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Abstract. We focus on a collaboration between community members
and visiting linguists in Erakor, Vanuatu, aiming to build the capacity
of community-based researchers to undertake and sustain documenta-
tion of Nafsan, the local indigenous language. We focus on the technical
and procedural skills required to collect, manage, and work with audio
and video data, and give an overview of the outcomes of a community-
led documentation after initial training. We discuss the benefits and
challenges of this type of project from the perspective of the community
researchers and the external linguists. We show that community-led doc-
umentation such as this project in Erakor, in which data management
and archiving are incorporated into the documentation process, has cru-
cial benefits for both the community and the linguists. The two most
salient benefits are: a) long-term documentation of linguistic and cul-
tural practices calibrated towards community’s needs, and b) collection
of larger quantities of data by community members, and often of bet-
ter quality and scope than those collected by visiting linguists, which,
besides being readily available for research, have a great potential for
training and testing emerging language technologies for less-resourced
languages, such as Automatic Speech Recognition (ASR).
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tion project and we are also grateful for the feedback we received at the Vanuatu
Languages Workshop, 25-27 July 2018 in Port Vila, Vanuatu. We also benefited
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in Poznań, Poland, and Language Technologies for All, 4-6 Dec 2019, UNESCO,
Paris. This work has been funded by the ARC Centre of Excellence for the Dynam-
ics of Language (Australia) (project ID: CE140100041) and the German Research
Foundation DFG (MelaTAMP project with number 273640553).
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1 Introduction

There has been increasing recognition that greater collaboration between ex-
ternal linguists and language communities can be mutually beneficial, and aid
language maintenance efforts (e.g. [8, 12, 33]). Approaches incorporating tech-
nical training and empowering people to undertake community-led projects are
noted to be vital for inclusive collaboration (e.g. [48, 49]). In Vanuatu, there are
many examples of productive collaborations on language and cultural documen-
tation projects (e.g.[1, 18, 32, 36, 43]). In this paper we describe one process
of building community capacity to engage in language maintenance and corpus
building through linguist-community collaboration. We focus on the community
of Erakor, on the island of Efate, Vanuatu (Figures 1 and 2), near the capital,
Port Vila.
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Fig. 1. Location of Vanuatu and the island of Efate.

The language of the community in Erakor, as well as nearby Eratap and
Pango, is Nafsan (also known as South Efate), a Southern Oceanic language
with an estimated 5,000-6,000 speakers [26]. Nafsan is one of 130+ indigenous
languages in Vanuatu, and is spoken alongside Bislama, an English-based creole,
which is one of three official languages and a lingua franca across the archipelago.
Education is mainly carried out in English and French. Vanuatu is undergoing
an information and communications technology revolution [10, 14], and around
86% of households now have home access to mobile networks [46]. Access to tech-
nologies other than mobile phones is still limited, though increasing, and both
mobile and internet use is claimed to be linked to changing patterns of language

All the maps in this article were produced by using the Generic Mapping Tools [47].
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use, such as greater use of Bislama [45]. However, new modes of communication
also offer new environments in which indigenous languages of Vanuatu can be
used. For example, social media platforms like Facebook include a number of
pages in which Nafsan is the main language. This is a positive development, as
speakers are actively using Nafsan in its written form on social media, which is
not done in other areas of life, where English, French, and Bislama predominate
as written languages. In our collaboration, Facebook is also the main means of
communication between the researchers and the community members.
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Fig. 2. The island of Efate indicating the places where Nafsan is spoken

Records of Nafsan extend back to the mid-1800s, in materials produced by
missionaries (see [41]). Modern linguistic research began with a focus on the
phonology and genetic classification of Nafsan (e.g. [11, 25, 44]). A compre-
hensive reference grammar of Nafsan has been produced by Thieberger [38],
accompanied by corpus data, a book of stories [40], and a dictionary [39], which
is regularly updated at community workshops and was published in 2021 [42].
All of this previous research laid the groundwork for the more recent activity,
first by creating a corpus that new researchers could use to begin work on the
language, and, second, by demonstrating a quid pro quo of returning materials
to the village in forms that could be used there.

The main aim of this paper is to demonstrate ways in which linguists can
support community efforts in language documentation and maintenance through
building capacity, and how these collaborations can result in larger quantities
of quality data. We describe the process of training community members in
using technology for recording, transcribing and building a corpus (§2), and dis-
cuss the outcomes (§3) and the benefits and challenges (§4) of a documentation
project undertaken by the third and fourth authors. We also identify ways that
both the language community and the wider linguistics community can benefit
from community-led documentation, especially if there is greater consideration
of how the data will be conserved, archived, and made accessible in different
formats (e.g. WAV files, time-aligned transcribed text etc.), which are used in
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linguistic research and in the development of language technologies. In §5 we
argue that the community-led documentation leads to the collection of high-
quality data in larger quantities than those collected by visiting researchers, and
is thus of crucial importance for emerging language technologies for indigenous
and less-resourced languages, such as Automatic Speech Recognition (ASR). We
note some promising results with new speech recognition and forced-alignment
technologies applied to Nafsan data. We conclude in §6.

2 Technical and procedural training

To build on the previous documentation and description of Nafsan, the first two
authors (AK & RB) began fieldwork in 2017 in Erakor, aiming to collect new
Nafsan data for targeted semantic and phonetic analyses (e.g. [3, 4, 21, 22, 30]).
In the beginning of their fieldtrip, they participated in a dictionary workshop in
Erakor led by the fifth author (NT), focused on checking, correcting and adding
to entries for the Nafsan dictionary through group discussions with community
members. During the workshop sessions, it became clear that besides the work
on the dictionary, there was community interest in collecting more narratives in
Nafsan. NT gave a Zoom H1N recorder to a community member, GK, the fourth
author, who partnered with the third author, LE, to develop ideas for a recording
project. Given that there was an intention of data collection in the absence of
linguists, AK & RB realized that there was a need for training in data collection
and management. During their semantic and phonetic experiments, they started
familiarizing GK and LE with the process of making a recording, transcribing
it, and managing the data. GK & LE assisted AK & RB in different types of
fieldwork tasks, such as transcription and video recording, and a computer was
made available for them to use for independent transcription, using ELAN [37].
As GK & LE became more comfortable with transcribing pre-segmented audio
files in ELAN, AK & RB organized more formal training of linguistic tools.

The training focused on four indispensable activities in a language documen-
tation workflow: planning and discussing a recording with participants (including
archival access conditions), making a recording, data management, and tran-
scription. For the recording process, GK & LE practiced using the Zoom H1N
and including basic spoken metadata at the beginning of each audio recording,
and we discussed some basic principles of video recording. The data manage-
ment component was slightly more challenging as it involved familiarizing the
community members with the use of spreadsheets and file-naming practices. We
practiced the workflow as a routine of making a recording, transferring it to a
computer, entering metadata in a spreadsheet, and backing up the data. This
process was easily followed as each activity was understood as an essential part
of the workflow. The last step was learning how to use ELAN (see Fig. 3). Until
this point, GK & LE were already familiar with transcribing spoken Nafsan in
a single pre-segmented tier. These skills were extended to creating a new file
and importing audio files together with a template [17] that facilitates exporting
into FieldWorks [35], in which it can be semi-automatically glossed. The use of a
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Fig. 3. Training in ELAN transcription

more complex template required some explanation of the hierarchical organiza-
tion of tiers, e.g. that the translation tier depends on the tier of the original text.
The focus of transcription efforts was filling in the first tier with orthographic
Nafsan, as in Fig. 4. In this training we focused on highlighting the structure
of the workflow, and making sure that the community members understood the
importance of data management that follows the creation of each recording. Un-
derstanding the technical aspects of using different types of software proved to
be relatively easy. However, documenting instructions in a simple text was also
helpful.

Our training also included a discussion on the importance of explicitly ex-
plaining to the speakers who will be recorded and how the recordings will be
stored and used, and making sure it is understood that they have a choice to se-
lect their own preferences regarding the access rights to the recording. Through
their previous collaborations with NT, many community members, including GK
& LE, were aware of the concept of an archive and the benefits of archiving the
collected language data for posterity, as NT has been providing the community
with their own copy of previously collected data, both locally and through online
open access to the PARADISEC archive. All the recordings made by AK [24]
and RB [6] are also archived in PARADISEC. All the physical language materi-
als created as a result of our research and collaboration, such as the storyboard
booklet in Nafsan [23], have also been deposited in the Vanuatu Kaljoral Senta
(Vanuatu Cultural Centre).

3 Outcomes of the community-led documentation

Between July 2017 and June 2018, GK and LE, as community researchers, col-
lected audio and video data in 21 recording sessions. Some sessions were recorded

Available at https://www.paradisec.org.au.
https://vanuatuculturalcentre.gov.vu

https://www.paradisec.org.au
https://vanuatuculturalcentre.gov.vu
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Fig. 4. Orthographic transcription of (a story about a demon) told by
Limok Kaltap̃au (GKLE-001)

only using either video or audio, and others were recorded with simultaneous
video and audio, for later synchronization. In total, the collected data com-
prised 17 audio files totalling five and a half hours, and 25 video files totalling
four and a half hours. Recording sessions took place primarily in Erakor, but
some took place in Eton, a village further to the north on the coast of Efate,
with strong ties to Erakor. The recordings were all of natural speech and re-
lated to diverse topics, driven by the interests of the community researchers
and the community members they engaged with for their project. Among the
recordings which were primarily audio, two were ‘kastom’ (traditional) stories,
four were personal life histories, and three were stories about people and events
in Erakor and Eton (see Fig. 5). Among the recordings which were primarily
video, there was a story about the first permanent house in Erakor, and many
videos demonstrating techniques for weaving baskets, fans and mats using co-
conut and pandanus leaves. The community researchers chose weaving as a focal
topic because of concern that traditional weaving skills are not being passed on
to younger generations, and a desire to document these skills and develop ed-
ucational resources. All of the recordings have been archived in PARADISEC
with accompanying metadata, and apart from one, all are open-access [20].

Good progress has also been made on transcribing these recordings in ELAN:
seven recordings have been fully transcribed, one partially transcribed, and one
long recording has been fully segmented and made ready for transcription. The
project is ongoing, and future plans include engaging more community members
as participants, recording material for a documentary about Nafsan, and iden-
tifying ways to use collected videos for educational purposes. The skills gained
by GK and LE have also since been extended to new projects; building on the

https://catalog.paradisec.org.au/collections/GKLE

https://catalog.paradisec.org.au/collections/GKLE
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initial recordings made by GK in Eton, GK and RB visited Eton to record some
traditional narratives in the language of that village [7], for which published
information is limited to a wordlist [44] and a comparative study of languages
of the Efate region [11]. GK facilitated these recording sessions, and LE has as-
sisted with initial transcription. Longer term, the project team hope that further
collaboration with the Eton community will allow for a deeper understanding of
the linguistic and cultural connections across southern Efate.

Fig. 5. A part of the metadata of the recordings made by GK and LE

4 Benefits and challenges

From the perspective of the community researchers, there are a number of ad-
vantages to language and cultural documentation projects led by community
members. One clear advantage is first-hand knowledge of the language. In most
documentation projects, linguists are visitors, and while they may acquire the
language of study to varying extents, in most cases they are unlikely to acquire
competence approaching that of native speakers. Native knowledge of Nafsan fa-
cilitates more accurate and efficient transcription, and also facilitates the process
of undertaking recording sessions with different community members.

The language is also known as Eton.
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Community researchers also have a significant advantage in that they have
better knowledge of the linguistic and cultural practices which may feature in
documentation recordings. They are well-placed to decide which activities are
better documented with video rather than audio, based on the type of activity
and also what participants are most comfortable with. They are also able to
use their knowledge of particular activities to more effectively plan and capture
these using video. For example, if the goal of a recording is to document the
process for weaving a particular type of basket (e.g. Fig. 6), and the community
researchers are familiar with what this entails, they can choose the most appro-
priate framing and zoom level at different stages, so that viewers can identify
exactly what the participant is doing. In comparison, an external researcher may
focus on capturing the whole scene in every frame, perhaps to include gestures
or background interlocutors, but this will be less useful to someone wanting to
watch the recording to study the weaving technique. Community researchers are
also better able to identify which activities are most important to document,
and of the greatest interest to the community, particularly in contexts where a
project aims to support language and cultural maintenance.

Another benefit of community-led documentation is the quantity of collected
data. In a relatively short time frame, GK and LE were able to collect large
quantities of spoken Nafsan data, without any interference of another language,
and with a minimized observer’s bias. On the other hand, visiting researchers are
outsiders, who maximize the observer’s bias, and often communicate in another
language, adding to the complexity of linguistic influences in the recorded data.
Moreover, linguists often collect language data catered towards their specific re-
search questions, either through experiments or elicitation, without necessarily
prioritizing community interests. Usually only certain types of data commonly
collected for research, such as tellings of traditional stories, can be made imme-
diately useful for the language community. Linguists typically undertake addi-
tional activities outside of their research topics in order to produce materials for
community-wide use, such as the Nafsan dictionary [42]. In contrast, the Nafsan
data collected by the community researchers can serve multiple purposes from
the start: among others, education in language or cultural practices, entertain-
ment, promotion of the local culture and products, linguistic research, and use
in developing language technologies for indigenous and less-resourced languages
(see §4).

Challenges noted by GK & LE relate to both the practicalities of using equip-
ment and technology as well as the logistics of managing a project. While the
actual transcription process in ELAN was relatively manageable, making a new
.eaf file could be difficult. The template provided by AK & RB was helpful,
and consistently used, but the main issue was remembering how to navigate
the ELAN interface and access the template when starting a new transcription.
Sharing one laptop also limited the ability of the community researchers to un-
dertake transcription and data management tasks at the times most convenient
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