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This paper presents the current orthography of the Awad Bing language.  

It is written as an application for approved orthography status. 

1. INTRODUCTION 

Awad Bing is an Austronesian language in the Ngero-Vitiaz family, Vitiaz linkage, Bel family of 

the East Bel group, and is spoken by about 1450 people
1
.  Most of these live in 6 main villages and a 

few scattered hamlets on the Rai Coast of Madang province, from 8km to 20km west of Saidor, the 

government district headquarters.  This paper is based on the 17 years Douglas and Jeanette Bennett 

have spent in the language area, and the work they and their helpers have done in that time, as well as 

earlier work by Gary and Linda Simons.  This includes ‘A tentative phonemic statement of the 

language of Biliau’ (Simons, L. 1976), the ‘Biliau trial orthography’ (Bennett, D. and J., 1985), ‘Awad 

Bing Grammar Essentials’ (Bennett, D. and J., 1992), ‘Awad Bing dialect survey’ (McHenry, M., and 

Bennett, D., 1997) and ‘the phonology and orthography of Awad Bing’ (King, P. and Bennett D., 

2000). 

2. SUMMARY OF AWAD BING PHONOLOGY 

There are 16 consonant phonemes in the Yamai dialect of Awad Bing, on which the orthography is 

based.  There is a 17
th
 phoneme, /z/, which occurs in the ‘samang-z’ dialect, but this always becomes 

/d/ in the Yamai dialect.  There are 10 vowel phonemes, consisting of 5 vowel phones each with two 

possible pitch contours.  These phonemes with their corresponding phones and graphemes are shown 

below. The consonant phones all occur in word initial, word final and word medial position, except 

for the glottal stop which only has a very limited distribution, occurring between two /a/ phonemes in 

the Yamai dialect, and between some other homophonous pairs of vowels in the dialect spoken in 

Galeg (specifically, /e/ and /o/). 

                                                           
1 Calculated in 1992 by Yann Kubai to include Awad Bing speakers throughout Papua New Guinea. 
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2.1 Consonants: 

 <p> /p/   voiceless bilabial plosive 

 <b> /b/   voiced bilabial plosive 

 <m> /m/   voiced bilabial nasal 

 <f> /f/   voiceless labiodental fricative 

 <w> /w/   voiced labiovelar approximant 

 <t> /t/   voiceless dental alveolar plosive 

 <d> /d/   voiced alveolar plosive 

 <n> /n/   voiced alveolar nasal 

 <s> /s/   voiceless alveolar fricative 

 <l> /l/   voiced alveolar lateral 

 <r> /r/   voiced alveolar trill 

 <k> /k/   voiceless velar plosive 

 <g> /g/   voiced velar plosive 

 <ng> //   voiced velar nasal 

 <y> /j/   voiced palatal approximant 

 <h> /   lenis glottal plosive 

The glottal plosive causes some problems in the orthography because its usage is beginning to die 

out in the language and there is variation from speaker to speaker, and even from time to time for the 

same speaker, as to whether it is used or not.  As a result some would like to remove it from the 

orthography, but the existence of minimal pairs and triples such as the following means that it needs 

to continue to be written for the time being. 

Examples: 

 <mam> ‘we (exclusive)’ 

 <maam> ‘my father’ 

 <maham> ‘fish sp.’ 

 

 <par>  ‘step on’ 

 <paar> ‘walk’ 

 <pahar> ‘stingray’ 

 

 <waag> ‘canoe’ 

 <wahag> ‘shout out’ 

 

 <tar>  ‘leave’ 

 <taar> ‘boil’ 

 <tahar> ‘cassava paddle’ 
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2.2 Vowels: 

 <a> //   open central unrounded vowel with falling tone 

 <aa> /   open central unrounded vowel with high flat tone 

 <u>    close back rounded vowel with falling tone occurring in stressed 

syllables 

     near-close back rounded vowel occurring in unstressed syllables 

 <uu>    close back rounded vowel with high flat tone 

 <i>    close front unrounded vowel with falling tone occurring in stressed 

syllables 

     near-close front unrounded vowel occurring in unstressed syllables 

 <ii>   close front unrounded vowel with high flat tone 

 <e>   close-mid front unrounded vowel with falling tone 

 <ee>   close-mid front rounded vowel with high flat tone 

 <o>   close-mid back rounded vowel with falling tone 

 <oo>   close-mid back rounded vowel with high flat tone 

 

2.3 Diphthongs: 

The following vowel sequences are also written in the orthography for vowel glides within 

syllables. 

 <ae>   (rare) 

 <au>  

 <ei>   or  

 <ie>    

 <oa>   (rare) 

 <ou>    

 <ua>   

 <uo>  

 <uoi>   

2.4 Suprasegmentals 

In two syllable words, stress generally falls on the second syllable, although there are a significant 

number of counterexamples so that it is not always easy to predict where the stress will fall.  As such, 

there are a small number of minimal pairs that are differentiated only by stress, but these are not 

marked in the orthography since they generally occur in different parts of speech.  For example, 

  <wuduud> ‘he is swimming’ 

  <wuduud> ‘dolphin’ 
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  <wudud> ‘he is helping’ 

(where stress isn’t marked it is fairly even on both syllables) 

For words of three or more syllables stress is not contrastive and can fall on any of the different 

syllables. 

Pitch and length function together, with the high flat tone being sometimes perceived as a 

lengthened vowel.  This is because although the actual lengths of the vocoid segments are very similar 

(computer measurements show either contour could be longer from a given speaker), the flatter tone 

corresponds with the vowel quality and pitch being held constant for longer.  The fact that these 

prosodic features function together gives the basis for the orthographic convention of using a double 

vowel for the flat tone. 

2.5 Syllables 

There are a great number of monosyllabic words, and many longer words are formed from 

reduplications of these.  Using the monosyllabic words as a basis, the univalent phonemic syllable 

patterns are: VC, CVC, and CVVC, plus a small number of words with V and CV, deriving from a 

very few functors or loan words which end in a vowel that is not  or   Writing the flat tone as a 

double vowel, the orthographic syllable patterns include VVC as well.  To distinguish between the 

different possible central and back vocoid segments using only vowel symbols found in the English 

alphabet, the orthographic syllable pattern CVVVC has also been introduced.  The fact that almost all 

univalent syllable patterns end in a consonant has led to the orthographic convention of writing all 

words that end in  or  as ending in a consonant.  For example, 

   <ruw> ‘two’ 

   <ruuw> ‘dig ground’ 

   <siy> ‘come’ 

   <siiy> ‘stick used as fork’ 

   <badey> ‘remain’ 

   <ngiew> ‘bandicoot’ 

   <wangeey> ‘big’ 

   <wangey> ‘his name’ 

There are no univalent consonant clusters within syllables, so as a result all palatalised and 

labialised consonants are written as CV patterns rather than CC.  For example, 

 <niek> ‘child’ 

 <buaw> ‘bamboo’ 

 <siew> ‘red paint from tree’ 

 <tiet> ‘steps’ 

 <muat> ‘snake’ 

3. GRAPHEME FREQUENCIES 

The following table shows the frequencies of the various graphemes, firstly taken from a lexicon 

of 2405 entries and secondly taken from about 100KB of text material.  It is interesting to note that 

the ranking of the vowels is the same in both cases, with <a> by far the most common grapheme, and 

<i> and <u> both occurring more often than <e> and <o>.  These rankings give a good basis for 

assigning strengths to the vowels as <a> > { <i>, <u> } > { <o>, <e> }. This provides a useful rule of 
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thumb when looking at mophophonemics or deciding which vowel persists when a diphthong is 

reduplicated - the stronger vowel exerts a greater influence. 

 

 FROM LEXICON FROM TEXT MATERIAL 

RANK GRAPHEME PERCENTAGE GRAPHEME PERCENTAGE 

1 <a> 18.2 <a> 19.0 

2 <i> 9.3 <i> 11.0 

3 <u> 7.2 <y> 8.3 

4 <y> 6.5 <n> 8.0 

5 <ng> 4.8 <d> 6.2 

6 <m> 4.5 <u> 5.0 

7 <l> 4.5 <e> 4.7 

8 <w> 4.3 <ng> 4.6 

9 <e> 4.1 <m> 4.4 

10 <s> 4.0 <b> 3.9 

11 <r> 4.0 <l> 3.3 

12 <n> 3.9 <w> 3.2 

13 <d> 3.9 <t> 3.2 

14 <o> 3.7 <o> 3.0 

15 <b> 3.6 <s> 2.7 

16 <t> 3.4 <r> 2.5 

17 <g> 3.1 <g> 2.2 

18 <k> 2.4 <h> 1.7 

19 <h> 2.2 <p> 1.2 

20 <p> 1.4 <k> 0.9 

21 <f> 0.9 <f> 0.8 

 

4. MORPHOPHONEMICS 

The third person plural verbal prefix is  in its underlying form but changes in pronunciation to 

 in some cases to harmonise with the vowels in the verb stem.  Although some people have 

wanted to follow the convention of always writing <di->, it has been decided that the orthography 

should follow the phoneme rather than the morpheme, so that the prefix is written <di-> or <du-> 

depending on the pronunciation.  This is deemed to be easier to read.  For example: 

(di- + paraar)    dipiraar   ‘they walked’ 

(di- + wuduud)    duwduud   ‘they swam’ 

(di- + basul)    dupsul   ‘they returned’ 

(di- + tiyey)    ditiyey   ‘they are putting’ 
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5. WORD DIVISIONS 

Clitics are an important grammatical feature in Awad Bing (Bennett, 1998), and are written as 

word or phrase affixes.  The most common clitic is <an>, which has a meaning of irrealis aspect or 

purpose when following a verb or at the end of a phrase, and a meaning of goal or location when 

following a noun.  Some mother tongue writers have become keen to write this as an unattached 

morpheme, which is supported by its widespread use in different situations.  However, the decision 

has been made to keep the original orthography with the morpheme attached to the preceding word as 

a suffix.  This is helped by the fact that every noun and verb ends in a consonant, so that attaching this 

suffix does not create complex vowel sequences which could be hard to read.  For example, 

 (tabney + -an) <tabneyan> ‘by its head’ 

 (yiniy + -an) <yiniyan> ‘on the tree top’ 

 (yal + -an) <yalan> ‘I will go’ 

The intensifier clitic <bad> is written as a suffix rather than a separate word since in the majority 

of cases the adverb root cannot stand in isolation from the clitic.  However, the homonym which acts 

as an indefinite article is written as a separate word.  For example, 

 (pasak + -bad) <pasakbad> ‘quickly’ 

  <weetbad> ‘silently’ 

but 

 <nahal bad> ‘one day’ 

 <barnun pangpang bad> ‘a short story’ 

The intensifier clitic <mat> which follows <leeng> and <wangeey> is also written as an attached 

morpheme, to give, 

 (leeng + -mat) <leengmat> ‘many (countable)’ 

 (wangeey + -mat) <wangeeymat> ‘many (uncountable)’ 

Other grammatical particles are all written as separate words. 

There are few very long words so there is no need to break up words in any way. 

6. LOAN WORDS 

There is a resistance to the incorporation of too many loan words into the language, with people 

instead using traditional words or coining combinations of traditional words to name new objects.  For 

example, <guam maley>, literally meaning the eye of a particular sea shell, is used for ‘money’.  

Where loan words are written in the language, such as names that occur in the New Testament and 

new concepts or objects which have not received a traditional name, or where the traditional name is 

not in common enough use, the spelling generally follows that of Melanesian Pidgin.  These words 

are generaaly nouns and are incorporated into the grammatical structure when necessary, such as 

adding the suffix <-an> for location.  For example, 

 <yin yiel hausikan> ‘he went to the hospital’ 

The graphemes <j> and <v> occur in Melanesian Pidgin but do not occur in the grapheme 

inventory for Awad Bing.  Very few loan words using <v> have been incorporated into the language, 

but where it has occurred either <b> is used or the grapheme <v> is introduced.  For example, 

 <gabman> ‘government (Pidgin: gavman)’ 

Where the grapheme <j> occurs, primarily in Biblical names, the grapheme <y> is used instead, 

and sometimes the spelling from Bel may be used rather than that of Melanesian Pidgin.  For 

example, 
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 <Yesus Kristus> ‘Jesus Christ (Pidgin: Jisas Kraist, Bel: Yesus Kristus)’ 

 <Yon> ‘John (Pidgin: Jon)’ 

Words from Melanesian Pidgin which end in a close vowel are also generally modified to fit the 

Awad Bing orthography by closing them with a consonant.  For example, 

 <misinariy> ‘missionary (Pidgin: misinari)’ 

7. DIALECTS 

There are two main dialects spoken in the language group, Sengam and Samang, the names 

coming from the word for ‘what’ in the dialect.  The Sengam dialect is spoken at the Eastern end of 

the language group in the villages of Suit and Galeg, and the Samang dialect in the Western villages 

of Malangai, Yamai, Teterai and Biliau.  The Samang dialect splits further into the Samang-Z and 

Samang-D dialects, with Samang-Z spoken in Biliau and Teterai and Samang-D spoken in Yamai and 

Malangai.  The orthography follows the Samang-D dialect spoken in Yamai since Yamai village is 

centrally located within the language group and people from both ends can understand speakers of the 

Yamai dialect.  The dialect survey records 99% cognate between Biliau and Yamai and 80% between 

Suit and Yamai, whereas between Biliau and Suit the percentage is down to 79%.  The survey 

concludes that Samang is the more widely and easily understood dialect, and of its two sub-dialects, 

Samang-D is preferred over Samang-Z.  The majority of the people in the language area are able to 

read and understand the materials produced in Samang-D.  The main difference between Samang-Z 

and Samang-D is the existence of the /z/ phoneme in the former dialect which does not occur at all in 

the Samang-D dialect, and instead is produced as .  Although there are still some in the language 

group who are not happy with the dialect that has been chosen for the orthography and translation 

work, there is a general feeling that if there is a dictionary to help with lexical differences between the 

dialects, materials produced in Samang-D will continue to be easily understandable. 

8. PSYCHOLINGUISTIC TESTING 

Sociolinguistic factors and the influence of other orthographies have influenced orthographic 

decision making in several areas – representation of tone, representation of the glottal plosive, 

representation of the velar nasal and use of the grapheme <y>.  The other orthographies which have 

had the greatest influence are Tok Pisin, English and Bel. 

8.1 Tone 

There are no orthographies known to speakers of Awad Bing which use diacritics or extra vowel 

symbols to those in the English alphabet.  As a result there has been strong resistance to using 

diacritics or new vowels to represent the different vowel phonemes, and in particular the pitch 

contrasts.  Because of this, double and single vowels are used to represent the pitch contrasts.  An 

earlier attempt involved using double consonants preceding the falling tone, for example, 

 *<farid> ‘our (inc.) lips’ 

 *<farrid> ‘their lips’ 

However, this system implies that there is something different about the consonant phoneme 

whereas the difference is only on the vocoid segment.  Also, it causes problems when extended to 

monosyllabic words – the only consonant which could be doubled would be the first one, and this 

would introduce a consonant cluster within the syllable to words which differ only autosegmentally, 

for example, 

 *<ated> ‘our (inc.) chests’ 

 *<atted> ‘their chests’ 
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would extend to 

 *<ted> ‘our (inc.) buttocks’ 

 *<tted> ‘their buttocks’ 

Later the possibility of diacritics was given to a group of men from the village, explaining that 

these could be used to show how the pitch goes down or stays flat.  The following diacritics were 

demonstrated as options: à, á, â, ä.  These were chosen because of the ease of printing them on a 

computer.  However, the group found it hard to decide which diacritic they would like, and then hard 

to decide which word of any given minimal pair should take the diacritic.  On further reflection they 

decided that it was too confusing to get used to having extra symbols on the top of the letters, so the 

current solution of using double and single vowels which had been introduced earlier in the 

programme has been reverted to instead.  The double vowel marks the flatter tone as described in 

section 1, giving contrasts such as the following, 

 <fariid> ‘our (inc.) lips’ 

 <farid> ‘their lips’ 

 <taar> ‘boil 3s’ 

 <tar> ‘leave 3s’ 

 <tuur> ‘look down’ 

 <tur> ‘thread fish onto rope’ 

8.2 Glottal plosive 

When the first work in the language was started an apostrophe was used to mark the glottal 

plosive.  However, people were reticent to use it, possibly because they didn’t consider it to be a real 

letter.  The possibilities of using <q> and <c> were considered, but because of their English usage, 

these gave the impression of a much harder stop than the glottal plosive in Awad Bing.  Since there is 

no glottal fricative in the language, the symbol <h> was adopted.  Some speakers from Galeg would 

prefer to use a superscript, <
h
>, making it less important in the words where it occurs.  However, the 

majority of people still prefer the full size character. 

8.3 Velar nasal 

At the time the work on the Awad Bing translation was started in the mid 1980’s there was a move 

to try and standardize new alphabets to be as similar to English as possible, and to make them as 

simple as possible so that they could be written on typewriters.  Because of this, the digraph <ng> was 

chosen by those assisting the Bennetts to represent the velar nasal.  Since then there has been some 

resistance from speakers, particularly older members of the community, who would like the writing to 

look more similar to Bel, the Lutheran church language previously used in the area, which uses the 

<> symbol for the velar nasal.  Currently, however, the digraph is still used and is supported by those 

working in education for the ease of transfer to English. 

8.4 The grapheme <y> 

The familiarity with Bel, which is still used for singing songs from the Kanam Buk, has also 

influenced the use of the grapheme <y>.  It does not occur in Bel, so people sometimes write word 

final  as <i> rather than <y>, and similarly with <u> and <w>.  The language syllable structure is 

seen to be more important, however, especially as the use of a consonant also breaks up the word and 

makes it easier to read when the suffix <-an> is added.  As a result  and  continue to be written 

<y> and <w> in word final position. 
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9. LITERACY SITUATION 

Most of the people have at least a minimal ability to read, although in general the literacy rate 

among women is lower than among men.  In Yamai village there are less than five adults who cannot 

read, whereas in Malangai the number is somewhat larger.  Currently there are two men from the 

language group, one from Yamai (but married into Malangai) and one from Galeg, involved in the SIL 

S.T.E.P. (Supervisors of Tok Ples Education Programmes) course, consisting of 5 modules spread over 

two years which includes training on improving adult literacy as well as how to supervise the 

schooling of children to read and write in the vernacular language.  Since several books are produced 

in the Awad Bing language each module, there is currently a rapid expansion in the number of 

vernacular materials.  The dialect survey lists those books which had been produced up to April 1997, 

consisting of  17 story books (including the gospel of Mark), a song book and two scripture calendars.  

Since then, however, several big books and health books have been written by the STEP participants.  

These books have been written in both the Samang-D dialect and the Sengam dialect spoken in Galeg 

as these are the dialects spoken by the participants.  The village assignments that are required by the 

course will undoubtedly raise awareness of the literacy situation and the need for a working 

orthography, and has already given rise to an increased desire in the people of Galeg village to have a 

record of their dialect in the form of a dictionary with the correspondences between Samang-D and 

the Galeg dialect. 

There has been considerable inconsistency in the spelling over the years between different mother 

tongue authors and even from the same author at different times.  The main problem areas have been: 

whether to use a glottal plosive or not, spelling words with different pitch contours, spelling words 

which contain back rounded vowels, and the use of semi-vowels between syllables and word finally.  

Examples of these inconsistent spellings are shown below: 

 Glottal stop/ semi-vowel: <tiyaham> / <tiyam> / <tiaham> ‘not’ 

 Pitch: <farrid> / <farid> / <fariid> ‘their lips’ 

 Back vowels / pitch: <dom> / <daum> / <doum> ‘bad’ 

  <dom> / <doum> / <duom> ‘hold’ 

 Semi-vowels: <aniaw> / <aniyaw> ‘rain’ 

  <tei> / <tey> ‘put’ 

It is hoped that the recent work done on the phonology and orthography (King and Bennett, 

2000), along with a corresponding wordlist and the current production of an updated dictionary, will 

help remove some of these inconsistencies, paricularly when used by the STEP participants as they 

produce materials and teach literacy. 
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