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Abstract: In an African context, Kutsch Lojenga’s (1996) participatory method was shown to
empower local people to be involved in discovering the phonological system of their language
and to make orthographic decisions. However, until this study, the feasibility of using Kutsch
Lojenga’s method in a Mainland Southeast Asian context has not been assessed. This study
contributes a description and evaluation of the use of Kutsch Lojenga’s method in a Mainland
Southeast Asian context with the “Naca” people of “Beorgland.”! The method was successful
when used with a group with varying education levels from diverse backgrounds, resulting in a
functional orthography and basic written materials accurately representing the contrasts in the
Naca phonology. The authors gained experience navigating challenges such as low education
levels, influences from the orthographies of other languages, and time constraints for the
workshop. This application of Kutsch Lojenga’s method demonstrates it can be applied
successfully outside the African context and specifically in Mainland Southeast Asia, allowing
greater participation by speakers in understanding the phonology of their language, and
generating excitement about language development and teaching others.

Keywords: workshop, phonological contrasts, community-based research, language discovery,
native speakers

1 Introduction

The participatory approach is increasingly applied in documentary linguistic research as noted
by Stenzel (2014: 288) in her discussion of language documentation in northwestern Brazil.
She points out that the goals of documentary projects are more likely than linguistic research to
inspire participation by the community because of the greater practical applications of
documentation, which encourage people to express their desires and gain a sense of ownership.
The “Naca” people of “Beorgland” had expressed an interest in documenting cultural
knowledge of various kinds in written form, and this goal was part of their reason for wanting
to develop an orthography. At this point, language documentation and orthography
development overlap, with the participatory approach providing a suitable venue for
community ownership in the process. Having a working orthography that represents the
relevant contrasts in the language provides a tool for the native speaker to write down
anything that is said in the language in a quick and effective manner. This new mode of
communication would empower the Naca people to document in written form aspects of their
way of life they were eager to share both within their own community and with people from
outside the community.

To help enable the Naca people to develop an orthography, Shane Devereux and Jenita van
den Belt? applied a participatory phonology and orthography approach in Southeast Asia in

! Pseudonyms
2 From here on, Devereux and van den Belt will be referred to as “we.”
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2019 during a two-week workshop with the Naca people, which is described in the case study?®
below. Along with describing the implementation of a method based on Kutsch Lojenga’s
approach (1996; Chapter 9 this volume), the case study discusses how group composition, the
process of discovery, and the influence of prior experience with other orthographies affected
the activities of the workshop.

Although other participatory methods have been used in Mainland Southeast Asia such as
Page (2013; Chapter 8 this volume) and Lew (2019), there have been no other known attempts
at using Kutsch Lojenga’s method in Southeast Asia. Therefore this study contributes data on its
usefulness in a different linguistic and cultural milieu from that in which it was first employed.
Though the original use of this method occurred in an African context involving participants
with at least some level of schooling (as implied in various parts of Kutsch Lojenga 1996), the
present implementation happened in a context with generally low education levels among
participants, and provides evidence that the method is still useful. Furthermore, the present
research gives insight into how other orthographies in a region can influence the creation of a
new orthography, and how practical matters such as group composition and time constraints
can affect the workshop. Overall, the method produced the benefits of raising awareness of
linguistic features in general and aiding in decision-making for a suitable orthography. The
participatory approach worked well for helping the participants understand the particular
features of the sound system of their language and for generating excitement about language
development and teaching others about their language and new orthography. One of the
outcomes of this workshop was a functional orthography that represents the relevant contrasts
in the Naca language and was acceptable to the participants involved. After minor refinements
in follow-up workshops and discussions with the wider community, the orthography was
accepted more broadly by Naca community members.

This case study includes some background information about the participants of the
workshop (82), a description of why the participatory approach was chosen from among other
options (83), a description of our process of implementing the participatory methodology (84),
the results of our workshop experience (85), a discussion and interpretation of the results (86),
and concluding remarks (87).

2 Language situation and participants

The Naca people live in eastern Beorgland, in 28 villages scattered throughout three different
hilly areas of one region in the country. Their total population is roughly 5000, based on
estimates from demographic data of a Naca sociolinguistics survey. Two village areas are
within easy reach of a town, though one area is quite remote. The Naca people use paddy
cultivation to grow rice, supplementing their diet with hunting, gathering, growing vegetables,
and tending livestock such as pigs and chickens. The people mainly practice traditional
animism, though there are also some Buddhist and Christian villages. In the past, the Naca
people have remained isolated from other ethnic groups, and have eschewed any form of
literacy on the basis of prohibitions within their belief system which forbid learning to read
and write. It seems that this historical avoidance of literacy, combined with limited access to
schools, has resulted in a low overall literacy rate among adults, and this is borne out by data
from the Naca sociolinguistic survey. Anecdotally at the time of the workshop, there were at
least two female participants around 20 years of age who had never written with a pencil

3 We would like to thank the following people for reviewing drafts of this paper and giving feedback: Leah Doty,
Elizabeth Hall, Mijke Mulder, Esther Yap, and Catherine Young. Any mistakes are ours.
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before in their lives. However, the traditionally negative attitudes towards literacy seem to be
loosening, and there are now state-sponsored schools in some villages.

Until 2019, the Naca people did not have their own orthography, though some members of
the community had attempted to write their language using the orthography of a related
Austroasiatic group, Wa. Though the consonants and vowels overlap fairly consistently
between the two languages, they differ in their number of suprasegmental contrasts. While
Naca contains a three-way suprasegmental contrast cued by a combination of pitch and
phonation (as an initial hypothesis), the other language, Wa, only contrasts two
suprasegmental categories, namely two phonological registers cued acoustically by clear versus
breathy phonation in vowels (Watkins 2002: 132). For that reason, while attempting to write
their language using the Wa writing system, the Naca people encountered difficulties in
representing suprasegmental contrasts. In this paper, we will refer to the suprasegmental
system in Naca as a “tone” system, though it is arguably the case that phonation is also an
acoustic cue for contrast.

Because of their desire to develop their language and have an effective writing system and
literature, several leaders of one of the Naca communities approached members of the
Linguistics Institute of Payap University to get technical help. In further stakeholder meetings,
leaders from other Naca villages likewise communicated their desire for language development
and assistance with literacy development.

In terms of the participants who attended the two-week workshop, there were nine people
from three villages. The group was linguistically diverse: All of them could speak Naca, most of
them could speak the regional language of wider communication, five people could speak the
national language, and one person could speak Thai. Only a few had writing experience.

One main consideration in assembling the participant group for the workshop was
ensuring that there was representation of different people from within the community. It was
important to ensure diversity “in terms of age, role, and status in order to support the widest
possible participation in, appreciation for, and acceptability of the writing system that is
developed” (Casquite & Young 2017: 63). For that reason, the workshop involved Naca
participants from various sub-groups based on village location, religion, linguistic repertoire,
age, role, status, and literacy level — as much as this was possible in a small group. In
particular, religious affiliation is one factor influencing acceptability of scripts in Southeast
Asia, as noted in Adams (2014: 234-235) who points out that scripts in this region of the world
“are not neutral,” and often are linked to a certain religious sub-group of the community. He
remarks that “[t]his religious branding is a significant impediment to successful language
development as it can fragment a group instead of uniting it.” Therefore, it was encouraging to
see people from all three religious subgroups make decisions on their orthography together.

3 Considerations for workshop design

The decision to use Kutsch Lojenga’s participatory method stemmed from several motivations.
From the time we started working with the Naca people, we wanted to encourage community
ownership, since the language “belongs to the people who speak it” (1996: 26). Moreover, we
wanted to foster a sense of unity among the participants who came from various village areas
and religions. Therefore we based the design of the workshop on the participatory approach of
Kutsch Lojenga (1996). This approach includes active involvement of native speakers in the
analysis of the basic phonology. The participatory method was effective for helping the Naca
people to understand the sound system of their language, not only the inventory of phonemes,
but also the basic concepts of consonant, vowel, and tone. Additionally, because the
participatory method approached the phonological analysis from a different angle, using native
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speaker input and intuition, it was able to augment and expand upon an earlier analysis done
by Devereux (2019).

Even though a main concern for workshop design was to prioritize native speaker
ownership and involvement, there was still consideration of the role of a linguistic facilitator in
the process. According to Lew (2019: Ixix), “the social circumstances in Southeast Asia require
additional direct effort by outside researchers,” and the facilitator needs to understand the
existing hierarchical structures and the process of decision-making for successfully building
trust.

As noted by Page (2013: 465-466), special attention needs to be paid to workshop design
when participants develop an orthography for their language in a script they are not familiar
with. According to Page, lack of experience with the script should not become an obstacle
hindering the participatory process. Our participatory group differed from Page’s in that some
of the participants had experience with a Roman script which they were able to use to begin
writing words. Others in the group had no experience, but they received help from their peers
to understand.

Prior to this workshop, Devereux (2019) completed a traditional phonological analysis to
arrive at a preliminary hypothesis about the sound system based on a wordlist of
approximately 1500 words, focusing his description on the phonemic inventory, tone system,
and phonotactics. In this sense, the method was not identical to Kutsch Lojenga’s, as there was
prior analysis completed ahead of time, with a rough idea of what might be discovered through
the workshop in terms of segments, suprasegmental features, and syllable structure.
Additionally, due to time constraints during the workshop, we were not able to explore all of
the relevant phonological environments which typically would be included in the method, such
as polysyllabic words, plural forms, and words from other word classes to study tonal processes
and morphophonemics.

4 Implementation of the participatory methodology with the Naca people

This section describes the process of collecting words for use in our workshop, and then the
way the participants discovered and chose to write the inventory of vowels, consonants, and
tones in the language.

4.1 Word collection

The first activity of the workshop was having the Naca people write down as many words in
Naca as they could think of, using a modified version of the Wa orthography. Since only a
portion of the people could actually write in Wa, we divided the participants into three groups,
with an experienced writer in each group. At first we prompted the groups to write words
based on lists of semantic domain items written in the national language, “Beorgish,”* though
we found that this approach was very slow because of the processing time needed to
understand what the items on the list meant. For this reason, we quickly switched to an
alternative method, namely using a picture dictionary in Beorgish which all the participants
were easily able to use, since it did not rely on the ability to read. In addition, there were
numerous words that the participants could write down for each picture. We broke up this
word collection session with some other activities, first teaching about the difference between
consonants and vowels, and later about syllable structure. Once the groups collectively wrote
about 500-700 words, we moved on to the next activities, despite Kutsch Lojenga’s

4 Pseudonym
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recommendation that a minimum of 1000 words should be gathered for adequate analysis.
Even though this number of words was not sufficient to ensure a full accounting of consonant
contrasts, we decided to move forward due to time restrictions. We knew that if needed we
could draw upon Devereux’s list of 1500 words for any contrasts that seemed to be missing in
the words collected during the workshop.

4.2 Vowels

The day after word collection, the group sorted the words into different piles based on syllable
patterns. Then they began to investigate nouns, starting with those having a CV structure. The
participants worked in the same small groups as the day before, with an equal share of the
cards. They sorted all the words into separate piles according to their vowels. Typically the
experienced writer would read the word out loud, and then the group would collectively decide
whether the vowel was the same as the vowels in a certain pile, or different and needed its own
pile. Once all the groups finished sorting the pile of cards they were given, they reassembled
into a single group and then went to each of the groups’ stations in turn to look at the work
they had done. As before, the experienced writer of each group would read out every word
from each pile they had made, and the rest of the people would listen to make sure that indeed
all of the vowels were the same for that pile. At this point, if there was consensus that a word
was misplaced, it was reclassified and put into a different pile. Once this step was completed,
we counted the total number of distinct vowels among all the groups, which we wrote on a
white board in the vowel section. Since the representation of the vowel system was largely
based on the graphemes of the Wa language, there was general agreement to choose that way
of writing, except for some diphthongs not found in Wa.

By this same series of steps, the Naca participants later sorted out CVC syllables and CCVC
syllables to investigate vowels. At this point, we were able to see how many vowels were
present in single syllable words. Because of time constraints and lack of a sufficient number of
usable words, we did not investigate whether there were certain vowels occurring only with
certain syllable types; rather, we focused on the total number of vowels in all syllable types.

4.3 Consonants

The participants and facilitators then began work on initial consonants and consonant clusters.
For this, they used the full set of words, without dividing the words into subgroups based on
syllable type. There was not much controversy for this activity; they chose to write the initial
consonants the same as Wa.

The final consonants seemed to be the most difficult for the participants. We first had the
participants sort the words into piles based on final nasal, plosive, and glottal consonants and
then they further subdivided the piles according to their specific final consonant. The challenge
here was that it was difficult for the participants to distinguish certain final consonants. A
common trend was that the palatals, /c/ and /p/, were grouped in the same pile as other final
consonants which had the same manner of articulation, but a different place of articulation,
namely /k/ and /1/. In order to help participants discern the difference, we explained to them
how the tongue finishes at different locations in the mouth when forming the consonant. We
also drew a face diagram to illustrate. By this method, they were able to disambiguate the
consonants, though their decision of how to represent the final palatal consonants in the
orthography was based more on familiarity with the Wa orthography than on the phonology of
the Naca language. Participants felt that writing the palatals in a different way would not be
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acceptable to certain community stakeholders, so they chose a Wa spelling even though it is
arguably more complicated to teach and learn from a strictly linguistic standpoint.

4.4 Tone

We preceded the investigation of tone with a mini-lesson based on tone minimal triplets to
illustrate how tone is used to distinguish lexical items. For this mini-lesson, we drew pictures
on the board of tone minimal pairs and triplets that Devereux had discovered in his original
wordlist. Once the participants heard the difference in the words and understood why it was
important to distinguish them in written form, they were able to generate more examples of
minimal pairs and triplets. We tried to avoid writing these words at first so people could focus
on listening to the words and hearing the differences. Initially we gave the different tones a
number instead of a tone mark. There was one minimal triplet that seemed especially apt and
memorable (i.e., the words for bone, elephant and bean pole), so we started categorizing new
words into the categories of “bone,” “elephant,” or “bean pole,” often with an accompanying
picture.

For this investigation of tone, we began by just working with nouns. We looked at open
syllables first, then nasal finals, then plosive finals and glottal finals. The reason we examined
these different groupings separately was to control for any variation produced by type of
syllable rime. After looking at all the different sets of nouns (grouped by type of final), we had
the participants read all the sets of cards we had collected at that point, to see how many piles
for different tone they would identify. We found that all the words fell into one of three
different piles according to tone. Later on, we had them investigate the verbs they had written,
and again they all fit into one of the three tone categories. Then we helped the participants
decide how to write this tonal difference. Kutsch Lojenga (2014: 54) mentions different systems
that have been used for representing tone according to the “phonemic principle,” which is a
“one-to-one match between the symbol and toneme,” marked by either accents (diacritics),
punctuation marks, numbers or unused consonant letters. We gave different options and
explained that for ease of transfer or for ease of reproduction certain choices had advantages
and disadvantages.

After some discussion and trying out various options, the participants then chose to use
two different diacritics and left one tone unmarked. The category marked currently by the
grave accent diacritic is characterized acoustically in single syllable words by high-falling pitch
with tense or creaky voice. The category currently marked by the acute accent diacritic is
characterized acoustically in single syllable words by rising pitch with clear voice. The category
currently unmarked is characterized acoustically in single syllable words by slightly falling
pitch with breathy voice.> All these descriptions are based on impressionistic judgements and
have not been fully examined with acoustic analysis. Because pitch and phonation both seem to
be involved as perceptual cues for distinguishing contrast, it is difficult at this point to say what
the most salient feature is for the hearer.

In this stage of the process, it was at times challenging to help the participants distinguish
tone from final consonant, as the spelling conventions of Wa orthography influenced their
decisions on how to write their own language, even though these languages represent different
suprasegmental systems. In the version of Wa orthography some of the participants were

”» «

5 Note that the categories “tense/creaky voice,” “clear voice,” and “breathy voice” are being used here as descriptors
of the perceived phonation types associated with each suprasegmental category, and are not being used as labels for
phonological categories related to register. See Brunelle & Kirby (2016) for a discussion of these phonation types in
Southeast Asia.
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familiar with® (namely a revised version of Wa orthography used in the Wa Bible text), when a
word has a final obstruent consonant, the way to mark a clear versus breathy register’
distinction in the vowel is to use a voiceless consonant versus a voiced consonant symbol to
write the final consonant. An example is the pair of Wa words /pak/ ‘place’ and /pak/ ‘rip’
written as <pak> and <pag> respectively (Watkins 2002: 197). Watkins notes that “[s]ince
final obstruent consonants are voiceless in Wa, this [representation] is a viable orthographic
convention to distinguish a minimal pair such as in [the above example].” However, there is a
problem using this convention, as “it enables the register contrast to be represented only in
words with final stop consonants. Words with vowel, glottal stop, glottal fricative or nasal
finals cannot be accommodated in such a system.” The same problem holds for Naca, as it has
the same set of final consonants as Wa. Furthermore, since Naca has three suprasegmental
contrasts instead of two, it is difficult to use this system because there is not a readily available
or acceptable third option to represent the third contrast. Once the facilitators gave some
explicit explanation of how the Wa orthography works, it was easier for the participants to
make an informed decision about how to write these suprasegmental contrasts in their own
language.

At the end of the first week the participants had made tentative decisions about writing
vowels, initial consonants, consonant clusters, and tone marks. The final consonants and the
diphthongs needed more work in the second week, but the participants were able to make
tentative decisions about these by the end of the workshop. Also in the second week the
participants started writing words from a recorded wordlist quite accurately and they even
began writing short texts.

5 Results

The participatory workshop included a number of results, as explained in §85.1, 5.2 and 5.3.
5.1 Documents produced

Documents resulting from the workshop included an illustrated alphabet book and four
paragraphs written by the participants. These documents were designed to be shown to other
people in the communities to discuss what they had discovered in the workshop, to test the
orthography with others, and to gather feedback.

5.2 Linguistic results

Linguistic results included identification of the phonemic contrasts and phonotactic structure of
the Naca language, namely:

¢ nine vowel monophthongs

¢ eleven diphthongs

¢ one triphthong

e twenty-five word-initial consonants

6 There are a number of Wa orthographies in use. Generally speaking, they include the orthography created by
Christian missionaries and used in the Wa Bible translation, and the orthography created in the People’s Republic of
China by government-appointed linguists (Watkins 2002: 189).

7 Watkins uses the terms “clear” and “breathy” as labels for the two registers in Wa (2002: 134).
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¢ nine final consonants (a subset of the initial consonants with the addition of a glottal
stop not found contrastively in word-initial position)

e eight consonant clusters occurring word-initially, consisting of a combination of an
initial stop consonant followed by a liquid consonant

o three suprasegmental contrasts cued by a combination of pitch and phonation
5.3 Qualitative results

Other results of the workshop were more qualitative in nature and were based on our anecdotal
observations of the behavior of the participants during the workshop and the participants’
verbal feedback about their experience. These results are explained in the following boldfaced
categories about various aspects of the workshop:

Discovering and grasping concepts: The participants grew in their understanding of language
in general and their language in particular. By teaching and training them from the beginning
in short sessions about vowels, consonants, syllable structure and tone, and by giving them an
opportunity to put this theory into practice with their own language, the participatory method
helped them to grasp abstract concepts regarding language. With this preparation, the
participants were able to discover the sound system of the language by themselves through
induction using their own data, and they developed a solid grasp of how the phoneme
inventory and lexical tone system are structured. Concerning the discovery activities during the
workshop, a participant said:

The biggest thing I got from the writing is separating the vowels and consonants. Also, we were
able to establish these [tone marks] for the three tones. [. . .] I'm happy about the activity we
did about separating words, and I've gained more understanding. From the start I didn’t know
yet that we have consonants and vowels, and I only know now because of coming here to learn.
I'm really glad about that.

Another participant mentioned he felt like a professor of his language, and indeed his
contributions provided a means by which to verify, falsify, or add to a linguist’s analysis. This
point was made clear when the participants flagged a vowel contrast which had not been
noticed in the initial phonological analysis prior to the workshop.

However, with this growing discovery there were challenges as well, primarily due to the
influence of conventions from a well-established Wa orthography, which created confusion
when the Naca began deciding how to write their own language. The participants became
aware of the difficulties inherent in the process of creating an orthography, though they were
better equipped to make informed decisions with their newfound knowledge, and they now had
a metalanguage (e.g., consonant, vowel, tone) with which to discuss concepts in a more
nuanced way.

Engagement among participants: We witnessed increased excitement among the participants
about developing their own language themselves. The participants became more and more
aware that they, with their native speaker knowledge and intuition, were capable of developing
a readable orthography and expanding the understanding of linguistic knowledge about their
language. All the participants, despite their diverse education levels, were fully engaged in the
different activities, such as eliciting the words, discussing the words in their small groups, and
checking the sorting in the big groups. One participant told us:
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In the past [I] had never attended school or experienced writing. But when [I] came to the
workshop, [I] had the opportunity to write [my] own language. [I’'m] really happy [I] had an
opportunity to know what [my] language is like.

Desire to learn and teach: The workshop heightened participants’ desire to learn more and
teach this orthography to others. They were excited to start using the orthography for writing
stories in the second week of the workshop, and mentioned they wanted to teach it to other
people in their communities. One participant commented:

From the beginning, I had never learned before about separating vowels and vowel clusters
[. . .]. And I’'m overjoyed that I can go back to our own village to teach these stories we created
by ourselves.

We saw this desire confirmed when the participants returned to the follow-up workshop with a
song they had written in their language. They reported that in March 2020 they had already
started teaching a literacy class with 55 students on their own initiative, with only an alphabet
book, writer’s guide and some short stories as teaching material, and without having completed
a teacher training course. A sense of community ownership had taken hold.

Recognizing usefulness of materials: The participants collectively chose example words and
pictures for an alphabet book which was produced during the workshop, and they began
writing and reading short paragraphs using the new orthography. One person shared her
thoughts about teaching and about the future:

The alphabet book is really clear. It’s very straightforward to teach because the pictures and
words are together. It’s no longer complicated. In the past we taught children Wa literacy and it
was very difficult because it didn’t include pictures and we didn’t adjust the writing to match the
speaking. We only went and taught according to our ideas of how we thought and how we
wanted to teach. As a result, the children didn’t have a connection between speaking and
writing. But when this [alphabet] book makes the connection automatically, it’s very simple to
teach. It’s clear, and I can see in advance it will be very easy for them to understand.

Seeing the value of tone marks: Participants gained an appreciation for and excitement about
the use of tone marks to represent suprasegmental contrasts. It was a game-changer for the
participants when they finally understood the tonal contrasts and found a way to write them so
they could easily and clearly comprehend the meaning of what they wrote. One participant
said:

In the past, even though we wrote by ourselves, when we re-read it, we couldn’t understand it
well. “What’s this supposed to say?” we’d ask ourselves. When we didn’t mark tone, we didn’t
know the meaning of what we were reading. But now we’ve really come to know well and we’re
able to write very well.

6 Discussion and interpretation of the results

As stated in 83, the reasons for choosing this participatory approach were to create a sense of
ownership and unity amongst the participants, to utilize native speaker intuition, and to enable
the participants to be fully engaged in the process. The following three subsections discuss how
group composition, the discovery process, and experience with other orthographies contributed
to participants’ engagement in creating an orthography for Naca.
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6.1 The advantage of working in small groups

Organizing the participants into groups involving people from different backgrounds was
beneficial for creating unity in the whole group and enabling all participants to be involved
equally in the process. The participants came from diverse literacy backgrounds, village
locations, and religions, and the groups were mixed so that each team had a variety of
strengths and represented different sub-groupings within the Naca people. This configuration
allowed for relationship development which may engender future cooperation amongst villages
as a literacy program begins. One example of this group unity was when participants
experienced helping each other learn as a team. For example, some participants wrote for the
first time in their lives with help from one of the other participants who was literate.
Furthermore, having a person in each group who was proficient in the national language and
had familiarity with Wa orthography meant that this person could re-explain the instructions
for the activity to the group members and could help write words for analysis on behalf of their
small group. Having someone from their own language and ethnic group recapitulate the
instructions allowed for a more culturally appropriate explanation. Much of the empowerment
of participants, the process of discovery of the phonology, and the enthusiasm about teaching
and helping each other could not have been generated without using the type of participatory
approach detailed in this case study.

6.2 Using discovery to engage participants

The word collection and sorting activities in the first week helped the participants become fully
engaged in that they discovered the phonology by themselves and needed to confirm their
claims with the rest of the group. In this way they were acting as the experts and could tell
many things about their language. Explaining through a mini-lesson about how words are built
with consonants and vowels was useful, but at first it was difficult for the participants to
understand this abstract concept because they had not learned about it in school. Nonetheless,
after doing concrete sorting activities for a while, the participants grasped the idea, and as a
result learned more about language in general. Later in the workshop, the participants were
themselves able to assign symbols for the sounds. Though these graphemes were largely based
on the symbols used in Wa—necessary in this particular instance because of certain
sociolinguistic considerations—there were also innovations due to tonal and vowel differences
between the two languages. Indicators of the participants’ engagement were their laughter,
willingness to participate in the various activities such as sorting words according to different
features, and their lively discussion with each other about the activity.

6.3 Navigating speakers’ influence by other orthographies

In the first week the participants discovered the phonemes in their language, and in the second
week those who were previously literate in other languages were able to write short texts in
Naca. As the participants discovered certain contrastive sounds in the first week, the facilitators
wrote them on a whiteboard in the way that the people had chosen during the activity. One
advantage of participants’ knowledge of the Wa orthography was that many phonemes were
the same as Naca and they readily decided to write them the same. However, they encountered
some difficulties when the participants who were literate in Wa wanted to retain certain
spellings from Wa, even though they were not consistent with the phonology of their language.
In some instances the new ways of writing Naca looked unfamiliar when compared with Wa
texts. Although the participants decided on preliminary graphemes to use for writing the
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language, there remained some open questions regarding a few of the more challenging
spelling issues that needed more time and community input to resolve.

7 Conclusion

This workshop was an effective solution to the expressed need of the Naca people to have a
way to write their language. It solved this problem in a way that prioritized the ownership and
engagement of the language community. The workshop detailed in this case study involved
applying Kutsch Lojenga’s method of participatory research in linguistics to a Southeast Asian
context with participants from the Naca language group, who generally had a low education
level and were from a diverse set of backgrounds based on various factors. The workshop
resulted in a raising of linguistic awareness among participants and an understanding of how
their sound system works. It also resulted in decision-making of how to write the language in a
preliminary orthography that represents the phonology of the language accurately. The
relevance of this study to the broader documentary linguistics community is that it
demonstrates the utility of Kutsch Lojenga’s method in a Southeast Asian context. This method
allows the community members to participate earlier in the analysis process, not only deciding
on ways to represent different phonemes once they are discovered, but actually allowing them
to discover the phonemes for themselves. The discovery and analysis process gives language
community members the confidence needed for ownership of future language development
efforts and for teaching this knowledge to others.
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