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Objective 
This study uses the Sustainable Use Model (Lewis and Simons 2011) to evaluate the 
effectiveness of language development activities among the Tsakhur of Azerbaijan, who are 
split between communities in the Zaqatala region with stable orality (6a) and communities in 
the Qax region with some disruption in intergenerational language transmission (6b).  Since 
most language development activity is being initiated by an informal group in the more vital 
Zaqatala community, the evaluation focuses on that community, with only minor comments 
on how language development in the Zaqatala region is likely to affect the Qax region.    
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Basic Assumptions of SUM    
(Lewis 2010, Lewis and Simons 2011, Karan 2012) 

1. Language development must take into consideration “the complete linguistic repertoire” 
of a community, not just a specific language in isolation.  

2. Language development is inherently tied to the maintenance of cultural identity. 

3. Language development must be driven by the community and based on a shared vision of 
the level of use the community desires to achieve. 

4. The current vitality status of the language within a given community determines its 
potential for maintenance and development. Vitality is evaluated based on the Extended 
GIDS (Fishman 1991, Lewis and Simons 2010).   

5. Each level of language vitality has specific societal conditions from 5 categories (FAMED 
conditions) associated with it. Four levels are inherently sustainable based on these 
conditions, and the rest are not.  To achieve a given level of sustainability, the conditions 
for that level must be met. 

6. Language development should be designed to address the FAMED conditions inherent to 
the nearest sustainable level the community desires to reach.  If that level is higher than 
the current level of development, effective development begins by addressing the FAMED 
conditions of the next level up until the sustainable level is reached (Step-up Principle). If 
upward progress from a non-sustainable level is unrealistic, language development can 
mean planning for a “soft landing” at the next lower sustainable level. 

 

 

 

Evaluating Community-based Language Development 

Activities with the Sustainable Use Model   

A Tsakhur Case Study 

Language Vitality 
Extended Graded Intergenerational Disruption Scale  

(Fishman 1991, Lewis and Simons 2010) 

LEVEL      LABEL DESCRIPTION SUSTAINABILITY STATUS 

0 International 
Used internationally for a broad range of 
functions 

1 National 
Used nationwide in education, work, mass 
media, and government 

2 Regional 
Used for local and regional mass media 
and governmental services 

3 Trade 
Used for local and regional work by both 
insiders and outsiders 

4 Educational 
Literacy in the language is transmitted 
through a system of public education 

 sustainable literacy 

5 Written 
Used orally by all generations & effectively 
used in written form in parts of the 
community 

6a Vigorous 
Used orally by all generations & being 
learned by children as first language  

 sustainable orality 

6b Threatened 
Used orally by all generations but only 
some of the childbearing generation are 
transmitting it to their children  

7 Shifting 
Used orally by the childbearing generation 
but none are transmitting it to their 
children 

8a Moribund 
Remaining active speakers are from the 
grandparent generation 

8b Nearly Extinct 
Remaining speakers are from the 
grandparent generation and have little 
opportunity to use the language 

9 Dormant 
No one has more than symbolic 
proficiency; language is a sign of heritage 
identity for an ethnic community 

 sustainable identity 
 

10 Extinct 
No one retains a sense of ethnic identity 
associated with the language 

 sustainable history 
 

 

Rule of Sustainability 
  When conditions are stable: 

     1. Sustainable levels will remain at the same vitality level. 

    2. Other levels will decay to the next lower sustainable level. 

FAMED Profile of the Azerbaijani Tsakhur 
 

(adapted from Karan (2012) to include information specific to the Tsakhur: yellow = conditions of the Zaqatala community; red = conditions  

of the Qax community; orange = conditions shared by both; arrows indicate that a particular condition is in an upward or downward trend) 

 

Development Decisions  
• The community determined that sustainable literacy (4) is an unrealistic goal, and the 

current need is to maintain sustainable orality (6a) at a time when the conditions inherent 
to the stability of this level show signs of a shift in motivation for oral transmission. This 
could lead to threatened status (6b), which has already occurred in Qax. Efforts to motivate 
oral transmission will not only stabilize conditions in Zaqatala, but could also support the 
Qax community if they were to try to step up from 6b to 6a.  

• The community also aims to step up to initial literacy (5), as it recognizes that literacy 
activities address a need for Tsakhur to be usable for all desired social functions, including 
the younger generations’ increasing use of written language in digital social media. 

 Evaluation and Conclusions 
• The model suggests that, if attaining sustainable literacy is unrealistic, then efforts at level 5 

are unproductive, as that level will eventually degrade to 6a; however, the community is 
going forward at this level because it is a felt need.                                                            

• SUM allowed the community to realize that the focus of development should NOT be 
materials for an institutional literacy program—essential to level 4—but products that 
enhance the motivations for Tsakhur literacy in the step-up from 6a to 5.  Likewise, though a 
Tsakhur dictionary is a desired status product, it does not address the current vitality level .  

• In order to motivate the childbearing generation to transmit oral language and to use 
literacy, more language products should be targeting adolescents and young adults, and 
orthography development should also consider their perspective and needs. 

• The evaluation of level 6a as inherently sustainable appears to depend on the language 
being able to meet all desired social functions, which before has been possible with only 
oral communication. With the growing role of digital communication, particularly written 
forms in social interactions, the desired social functions can no longer be met without some 
literacy, a factor which could destabilize this otherwise inherently stable level.  

• The fact that sustainable literacy requires action outside the community may make it seem 
unattainable if the community does not understand the role of advocacy in addressing 
motivational and environmental conditions. 

 

Step-up Principle of Language Development 

         address specific FAMED conditions of the next level up on the vitality scale 

Analysis of Development Activities               

in Light of Step-up Principle 
 

Addresses Level 6a – Motivation 
• cultural documentary video, brochure of history and 

culture, ethnolinguistic website 
Addresses Level 5 – Functions  
• book of local proverbs, cookbook of traditional 

recipes, anthology of local literature 
Addresses Level 5 – Acquisition  
• orthography development , alphabet poster, primer 

development 
Addresses Level 5 – Motivation  
• calendar with Tsakhur artwork and poetry, 

orthography committee, informal group of concerned 
community members 

Addresses Level 5 – Differentiation 
• ongoing literacy discussions with the younger 

generation, ethnolinguistic website  

 

 

Functions  Acquisition  Motivation  Environment  Differentiation  

4: E
d

u
catio

n
al  

S
u

stain
ab

le L
iteracy

 

 

Adequate vernacular 

literature exists in every 

domain for which vernacular 

writing is desired. 

 

Vernacular literacy is being 

taught by trained teachers 

under the auspices of a 

sustainable institution.  

 

Members of the language 

community perceive the 

economic, social, religious, 

& identificational benefits of 

reading & writing in the local 

language.  

 

The government has policy 

calling for the cultivation of 

this language, has 

sanctioned an orthography, 

& is using its educational 

institutions to transmit local 

language literacy. 

 

Members of the language 

community have shared 

norms for when to use the 

local language orally & in 

writing versus when to use a 

more dominant language. 

 5: W
ritten

  

 

Enough literature exists in 

some domains to exemplify 

the value of vernacular 

literacy.  

   

 

There are adequate 

materials to support 

vernacular literacy 

instruction & some 

members of the community 

are successfully using them 

to teach others to read & 

write the language.  

   

 

Some members of the 

language community 

perceive the benefits of 

reading & writing their local 

language, but the majority 

still do not.  

   

 

Government policy 

encourages the develop-

ment of this language OR 

has nothing to say about 

ethnolinguistic diversity or 

language development and 

thus raises no impediment 

to the use & development of 

this language.  
 
 

 

Members of the language 

community have shared 

norms for the oral use of the 

local language versus a 

more dominant language, 

but for writing, some 

members of the language 

community use the local 

language in written form for 

particular functions while 

others use a more dominant 

language for many of the 

same functions.  

 6a: V
ig

o
ro

u
s  

 S
u

stain
ab

le O
rality  

 

Adequate oral use exists in 

every domain for which oral 

use is desired (but there is 

no written use).  
 

 

There is full oral trans-

mission of the vernacular 

language to all children in 

the home (literacy 

acquisition, if any, is in the 

second language).  
 

 

Members of the language 

community perceive the 

economic, social, religious, 

& identificational benefits of 

using the language orally, 

but none in reading & writing 

it.  
 

 

 

Official government policy 

affirms the oral use of the 

language, but calls for this 

language to be left in its 

current state & not 

developed.  

 

Members of the language 

community have shared 

norms for the oral use of the 

local language versus a 

more dominant language, 

but they never use the local 

language in written form.  
 

 6b
:  T

h
reaten

ed
  

 

Adequate oral use exists for 

some domains for which 

oral use is desired.  
 

 

The language is used orally 

within all generations but 

only some of the child-

bearing generation are 

transmitting it to their 

children in the home.  

 

 

Members of the child-

bearing generation perceive 

the benefit of using their 

language orally for some 

purposes, but for others find 

more benefit in shifting to a 

more dominant language.  

 

 

(as above)  
 

Some members of the child-

bearing generation use the 

local language orally for 

functions that were 

traditionally reserved for it, 

while others use a more 

dominant language for many 

of those functions. 
 

  7: S
h

iftin
g

  
  

There are entire generations 

that no longer have full oral 

use of the language.  

 

The only transmission of the 

language is for identifi-

cational use (often in 

institutional settings rather 

than the home).  

 

The childbearing generation 

finds no practical benefit in 

speaking the language, 

though they may still find 

sentimental benefit. 

 

(as above)  
 

(as above)  

Zaqatala Tsakhur 

F  Tsakhur is used in the home & village for all oral communication; in the regional 
center  it is used for business transactions between Tsakhur. In all other domains, 
including school instruction, communication is in Azeri. Some villages teach Tsakhur 
as a subject in grades 2-4, but mainly in oral form, as there are no literacy materials. 

A  Zaqatala Tsakhur are actively transmitting the language to their children. Most 
children go to school at age 5-6 only speaking Tsakhur. 

M  Many community members see the benefits of using Tsakhur in oral communication, 
but they fear that it may be a hindrance to social & economic growth & that 
identification with a minority group carries a certain amount of stigma.  

E  Government policy affirms the oral use of Tsakhur & provides for it to be taught in 
school, though limited effort is put into supporting this provision.  

D  Most community members have shared norms for oral use of Tsakhur versus Azeri or 
Russian. A few also use written Tsakhur, though it has not yet been standardized. 

 


