
Collaborating on a Kangiryuarmiutun dictionary: lessons from a
speaker-linguist and linguist duo

Background: In this talk we outline the multi-year collaboration between a community-
based speaker-linguist and a university-based linguist in creating a new edition of the Kan-
giryuarmiutun dictionary (to expand on Lowe’s 1983 dictionary). The Kangiryuarmiut di-
alect of Western Canadian Inuit is spoken primarily in the community of Ulukhaktok, NWT.

Goals: We offer a case study in creating a dictionary for a low-resource language using
materials from neighbouring dialects as a starting point (Frawley et al 2002). First, we
provide an example of an online workflow between a speaker-linguist and a linguist working
at a distance to create and edit dictionary entries for a predominantly oral language. Next,
we address the issues of data inclusion and data structure. Finally, we discuss how differences
and limitations in expertise were overcome.

Issues of workflow: A common challenge for work to document endangered languages
is the distance between communities and universities. Though face-to-face interaction and
collaboration are ideal, costs and time-constraints may limit contact between stakeholders.
While our collaboration began with a week of meetings in the community, all subsequent work
has taken place over Skype (using screen-sharing) or occasionally over the phone (when the
internet was down). Such work included finding errors in transcription and morphological
decomposition, improving the faithfulness of translations, and identifying and separating
main entries from examples. Furthermore, the software used was relatively low tech: Excel
was used to organize and edit the main entries, while Word was used for the section on
suffixes. Finally, we are currently typesetting the dictionary using LaTeX. We outline the
advantages and challenges of such a workflow to create a dictionary of an indigenous language,
paying particular attention to issues of ease of use, productivity, and collaboration.

Issue of data inclusion: One artefact of the data collection method used (in which the
speaker-linguist interviewd elders, asking for equivalents based on a word list from another
dialect) was that a large number of the initial entries were in fact examples; either full
sentences or words that had undergone (highly) productive processes such as incorporation,
modification, embedding, etc. to form larger polysynthetic words. Conversely, some entries
for the suffix portion of the dictionary were of very limited productivity. Such forms raise
questions including: (i) how to decide which forms to include as main entries?; (ii) what
to do with (valuable) data that isn’t appropriate as a main entry?; and (iii) how to weigh
criteria of productivity, frequency, and idiomaticity in deciding what to include?

Additional questions surround dialect differences, authenticity, and accurately reflecting
both the more prevalent forms and usage as well as variation within Kangiryuarmiutun. We
present strategies for deciding on what to include in main entries in a polysynthetic language
and what to do with the remaining highly valuable data.

Issues of data structure and presentation: A related problem stemming from the
polysynthetic nature of the language and the lack of a substantial written corpus was how
to present and organize information within the entries. In particular, we had to address
disagreements about orthography, the accuracy of translations, gender inclusiveness in en-
tries, borrowed words, and the question of whether to include lexical category labels in the
dictionary. In each case, we discuss our approaches and our choices in light of ease of use
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within the community and future use by linguists (Hinton & Weigel 2002).

Issues of expertise: A third locus of discussion is the question of expertise and training. In
our collaboration, the speaker-linguist had received training for the purposes of teaching the
language, but no formal training in lexicography, and the linguist, though having worked on
other Inuit dialects, had no prior experience with Inuvialuit (Western Canadian) dialects—
and no lexicographic experience or training either. Furthermore, although the speaker-
linguist is completely fluent, due to the limited role of day-to-day writing in the language
(magnified by the polysynthetic nature of the language), it was often very difficult to be sure
of spellings.

The success of the project, despite these initial challenges, highlights that an L1 speaker
need not be fully comfortable with the orthography in order to undertake work on a dictio-
nary when paired with a linguist familiar with the phonology of the language with whom
pronunciations can be cross-checked. Conversely, it also underscores that a linguist with
knowledge of related dialects, need not necessarily have carried out prior fieldwork on the
dialect, when paired with a native speaker ready to share her knowledge, and furthermore
that shared knowledge can instead grow over the course of the project.

Summary: In addition to exploring the issues raised above, sharing our experience of the
benefits and challenges of our approach, including what we wish we had done differently, as
well as how the collaboration has led to new empirical and theoretical questions, we hope
that our talk serves as an(other) example of the synergy created by such collaborations and
that it may inspire others to embark on similar projects. Despite differences in expertise
and our initial limitations, the collaboration has been very rewarding and fruitful in both
community and academic arenas.
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