying the 

language community and preparing ______ devices. 

Category Action Item Description 

Community 
Identify 

Stakeholders 

Determine who the speakers are, including elders, 

youth, and "semi-speakers," and identify local 

leaders or gatekeepers. 

Objectives 
Define Research 

Goals 

Are you creating a dictionary, a grammar sketch, or 

an archive of oral histories? Ensure these align 

with community needs. 

Cultural 

Awareness 

Ethnographic 

Research 

Learn local taboos, greeting protocols, and social 

hierarchies to avoid unintentional disrespect. 

Logistics & 

Tools 

Equipment 

Audit 

Test audio/video recorders, check battery life, and 

ensure you have high-capacity, weather-resistant 

storage (e.g., SD cards, rugged SSDs). 
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Category Action Item Description 

Ethics & 

Consent 

Formalize 

Permissions 

Prepare informed consent forms in the local 

language and obtain necessary university (IRB) or 

tribal research permits. 

Relationship 

Building 

Establish 

Rapport 

Plan "non-work" time to participate in community 

life, share your own background, and demonstrate 

long-term commitment. 

Box 4.1: Checklist for fieldwork preparation 

4.1.3 Ethical considerations in fieldwork 

Ethical considerations are central to fieldwork. These include obtaining informed consent, 

which means participants understand the purpose and use of the documentation before agreeing 

to take part. Another key principle is data ownership, ensuring that communities retain rights 

over their language materials. Respecting cultural practices and maintaining confidentiality are 

also essential. Ethical fieldwork builds trust and ensures that documentation benefits the 

community as well as researchers. 

Fill in the blank: Ethical fieldwork requires obtaining ______ consent, ensuring participants 

understand the purpose and use of the documentation. 

Ethical 

Principle 
Description Practical Example 

Informed 

Consent 

Ensuring participants fully 

understand the project's goals, 

how their voice will be used, and 

their right to stop at any time. 

Providing a multilingual consent 

form (written or recorded) that 

explains where the audio files will 

be archived. 

Data 

Sovereignty 

Recognizing that the community, 

not the researcher, is the primary 

owner of the cultural and 

linguistic knowledge. 

Establishing a Community-

Controlled Archive where local 

elders decide who can access 

sensitive recordings. 

Cultural 

Respect 

Honoring local traditions, taboos, 

and social structures during the 

research process. 

Respecting a "no-recording" rule 

for sacred rituals or specific 

seasonal stories that are not meant 

for outsiders. 

Confidentiality 

Protecting the identity and 

privacy of participants, especially 

in politically sensitive or 

marginalized regions. 

Using pseudonyms in transcripts 

and metadata to ensure a speaker 

cannot be identified against their 

will. 
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Ethical 

Principle 
Description Practical Example 

Reciprocity 

Ensuring the community receives 

a tangible benefit from the 

research (e.g., literacy materials 

or advocacy). 

Creating a community dictionary 

or supporting a local "Language 

Nest" as a "thank you" for their 

time and knowledge. 

Table 4.1: Ethical considerations in fieldwork 

Pilot questions 4.1 

1. What is fieldwork in language documentation? 

2. Why is fieldwork important for endangered languages? 

3. Name one item that should be prepared before conducting fieldwork. 

4. What does informed consent mean in fieldwork? 

5. Give one example of an ethical principle in language documentation. 

 

4.2 Methods and Tools for Collecting Language Data 
4.2.1 Recording techniques (audio, video, notes) 

Recording techniques are essential for capturing spoken language accurately. Audio recordings 

preserve pronunciation, intonation, and rhythm, while video recordings add visual cues such as 

gestures and facial expressions. Written notes complement recordings by documenting context, 

speaker details, and environmental factors. Together, these methods ensure that language data is 

rich and reliable. 

Fill in the blank: Audio recordings preserve pronunciation, intonation, and ______. 

 

Figure 4.2: Recording techniques in language documentation  

Diagram showing recording techniques (audio → pronunciation, video → gestures, notes → 

context) AI prompt suggestion: “Create a diagram showing recording techniques in language 

documentation, including audio for pronunciation, video for gestures, and notes for context.” 

Search string: “recording techniques language documentation diagram OER” 

4.2.2 Elicitation methods and natural speech collection 

Elicitation methods involve asking speakers to provide specific words, phrases, or sentences to 

build structured data such as word lists or grammatical examples. In contrast, natural speech 

collection records spontaneous conversations, stories, or cultural practices. Both approaches are 

valuable: elicitation provides systematic data, while natural speech captures authentic usage. 

Combining them gives a fuller picture of the language. 

Fill in the blank: Natural speech collection records spontaneous conversations, stories, or ______ 

practices. 
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Feature Elicitation (Structured) Natural Speech (Spontaneous) 

Control 
High: Researcher directs the flow to 

target specific sounds or grammar. 

Low: The speaker chooses the topics, 

vocabulary, and pace. 

Efficiency 

Fast: Quickly fills gaps in a dictionary 

or paradigm (e.g., "How do you say 

plural?"). 

Slow: You may have to record hours of 

audio to hear one specific rare verb 

form. 

Authenticity 
Artificial: Can lead to "translation leg" 

or stiff, formal phrasing. 

High: Captures slang, idioms, and 

natural rhythm (prosody). 

Content Focuses on form and structure. 
Focuses on context, culture, and 

storytelling. 

Box 4.2: Comparing elicitation and natural speech collection 

4.2.3 Use of digital tools and software 

Modern fieldwork benefits greatly from digital tools such as transcription software, annotation 

platforms, and online databases. These tools help researchers organise, analyse, and share 

language data efficiently. For example, ELAN software allows detailed annotation of audio and 

video recordings, while FLEx supports dictionary and grammar development. Digital tools also 

make it easier to create archives that communities can access and use for revitalisation. 

Fill in the blank: ELAN software allows detailed annotation of ______ and video recordings. 

Tool Core Function Example Use Case 

ELAN 
Multimodal 

Annotation 

Aligning a transcription of a folk tale with the speaker's 

hand gestures in a video. 

FLEx 

(FieldWorks) 

Lexicography & 

Parsing 

Building a complex bilingual dictionary that 

automatically links words to their grammatical roots. 

Praat Acoustic Analysis 
Measuring the exact pitch or duration of vowels to 

identify tonal patterns in a language. 
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Tool Core Function Example Use Case 

Digital 

Archives 

Preservation & 

Access 

Uploading recordings to a repository (like ELAR or 

TLA) so the community can access their heritage 50 

years from now. 

Table 4.2: Examples of digital tools in language documentation 

Pilot questions 4.2 

1. What do audio recordings preserve in language documentation? 

2. What is the difference between elicitation and natural speech collection? 

3. Give one example of a digital tool used in language documentation. 

4. Why is combining elicitation and natural speech collection valuable? 

5. What does ELAN software allow researchers to do? 

 

4.3 Developing Language Documentation Outputs 
4.3.1 Creating dictionaries and word lists 

Dictionaries and word lists are among the most common outputs of language documentation. A 

dictionary provides definitions, translations, and usage examples, while a word list is a simpler 

collection of vocabulary items. These resources help both researchers and communities preserve 

and learn the language. They also serve as building blocks for teaching materials and 

revitalisation projects. 

Fill in the blank: A dictionary provides definitions, translations, and ______ examples. 

Output Type Description 
Primary 

Audience 
Example Use 

Word List 

A basic collection of words, 

often organized by theme 

(e.g., animals, body parts). 

Learners, 

children, & 

beginners. 

Creating "first words" 

posters or flashcards for a 

school. 

Dictionary 

Detailed entries with 

definitions, example 

sentences, and grammatical 

info. 

Fluent speakers & 

advanced 

learners. 

A community-curated digital 

app for looking up rare 

traditional terms. 
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Output Type Description 
Primary 

Audience 
Example Use 

Grammar 

Sketch 

A concise overview of the 

language's rules (sounds, 

word structure, and syntax). 

Linguists & 

teachers. 

Providing a "cheat sheet" for 

how to conjugate verbs in a 

new textbook. 

Text 

Collection 

A set of transcribed and 

translated stories, songs, or 

oral histories. 

The speech 

community & 

researchers. 

Publishing a book of 

traditional legends to 

preserve cultural heritage. 

Multimedia 

Corpus 

A searchable database of 

time-aligned audio, video, 

and text files. 

Future 

generations & 

academics. 

Storing raw recordings in an 

archive like ELAR to ensure 

the voice is never lost. 

Table 4.3: Types of language documentation outputs 

4.3.2 Producing grammars and text collections 

Grammars describe the rules and structures of a language, including phonology, morphology, 

syntax, and semantics. They provide a systematic account of how the language works. Text 

collections are compilations of stories, conversations, songs, or rituals recorded in the language. 

Together, grammars and text collections give a comprehensive picture of both the structure and 

the cultural use of a language. 

Fill in the blank: Grammars describe the rules and structures of a language, including phonology, 

morphology, syntax, and ______. 

Text Type Primary Focus Cultural & Linguistic Value 

Oral Stories 
Traditional narratives, myths, 

and personal histories. 

Preserves worldviews and complex 

grammatical structures (like "once upon a 

time" markers). 

Songs & Chants 
Rhythmic or melodic speech, 

often with archaic vocabulary. 

Documents rare words and poetic forms 

not used in daily life. 

Rituals 

Ceremonies, prayers, or 

formal speeches captured on 

video. 

Shows the link between language, physical 

gesture, and sacred spaces. 
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Text Type Primary Focus Cultural & Linguistic Value 

Everyday 

Conversations 

Spontaneous "kitchen table" 

talk and casual interactions. 

Captures "real" usage, including slang, 

fillers, and how people take turns 

speaking. 

Box 4.3: Examples of text collections in language documentation 

4.3.3 Building digital archives and multimedia resources 

Digital archives are online repositories where language data is stored, organised, and made 

accessible to both researchers and communities. They often include audio, video, transcriptions, 

and metadata. Multimedia resources such as apps, websites, and interactive platforms extend 

the reach of documentation outputs, making them usable for education and revitalisation. Digital 

archives and multimedia resources ensure that documentation is preserved long-term and 

remains accessible across generations. 

Fill in the blank: Digital archives are online repositories where language data is stored, 

organised, and made ______ to both researchers and communities. 

 

Figure 4.3: Components of digital archives in language documentation  

Diagram showing components of digital archives (audio, video, transcriptions, metadata, 

community access) AI prompt suggestion: “Create a diagram showing components of digital 

archives in language documentation, including audio, video, transcriptions, metadata, and 

community access.” Search string: “digital archives language documentation diagram OER” 

Pilot questions 4.3 

1. What is the difference between a dictionary and a word list? 

2. What do grammars describe in a language? 

3. Give one example of a text collection in language documentation. 

4. What are digital archives used for? 

5. Why are multimedia resources important in language documentation? 

4.4 Case Studies and Best Practices in Fieldwork and Documentation 
4.4.1 Examples of successful fieldwork projects 

Successful fieldwork projects demonstrate how careful planning, ethical engagement, and 

effective use of tools can produce valuable documentation outputs. For instance, projects 

documenting endangered languages in Africa and Asia have created dictionaries, grammars, and 

digital archives that communities now use for revitalisation. These examples show that fieldwork 

can have both academic and community impact when conducted responsibly. 

Fill in the blank: Successful fieldwork projects demonstrate how careful planning, ethical 

engagement, and effective use of ______ can produce valuable documentation outputs. 
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Plate 4.1: Fieldwork session with community members  

4.4.2 Lessons learned from challenges in documentation 

Fieldwork projects often face challenges such as limited resources, logistical difficulties, or 

community mistrust. Lessons learned include the importance of building long-term relationships 

with communities, ensuring transparency about project goals, and adapting methods to local 

contexts. These lessons remind us that documentation is not only about collecting data but also 

about fostering collaboration and respect. 

Fill in the blank: One lesson learned from challenges in documentation is the importance of 

building long-term ______ with communities. 

Lesson Key Strategy Why It Matters 

Relational Depth 
Build long-term, reciprocal 

relationships. 

Trust is the foundation of authentic 

speech; without it, data remains 

surface-level. 

Radical 

Transparency 

Be crystal clear about project 

goals and data ownership. 

Prevents "extractive" research and 

ensures the community knows how 

their heritage will be used. 

Methodological 

Flexibility 

Adapt tools and schedules to fit 

local cultural contexts. 

A rigid academic schedule may fail if 

it conflicts with harvest seasons or 

local protocols. 

Benefit Balancing 

Equalize academic outputs 

(papers) with community needs 

(teaching tools). 

Ensures the project serves the people 

living the language, not just a 

university library. 

Box 4.4: Lessons learned from documentation challenges 
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4.4.3 Best practices for sustainable documentation outputs 

Best practices in fieldwork and documentation include combining academic rigour with 

community relevance. This means producing outputs that are scientifically accurate but also 

accessible and useful to the community. Sustainability requires training local speakers in 

documentation methods, creating archives that communities can manage, and ensuring that 

outputs are adaptable to future technologies. Best practices ensure that documentation efforts 

remain valuable for generations. 

Fill in the blank: Best practices in documentation include combining academic rigour with 

community ______. 

Best Practice Description Concrete Example 

Academic Rigour 

Maintaining high scientific 

standards for data collection 

and analysis. 

Using IPA (International Phonetic 

Alphabet) for transcriptions to ensure 

precise pronunciation records. 

Community 

Relevance 

Prioritizing outputs that directly 

benefit the speakers' daily lives. 

Developing a mobile app for language 

learning based on documented 

conversations. 

Capacity 

Building 

Empowering local speakers 

with the skills to lead 

documentation efforts. 

Hosting workshop intensives where 

youth learn to use recording equipment 

and ELAN software. 

Technological 

Adaptability 

Using "future-proof" file 

formats and open-source tools. 

Saving all audio as uncompressed .WAV 

files and text as XML or PDF/A to 

prevent digital decay. 

Table 4.4: Best practices in sustainable documentation 

Pilot questions 4.4 

1. What do successful fieldwork projects demonstrate? 

2. Name one lesson learned from challenges in documentation. 

3. Why is transparency important in fieldwork projects? 

4. What does community relevance mean in documentation outputs? 

5. Give one example of a best practice in sustainable documentation. 
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Series Summary 

This Series has focused on the practical aspects of fieldwork and the development of language 

documentation outputs, showing how these processes are central to preserving and revitalising 

endangered languages. We began by examining the principles of fieldwork, including its 

definition, planning, and ethical considerations. Then we explored methods and tools for 

collecting language data, such as recording techniques, elicitation, and digital software. 

Following that, we studied how to develop documentation outputs like dictionaries, grammars, 

text collections, and digital archives. Finally, we looked at case studies and best practices, 

highlighting successful projects, lessons learned, and strategies for sustainability. 

By engaging with these topics, you should now be able to define the principles of fieldwork and 

explain its importance (SLO 4.1), demonstrate how to plan and prepare for fieldwork with ethical 

awareness (SLO 4.2), apply appropriate methods and tools for collecting language data (SLO 

4.3), design documentation outputs such as dictionaries and archives (SLO 4.4), and evaluate 

case studies to identify lessons and best practices (SLO 4.5). These outcomes provide you with 

the skills and insight needed to conduct responsible and effective language documentation that 

benefits both researchers and communities. 

 

Glossary of Terms 

• Capacity building: Training and empowering local speakers or community members to 

participate in language documentation and revitalisation. 

• Data ownership: The principle that communities retain rights over their language 

materials and decide how they are used or shared. 

• Digital archives: Online repositories where language data such as audio, video, and 

transcriptions are stored, organised, and made accessible for long-term preservation. 

• Digital tools: Software and platforms used in language documentation, such as ELAN for 

annotation, FLEx for dictionary development, and Praat for phonetic analysis. 

• Dictionary: A detailed resource containing vocabulary entries with definitions, 

translations, and usage examples. 

• Elicitation methods: Structured techniques where researchers ask speakers to provide 

specific words, phrases, or sentences to build systematic language data. 

• Ethical considerations: Principles guiding responsible fieldwork, including informed 

consent, cultural respect, confidentiality, and data ownership. 

• Fieldwork: The process of collecting language data directly from speakers in their 

natural environment, often involving community engagement. 

• Grammars: Systematic descriptions of a language’s rules and structures, including 

phonology, morphology, syntax, and semantics. 

• Informed consent: Agreement by participants to take part in documentation after fully 

understanding its purpose and intended use. 

• Multimedia resources: Digital outputs such as apps, websites, and interactive platforms 

that make language documentation accessible for education and revitalisation. 

• Natural speech collection: Recording spontaneous conversations, stories, or cultural 

practices to capture authentic language use. 
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• Notes: Written records taken during fieldwork to document context, speaker details, and 

environmental factors alongside recordings. 

• Recording techniques: Methods of capturing language data through audio, video, and 

written notes. 

• Text collections: Compilations of stories, songs, rituals, or everyday conversations 

recorded in a language to preserve cultural and linguistic heritage. 

• Word list: A simple collection of vocabulary items without detailed definitions or usage 

examples. 

 

Concept Check Questions [Series 4] 

Objective Questions 

1. Fieldwork refers to the process of collecting language data directly from ______ in their 

natural environment. (Linked to SLO 4.1) 

2. Effective fieldwork requires careful planning, which involves identifying the language 

community and preparing ______ devices. (Linked to SLO 4.2) 

3. Natural speech collection records spontaneous conversations, stories, or ______ 

practices. (Linked to SLO 4.3) 

4. ELAN software allows detailed annotation of ______ and video recordings. (Linked to 

SLO 4.3) 

5. Digital archives are online repositories where language data is stored, organised, and 

made ______ to both researchers and communities. (Linked to SLO 4.4) 

Short-Answer Questions 

6. Define fieldwork in language documentation. (Linked to SLO 4.1) 

7. Explain why ethical considerations are important in fieldwork. (Linked to SLO 4.2) 

8. Identify one difference between elicitation methods and natural speech collection. 

(Linked to SLO 4.3) 

9. Give one example of a language documentation output and describe its purpose. (Linked 

to SLO 4.4) 

10. What is one lesson learned from challenges in documentation projects? (Linked to SLO 

4.5) 

Long-Answer Questions 

11. Analyse the importance of planning and preparation in fieldwork and discuss how it 

contributes to successful documentation. (Linked to SLO 4.2) 

12. Evaluate the role of digital tools in language documentation and suggest how they can 

enhance revitalisation efforts. (Linked to SLO 4.3) 

13. Demonstrate how different documentation outputs (dictionaries, grammars, text 

collections, archives) contribute to both academic and community needs. (Linked to SLO 4.4) 
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14. Assess case studies of successful fieldwork projects and explain the best practices that 

ensure sustainability. (Linked to SLO 4.5) 

Answers to Concept Check Questions [Series 4] 

Objective Questions 

1. Speakers 

2. Recording 

3. Cultural 

4. Audio 

5. Accessible 

Short-Answer Questions 

6. Fieldwork is the process of collecting language data directly from speakers in their 

natural environment. 

7. Ethical considerations ensure respect for participants, protect their rights, and build trust 

between researchers and communities. 

8. Elicitation is structured and researcher-led, while natural speech collection is spontaneous 

and speaker-led. 

9. A dictionary provides definitions, translations, and examples, helping both researchers 

and communities preserve and learn the language. 

10. Building long-term relationships with communities. 

Long-Answer Questions 

11. Basic response: Planning and preparation involve identifying communities, setting 

objectives, and preparing tools. These steps ensure reliable and respectful documentation. Value-

added response: Beyond logistics, preparation includes cultural awareness and ethical 

engagement, which foster trust and collaboration. This leads to richer data and sustainable 

outcomes. 

12. Basic response: Digital tools such as ELAN, FLEx, and Praat help organise, annotate, 

and analyse language data. Value-added response: These tools also enhance revitalisation by 

creating accessible resources like bilingual dictionaries and archives. They bridge academic 

research with community use, ensuring long-term preservation. 

13. Basic response: Dictionaries preserve vocabulary, grammars describe language rules, 

text collections capture cultural practices, and archives store data for future use. Value-added 

response: Together, these outputs serve both academic analysis and community revitalisation. 

For example, grammars support linguistic research, while text collections and archives empower 

communities to maintain cultural identity. 

14. Basic response: Successful projects demonstrate careful planning, ethical engagement, 

and effective use of tools. Best practices include academic rigour and community relevance. 

Value-added response: Sustainability is achieved through capacity building, technological 
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adaptability, and community ownership. Case studies show that combining scientific accuracy 

with cultural relevance ensures long-term success. 

 

Answers to Pilot Questions [Series 4] 

Part 4.1: Principles of fieldwork in language documentation 

1. Fieldwork is the process of collecting language data directly from speakers in their 

natural environment. 

2. It is important because it provides authentic records of endangered languages and 

engages communities in preservation. 

3. Recording devices. 

4. Informed consent means participants agree to take part after fully understanding the 

purpose and use of the documentation. 

5. Confidentiality. 

Part 4.2: Methods and tools for collecting language data 

1. Pronunciation, intonation, and rhythm. 

2. Elicitation is structured and researcher-led, while natural speech collection is spontaneous 

and speaker-led. 

3. ELAN. 

4. Because it provides both systematic data and authentic usage, giving a fuller picture of 

the language. 

5. Annotate audio and video recordings. 

Part 4.3: Developing language documentation outputs 

1. A dictionary provides definitions and examples, while a word list is a simpler collection 

of vocabulary items. 

2. Semantics. 

3. Oral stories recorded from elders. 

4. They are used to store, organise, and make language data accessible for long-term 

preservation. 

5. Because they make documentation accessible for education and revitalisation. 

Part 4.4: Case studies and best practices in fieldwork and documentation 

1. They demonstrate how careful planning, ethical engagement, and effective use of tools 

produce valuable outputs. 

2. Building long-term relationships with communities. 

3. Because it ensures communities understand the goals and builds trust. 

4. It means outputs are useful and accessible to speakers, not just researchers. 
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5. Capacity building, such as training local speakers in documentation methods. 
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Series 5: Applied Language Matters in Orthography, Lexicon, Maintenance, and Policy 

Proposed Outline for Series 5 

Part 5.1: Orthography and its role in language development 

• Sub-Part 5.1.1: Definition and importance of orthography 

• Sub-Part 5.1.2: Principles of orthography design 

• Sub-Part 5.1.3: Challenges in orthography standardisation 

Part 5.2: Lexicon development and expansion 

• Sub-Part 5.2.1: Creating word lists and dictionaries 

• Sub-Part 5.2.2: Incorporating new vocabulary for modern contexts 

• Sub-Part 5.2.3: Balancing traditional and contemporary usage 

Part 5.3: Language maintenance strategies 

• Sub-Part 5.3.1: Community-based maintenance practices 

• Sub-Part 5.3.2: Institutional support for maintenance 

• Sub-Part 5.3.3: Sustainability and intergenerational transmission 

Part 5.4: Language policy and applied outcomes 

• Sub-Part 5.4.1: Role of policy in supporting orthography and lexicon development 

• Sub-Part 5.4.2: Policy frameworks for language maintenance 

• Sub-Part 5.4.3: Case studies of applied language policy 
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Introduction 

In the last Series, we explored the practical aspects of fieldwork and the development of 

language documentation outputs, focusing on how languages can be recorded, archived, and 

preserved for both academic and community use. Building on that foundation, this Series turns to 

applied language matters, where issues such as orthography, lexicon, maintenance, and policy 

play a central role in shaping how languages are sustained and developed. These applied 

dimensions are crucial because they determine how languages are written, expanded, maintained, 

and supported through institutional frameworks. 

The aim of this Series is to equip you with the knowledge and skills to address applied language 

issues, including designing orthographies, developing lexicons, implementing maintenance 

strategies, and understanding the role of policy in supporting language development. 

We shall commence this Series by examining orthography and its role in language development, 

including principles of design and challenges in standardisation. Next, we will move on to 

lexicon development and expansion, considering how new vocabulary is incorporated while 

balancing traditional usage. Following that, we will explore language maintenance strategies, 

focusing on community-based practices, institutional support, and sustainability. Finally, we will 

conclude with language policy and applied outcomes, highlighting how policy frameworks 

support orthography, lexicon, and maintenance, illustrated through case studies. 

 

Series Learning Outcomes 

Upon completing this Series, you should be able to: 

• SLO 5.1 define orthography and explain its role in language development, 

• SLO 5.2 analyse the principles of orthography design and identify challenges in 

standardisation, 

• SLO 5.3 demonstrate how to develop and expand a lexicon, including incorporating new 

vocabulary for modern contexts, 

• SLO 5.4 apply strategies for language maintenance through community-based practices 

and institutional support, 

• SLO 5.5 evaluate policy frameworks that support orthography, lexicon development, and 

language maintenance, and 

• SLO 5.6 assess case studies of applied language policy to identify lessons and outcomes. 
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5.1 Orthography and Its Role in Language Development 
5.1.1 Definition and importance of orthography 

Orthography refers to the system of writing a language, including the rules for spelling, 

punctuation, and representation of sounds. It is important because it provides a standard way of 

recording and transmitting language, making it accessible for education, literature, and 

communication. A well-designed orthography strengthens language identity and supports 

revitalisation efforts by ensuring consistency in written materials. 

Fill in the blank: Orthography refers to the system of writing a language, including the rules for 

spelling, punctuation, and representation of ______. 

Pillar Importance of Orthography Concrete Example 

1. Education & 

Literacy 

Provides a consistent method 

for teaching the language in 

schools. 

Teachers can create alphabet books, 

textbooks, and reading materials that are 

easy to follow and reproduce. 

2. Effective 

Communication 

Facilitates clarity and 

consistency in writing between 

speakers. 

Standard spelling ensures that an email 

or text message is understood by 

speakers from different dialect regions. 

3. Identity & 

Prestige 

Creates a visual representation 

of the language, enhancing its 

perceived status. 

Developing an alphabet often involves 

choosing unique symbols that speakers 

identify with, increasing community 

pride. 

4. Language 

Revitalization 

Enables documentation to be 

converted into usable, 

accessible resources. 

Revitalization teams can convert old 

academic grammar texts into modern, 

user-friendly language learning apps. 

Figure 5.1: Importance of orthography in language development 

 5.1.2 Principles of orthography design 

Designing an orthography involves several principles. First, it should be phonemic, meaning that 

each symbol represents a distinct sound in the language. Second, it should be consistent, 

avoiding multiple spellings for the same sound. Third, it should be acceptable to the 

community, reflecting cultural preferences and traditions. Finally, it should be practical, easy to 

learn, and adaptable to modern technology such as keyboards and digital platforms. 

Fill in the blank: A phonemic orthography ensures that each symbol represents a distinct ______ 

in the language. 
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Principle Description Concrete Example 

Phonemic 

Ideally, there is a one-to-one 

correspondence between a symbol 

and a unique sound (phoneme). 

If "k" and "q" represent the same sound, 

a phonemic system would likely choose 

just one to reduce confusion. 

Consistent 

The rules for spelling do not change 

based on the word; the same sound 

is always written the same way. 

Avoiding the "English problem" where 

the sound /f/ is written as 'f' (fish), 'ph' 

(phone), and 'gh' (laugh). 

Community-

Based 

The system respects the aesthetic 

and cultural preferences of the 

people who will actually use it. 

A community might choose a specific 

accent mark (diacritic) because it looks 

distinct from a neighboring colonial 

language. 

Practical 

The system is easy to teach, learn, 

and—critically—type on modern 

devices. 

Avoiding rare symbols that require 

specialized software, instead opting for 

standard characters available on a 

smartphone keyboard. 

Table 5.1: Principles of orthography design 

5.1.3 Challenges in orthography standardisation 

Orthography standardisation refers to the process of agreeing on a uniform writing system for 

a language. Challenges often arise when communities have different dialects, preferences, or 

traditions. Some speakers may resist changes, preferring traditional spellings, while others 

advocate for modernisation. Political and institutional factors can also influence standardisation, 

especially when multiple orthographies exist for the same language. Balancing linguistic 

accuracy with community acceptance is often the most difficult aspect of this process. 

Fill in the blank: Orthography standardisation refers to the process of agreeing on a uniform 

______ system for a language. 

Challenge Impact on the Project Example 

Dialectal 

Differences 

Choosing one spelling can make 

speakers of other dialects feel 

"wrong" or excluded. 

If Village A says 'ba' and Village B 

says 'pa', which letter represents the 

word for "father"? 
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Challenge Impact on the Project Example 

Resistance to 

Change 

Speakers who have already learned an 

older (often missionary-led) system 

may reject a new "improved" one. 

Elders refusing to switch from an 

English-based spelling to a more 

accurate phonemic system. 

Political 

Influences 

Governments or institutions may 

mandate a specific script to align with 

national identity. 

A state requiring an indigenous 

language to use the national Cyrillic 

or Arabic script instead of a local one. 

Accuracy vs. 

Acceptance 

A linguistically "perfect" system 

might be too difficult for the average 

person to read or type. 

A system using many diacritics (like 

$n̈$ or $ǒ$) that looks "cluttered" or 

"intimidating" to new learners. 

Box 5.1: Challenges in orthography standardisation 

Pilot questions 5.1 

1. What is orthography in language development? 

2. Why is orthography important for revitalisation? 

3. What does a phonemic orthography ensure? 

4. Name one principle of orthography design. 

5. Give one challenge in orthography standardisation. 

 

5.2 Lexicon Development and Expansion 
5.2.1 Creating word lists and dictionaries 

Lexicon refers to the vocabulary of a language, including words and their meanings. Developing 

word lists and dictionaries is a key step in documenting and expanding a lexicon. Word lists 

provide a simple collection of vocabulary items, while dictionaries include definitions, 

translations, and usage examples. These resources are essential for teaching, research, and 

revitalisation, as they make the language accessible to both speakers and learners. 

Fill in the blank: A dictionary includes definitions, translations, and usage ______. 
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Resource 

Type 
Description Example Use Case 

Word List 

A basic, often thematic 

collection of terms (e.g., "100 

common animals" or "body 

parts"). 

Early Childhood Education: Creating 

posters for a preschool classroom to teach 

basic nouns. 

Dictionary 

A structured database featuring 

definitions, pronunciation guides, 

and example sentences. 

Bilingual Schools: A reference tool for 

students to translate complex concepts 

between their mother tongue and a national 

language. 

Lexical 

Database 

A "behind-the-scenes" digital file 

(often in FLEx) containing all 

linguistic metadata. 

Research: Analyzing how prefixes and 

suffixes change the meaning of a root word 

across thousands of entries. 

Picture 

Dictionary 

A visual resource pairing words 

with images rather than text-

heavy definitions. 

Language Revitalization: Helping adult 

learners who are not yet literate in the new 

orthography to recognize terms. 

Table 5.2: Types of lexicon resources 

5.2.2 Incorporating new vocabulary for modern contexts 

Languages must adapt to modern contexts by incorporating new vocabulary for technology, 

science, and everyday innovations. This process often involves borrowing words from other 

languages, creating new terms, or adapting existing ones. For example, many languages have 

developed terms for “computer” or “internet” that reflect local culture. Incorporating new 

vocabulary ensures that the language remains relevant and usable in contemporary society. 

Fill in the blank: Incorporating new vocabulary ensures that the language remains ______ and 

usable in contemporary society. 

Strategy Process Example Case 

Loanwords 

(Borrowing) 

Taking a word from a dominant or 

neighboring language and 

"phonologizing" it. 

Adapting the English "computer" 

into a local form like komputa to fit 

the language's sound rules. 



 

 LA-NET | ONLINE LEARNING VIDEO PLATFORM FOR POST-SECONDARY & HIGHER INSTITUTION STUDENTS 

Strategy Process Example Case 

Neologisms 

(Creation) 

Combining existing roots or affixes 

to build a brand-new term for a 

modern concept. 

Coining a word for "Internet" by 

combining the roots for "net" and 

"information." 

Semantic 

Extension 

(Adaptation) 

Giving an ancient or traditional 

word a second, modern meaning. 

Using the traditional word for 

"shield" to also mean "antivirus 

software" or "firewall." 

Community Co-

Creation 

Using "word-making" workshops 

where elders and youth decide on 

terms together. 

Ensuring a new term for 

"democracy" feels culturally right 

before it is put into a textbook. 

Box 5.2: Strategies for incorporating new vocabulary 

5.2.3 Balancing traditional and contemporary usage 

A major challenge in lexicon development is balancing traditional vocabulary with 

contemporary usage. While new words are necessary, traditional terms carry cultural and 

historical significance. Effective lexicon development respects heritage while embracing 

innovation. Communities often decide which words to preserve and which to adapt, ensuring that 

the lexicon reflects both identity and modern needs. 

Fill in the blank: Effective lexicon development respects heritage while embracing ______. 

Side Key Concept Strategic Purpose Concrete Example 

Traditional 

(Heritage) 

Rootedness & 

Identity 

Preserves unique 

grammatical structures, 

ceremonial knowledge, and 

historical narratives. 

Using the correct archaic 

terms for traditional 

medicines during a 

community workshop. 

Contemporary 

(Modern) 

Adaptability 

& Relevance 

Ensures the language remains 

the primary language of daily 

communication, especially 

for youth. 

Developing a new, 

phonetically-adapted word 

for 'smartphone' or 'social 

media' to make it easy to 

type. 

Figure 5.2: Balancing traditional and contemporary vocabulary  
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Pilot Questions 5.2 

1. What is a lexicon in language development? 

2. What is the difference between a word list and a dictionary? 

3. Why is incorporating new vocabulary important? 

4. Name one strategy for incorporating new vocabulary. 

5. What challenge arises when balancing traditional and contemporary usage? 

 

5.3 Language Maintenance Strategies 
5.3.1 Community-based maintenance practices 

Language maintenance refers to efforts made to ensure that a language continues to be spoken 

and transmitted across generations. Community-based practices are central to this process. These 

include using the language in homes, schools, religious settings, and cultural events. When 

communities actively promote their language in everyday life, it strengthens identity and ensures 

continuity. 

Fill in the blank: Language maintenance refers to efforts made to ensure that a language 

continues to be ______ and transmitted across generations. 

 

Plate 5.1: Community-based language maintenance through storytelling  

5.3.2 Institutional support for maintenance 

Institutions such as schools, governments, and cultural organisations play a vital role in 

supporting language maintenance. This can include introducing bilingual education, funding 

language programmes, and recognising minority languages in official documents. Institutional 

support legitimises the language and provides resources that communities may not be able to 

sustain on their own. 

Fill in the blank: Institutional support for language maintenance can include introducing ______ 

education and funding language programmes. 
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Institution 

Type 
Support Provided Concrete Example 

Schools 
Bilingual 

Education 

Developing curricula where math and science are taught 

in the local language alongside the national language. 

Governments 
Policy & 

Recognition 

Passing laws that recognize a minority language as 

"official" or "protected," allowing its use in courts and 

healthcare. 

Cultural 

Bodies 

Funding & 

Promotion 

Providing grants for community-led media, such as radio 

stations or traditional music festivals. 

Digital 

Platforms 

Technical 

Infrastructure 

Supporting the inclusion of local scripts in Unicode and 

building localized keyboard layouts for smartphones. 

Table 5.3: Examples of institutional support for language maintenance 

5.3.3 Sustainability and intergenerational transmission 

For language maintenance to be sustainable, it must be passed on through intergenerational 

transmission, meaning that children learn and use the language from parents and elders. 

Sustainability also requires adapting the language to modern contexts, such as technology and 

media, so that younger generations find it relevant. Without intergenerational transmission, 

maintenance efforts risk fading over time. 

Fill in the blank: For language maintenance to be sustainable, it must be passed on through 

______ transmission. 

Key Pillar Description Strategic Goal 

Intergenerational 

Transmission 

The natural passing of language 

from parents/grandparents to 

children. 

The "Home" Heartbeat: 

Ensuring the language is the first 

one a child hears and speaks. 

Modern Adaptation 

Updating the language to function in 

digital, professional, and social 

media spaces. 

Relevance: Preventing the 

language from being viewed as 

"only for the past." 



 

 LA-NET | ONLINE LEARNING VIDEO PLATFORM FOR POST-SECONDARY & HIGHER INSTITUTION STUDENTS 

Key Pillar Description Strategic Goal 

Collaborative 

Synergy 

Partnership between local speakers, 

linguists, and regional institutions. 

Shared Burden: Combining 

grassroots passion with 

professional and financial 

resources. 

Long-term Planning 
Creating 10- or 20-year "Roadmaps" 

for language use in the community. 

Permanence: Moving away 

from short-term "one-off" grants 

to stable, funded programs. 

Box 5.3: Keys to sustainable language maintenance 

Pilot questions 5.3 

1. What does language maintenance refer to? 

2. Give one example of a community-based language maintenance practice. 

3. Name one type of institutional support for language maintenance. 

4. What does intergenerational transmission mean in language maintenance? 

5. Why is adapting language to modern contexts important for sustainability? 

 

5.4 Language Policy and Applied Outcomes 
5.4.1 Role of policy in supporting orthography and lexicon development 

Language policy refers to official decisions and frameworks that guide how languages are used, 

taught, and developed within a society. Policies can support orthography by standardising 

writing systems and ensuring they are taught in schools. They also encourage lexicon 

development by funding dictionary projects and promoting the creation of new vocabulary for 

modern contexts. Without supportive policies, orthography and lexicon efforts may remain 

fragmented or underutilised. 

Fill in the blank: Language policy refers to official decisions and frameworks that guide how 

languages are ______, taught, and developed within a society. 

Area of 

Support 
Policy Action Concrete Example 

Orthography 
Standardization & 

Integration 

The Ministry of Education adopts a specific writing 

system for all primary school textbooks and official 

signage. 
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Area of 

Support 
Policy Action Concrete Example 

Lexicon Funding & Research 

Providing long-term grants to universities or 

community centers to compile and print 

comprehensive dictionaries. 

Modernization 
Lexical Innovation 

Support 

Establishing a "Language Commission" that 

officially approves and promotes new terms for 

technology and law. 

Digital Rights Technological Equity 
Mandating that all government-issued devices 

support local fonts and keyboard layouts by default. 

Table 5.4: Policy support for orthography and lexicon 

5.4.2 Policy frameworks for language maintenance 

Policy frameworks are essential for sustaining languages over time. These frameworks may 

include recognising minority languages in constitutions, providing bilingual education, and 

supporting media in local languages. By embedding language maintenance into law and policy, 

governments and institutions ensure that languages are not only preserved but actively promoted 

in public life. 

Fill in the blank: Policy frameworks for language maintenance may include recognising minority 

languages in ______ and providing bilingual education. 

Policy Pillar Action & Implementation Strategic Impact 

Constitutional 

Recognition 

Explicitly naming minority or 

indigenous languages in a nation's 

founding documents. 

Legal Protection: Provides a basis for 

challenging discrimination in courts and 

public services. 

Bilingual 

Education 

Mandating that schools provide 

instruction in both the mother 

tongue and the national language. 

Literacy & Success: Research shows 

children learn faster and have higher 

self-esteem when taught in their first 

language. 

Media Support 

Requiring or funding radio, 

television, and digital content in 

local languages. 

Social Normalization: Seeing and 

hearing the language on "the news" or 

"the internet" gives it modern prestige. 
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Policy Pillar Action & Implementation Strategic Impact 

Community 

Funding 

Directing tax revenue toward 

grassroots language nests, 

archives, and workshops. 

Empowerment: Shifts power from 

"outside experts" to the speakers 

themselves. 

Box 5.4: Examples of policy frameworks for language maintenance 

5.4.3 Case studies of applied language policy 

Case studies provide practical examples of how language policy has been applied successfully. 

For instance, countries such as Tanzania and Wales have implemented policies that promote 

local languages in education and media. These policies have strengthened language identity and 

increased usage among younger generations. Case studies highlight both successes and 

challenges, offering lessons for future policy development. 

Fill in the blank: Case studies highlight both successes and ______, offering lessons for future 

policy development. 

 

Figure 5.3: Outcomes of applied language policy case studies  

Pilot questions 5.4 

1. What does language policy refer to? 

2. Give one way policy can support orthography. 

3. Name one example of a policy framework for language maintenance. 

4. Why is constitutional recognition important for minority languages? 

5. What do case studies of applied language policy highlight? 

 

Series Summary 

This Series has explored applied language matters, focusing on how orthography, lexicon, 

maintenance, and policy shape the development and sustainability of languages. We began with 
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orthography, examining its definition, importance, design principles, and challenges in 

standardisation. Then we moved on to lexicon development, considering the creation of word 

lists and dictionaries, strategies for incorporating new vocabulary, and the balance between 

traditional and contemporary usage. Following that, we studied language maintenance strategies, 

highlighting community-based practices, institutional support, and the importance of 

sustainability through intergenerational transmission. Finally, we concluded with language 

policy and applied outcomes, looking at how policies support orthography, lexicon, and 

maintenance, and drawing lessons from case studies. 

By engaging with these topics, you should now be able to define orthography and explain its role 

in language development (SLO 5.1), analyse principles of orthography design and identify 

challenges in standardisation (SLO 5.2), demonstrate how to develop and expand a lexicon (SLO 

5.3), apply strategies for language maintenance (SLO 5.4), evaluate policy frameworks that 

support language development (SLO 5.5), and assess case studies of applied language policy 

(SLO 5.6). These outcomes provide you with practical skills and insights to address applied 

language issues in ways that benefit both academic study and community revitalisation. 

Glossary of Terms 

• Community-based maintenance: Efforts led by speakers and communities to keep a 

language alive through everyday use in homes, schools, cultural events, and religious 

practices. 

• Dictionary: A detailed resource that lists words with definitions, translations, and usage 

examples. 

• Intergenerational transmission: The process of passing a language from one generation 

to the next, usually from parents and elders to children. 

• Lexicon: The vocabulary of a language, including all its words and their meanings. 

• Language maintenance: Actions taken to ensure that a language continues to be spoken 

and preserved across generations. 

• Language policy: Official decisions and frameworks that guide how languages are used, 

taught, and developed in society. 

• Orthography: The system of writing a language, including rules for spelling, 

punctuation, and representing sounds. 

• Orthography standardisation: The process of agreeing on a uniform writing system for 

a language, often involving community and institutional input. 

• Word list: A simple collection of vocabulary items without detailed definitions or 

examples. 
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Concept Check Questions [Series 5] 

Objective Questions 

1. Orthography refers to the system of writing a language, including rules for spelling, 

punctuation, and representation of ______. (Linked to SLO 5.1) 

2. A phonemic orthography ensures that each symbol represents a distinct ______ in the 

language. (Linked to SLO 5.2) 

3. A dictionary includes definitions, translations, and usage ______. (Linked to SLO 5.3) 

4. Language maintenance refers to efforts made to ensure that a language continues to be 

______ and transmitted across generations. (Linked to SLO 5.4) 

5. Language policy refers to official decisions and frameworks that guide how languages are 

______, taught, and developed within a society. (Linked to SLO 5.5) 

Short-Answer Questions 

6. Define orthography in language development. (Linked to SLO 5.1) 

7. Identify one principle of orthography design. (Linked to SLO 5.2) 

8. Explain why incorporating new vocabulary is important for lexicon development. 

(Linked to SLO 5.3) 

9. Give one example of a community-based language maintenance practice. (Linked to SLO 

5.4) 

10. Name one example of a policy framework that supports language maintenance. (Linked 

to SLO 5.5) 

Long-Answer Questions 

11. Analyse the importance of orthography in language development and discuss challenges 

in standardisation. (Linked to SLO 5.1 & SLO 5.2) 

12. Demonstrate how lexicon development balances traditional vocabulary with 

contemporary usage. (Linked to SLO 5.3) 

13. Evaluate strategies for language maintenance, considering both community-based 

practices and institutional support. (Linked to SLO 5.4) 

14. Assess case studies of applied language policy and explain lessons learned for future 

frameworks. (Linked to SLO 5.6) 

Answers to Concept Check Questions [Series 5] 

Objective Questions 

1. Sounds 

2. Sound 

3. Examples 

4. Spoken 
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5. Used 

Short-Answer Questions 

6. Orthography is the system of writing a language, including rules for spelling, 

punctuation, and representing sounds. 

7. Phonemic principle, where each symbol represents a distinct sound. 

8. It ensures the language remains relevant and usable in modern contexts such as 

technology and science. 

9. Using the language in homes, schools, or cultural events. 

10. Constitutional recognition of minority languages. 

Long-Answer Questions 

11. Basic response: Orthography provides a standard way of recording language, making it 

accessible for education and communication. Challenges include dialectal differences and 

resistance to change. Value-added response: Beyond technical issues, standardisation must 

balance linguistic accuracy with community acceptance. Political and institutional influences 

often complicate the process, requiring negotiation and cultural sensitivity. 

12. Basic response: Lexicon development involves creating word lists and dictionaries while 

incorporating new vocabulary. Balancing traditional and contemporary usage ensures heritage is 

respected. Value-added response: Communities often adapt traditional words for modern 

contexts, ensuring cultural continuity. Borrowing and innovation are combined with community 

input to maintain identity while embracing modern relevance. 

13. Basic response: Community-based practices such as storytelling and institutional support 

like bilingual education sustain languages. Value-added response: Sustainable maintenance 

requires intergenerational transmission and adaptation to modern contexts. Collaboration 

between communities and institutions ensures long-term viability. 

14. Basic response: Case studies show how policies support orthography, lexicon, and 

maintenance, highlighting successes and challenges. Value-added response: Lessons include 

the importance of constitutional recognition, funding, and media support. Successful frameworks 

combine academic rigour with community relevance, ensuring sustainability and cultural 

empowerment. 

Answers to Pilot Questions [Series 5] 

Part 5.1: Orthography and its role in language development 

1. Orthography is the system of writing a language, including rules for spelling, 

punctuation, and representing sounds. 

2. It is important for revitalisation because it provides a standard way of recording and 

transmitting language, strengthening identity and ensuring consistency. 

3. A distinct sound. 

4. Phonemic principle. 

5. Dialectal differences. 
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Part 5.2: Lexicon development and expansion 

1. Lexicon refers to the vocabulary of a language, including words and their meanings. 

2. A word list is a simple collection of vocabulary items, while a dictionary provides 

detailed entries with definitions, translations, and examples. 

3. It ensures the language remains relevant and usable in modern contexts. 

4. Borrowing from other languages. 

5. Balancing heritage with innovation. 

Part 5.3: Language maintenance strategies 

1. Language maintenance refers to efforts made to ensure that a language continues to be 

spoken and transmitted across generations. 

2. Using the language in homes, schools, or cultural events. 

3. Bilingual education. 

4. Passing the language from parents and elders to children. 

5. It makes the language relevant and appealing to younger generations. 

Part 5.4: Language policy and applied outcomes 

1. Language policy refers to official decisions and frameworks that guide how languages are 

used, taught, and developed within a society. 

2. By standardising writing systems and ensuring they are taught in schools. 

3. Constitutional recognition of minority languages. 

4. It legitimises minority languages and ensures they are protected and promoted. 

5. Both successes and challenges. 
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