Iquito Language Documentation Project:

Training the Community Linguists

While Chris focused on the overall administrative framework of the project, my talk will

focus on the training of the community linguists, or lingiiistas as we called them. I will discuss

the general cliallenges we tace(i, and in the process discuss 3 important lessons that we learned

when it comes to (loing this kind of revitalization work.

As Chris mentione(l, the project’s structure provi(le(l us with 3 members of the

community to be trained as lingﬁistas, and 4 native spealzers, called especialistas, to inform and

aid the lingiiistas in their work. The lingiiistas represente(l a broad spectrum of the community.
We had Hilter, a 40 yr. old man who had learned to type in the Peruvian military. There was
also Miroslava, an industrious 30 year old woman and mother of 4 children. Finally, there was
Arturo, a sliarp young adult who was still completing his lligll school education.

Once we l)egan their formal training, the lingiiistas met at least 2 hours a (lay, 5 (lays a

week. In a(l(iition, the lingiiistas were occasoinally asked to meet for an extra hour for one-on-

one computer training, practice clicitation sessions, transcription training, and training in the use
of tape recorders. All told, the lingﬁistas received about 70 hours of training over a 6 week

periocl. You can see in tlie overliea(l a list ot some ot tlie things we Wantecl tliem to liave learne(l.

Tliey needed to know basic grammatical concepts like the differences between nouns and verbs.

Tliey needed to know important features of the Iquito language, such as its use of affixes and be

Tliings We Wanted to Teach to the Lingiifstas.
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Basic grammatical concepts: noun, Verb, atljective.
Basic Iquito syntax - verb and noun affixes

Basic linguistic features: sentence-final vowel
tlevoicing, morpllemes, attixes, alpllal)et clesign issues,
stress.

Transcril)ing sounds correctly.

How to have an elicitation session, and overcoming
common difficulties in them.

Teaclling peclagogy, incl: how to teach a language
class, classroom management, teacliing tectinique,
lesson planning.

Un(lerstanding computers and Windows

Knowing how to use MS Word

Knowing how to use Shoebox

Using a mouse and basic lzeylaoartl use.
Un(lerstan(ling a computer’s file structure system,
inclucling how to copy, (lelete, rename, and move

Knowing how to print documents

able to (listinguisli long vowels and other
sounds that have no Spanisll equivalents.
Tliey also needed to know how to elicit
data and learn a language from the
especialistas, and tliey needed to
understand how to use a computer and

several computer programs.

This is actually a lot to teach to
someone in just 70 hours. We knew
from the l)eginning that the amount of
material we wanted to teach them in the
limited time that we had was a cliallenge.
Nevertlieless, we were confident that tliey
could be a(lequately trained in spite of the
amount of material to teach. So the
insiglits [ want to share with you all have
to do with the best approaclies we found

for training community linguists in a very



short time. That is, the approaches that seemed to work well for our situation this past summer.

Our first insight was to realize that most of these concepts could ac’cually be taught as
skills. This is actually to say that their goals in 1earning linguistics are different from ours.
When academics set-out to learn phonology, lznowing phonology is the goal. In a sense, our
12now1e(1ge of phonology is largely divorced from our personal lives and life situations. For the
lingﬁistas, however, their endangered language is highly salient. Asa result, the 1ing1'iistas do not
care about lenowing phonology for the sake of lznowing phonology. What they want to know is
“How can I get people to start spealzing I[quito again, and how will 12nowing about affix
aﬂomorphy help?” So whatever we taught them had to be taught in a way that was highly
relevant to their life situation and personal goals. Instead of just teaching them about allomorphy
in a non-contextualized manner, we taught them that it was olzay if pronouns and other
morphemes sound a little di{{erently in different environments, that there was no one “right"
pronunciation for every situation, and that if they wanted people to spealz [quito correctly, they
should teach people to pronounce the pronouns as the especialistas did in each of their different
situations. If their goal was to get people to spealz [quito again, we had to avoid to teaching them
just a bunch of “head 12nowledge,” if you will, and instead teach them some practical means of
reac}u‘ng their goal. That is to say, we had to take a skill-based approach to 1earning, and we had
3 major skills for them to learn.

1) First was learning how to do linguistic elicitation. This means 12nowing how to learn a
language from a native spealzer, and how to acquire speciﬁc grammatical information from the

especialista that they would then incorporate in a 1anguage class.
2) They needed to learn how to construct a lesson plan and teach a 1anguage class egectively.

3) They needed to know how to use a computer, so they could record for future generations their
12now1ec1ge of how the language functioned and the new Vocal)ulary they had 1earne(1, as well as
record [quito texts.

Our goal in each of these 3 skills was not to develop full competency. Although that
would have been an admirable ol)jective, we knew there still was not time enough in the summer.
Instead our ol)jective was for them to become sugiciently competent in the basics of each skill

area.

The analogy [ like to use is that of teaching a kid how to ride a hike. Your goal in
teaching a kid how to ride a bike is not to teach the kid so well that he can then participate in
cross-country bike races. Instead, you focus on the basics. You teach him how to 1eeep his
balance, to ped(ﬂe when he first gets on the Lilze, to 12eep the handle bars straigh’c until he gets
some speed, to lean in a bit when turning around. And sure, the kid will still crash his bike a few
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times, but after a while they get it. But at that point they are still not goocl bike-riders. But the
point is this - once tiiey learn to stay on the bike, you no 1onger need to supervise every attempt
tiiey make to ride a bike, because you know with practice that they will get better and tiiey will
(ieveiop better balance and agiiity on their own.

This is the same approach we took with the iingﬁistas. For exampie, tiiey may not type
60 WPM and Whip the mouse cursor around the computer screen, but tiiey are suﬁcientiy
competent in using a computer. That is, tiiey can open a computer, record a simpie text in MS
Word, and save the information.

The same can be said for elicitation sessions. If tiiey want to know the [quito word for
brother, they may not know all of the intricacies that can occur with izinsiiip systems, but tiiey
know enough to ask the especiaiista carefuiiy about the meaning of the word they get i)aciz, and
not to assume that the word has the same meaning and use as the Spanish WOI‘C[, and not to be
Surprise(i if tiiey have more than one word for brother.

When it came to ieaming the [quito ianguage, we taugiit them not so much to anaiyze
data, which requires speciiic iznowieclge of a variety of iinguistic theories, but to accurately

describe the data in an item & arrangement approacii.

When they wanted to know what the possessive pronouns were or some other specific
Y p p p
grammaticai feature, we taught them to ask for data that varied in semanticaiiy—minimai ways.
That is, instead of asizing an especiaiis’ca how to say, “my house, your canoe, his paim fruit,” to
lean what the possessive pronouns were, we tau ht them to ask things iiize, “m iiouse, my canoe,
p p g g y y

my paim iruit," ina minimai—pair approach to iin(iing words and morphemes ina 1anguage.

Our second insight was to realize that we could increase their competency in these basic
skills i)y encouraging both teamwork and specialization. In the business world synergy is the
buzzword for the phenomenon that occurs when two peopie Worizing togetiier accompiish far more
than if the two peopie worked separateiy. We got the opportunity this summer to witness this
phenomenon first hand. After cach of their practice elicitation sessions we had the iingﬁistas sit
down and compare results. For exampie, we might have them all go work in(iivi(iuaiiy with their
especiaiistas to find the [quito words for i)ociy parts. When tiiey came back together, tiiey didn’t
just compare results. They argue(i and debated the words and even asked the native speaizers to
repeat the Wor(is, until they iinaiiy reached a consensus on the proper speiiing, pronunciation, and
use of the word in question. [t turns out tiiey worked reaiiy well together, and their group—worie
sessions were much more prociuctive and accurate than their individual sessions. We took
a(ivantage of their teamwork i)y schecluiing them to Spen(i several hours each week Worizing

togetiier, cither on the same topic, or at least i)eing in the same i)uiicling together so that they
could double-check each other’s results.



We also encourage(i specialization. We realized (iuring the course of our training sessions
that one iingﬁista was showing a natural aptitucle for using the computer, while another lingﬁis’ca
was showing a natural aptitu(ie for teaching and maintaining classroom structure. We
encouragecl this specialization and tried to heip cach of the iingﬁistas (ieveiop greater competency
in their different skills areas than we had originaiiy anticipate(i. In this way, cach of the 1ing1'iistas
(ieveiope(i an expertise and speciai responsii)iiity in each of the major skill areas. Hilter knew
more about the computers, and the other two iingiiistas would go to him for iieip soiving
computer proi)iems. Miroslava was most competent in ianguage pe(iagogy, and Arturo, who had
the best car of all three of tiiem, would work to ensure the texts and other aspects of the ianguage
were iaitiii:uiiy recorded and documented. So the second iIlSight is to realize greater competency
in their basic skills could be achieved i)y encouraging synergistic teamwork and speciaiization.

Our 3" insigh’c was to leave the 1ingﬁistas with pienty of reference materials. It was aiways
our goal for the summer to leave the community with a copy of our Shoebox clictionary and some
grammaticai notes. But when we realized that we didn’t have neariy enough time to teach them
all that we wanted to, we realized that tiiey needed to have more-detailed reference materials. The
proi)iem, again, stems from the fact that we are teaciiing peopie skills that must be practice(i to be
retained. That is, you can tell a person how to do sometiiing time and time again, but if it's a
minor point or detail, tiiey may not have sufficient practice opportunity to retain iznowie(ige. So
we tried to expan(i the detail of the community grammar book and in particuiar we wrote a step-
i)y—step computer manual expiaining in detail how to use a computer. The meaning behind every
icon in every program was expiaine(i and we translated all the Engiish menus tiiey would need to
use and expiaine(i preciseiy how to enter data in Siioei)ox, open files , and so on. If they iorgot a

detail about how to use a computer, at least tiiey had a written resource to tum to.

In conciusion, when faced with a limited time within which to teach a lot of material to
community 1inguis’cs, the three things we found most heipi;ul were, first, to take a skill-based
approach to 1earning, secon(i, to encourage teamwork and specialization, and tinir(i, to leave as

much written documentation as possii)ie.
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