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Karl J. Franklin:  
Multi-talented Academic extraordinaire 

Robert Litteral 

 
1956-67: Academic Beginnings 

 
The academic life of Karl Franklin is characterized by discipline, productivity, 
multiple interests and leadership, all influenced by his enduring faith—and 
flavored by his sense of humor. Some of these characteristics would have been 
recognized in his undergraduate years (1950-54) at The King’s College, a small 
evangelical college, then near Delaware City in Delaware. There he developed 
his multitasking ability as he studied, worked long hours to pay his way, and 
was active in sports. He won the ‘Athlete of the Year’ award in his final year for 
his participation in soccer and baseball. One reason for attending there was that 
he had noticed the sports activities in a college publication. There he developed 
an interest in missions, took courses in missions and met Joice Barnett, who was 
also interested in missions, and who later became his wife. After obtaining his 
bachelors degree in psychology, he attended the BIOLA School of Missionary 
Medicine in California and received a diploma as a medical technician as further 
preparation for Bible translation service. 

He and Joice married in 1956 and immediately set out for their linguistics 
training at the Summer Institute of Linguistics (SIL) at the University of 
Oklahoma (Norman). They completed a second course there in 1957 and went to 
The Territory of New Guinea (now the nation of Papua New Guinea (PNG)) in 
early 1958. Later that year they began the task of linguistic analysis through 
language and culture learning with the speakers of the eastern dialect of Kewa in 
the Southern Highlands District. From 1959-61 he contributed to three programs 
for teaching government officers about language learning which developed into 
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a continuing academic interest in language pedagogy. He imparted an 
enthusiasm for linguistics whenever he taught, the evidence of which is that one 
of the government officers, Tom Dutton, went on to become a professional 
linguist and is a contributor to this volume.  

His leadership ability was recognized when in 1961 he was elected to the SIL 
New Guinea Executive Committee and was appointed acting director for five 
months. He was mentored by Prof. Kenneth L. Pike for three months in a 
linguistics workshop during his first field term (1958-63) and published three 
articles on Kewa: Franklin (1963), Franklin and Franklin (1962a, 1962b). Two of 
these were ethno-semantic studies of Kewa counting systems and body parts, the 
seeds of another enduring interest: lexicography and semantics. 

On his leave he worked on his M.A. in Linguistics at Cornell University under 
Prof. Charles Hockett during the 1963-4 academic year and taught phonetics on 
a teaching fellowship. He received his degree after finishing his thesis on Kewa 
clause markers in 1965, part of which was published (1965). When he returned 
to New Guinea in 1964, he was elected to a two-year term as an associate 
director of SIL-New Guinea with responsibility for overseeing all the language 
programs. During this time he became a grammar and anthropology consultant 
and was also appointed as the principal of the first New Zealand SIL for the 
summers of 1965-67 where he also taught grammar and anthropology.  
 

1967-73: Ph.D. and Kewa New Testament  
 
In 1967, after he completed two years in administration, he began his studies at 
The Australian National University (ANU) on a three-year Ph.D. scholarship and 
received his degree in 1969. There he studied under Prof. Stephen Wurm and 
developed an enduring interest in comparative and areal linguistics. For his 
research he began working with the western dialect of Kewa, inasmuch as 
another SIL linguist had assumed the work in the eastern dialect after Karl had 
become assistant director in 1964.  

The period from the beginning of his Ph.D. studies in 1967 until the 
completion of the West Kewa New Testament in 1973 was one of prodigious 
productivity. Not only did he complete his Ph.D. and publish most of it (1968, 
1969, 1971a), he also edited his first book, The linguistic situation in the Gulf 
District and adjacent areas, Papua New Guinea (1973a), oversaw the completion of 
the West Kewa New Testament (1973c), and published numerous articles 
unrelated to his Ph.D. research (1970, 1971b, 1971c, 1972a, b, 1973b).  

He was also director of the Australian SIL during the summer of 1970-71 and 
was elected director of SIL-New Guinea in 1972. During the translation and 
production of the West Kewa New Testament and cultural literacy materials he 
trained speakers of Kewa as equal colleagues. This was the beginning of his long-
term involvement in training members of language communities. As director of 
the SIL-New Guinea branch he encouraged the development of training courses 
for Papua New Guineans in translation and writing, to the benefit of many 
language communities other than Kewa. While director, he mentored a Kewa, 
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Yapua Kirapeasi, in the production of basic educational materials. Another 
Kewa, Apoi Yarapea, who went on to complete a Ph.D. in linguistics at the ANU, 
had this to say in appreciation, “I express my appreciation to Dr. Karl and Joice 
Franklin...for their encouragement. They are indeed the pioneer Kewa wina ali-
lopo [‘man woman-both’] who have shown me the way to my people and 
language. The Franklins’ account of Kewa language and culture has guided my 
own research, so that my account of Kewapi morphosyntax hopefully 
compliments their account of West Kewa morphosyntax.” 
 

1973-1976: SIL Papua New Guinea Branch Director  
 
Karl’s vision and leadership ability began to lead the PNG branch in a new 
direction where Papua New Guineans were trained to take a more active role in 
applied linguistic work for the benefit of their own language communities.  He 
encouraged the formation of the SIL Advisory Council in which leading Papua 
New Guineans advised SIL on their work in PNG. This was the forerunner to the 
Bible Translation Association of Papua New Guinea. As director of SIL-New 
Guinea during this period, and again in 1980-82, he was elected to the 
international boards of SIL and the Wycliffe Bible Translators (WBT). 

In the early years of the SIL-New Guinea branch, a number of special 
workshops were run by internationally known SIL linguists such as Prof. 
Kenneth Pike, Dr. Sarah Gudshinsky, Dr. Robert Longacre, Prof. Joseph Grimes, 
and Dr. Howard McKaughan. With growing numbers of field linguists (Ordinary 
Working Linguistics or “OWLs”—to use Longacre’s acronym) needing assistance, 
a regular calendar of workshops was developed utilizing linguists within the 
PNG branch. During Karl’s administration the journal Workpapers in Papua New 
Guinea Languages was initiated to provide an outlet for OWLs’ data papers. This 
was the first of many journals he was responsible for starting.  
 

1976-79: Initial Contributions to SIL’s  
International Organization 

 
After their son Kirk finished high school and entered college in 1976, the 
Franklins went to the USA to be with him and settled near SIL’s new 
International Linguistic Center in Dallas, Texas. This was the beginning of his 
longtime contribution to academic development at SIL’s international level, an 
involvement that continues to the present. He was appointed an International 
Linguistics Consultant and the Linguistics Coordinator of SIL International. At 
this time he became the founding editor of Notes on Linguistics, the first of 
several SIL in-house publications that he eventually founded and edited. During 
this time he taught courses in semantics, the structure of Pacific languages, and 
special conference courses at SIL, Dallas and the University of Texas, Arlington 
(UTA) where he was an associate on the graduate faculty. He also taught 
grammar and field linguistics in the University of Oklahoma and British SIL 
courses.  
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1979-83: Developing Papua New Guinean Personnel  
and Organizations  

 
When the University of Papua New Guinea cancelled the Lahara applied linguistic 
courses after 1979, Karl headed a new SIL National Translation Course that 
included many elements of those courses for which he taught the grammar 
component. During his second term as director of SIL-PNG in 1980-82, he 
recruited the late William Edoni, a highly qualified and experienced Papua New 
Guinean, to provide leadership in the area of government relations. Edoni 
eventually became a member of the Wycliffe Bible Translators International 
(WBTI) board. Karl also mentored a then recent UPNG graduate, David Gela, now 
a member of the WBTI board, in his leadership role as the Executive Secretary of 
the new Bible Translation Association of Papua New Guinea (BTA). Karl 
encouraged the formation of this organization in 1980 out of the SIL Advisory 
Committee and was honored with a medal in recognition of his contribution at the 
Association’s 25th anniversary in 2005. Within the academic area He also created 
the SIL-PNG position of National Translators Advisor in 1980. 

His multitasking strength continued to be evident during this period. In 1980 
while director, he taught a UTA recognized course on semantics as an adjunct 
associate professor, and later edited a volume including many of his students’ 
papers (1981a). He was also director of the South Pacific SIL course in Sydney, 
Australia in the summer of 1980-81. In 1980-81 he was project director of a 
sociolinguistic survey of the Manus Province in PNG. He also authored or co-
authored six articles (1980, 1981b-e, 1982).  
 

1983-86: Contributions to SIL International  
in Anthropology, Intercultural Work and Missiology 

 
In mid-1983 the Franklins returned to Dallas when their daughter Karol entered 
college. Although Karl became an adjunct professor of linguistics at the UTA, 
some of his most significant contributions within SIL International were in the 
area of anthropology. He was appointed interim Anthropology Coordinator and 
was the founding editor of Notes on Anthropology. He was also appointed to the 
board of the International Museum of Cultures. His occasional lectures indicated a 
developing interest in cultural anthropology which served as a foundation for 
later contributions in training. His linguistics teaching included Papuan 
linguistics, field methods, and grammatical analysis. Others displayed confidence 
in his knowledge and wisdom by asking him to serve on many thesis committees.  
 

1986-1994: Academic Administration in  
Papua New Guinea and Australia 

 
The Franklins returned to Papua New Guinea in 1986 where Karl served as the 
Chairman of the Executive committee of SIL-PNG for four years and was 
appointed the Director’s Assistant for Technical Studies from 1986-88. During 
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this time he was active as a consultant, a writer, an editor and a researcher in 
West Kewa. He was the editor of Language and Linguistics in Melanesia (the 
publication of the Linguistic Society of Papua New Guinea) from 1987-90 and 
co-authored one book and revised another on Tok Pisin (1989b, 1990a). He 
edited two books on anthropology and missions (1986, 1987) and one on 
componential analysis (1989). This period in PNG was a very productive period 
in terms of publications, and eleven articles and nineteen reviews on many 
topics revealed his fertile mind and wide ranging intellectual curiosity. 

The Franklins moved to Australia in 1991 so he could assume the position of 
Principal of South Pacific SIL for three years. A new emphasis on training was 
revealed by the courses he taught which were predominately in the areas of 
anthropology and cross cultural training, while at the same time he maintained 
his contributions in linguistics. While there he interacted with La Trobe 
University and also taught in the Australian Linguistic Institute. 
 

1994 to 2001: Leadership in SIL International 
 
In 1994 the Franklins returned to the International Linguistics Center at Dallas 
and Karl was appointed the International Training Coordinator for SIL. In 1996 
he was appointed SIL’s Vice President for Academic Affairs, a position which he 
held until 2001. In this role he was responsible for the oversight of all 
international academic coordinators and departments. He was influential in the 
establishment of the Graduate Institute of Applied Linguistics (GIAL) and was its 
first board chairman from 1998-2001. This institute made possible a more 
comprehensive training program for language development personnel, 
something that was not possible with short courses or with courses in association 
with universities that had fundamentally different objectives from those of SIL. 
He was the founding editor of TrainTracs, an electronic news magazine about 
issues related to training. It was a reflection of how training had become part of 
the core of SIL’s purpose, just as Notes on Linguistics, Notes on Anthropology and 
other Notes on journals indicated core cultural values. Later when the Notes on 
series was dropped and the topics covered by them were included in Word and 
Deed, Karl became its editor from 2004-2007. 
 

2002 to Present: Old and New  
 
The Franklins once again returned to PNG in 2002 to help the West Kewa church 
leaders revise their New Testament. The revision was completed and dedicated 
in 2004. Karl had been developing a new Bible story-telling strategy for the 
many small languages of the South Pacific where traditional Bible translation or 
SIL programs were unlikely to eventuate. During this time he conducted two 
training workshops for small languages in the Sepik region. After returning to 
Dallas he helped the East Kewas via e-mail to produce the New Testament in 
their dialect using Adapt It software that was originally developed in PNG. The 
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East Kewa New Testament was dedicated in 2005. Presently he corresponds with 
the West Kewas as they work on translating the Old Testament. 

The Franklins returned to Dallas in 2004 where he again assumed some 
teaching, consulting and editing responsibilities with SIL International and GIAL 
and served on M.A. and Ph.D. committees at UTA and GIAL.   
 

Franklin’s Academic Impact 
 
Karl’s significant contribution in academics is due to his core values of deep 
faith, service to others, encouragement, team building and excellence, to his 
wide interests, and to his desire to make applicable for individuals and language 
communities the results of academic research and publications. This is revealed 
by observing how he “took the road less traveled,” both within the larger 
academic community and within SIL. He didn’t remain within the walls of 
academia but envisioned research as essential for quality application and 
practiced it in his teaching and writing. This is shown by the number of Kewas 
that he trained, the number of years that he spent in Papua New Guinea, the 
training programs he developed for expatriates working cross-culturally and for 
national members of language communities working to help their own people. In 
so doing he has become a good model of the SIL member as servant, as taught 
and modeled by its founder Cameron Townsend. In so doing he has been a 
significant influence in building the bridge to the contemporary SIL mission 
statement of assisting communities in language development. 

His influence has been felt in the area of applied linguistics and language 
development, not only from the administrative positions he has held within the 
SIL organization, but also from his extensive network of long-term friendships 
within SIL, with the outside academic community, with Kewas, and with other 
Papua New Guineans. This was made possible by him and Joice living in Papua 
New Guinea for about twenty five years over a period of thirty-five years. As a 
leader Karl was visionary in that he saw the need for change in some of the ways 
SIL was operating. Thus he provided direction for the future where the training 
of nationals became prominent, and he encouraged Papua New Guineans to 
assume increased responsibility for functions from applied linguistics to 
administration that had been held traditionally only by expatriate SIL members. 
As a Bible translator and academic, he taught and modeled the SIL value of 
service, providing help for OWLs and national colleagues through teaching, 
training and developing a cadre of consultants.  

Since the classical era of SIL the emphasis has been on linguistic products, 
from Bible translations to literacy materials to published papers, much like 
production in a manufacturing economy. The evaluation of SIL by the academic 
community based on publications has been important. On the contemporary 
scene much of SIL’s academic emphasis, like a service economy, is on providing 
language development services through training to language communities for 
their own language development. In providing this academic service, the 
evaluation of the language community as well as the academic community is 
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important. Karl Franklin’s academic leadership has been one of the most 
influential factors in developing the contemporary SIL where its relationship is 
one of partner instead of benefactor. In so doing he has become part of the DNA 
of SIL International and of linguistics in general in Papua New Guinea. 
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