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Linguistics: SIL's Foundation
Early in 2010, literacy teacher Neli walked four hours then took a ride in the back of a truck so 
she could order more reading primers in the Obura dialect of the Tairora language of Papua 
New Guinea. She told SIL linguists Alex and Lois Vincent, “130 women at Asara village, an 
hour’s walk from Obura, want to learn to read!” In 1958, when the Vincents lived there, Asara 
had minimal contact with the outside world and no literates.

As I represent SIL around the world, I'm proud to say, “Linguistics is the foundation for SIL's 
work." A main focus of SIL's service is to document the world's languages—many with no written 
script—including endangered languages. The documentation of the six dialects of Tairora is 
one such example. Since the mid 1950s, the Vincents have served alongside the Tairora people 
in their language development efforts. At that time few could read so adult literacy was a 
primary task. In the following decades, some literature was printed in all six dialects and Tairora 
reading classes were taught in government schools. Stories about culture and folklore were 
printed, as well as booklets on health and community development, Scripture texts and finally a 
dictionary—another tool for Tairora readers.

This Update focuses on a few of the opportunities SIL had in 2010 to work with advocates who 
promote and provide training for ethnolinguistic communities as they develop skills to conduct 
and sustain their own language development and education programs. SIL is privileged to serve 
alongside communities, such as the Tairora, as they seek to preserve their language and cultural 
identity as well as to connect more effectively with the wider world.

Before the Vincent’s retirement 
in 2010, they worked alongside 
their Tairora colleagues 
to complete the 641-page 
Tairora-English Dictionary 
for the North Tairora dialect. 
Each of the 7,510 entries 
include illustrative sentences, 
with special categories like 
headdresses, and other pictures 
in the back. Pictured here is a 
proof copy of the dictionary 
being checked by the printer 
in Finland.
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Syllabic writing systems  
like Naskapi, seen below, 

represent each syllable of 
the language with a 

 unique symbol.

SIL facilitates the use of non-
Roman and complex 
scripts on computers, 
enabling language 
communities to effectively use 
their preferred writing system 
without technical barriers.

University Extension Class for Naskapi
The first McGill University extension Naskapi literacy class was held in November in a Naskapi 
village in Canada. During this unique class, SIL linguist Bill Jancewicz trained 13 Naskapi young 
adults in basic Naskapi literacy. The instruction covered computer installation of the Naskapi 
font and the use of the Naskapi Lexicon. Class time included typing their syllabic alphabet on 
computers, as well as reading practice. Syllabic writing systems represent each syllable of the 
language with a unique symbol.

This is just the beginning of a new world of reading and writing in their mother tongue for 
most of these Naskapi students—future Naskapi-McGill teacher training classes are already 
scheduled.

http://scripts.sil.org/default


Language development is 
a tool that can help build 
a communication bridge 

between local and global 
communities. 

One component of this 
cooperative project is mother-
tongue education for adults.

Yunnan Province 10-year
"Zero Barrier Bilingual Education"

In June, the Yunnan Province 10-year "Zero Barrier Bilingual Education" Memorandum of 
Understanding (MOU) signing ceremony was held in Kunming, China. The MOU is a three-
way agreement between the Yunnan Provincial Education Association Minority Education 
Committee, the Yunnan Provincial Ethnic Affairs Commission Minority Language Guidance 
Committee and SIL East Asia. The goals of the project are to improve children's learning and 
cognitive abilities and improve basic education levels in the minority areas.

This cooperative project will promote the local development of basic education and thus 
benefit the local communities. The direct beneficiaries are local teachers, preschool students, 
primary school students and community members. The experience gained from the project 
will be shared with others who are interested in bilingual education.

http://www.sil.org/sil/news/2010/yunnan-mou.htm

http://www.sil.org/sil/news/2010/yunnan-mou.htm


Ethnomusicology promotes 
the use of indigenous music 

to meet contemporary needs 
within the society.

SIL offers training for those 
working alongside artists of all 
kinds to help them meet their 
community's needs and goals.

Burundi Song-composition Workshop
A song-composition workshop was held in the Cankuzo province of Burundi in September. 
Sponsored by the European Commission and World Vision Germany as a nutrition project, the 
workshop was led by an SIL ethnomusicologist. The primary objectives of the workshop were to

•	 produce traditional songs with key messages on good nutrition practices and child 
protection,

•	 train Burundian musicians how to produce songs in the traditional style with new 
messages, and

•	 train project staff how to use the songs for sensitizing the community to the songs’ 
themes.

The song messages were based on the objectives of the United Nations Convention on the 
Rights of the Child. Participants themselves selected relevant messages for their songs that 
will communicate in the Burundian context. The messages were about education for girls, 
child labor, early marriage, equal rights for children and the use of family income for food and 
education instead of alcohol.

http://www.sil.org/sil/news/2010/burundi-song-composition-workshop.htm
http://www.sil.org/arts/ethnomusicology.htm

http://www.sil.org/sil/news/2010/burundi-song-composition-workshop.htm
http://www.sil.org/arts/ethnomusicology.htm


In partnership with institutions 
and organizations worldwide, 

SIL offers academic training to 
prepare people to do quality 

applied linguistic fieldwork, 
literacy and translation.

Mrs. Helen Tamtam, USP 
lecturer and convener of 
the dictionary workshop, 
welcomes workshop 
participants on International 
Literacy Day.

Vanuatu: Six-language Dictionary and 
Dictionary-making Workshop

In recognition of International Literacy Day in September, SIL Vanuatu participated in the 
celebration by holding a dictionary-making workshop together with the University of the 
South Pacific (USP). SIL advisors used the WeSay computer program to help 17 participants 
start dictionaries in 12 different languages of Vanuatu.

WeSay helps people who do not have linguistic training to build a dictionary in their own 
language. SIL field advisors helped speakers of 12 different Vanuatu languages start work on 
dictionaries by entering a selection of words from their respective languages. Participants 
took home the WeSay program to load onto their own computers to then proceed with 
compiling a full dictionary.

USP librarian Ms. Charlotte Pitts and Campus Director Mr. Peter McFarlane were presented 
with a six-language dictionary—the main languages spoken on Tanna Island. This compilation 
of nearly 2,000 words was documented by SIL linguist Dr. Ken Nehrbass. He stated that a 
vernacular dictionary contains entries that reflect the unique cultural knowledge of that 
community of speakers.

http://www.sil.org/sil/news/2010/intl-literacy-day-celebrations.htm

http://wesay.org/wiki/Main_Page
http://www.sil.org/sil/news/2010/intl-literacy-day-celebrations.htm


SIL's field linguists work in 
partnership with speakers 
of undocumented minority 
languages and together they 
engage in the collection and 
analysis of language data.

Since 1996, much of the 
SIL Bibliography has been 

available online.

SIL Bibliography Now Contains
40,000 Works
This year SIL reached a milestone in its corporate bibliography—item number 40,000 is the 
primer, Tí fìntimaan! Takaldapeepeekaa 1, for the Ntcham language community in Togo. The 
SIL Bibliography records works authored or edited by SIL staff or produced by a publishing 
unit of SIL. The first bibliography was compiled in 1948, listing 73 items, with materials dating 
from 1935. Since 1996, much of the SIL Bibliography has been available online. The online 
bibliography contains a subset of over 25,000 citations from the more than 40,000 publications 
representing 76 years of SIL International's language research in over 2,700 languages.

http://www.sil.org/sil/news/2010/sil-bibliography.htm

SIL Celebrates 20th Anniversary in Chad
At the celebration of the 20th anniversary of SIL’s presence in Chad, Madame Khadidja 
Hassaballah, The Secretary of State of National Education Responsible for Basic Teaching said, 
“Mother tongues are both an obstacle and an opportunity for development. An obstacle 
because they are not all written down, but an opportunity because they facilitate learning. 
I would also like to express my gratitude to all the SIL linguists who have spared no effort in 
undertaking sociolinguistic studies in the remote places of Chad in order to make the national 
languages operational within education." 

http://www.sil.org/sil/news/2010/sil-bibliography.htm


Over 950 of SIL's staff hold 
advanced degrees; many 
publish their research and 
regularly present papers— 
at more than a dozen venues 
in 2010. 

SIL’s First Chief Research Officer
In May SIL announced the appointment of Gary Simons, Ph.D. as SIL’s first Chief Research 
Officer (Ph.D. in Linguistics from Cornell University). In this role Simons will help SIL articulate 
a corporate research agenda and catalyze the launching of projects to pursue that agenda. 
Simons and his wife Linda did linguistic fieldwork with SIL in Papua New Guinea and Solomon 
Islands. Currently Simons also serves as the Executive Editor of the Ethnologue™ and an Adjunct 
Associate Professor of Language Development at the Graduate Institute of Applied Linguistics. 
During his 35 years with SIL, Simons has authored more than 100 publications, contributed to 
the development of cyberinfrastructure for linguistics as co-founder of the Open Language 
Archives Community and is co-developer of the ISO 639-3 standard of three-letter identifiers 
for the world’s known languages.

http://www.sil.org/sil/news/2010/sil-cro-position.htm

SIL Statistics
 6,909 languages spoken in the world (Ethnologue™, 16th Ed.)
 More than 2,000 active language projects (1.2 billion people)
 More than 4,700 active personnel
 69 nationalities of SIL staff

 These statistics offer the most current estimates available.

http://www.sil.org/sil/news/2010/sil-cro-position.htm
http://www.ethnologue.com/
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More reports and audited 
financial statements:

http://www.sil.org/sil/
development/financials.htm

Additional news items:
www.sil.org/sil/news/archives.

html

About SIL
SIL International® is a faith-based nonprofit organization committed to serving language 
communities worldwide as they build capacity for sustainable language development. SIL 
does this primarily through research, translation, training and materials development.

As a nongovernmental organization, SIL has special consultative status with the United 
Nations Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) and formal consultative relations with the 
United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO).

SIL offers training in applied linguistics at many institutions around the world. Course 
topics include phonetics, phonology, grammar, linguistic research, cultural anthropology, 
sociolinguistics, literacy, translation and program planning.

SIL operates on contributions from individuals and organizations interested in various aspects 
of language development. Major contributors include affiliated member organizations of 
Wycliffe International.

SIL makes its services available to all without regard to religious belief, political ideology, 
gender, race or ethnic background.

mailto:info-sil%40sil.org?subject=request%20information
Web: www.sil.org
http://www.sil.org/sil/development/financials.htm
http://www.sil.org/sil/development/financials.htm
http://www.sil.org/sil/news/archives.html
http://www.sil.org/sil/news/archives.html
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