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Weaving a Legacy
The Gumuz community of Western Ethiopia learned long ago that cooperation yields social 
harmony, as well as a good harvest. Like their neighbors, Thomas Goshu, Abselo Janey and 
Worku Migie spend their days hard at work, though not in the fields. The three men gather 
around computers, translating and writing new materials in their mother tongue.

While checking one translated story in the Book of Acts, the Gumuz team and Travis 
Williamson, an SIL translation advisor, encountered the rhetorical question, “Who can 
speak of his descendants?”

“What does this question mean when a Gumuz person reads it?” Travis asked. Their response 
was strong and clear: “Not having children means he had nothing to leave behind; he only 
lived and died; his life had no meaning.”

That seems to be a point worthy of sorrow in any culture. “So,” Travis continued, “if one of 
you dies before your wife gives birth, could this same statement be said about you?” They 
nodded their heads in silence. But after a moment, Thomas sat straight up in his chair and 
pointed at the computer screen in front of him. “No!” he said, “This is our descendant!”

These Gumuz translators are weaving a significant legacy—some of the first books ever 
written in their mother tongue. This expression of fulfillment captures the excitement that 
SIL staff observe as people in linguistic minority groups discover their roles in sustaining 
the use of their languages.

This report focuses on SIL’s involvement in training that enables language communities 
to develop their own dictionaries, to do their own translation, and to produce their own 
literature using our newly-developed software. SIL’s language technology specialists are 
always looking for ways to support language communities through innovation, whether 
developing new software or collaborating with others.

As we consider the accomplishments in 2015, we highlight SIL’s reason for being, which is 
to serve language communities worldwide. It’s exciting to work with minority language 
communities such as the Gumuz—and 1,600 others around the globe—and see them 
realizing their language goals. The Gumuz translator’s awareness that he is leaving a legacy 
for his language community is what we hope to see multiplied globally every day. 

Fredrick A. Boswell
Executive Director

Developing Active Citizens 
The British Council, a partner with SIL Bangladesh, trained SIL Bangladeshi staff in the Active 
Citizens program. Its goal is to inspire and develop young people to be globally connected 
and locally engaged, and to work for change in their own regions.

Active Citizens promotes intercultural dialogue and community-led social development. 
Participants go through four steps that begin with considering ways in which individuals 
form their own identities. Second, they look at how people connect with others, including 
communication techniques and ways of giving and receiving feedback. Third, they focus 
on issues such as the rights and roles of citizens, power and position, gender equality 
and establishing dreams for the participants’ own areas. Finally, they look at how to plan 
social action and advocacy. Sustainable development and peaceful coexistence are the 
ultimate goals.

“I used to dream of doing something for society. This training has 
enabled me to spread my wings and begin working in a new way with 
ethnolinguistic communities. Not only have I learnt how to facilitate 
sessions, but I have also realized my own responsibilities towards my nation. 
I am very grateful to have such a great opportunity.”

Shanta Maria D’ Costa

Scripture App Builder
Mobile devices are everywhere, so it makes sense to use digital publishing as a quick, cost-
effective way to distribute translated Scripture and other local-language content. However, 
translation partners in Africa’s Sahel region needed a tool to facilitate digital distribution, 
even in areas without Internet access. To solve this problem, SIL technical innovators 
around the world worked together to create the Scripture App Builder (SAB).

Beta-testing was carried out in Papua New Guinea and South Asia to make sure that SAB 
meets the needs of local users. The first public release was in April 2015.

With SAB, the user uploads content and chooses from customizable settings. If audio is 
available, the program can sync sound files with highlighting of the text—a helpful feature 
for those learning to read their language. SAB packages everything together into an app 
which can be installed on Android devices and passed from phone to phone by Bluetooth 
or on a microSD card. The app can also be distributed through Google Play.

Read more: www.sil.org/news/scripture-app-builder
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The Active Citizens program 
recognizes that local 
decisions have global impact 
and that global decisions 
affect people locally. 
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Access to quality education is 
a powerful force with  
far-ranging impact for 
individuals, families and 
communities. The mother 
tongue is the most effective 
vehicle for instruction.

Dictionary Making and Rapid Word Collection
I am very happy to participate in this workshop to gather words for entering into a 
dictionary. A language that has a dictionary will not die. I want to work on entering 
the remaining words with the help of SIL.

Workshop participant in Ethiopia

A dictionary bolsters a community’s pride in its language and provides many benefits: 
a guide to standard spelling, a resource to explain the meaning of an unfamiliar word, a 
reference for writers, and a repository the community’s traditional knowledge of local plants 
and animals. SIL’s Dictionary and Lexicography Services team is dedicated to supporting 
language communities around the world as they develop dictionaries for their languages.

In 2015, nine language communities in seven countries held special workshops to begin 
the process of building their dictionaries. In a Rapid Word Collection (RWC) workshop, 
participants use a series of questionnaires related to specific categories (for example, 
household equipment, types of animals or kinship) to prompt the group to think of related 
vocabulary in their language. In the lively discussion that ensues, participants are able to 
make note of many words in a short amount of time.

SIL’s Dictionary and Lexicography Services team facilitated the posting of 27 dictionaries 
published on Webonary.org in 2015. The team is multiplying its efforts by responding to 
requests for training and mentoring new facilitators in various locations.

Workshop participants say that they are encouraged as they take steps to preserve their 
language. Compiling the words and definitions provides a tangible goal for mother-tongue 
speakers in describing their language. For some, the workshop provides a new affirmation 
that their mother tongue is as rich in its expressive capabilities as any other language. 

Read more: rapidwords.net and www.sil.org/dictionary-workshops

Dictionary Workshops

Bissa Barka Burkina Faso

Cøllø/Shilluk South Sudan

Kabwa Tanzania

Kemedzung, Chung  
and Sari Cameroon

Komo Ethiopia

Natügu Solomon Islands

Rapoisi Papua New Guinea

Kassem language
Pluriel: w, wn. ʋkɩ. [ʋ̀-ɩ]̀ v. contracter, compresser, presser. Bu wʋm ŋʋkɩ 
kotuu. L'enfant a pressé une orange. -ŋʋm [ʋ̀] adj. bon (genre A+B).

Dictionaries and Documentation 
SIL's Dr. Brenda Boerger and a select group of interns—including specialists in linguistics, 
recording, dance, music and a speaker of several of the local languages—conducted 
fieldwork in the Solomon Islands August-November 2015.

The team’s primary focus was to support dictionary development by the Natügu-speaking 
community of Santa Cruz Island. From previous fieldwork, Boerger already had 5,000 words 
in a FieldWorks (FLEx) database. The team’s first task was to facilitate a Rapid Word Collection 
(RWC) workshop, which more than doubled the existing number of entries.

The team’s work also involved ethnoarts—documenting features of the traditional nelâ 
dances. Boerger notes, “Nelâ dances, with their lyric poetry and the elaborate costumes, 
define what it means to be a Santa Cruz person. The three indigenous language groups 
of the island (Natügu, Nalögo, and Engdewu) share this dance as a highly significant, 
unifying, cultural identity marker.”

Read more: www.sil.org/news/Solomons-documentation

Teacher Training and Materials Production
Indigenous teachers learned to create local-language materials at a course on language 
development in Puerto Ayacucho, Venezuela. It was facilitated by UPEL (a Venezuelan 
university for indigenous teachers) and OPROOPIU, an indigenous (Uwottuja) organization. 
SIL-trained Colombian instructors, Wilson Largo and Marleny Buenahora, taught the course 
of thirty-three students from seven language groups which included school teachers, 
university professors, administrators for the various educational entities, pastors and 
translators.

The attendees were highly-motivated by the urgency to create local-language materials. 
Through this course these participants are now trained to carry out language research, 
promote their own languages and cultures, and create local-language literature. Each 
language group discovered new ways that their language expresses the heart and mind 
of their people. Currently, local children are usually instructed only in Spanish. The national 
government is urging teachers to create local-language teaching materials, and local 
educational authorities have offered to publish them for the schools.

Read more: www.sil.org/literacy-education

Natügu language 
n. dancing

Between the first and second 
workshops, the participants tested 

the materials they drafted during 
and after the first workshop.
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Equipping Leaders to Better Serve Language 
Communities

 ■ In 2015, development practitioners from across Asia gathered in Bangkok, Thailand, 
for two LEAD Community of Practice events. In March, the focus was monitoring and 
evaluation for language and education programs. In September, participants refined 
skills in advocacy for mother-tongue education.

 ■ A conference hosted by SIL’s Africa Area Advocacy and Alliance Building team explored 
the role of language in education and development. Attendees included regional officials 
from the Ethiopian government and a representative of the Kenya Institute for Curriculum 
Development. After several days of presentations and discussions, participants were 
tasked with developing an action plan for factoring local languages into their programs.

 ■ At a workshop hosted by SIL Chad and ACRA-CCS and sponsored by Chad’s Ministry of 
National Education, educators and policymakers learned about multilingual education 
programs for young students. Thirty-five participants—staff of Chad’s Ministry of 
Education, the University of N'Djamena, technical and financial partners, NGOs and 
civil society organizations—worked together to develop a comprehensive list of 
recommendations for the future of multilingual education (MLE) in Chad.

 ■ SIL cooperated with international NGO partners to host several events in Washington, 
D.C. Language policy and peace building was the subject of a February symposium. SIL 
Executive Director Freddy Boswell was one of several invited speakers. At a September 
event, education experts gathered to discuss the new Sustainable Development Goals.

Read more: www.sil.org/equipping-leaders

"It was exciting to see 
organisations coming 

together, sharing experiences 
and thinking about local 

languages in ways they had 
never imagined possible…We 
are already receiving exciting 

news as delegates begin 
to advocate for the role of 

local languages, presenting 
language as the missing link in 
their programme approaches."

Susan Nyaga Anzuruni, 
conference organizer

Tech Innovations Benefit Communities
Bloom: Growing local libraries

SIL’s Bloom software was awarded the grand prize in the 2015 Enabling Writers competition. 
Bloom creates a simple way for teachers and other community members to publish a large 
collection of their own mother-tongue reading materials.

The program’s user-friendly interface is for people with basic computer experience. Much 
of the formatting is automated, and includes special features to guide users in simple book 
making. With Bloom, authors can focus on developing good stories and other content 
without having to acquire advanced computer skills. The software also provides a library 
of shell book templates with room for translated text in the local language. With a single 
click, shell books are downloaded to a computer.

Read more: www.sil.org/news/bloom-software-wins 

A new era for Keyman

While living in Southeast Asia, Marc Durdin observed the difficulty of typing the region's 
languages with a standard QWERTY keyboard, so he created a solution. Today Keyman 
is used by language development teams around the world. SIL purchased all rights to 
Keyman, which will allow SIL’s Language Technology department to provide direction and 
resources for the product that will continue to benefit minority language communities.

Read more: www.sil.org/about/news/sil-acquires-rights-keyman

Turning language data into learning resources

Transparent Language, a leader in computer-assisted language learning, is partnering 
with SIL on a method for developing digital learning tools for lesser-known and under-
resourced languages. SIL’s FieldWorks Language Explorer (FLEx) is a key element of the 
collaboration. In a pilot project with the Cherokee language community and Bacone 
College (Oklahoma, USA), the partners plan to produce a set of multimedia resources 
for Cherokee language learners, including lessons and digital flash cards. The vision 
of this partnership is to develop an automated way to release language learning 
materials for hundreds of languages.

Read more: www.sil.org/news/transparent-language

"Literacy is the cornerstone 
of economic and social 
development. To strengthen 
global literacy we need to…
[make] it easier, faster and more 
affordable to produce age- and 
language-appropriate books 
that kids want to read.

Christie Vilsack, USAID Senior 
Advisor for International 
Education
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2015 Publications

Ethnologue: Languages of the World, Eighteenth Edition
M. Paul Lewis, PhD, Gary F. Simons, PhD, Charles D. Fennig, Editors

Ethnologue is a comprehensive reference database that tracks the world’s 7,102 languages. It 
has been an active research project for more than 60 years. The primary way the information 
is published is on the website: www.ethnologue.com. In addition, the database generates a 
variety of products for sale, such as country reports and maps. The 18th edition of Ethnologue 
is offered in three print volumes organized geographically; each includes an introduction, 
maps and indexes.

SIL International is a faith-based nonprofit organization committed to serving language communities as they build their capacity for sustainable language development. 
SIL’s service is founded on the principle that communities should be able to pursue their social, cultural, political, economic and spiritual goals without sacrificing their 
ethnolinguistic identity. SIL has been an official NGO partner with UNESCO since 1993 and has had special consultative status with the United Nations Economic and 
Social Council (ECOSOC) since 1997.
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African Friends and Money Matters, Second Edition
David E. Maranz, PhD

This book explores the different values held by Western and African colleagues on matters such 
as money, time, rules for social behavior and personal relationships. While the region is diverse in 
culture and geography, the author introduces some common threads woven through the fabric of 
the continent.

The Heart of the Matter
Wesley M. Collins, PhD

Can a culture have a theme that unifies seemingly unrelated practices? In this volume, Collins 
suggests that both Maya-Mam customs and speaking the language originate from the same 
concept of searching for the center. Collins also shows how centeredness is deeply embedded in 
the grammar of Mam—its lexicon, morphology, syntax and discourse structure.

Juba Arabic for Beginners
Richard L. Watson, PhD

Juba Arabic is an Arabic creole closely related to Kinubi. Developed in the Equatoria Region of South 
Sudan over 100 years ago, it is now the lingua franca of the region. This course was adapted from the 
Sudanese Colloquial Arabic for Beginners using a general format with 30 dialogues.

Understanding Biblical Hebrew Verb Forms
Robert E. Longacre, PhD and Andrew C. Bowling, PhD

This work is the first thorough study of tense, aspect, and modality in light of the discourse functions 
of biblical Hebrew. It helps Bible translators and newcomers to Hebrew studies move toward a well-
grounded understanding of the functions of verb forms, while challenging advanced specialists to 
reassess and refine their understanding of biblical Hebrew texts.

An Exegetical Summary of Mark 9-16
Richard C. Blight

The books in this series present a summary of how scholars have interpreted the Greek or Hebrew 
text. A semi-literal translation of the text is given and then answered by summarizing the ways many 
scholars have interpreted the text. Helpful for students and translators with beginning to advanced 
exegetical skills to produce a meaningful translation.
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