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1. INTRODUCTION. Language documentation is a new field in linguistics that em-
phasizes the creation of good records of a language in addition to the grammatical 
description of the language. This chapter briefly outlines what documentation is and aims 
to be a practical guide to locating information about indigenous languages in archives, and 
about creating such archival information in the course of fieldwork.  
 As we have come to recognize that many of the world's languages (which I will call 
small languages) are not likely to be spoken in the near future, a number of linguists have 
focussed on the methods that can be employed to record as much as possible of as many of 
the world's languages as can be achieved. The major reference in this field is Himmelmann 
(1998) who set out the need for better records of the world’s languages, calling it “language 
documentation” to distinguish the new field from the earlier model of “language 
description.” The main distinction is that description was very much focussed on academic 
work like grammars and scholarly articles, while documentation acknowledges the 
importance of these while also arguing for the creation of good records and of working 
collaboratively with speakers to train them, and to encourage their involvement in the 
process of recording and producing information in the world’s small languages.  
 This refocusing of academic linguistic interest means, among other things, training 
linguists to produce good records of languages they work on, but, more importantly, it 
means providing resources for speakers, in the form of records of their languages and of 
methods they can use to do their own recording. This, in turn, has led to several new 
funding sources and university courses that support fieldwork and also support training and 
archives to house the records created in this fieldwork. Their websites give advice about 
what kinds of equipment to use and on the best ways to transcribe and write the languages. 
If you are recording someone while visiting their community to do your fieldwork it makes 
sense to make the best possible recording, especially if no-one else has ever recorded the 
language before and you have spent some time and effort to get there and aren’t likely to 
be going too many times in future.  
 There are new types of recording equipment being developed all the time so it is 
important for us all—linguists and speakers and other researchers interested in recording 
oral traditions—to keep up to date with what is the current best way to do this work. There 
are websites, blogs, and mailing lists devoted to this kind of information.1 
 Documentation is focused on creating good records as the basis for the linguistic 
analysis of a language. If you record stories in the course of your fieldwork then these 
stories will become part of the set of material (along with your own observation, elicitation, 
questionnaires or stimulus tasks) that you will use to describe the grammar of the language. 

                                                 
1 The Resource Network for Linguistic Diversity (http://www.rnld.org/node/95) is an up-to-date guide to 
many resources for language documentation. 
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Unfortunately, there are languages for which we have only grammatical analyses and no 
further information—that is, no collections of recordings, no texts, no dictionary—which 
are the kinds of resources that speakers typically want to find about their languages. But it 
is not just speakers who want to read texts in a small and otherwise little described 
language. Linguists also can use this material to explore questions the original linguist did 
not ask or was not interested in. For more information, see the collection of papers in 
Gippert, Himmelmann and Mosel (2006), or Seifart et al (2012). 
2. REUSABLE RESEARCH DATA. There are obviously many ways in which language 
records can be used, especially now that online multimedia is so accessible and widespread. 
Online video of people telling their own stories or performing music is now a simple matter 
for anyone with fairly accessible equipment (like a camera or mobile phone). The problem 
is that this valuable record may be lost when the website it is hosted on is closed down. To 
ensure that our grandchildren can still access these records we have to create the records in 
ways that allow them to be reused. That is, they must exist in formats that allow them either 
to be used immediately or to be converted to a useable form without too much effort. The 
most common kinds of recordings made in the field will be personal histories, customary 
stories, and guides to making things like everyday objects, buildings and so on. Some of 
these can be transcribed and made into books, some may be used in websites or for playing 
on mobile phones. We have learned that creating these records correctly allows all these 
outcomes to be converted automatically from the source files, with minimal handling 
required. This is a requirement of all kinds of research outputs, not just linguistic data, as 
reworking data by hand is too time consuming, and ‘[t]he amount of data produced far 
exceeds the capabilities of manual techniques for data management.’ (Borgman 2007:6). 
 To automate handling of linguistic data, it needs to be created in appropriate structures 
to begin with. This implies that we have tools that produce output in reusable forms and 
that linguists have training in what it means to create reusable data. So, for example, a 
dictionary that is created as a Microsoft Word document has very limited use beyond a 
printed dictionary, and a finderlist—an English index of the words in the dictionary—has 
to be created by hand once the main dictionary is finished. Any web version of the 
dictionary will also take a great deal of manual work to construct. If, on the other hand, the 
dictionary was created from a lexical database, using the sort of software that is designed 
to make dictionaries (like Fieldworks2 for example), then a finderlist and web-based 
version of the dictionary will be available automatically from the same underlying data. 
So, building properly structured data in the course of research allows it to be reused in lots 
of ways later. See Thieberger and Berez (2012) for more on managing linguistic data. 
3. DIGITAL ARCHIVES. Having done your fieldwork and created a set of records that 
allow aspects of the language to be archived, where do you put them? There are several 
digital archives that can deal with these collections. In the Pacific region, Kaipuleohone in 
Hawai‘i is one, and the Pacific and Regional Archive for Digital Sources in Endangered 
Cultures (PARADISEC) is another. Archives like these are an important part of the 
documentation of a language, as digital media are very fragile and need to be looked after 
properly in repositories that are dedicated to doing just that.  

                                                 
2 http://fieldworks.sil.org 
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 We need to distinguish websites from digital archives. Putting images and media online 
in a website allows it to be seen by others, but remember that websites are usually tem-
porary and are not an alternative to longterm archiving. An archive will also catalog its 
collection using standard terms that allow it to be searched, as discussed below when we 
talk about blogs. 
4. ANALOG ARCHIVES. Assuming you want to know as much as possible about the 
history of the language you are working on, how can you locate a relevant archive and how 
can you identify holdings in indigenous languages? Most such collections are not yet 
digitized, for example, those held by state and national libraries, archives and museums 
which are analog (not digital) archives. Any of these could have records of interest, but 
how do you know where to start? Knowing the history of the area and people can help. 
Who is likely to have made the earliest record? Was there an explorer who passed by and 
perhaps wrote down a wordlist? Were there missionaries, and did they translate texts into 
the language? Is there a local tradition of literacy that means that there are records made 
by the speakers? A useful guide to finding and using historical language material (for 
Australian languages but the methods are still more generally relevant) is Thieberger 
(2005). 
 The descendants of missionaries may still have family records, including some in the 
local language. Missionary-sending agencies have their own home bases and these bases 
may also have collections of missionary records. Some of these are housed in major 
libraries, such as the London Missionary Society records at SOAS in London,3 or the 
Vatican archives, but others are in out-of-the-way places, such as the German Lutheran 
mission documents in the small town of Neuendettelsau in Bavaria.4  
 Researchers who worked in the same region in the past may also have more records 
than they ever published, in the form of notes and perhaps images and audio recordings, so 
it could be worth talking to them about their experience and what they may be willing to 
share with you.  
5. GETTING YOUR OWN RECORDS INTO AN ARCHIVE. Keeping track of what 
you produce in the course of your fieldwork or other language research is not a simple task, 
but it is easier to accomplish if there is a plan for managing all the recordings, transcripts 
and notes that you make in your research. 
 It is far easier for you to keep track of all of your recordings and transcriptions, notes 
and photographs, right from the beginning of your fieldwork, than it is to try and work out 
what they are all about some time later. Your fieldnotes will usually be your first 
organizational system and the relevant information (people, dates, filenames of images or 
recordings) can be copied into a table (like a spreadsheet for example) of filenames that 
also describes when they were created, who was involved, and where it was. This will make 
your work much easier later on. It can also help you to keep track of your workflow—
which recordings you have transcribed, which transcripts you have translated and so on.  

                                                 
3 https://www.soas.ac.uk/library/archives/collections/missionary-collections/ 
4 http://missionaries.griffith.edu.au/missionary-training/neuendettelsau-misson-society-1841#The 
Neuendettelsau Seminary 
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6. ACCESS TO DIGITAL ARCHIVES IN THE PACIFIC. Williams (2002:15), in a 
report on the status of digital community services in the Pacific, noted that, “while all 
libraries, archives and museums that responded have access to at least a computer, the 
situation is bleak. Except for libraries in the Republic of Palau (and presumably in the 
Micronesian region) and university libraries and centres in the University of the South 
Pacific network, Fiji Institute of Technology, Fiji School of Medicine, National University 
of Samoa and University of Papua New Guinea, the computers are used by staff for work 
operations. In the Library Service of Fiji, there is no computer for public use, with only 
one computer in the library. The Suva Public Library is in a better situation. The Niue 
Public School Library, Tuvalu Culture Office and the Samoa National Archives also do 
not have computer access for students or members of the community.” It is clear from 
reports such as this that there is still a long way to go in the provision of digital information 
in small Pacific Island communities. Nevertheless, in the time since Williams’s report there 
have been unexpected advances in access to digital resources in even quite remote areas of 
the Pacific. Mobile phone technology has been taken up with enthusiasm, and has coverage 
in many previously unconnected locations, allowing remote use of both telephony and the 
‘mobile web’. We can expect to see mobile phones taking over functions of portable 
computers in remote locations and so should also plan on building access to linguistic 
collections using these technologies. 
 Once an item has been located it should be available for use, if possible. Examples are 
the Documentation of Endangered Languages (DOBES) data sets, or PARADISEC’s 
online collections of papers and fieldnotes of Capell5, Wurm,6 and Roesler7. Archival 
images and media can now be played and, often, annotated online to keep enriching the 
records, especially important when there is little more information about a recording than 
perhaps the place where it was made.  
 While newly created linguistic records are typically digital, a great deal of legacy 
material exists only in analog form, and, in the Pacific, this could mean that it is affected 
by humidity and temperature changes that will make the records unuseable. These older 
materials need an urgent effort of discovery and digitization as ‘80% of the worldwide 
holdings representing the cultural and linguistic diversity of mankind are not held by 
audiovisual archives proper’ (Schüller 2004:9). 
 In places where the internet is difficult or expensive to access or not available at all, 
language records can be made available in other ways. Books of stories, dictionaries and 
collections of images (plants, animals, fish and so on) with local names and uses are all 
going to be useful ways to return information collected with a community. If there is 
electricity and there are computers then a local installation of ITunes can be the source for 
creating playlists of traditional songs, or your favourite old people telling stories. In all 
these cases, the conversion of records to these derived formats can be done by computers 
if, as noted earlier, the records are created properly to begin with. 

                                                 
5 http://paradisec.org.au/fieldnotes/AC2.htm 
6 http://paradisec.org.au/fieldnotes/SAW2/SAW2.htm 
7 http://paradisec.org.au/fieldnotes/ROES/web/roes.htm 
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7. OWNERSHIP OF THE MATERIAL YOU RECORD. As discussed above, linguistic 
fieldwork is now more likely to result in larger collections of recordings than was the case 
in the past and this raises the crucial issue of obtaining permission from the speakers for 
you (and potentially others) to use the recordings. You will need to explain that the 
recordings will be used in your own work, published together with your analysis, held in 
an archive, be used by other researchers and that they can be returned to the source 
community periodically over time. Most people are very happy to have their recordings 
available on the web as there are typically no other records of their language available 
there. It is of course possible to archive records with special access conditions that can 
restrict them from general use, but make them available, for example, to the descendants 
of speakers, or for educational use, or, in some cases, for women or for men only (to 
conform to local sensitivities). If a recording contains politically or culturally sensitive 
information, or even gossip that may cause offence, it may be wise to restrict its 
availability, perhaps for the lifetime of participants.  For more on copyright and ownership 
of records, see Newman (2012).  
8. HOW TO LET THE WORLD KNOW ABOUT MATERIAL IN A SMALL 
LANGUAGE. As a speaker of a small language who knows about a collection of 
recordings in your home village, or as a researcher who discovers or creates a new 
collection of material in the focus language of your research, you can publish the fact of its 
existence in your research articles, books or notes, but that isn't going to happen for a while, 
and, even then, it isn't going to reach a very wide audience. So how is the rest of the world 
going to find out that this new source of information in an otherwise largely unrecorded 
language exists? No-one else has yet found what you have located because either it is a 
personal collection or the institution it is in did not catalog it as being in a particular 
language, and perhaps did not even note that it was about a particular language.  
 Nowadays you could blog about this new discovery, but we know that blogs are not 
read by many people, so that would not get the coverage you need. Google would find the 
language name in the blog and that is better than there being no public record of your 
discovery. But if the language name is also a common word in another language (e.g., 
Noone, Karen, Kola, Titan, Maria, Mono, Mum—which are all language names) then your 
prized discovery will be buried deep in a google search.  
 To make such searches more successful, there is an international standard for each 
language name, and this standard (ISO-639-3) also uses a code for each language in case 
the name or the spelling changes. This three-letter code is a way of uniquely identifying 
every language in the world, so the language Kola, mentioned above, has the code ‘kvv’, 
and Maria (in PNG) has the code ‘mds’. If you can find a way of associating your newly 
found collection with this standard code, then searches will be more targeted.  
 There is an international agency that is dedicated to providing searches like this, it is 
called the Open Language Archives Community, or OLAC, so you could consider placing 
a record into a catalog that includes standard language identifiers and is then harvested by 
OLAC. 
 See the OLAC pages that list collections holding material for the Pacific here: 
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http://search.language-archives.org/search.html?fq=region_facet%3APacific. An example 
of an OLAC page for one language can be seen in Figure 1, a sample OLAC page listing 
resources available for the South Efate language. The language code is last three letters of 
the URL http://www.language-archives.org/language/erk. They can be changed to any 
other language identifier to see what is available for that language.  

FIGURE 1: SAMPLE OLAC PAGE LISTING 

 

 The OLAC search page provides a targeted search tool for language material, but is 
only as good as the collections it harvests from co-operating archives. The Endangered 
Languages Catalog, a joint project of the University of Hawai’i and the LinguistList, 
provides links to relevant information for all of the world’s endangered languages, that is, 
to about a third of the total of some 7,000 languages. Wikipedia also provides a good point 
of entry for small languages, but many of these pages need more information than is 
currently provided. You could make it your task to adopt a wikipedia language entry that 
has little information and to add to it as you find out more about the language.  
9. CONCLUSION. It is going to become a normal part of research practice to create 
primary language records in a form that we can reuse, that we can cite in our research, and 
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that can be of use to speakers of the language. These records may be digital versions of 
older analog manuscripts or they may be born-digital recordings of performances, but they 
will only become part of the broader research effort, or be useful to the speakers 
themselves, if they can be located (which means they are cataloged in an archive) and 
reused. Language documentation is an exciting development in linguistics that is building 
collaborators outside of academia. It is taking advantage of new technologies to record, 
transcribe, and analyze languages and then to create resources in the languages that can be 
accessed and used for a range of purposes. 
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