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TODAY

➢How to elicit words and structures 

➢How to do and how not to do fieldwork



WHY AND HOW TO ELICIT WORDS

❖ Elicitation at the beginning of fieldwork, to learn the basics of the language

➢ Monolingual fieldwork after Kenneth Pike (demonstrated by Daniel 
Everett)

➢ Mosel’s (2006) critique of word list translations and her alternative

❖ Word lists for phonology

❖ Word lists as documents

➢ What is going wrong here? (extract of a video clip)

➢ Swadesh lists

❖ Gathering words for dictionaries

➢ «We say» and «FLex» – software developped by SIL



WORD ELICITATION  
HTTPS://WWW.YOUTUBE.COM/WATCH?V=SYPWP7G7XWU

Introduction: Who is Daniel 

Everett?

Watch 5-10 minutes of this 

video.

List all elements that may be 

problematic with this 

approach!

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sYpWp7g7XWU




WORD ELICITATION IN THE LODHA 
SHABAR COMMUNITY, INDIA
HTTPS://WWW.YOUTUBE.COM/WATCH?V=JF5VJTZL6QE

Watch from 21:15 several 

minutes of this video.

What are the problems? 

How could they be avoided?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JF5Vjtzl6qE


STANDARD WORDLISTS AND 
QUESTIONNAIRES 

Swadesh lists – see: 

❖ https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Swadesh_list

❖ https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Leipzig%E2%80%93Jakarta_list

❖ https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/Appendix:Swadesh_lists

❖ example of a recording Indonesian – Galolen (a language of East Timor): 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=31A69L9RSuU

STEDT  (The Sino-Tibetan Etymological Dictionary and Thesaurus) 

Questionnaires at http://stedt.berkeley.edu/questionnaires

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Swadesh_list
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Leipzig%E2%80%93Jakarta_list
https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/Appendix:Swadesh_lists
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=31A69L9RSuU
http://stedt.berkeley.edu/questionnaires


MORE THAN TRANSLATION: 
GATHERING WORDS BY CONCEPTS

Software tool «We say» https://software.sil.org/wesay/about/

https://software.sil.org/wesay/about/


ELICITING SENTENCES

❖ With stimuli: pictures, films

❖ Example: «Cut & break clips»

Bohnemeyer, Jürgen, Melissa Bowerman & 
Penelope Brown. 2001. Cut and break clips. In
Stephen C. Levinson & N.J. Enfield (eds.), 
Manual for the field season 2001, 90-96. 
Nijmegen: Max Planck Institute for 
Psycholinguistics.

http://fieldmanuals.mpi.nl/volumes/2001/cut-and-break-clips/

http://fieldmanuals.mpi.nl/volumes/2001/cut-and-break-clips/


ELICITING SENTENCES WITH THE 
«CUT AND BREAK» VIDEOS IN INDIA
HTTPS://WWW.YOUTUBE.COM/WATCH?V=JF5VJTZL6QE

Ghorua community, Boatkhali, 

Dhblat-Shipur

Watch from 9:10 several 

minutes of this video.

Do the respondents act as 

expected?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JF5Vjtzl6qE


Experience of a young researcher (Brickell 2018):

«I also endeavoured, unsuccessfully, to use some of the most common 

elicitation materials available online, including the The Pear Film (Chafe 

1980) and Cut and Break video stimuli (Bohnemeyer et.al. 2001). While 

there is no doubt that these are helpful tools which can be utilised 

effectively in certain situations, they are extremely Western-centric in the 

settings and the protagonists portrayed in them. Their lack of relevant 

cultural context makes their effectiveness debatable in non-Western 

countries – a problem also related to me by other linguists. In my 

experience, elderly speakers either struggled to make sense of what 

activities were supposed to be occurring, particularly in the Pear Film, or 

were more inclined to focus on the Western setting and actors, rather than 

any of the events taking place. During this period, the only videos which I 

successfully used for elicitation were two specifically prepared by my 

supervisor. These demonstrated activities the speakers were familiar with: 

collecting palm sugar sap, and collecting and cooking sago grubs.»



VIDEOS MADE BY BRICKELL
HTTPS://WWW.YOUTUBE.COM/CHANNEL/UC0B
QQEDQAM9UBKSEJSKSWZW/VIDEOS

Homework:

Read (parts of) Brickle’s article, especially about standards for filming 

and the workflow and the ideas behind these videos!

Timothy C. Brickell (2018). Linguistic fieldwork: perception, 

preparation, and practice. In Peter K. Austin & Lauren Gawne (eds) 

Language Documentation and Description, vol 15. London: EL 

Publishing. pp. 179-207.

Online at: http://www.elpublishing.org/PID/165

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC0bQQEdQAm9uBKSeJSksWZw/videos
http://www.elpublishing.org/PID/165


THE NEXT SLIDES WERE NOT 
SHOWN IN THE LECTURE



TRANSLATING SENTENCES – IS 
THIS OF ANY USE? 

An old, specialized documentation project: «Wenker sentences» in 

German dialectology, 1876 - 1887 

see https://regionalsprache.de/en/contents-wenker-

questionnaires.aspx

https://www.regionalsprache.de/wenkerbogen.aspx

https://regionalsprache.de/en/contents-wenker-questionnaires.aspx
https://www.regionalsprache.de/wenkerbogen.aspx










SOME THOUGHTS ON FIELDWORK

Brickell 2018

«The practice of conducting fieldwork has been such an integral part of 
linguistic research that there has been minimal effort made to properly define 
it (Hyman 2001:15).»

«In discussions of „prototypical‟ fieldwork, the features of „distance, 
exoticism, and duration‟ […] are often presented as fundamental […].»

«The most common fieldwork trope has been „nine months spent in a mud 
hut in a remote location, ideally without power and running water, 
accompanied by pain and suffering‟ (Austin 2007a). As for the fieldworker, 
enduring myths are the rugged „Indiana Jones‟ type3 or the heroic white 
saviour (Bowern 2008:13). Fortunately, these myths are not as pervasive as 
they once were and are unlikely to be found in formal discourse.»



DAVID EVERETT IN A SOCIAL 
MEDIA COMMENT IN 2016

«I am a fan of quant[itative] research. And it needs to 

replace a lot of data collection and analytical methods 

bequeathed by some theories. Still descriptive methodology 

and analytical techniques have never been surpassed and 

everyone should learn them. Ultimately a linguist is 

someone who can walk into a jungle, find a [language] –

no language in common! – and figure it all out with a 

spiral notebook and a Bic pen.»

cited in Brickel (2018)


