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The lives of Kala people are deeply intertwined with marine and riparian 
environments on which their livelihoods depend. To document linguistic and 
environmental knowledge in these communities, as part of our community-
based, collaborative language documentation project, we utilized three 
main interdisciplinary documentation methods: (1) River walks, (2) Marine 
interviews, utilizing videos from SCUBA dives at local reefs, and (3) modified 
Rapid Word Collection workshops. About 2000 Kala-speakers live in six 
coastal villages in Morobe Province, Papua New Guinea. Our research took us 
to the three southern Kala-speaking villages in 2017 and the three northern 
Kala-speaking villages in 2019. Here, we discuss the importance of combining 
these three methods. As our project was highly interdisciplinary, including 
scholars of anthropology, biology, and linguistics, as well as Kala community 
researchers and knowledge experts, methods to capture multiple types of 
knowledge were essential to building the broadest data set possible. For 
instance, our inclusion of the river and marine environments provided us 
with interesting comparisons between the semantic categories of words in 
English versus Kala. Finally, we discuss how our revised versions of these 
methods, which we utilized in 2019, enabled us to improve overall workflow 
through audio-video syncing, transcription, and the reduction of electronic 
storage requirements.
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1. Introduction1 and background2 
Papua New Guinea is one of the most linguistically diverse countries in the world with 852 languages (Eberhard 2023), 
however, only English and Tok Pisin are official languages (Malone & Paraide 2011). As a result of this language policy, 
as well as many other factors such as lack of literacy, intermarriage, and educational policies (see Schreyer & Wagner 
2022), many communities in Papua New Guinea are experiencing language shift away from local languages to these 
official languages. This is also the case for Kala speakers, the focus of this paper. Kala is spoken in six villages along the 
coast of Morobe Province in Papua New Guinea (PNG). In these villages, the majority of people are also bilingual in Tok 
Pisin, English is the language of education, and the related language of Jabêm is also spoken in some church services 
(see Schreyer 2015). Due to their subsistence economy, villagers’ lives are intertwined with the ta, ‘ocean’, and, alẽ, 
‘freshwater’, for survival. As a result, their identities are linked to these aquatic environments. For example, Kala speak-
ers rely on marine fish as a dietary staple (Longenecker et al. 2013). The importance of the aquatic environment is also 
encoded in metalinguistic commentary about the Kala orthography; the tilde (~), called a titi (the word for ‘wave’ in the 
Southern Kala dialect), marks nasal vowels. Talking about waves is common for members of Kala-speaking communi-
ties, who travel between villages in motor boats and outrigger canoes (Schreyer 2017). Rivers and riparian habitat are 
also fundamental to Kala lifeways because most food gardens are planted near rivers in secondary forest areas. Local 
forests also provide numerous wild foods and materials to build homes and outrigger canoes. As well, village settle-
ment patterns have historically been in close proximity to rivers as a source of freshwater (Wagner 2018). The language 
is thus extraordinarily rich in terminology that describe the species and habitats of the aquatic environment, as well 
as the practices and beliefs through which Kala speakers structure their relationships to the environment and to one 
another. Given their coastal adaptation and deep historical, economic, and cultural attachment to the many rivers and 
creeks that flow through their territories, a study of the aquatic environment provided an ideal basis on which to deep-
en understanding of the Kala language. It is for these reasons that our community-based, interdisciplinary research 
project, “Documenting Language, Ecology, and the Aquatic Environment in Kala, an endangered Oceanic language,” 
which ran from 2017 to 2020, focused on the environments that are fundamental to Kala ways of life. 

Contributing to Kala’s environment-related linguistic richness is the country’s biological diversity on top of its linguis-
tic diversity. PNG is home to an estimated 76% of the world’s coral species and 37% of the world’s coral-reef fishes (Allen 
& Erdmann 2012), and the Kala-speaking region is exceptionally biodiverse, even by PNG standards (Bein 1998; Wagner 
2002). However, because relatively few biological surveys have been conducted in the Kala region, it is likely that many 
species remain undocumented. Principal investigator Longenecker estimated that there are 1184 coastal fish species 
at one Kala village, Kamiali (Longenecker et al. 2010), whereas the number of species with recorded Kala names prior 
to our recent project was only 81 (Longenecker et al. 2014). Even less was known about freshwater environments. The 
interface of freshwater and saltwater, which occurs at river mouths and affects the growth and distribution of fringing 
reef, had also previously received very little attention in the Kala-speaking region. 

Therefore, the goal of our three-year project was to document the lexical, morphological, and grammatical character-
istics of the Kala language by focusing on a topic of great importance to Kala speakers’ daily subsistence – their knowl-
edge of marine and freshwater environments. The project was part of a long-term study of the Kala language that be-
gan in 2006 and has continued past the timeframe of our grant. It built on seven years of collaboration among the three 
primary research team members (Longenecker, Schreyer, and Wagner) and the Kala Language Committee (defined 
below). As our project was highly interdisciplinary, including scholars of anthropology, biology, and linguistics, as well 
as Kala community researchers and knowledge experts, multiple methods to capture multiple types of knowledge about 
the language, the ecology, and the aquatic environment were essential to achieving our project’s goals, which included 
an environmental encyclopedia; an extended dictionary, which builds on one published in 2012 (DeVolder et al.); a ped-
agogical grammar; and an exhibition at the Bishop Museum in Hawai‘i.

Our research team is comprised of North American academics and PNG collaborators who serve on the Kala Language 

1  We would like to acknowledge the Kala Language Committee, the Kala community researchers and Kala language teachers, as well as the members 
of our North American team: Andrea Berez-Kroeker, David Lacho, and Margaret Ransdell-Green. Thank you to our two anonymous reviewers for their 
comments, which helped to improve our paper. Any remaining errors remain ours alone.

2  This material is based upon work supported by the National Science Foundation under Grant No. 1563363. 
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Committee or who serve as community researchers. The academic team include the authors of this paper: Ken Longe-
necker, the principal investigator, a biologist from Bishop Museum, Honolulu with twelve years of research experience 
in the Kala-speaking region; and co-investigators John Wagner and Christine Schreyer from the University of British 
Columbia, Okanagan campus. John Wagner is an environmental anthropologist, who has been conducting research in 
Kala villages since 1998, and Christine Schreyer is a linguistic anthropologist, who has been conducting research on the 
Kala language since 2009. Our collaboration began in 2008 when Longenecker requested Wagner’s assistance translating 
marine research reports into Kala. Wagner at that time was working with the Kala Language Committee to develop a 
Kala orthography, which was subsequently adopted in 2010 under Schreyer’s leadership. Beginning in 2010, Longeneck-
er began to translate selected scientific reports into Kala with the help of translators trained by Schreyer and Wagner. 
The study team coordinated their field research activities in 2010 and 2013, working alongside one another on inde-
pendent projects, but collaborating on the training of Kala translators and on the collection of ecological narratives 
attached to the identification of fish species. The research project described in this paper expands on these past collab-
orations to further document linguistic and ecological knowledge. During the project, three other members joined our 
academic team: Andrea Berez-Kroeker, from the Department of Linguistics at the University of Hawai‘i at Mānoa, who 
provided guidance on technical documentation details, as well as archival support. Andrea was also the then supervisor 
of PhD student Margaret Ransdell-Green, also from the University of Hawai‘i at Mānoa, who joined our team as gradu-
ate research assistant before developing her own PhD research on the Kala language (Ransdell-Green 2022). Finally, Da-
vid Lacho, a Master’s student in Interdisciplinary Graduate Studies focused on community-based Indigenous language 
revitalization at the University of British Columbia, Okanagan, also joined our team.3

The Kala Language Committee (KLC) was created in 2006 with representation by three individuals, usually two men 
and one woman, from each of the six Kala-speaking villages. Kala speakers created the committee to strengthen the 
language and facilitate collaboration with Wagner, linguists, other researchers, community organizations, and non-gov-
ernmental organizations (NGOs) involved in language revitalization projects. Because the language had no standard 
written form, the KLC’s first goal was to create an orthography. That goal was realized in 2010 with the help of Schreyer. 
The committee’s second goal was to create elementary-school curricula in Kala for use in village schools. Schreyer and 
Wagner facilitated the creation of a variety of hand-made schoolbooks as part of the 2010 project, as well as the first 
published Kala dictionary (DeVolder et al. 2012). In 2011 and 2012, village teachers and community researchers con-
tinued to create books despite their limited resources (e.g., paper, markers, tape and staplers). Schreyer and Wagner 
returned in 2013 to host adult training sessions in the use of the new writing system, and a significant portion of that 
budget was devoted to the creation of more handmade schoolbooks (Schreyer 2015). 

Our larger Kala Language Documentation project was also supported by Kala community researchers. These are indi-
viduals from each of the six Kala-speaking villages who had been trained in use of the Kala orthography and in lan-
guage elicitation work. The most reliable knowledge of Kala’s endangerment comes from studies Schreyer and Wagner 
conducted over the past decade. Because of concerns expressed to him by residents of Kui (in 1999), and subsequently 
by residents of the other villages, Wagner conducted a systematic study in 2006 of Kala use patterns to determine its 
relative degree of endangerment. He organized village meetings and focus groups in all six Kala-speaking villages and 
conducted basic language elicitation interviews in five of the villages in order to get a base understanding of the Kala 
language. One of the most significant findings of the 2006 study was the percentage of households in which parents 
and their children communicate mainly in PNG’s vehicular pidgin language of Tok Pisin. In Lambu, one of the most 
northerly Kala communities, 50% of households reported the practice. In Kui, the most southerly village, 61% of house-
holds reported that Tok Pisin was the primary language used by parents when speaking to their children. The figure 
was lowest in Kamiali where 24% of families also reported a clear preference for Tok Pisin. Recent research by Schreyer 
and Wagner suggests the displacement of Kala by Tok Pisin has accelerated since 2006, especially in the three northern 
communities, which are located closest to the major port city of Lae, and are, therefore, most subject to urban influenc-
es. By 2010, in the northernmost village of Manindala, for instance, it was rare to find anyone under the age of twenty 
who spoke Kala fluently. 

We classify the Kala language as “definitely endangered” throughout its geographic range due to a variety of factors 
(Schreyer 2017). There appear to be particularly high levels of language shift in some villages where most children no 

3  Lacho’s portion of the research project and travel to PNG was funded by the Irving K. Barber Faculty of Arts and Sciences International Travel Sub-
sidy and the Sharron Simpson Family Community Impact Award from the University of British Columbia, Okanagan. David’s video report is available 
here: https://vimeo.com/228280796 

https://vimeo.com/228280796
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longer learn Kala as their mother tongue. As mentioned above, this shift is prominent in all three of the northernmost 
communities (Manindala, Lambu, and Apoze) and in the southernmost village of Kui, but there is a continuing overall 
loss of Kala speakers in all villages. Also, the Kala orthography is so new that there are few reading materials in Kala. 
Most of the available materials are handwritten and created for use in village schools. Thus, Kala remains mainly an 
oral language and has not spread into new literacy domains, although a bible translation project using a modified ver-
sion of the community-approved Kala orthography, is ongoing through Wycliff Canada.4 Given the small number of 
Kala speakers (about 2000), the rapidity with which language loss in small language communities can occur, and the 
concerns expressed by community members themselves, the language merits immediate and sustained attention. The 
language documentation activities we describe here are thus part of a long-term plan to support KLC goals to secure 
a sustainable future for Kala in written and spoken form. These activities will also support biological conservation in 
Kala-speaking territory through mobilization of local ecological knowledge, and contribute to worldwide efforts to doc-
ument and revitalize endangered languages and preserve linguistic, biological, and cultural diversity.

2. Interdisciplinary and collaborative language documentation methods 
In the years since Himmelmann’s Essentials of language documentation (2006), there has been an increased interest in, and, 
in fact, demand for, interdisciplinary approaches to language documentation. Penfield (2018) and Holton (2018) both 
document benefits to interdisciplinary approaches to language documentation projects. For example, Penfield explains, 
“Truly strong research projects are conceived with interdisciplinary perspectives in mind from the beginning. Research 
questions are mutually conceived. The key concept is always integration” (Penfield 2018: 80). Due to our long collabo-
ration prior to this specific research project, as well as our own disciplinary backgrounds, we worked to develop this 
project with Kala speakers on documenting the aquatic environment from the beginning. Our project merges linguistic 
knowledge, from Schreyer, but also from collaborators Berez-Kroeker, doctoral student Ransdell-Green, and master’s 
student Lacho, with anthropological knowledge (Schreyer and Wagner), and biological knowledge (Longenecker). Simi-
larly, our project merges academic knowledge with community member knowledge and as Holton notes, “an additional 
benefit of interdisciplinary research is that it better aligns with many Indigenous views of the world” (Holton 2018: 
744). Another benefit that Holton outlines is that through interdisciplinary research, the quality of language documen-
tation is improved (2018), while Penfield states that one of the advantages of interdisciplinary language documentation 
research is “‘out of the box’ research design” (2020: 3). Both Penfield and Holton caution on the time and energy com-
mitment needed for an interdisciplinary language documentation project, but in our case our long-term relationship 
with the Kala community, as well as each other, led to an easier development and completion of our project. 

Round (2021) has also commented on the value of interdisciplinary language documentation methods in “creating a 
more sustainable documentary model” (Round 2021: 165). In particular, she argues that, “it generates a larger scope for 
future documentary inquiry” (169) and that:

…IDR [interdisciplinary documentation research] enables extra-linguistic information to be incor-
porated accurately, and in a way that makes documentary findings directly applicable to the outside 
disciplines involved in the collaboration. (2021: 169). 

Finally, Round comments that, “In particular, language documentation that appropriately records the biodiversity of 
lesser documented rural environments can be invaluable to taxonomists and conservation biologists” (169). This was 
true in our project; Longenecker’s past research had documented the Kala terms for fish in the Kamiali dialect only, but 
in this project we were able to expand the documentation to include alternate dialect forms. 

Various scholars have argued for the inclusion of different disciplines, such as anthropology and biology, within lan-
guage documentation. For example, Shulist and Rice have argued for “increased inclusion of ethnographic methodol-

4  It should be noted that members of the Bible translation team are very rarely members of the Kala Language Committee, Kala community research-
ers, or Kala language teachers. For more information see: https://michiespng.home.blog/. 

https://michiespng.home.blog/
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ogies in language work” in order to address the complexities of community context in language loss and revitalization 
and to “bring to the surface the inherently social, political, and cultural components of shifting linguistic practices” 
(2019: 55). Similarly, Odango (2016) argues that language documentation about local environmental knowledge should 
take into account the context of how and with whom, people talk about that knowledge, whether that is in “narratives, 
debates, songs, riddles, descriptions, procedural explanations, such as recipes, and so forth” (109) since much of this 
knowledge is co-constructed.

Scholars have also argued for the inclusion of biological methods in language documentation. For example, Amith 
(2020) argues that: 

Language documentation, particularly the compilation and analysis of a corpus of conversations 
about local flora and fauna (as well as related topics in material culture, food, and medicine) offers a 
seldom exploited tool for understanding how native speakers communicate about the natural envi-
ronment … (2020: 77). 

Amith in particular argues for greater collaboration between anthropologists, linguists, biologists, Indigenous commu-
nities, and museums (2020: 105), which were all groups that were included in our project as Longenecker is a biologist 
working out of the Bishop Museum in Hawaiʻi. McClatchey, on the other hand, outlines “basic methods for documenting 
biological knowledge represented in languages” (2011). In particular, this author argues that, “local participants and 
their specifically local perspectives and knowledge are critical to understanding … organisms” (2011: 288). McClatchey 
continues by listing examples of in situ and ex situ techniques for this type of documentation, which is also supported by 
the work of Lahe-Deklin and Si (2014). 

In particular, McClatchey (2011) describes a range of techniques that are similar to those that we discuss in this paper: 
environmental transects (river walks), area inventories (reef dives), and free-listing (Rapid Word Collection). According 
to McClatchey, an environmental transect “has sometimes been called ‘a walk in the woods’” (291) and can be both for-
mal or informal. He goes on to say that: 

Informally, a participant may, for example, lead a researcher on a hike through the forest, a walk 
through their garden market or grocery store, or snorkeling through a reef pointing out specific, bio-
logical resources and their names and uses. (2011: 291)

Our methods are described in more detail in the next section, but river walks were just this, walks along or in rivers, 
where we asked Kala speakers to document riparian environments, including biological resources, their names, and 
uses. Similarly, while our reef dives did not include scuba diving with Kala speakers, we captured video of reefs, which 
we then shared with Kala knowledge experts for similar outcomes. Both of these methods are also similar to Mc-
Clatchey’s “area inventories” where discrete areas are a specific focus of knowledge (2011: 292). Finally, our modified 
rapid word collection technique is also similar to McClatchey’s method titled “free-listing”. In this approach, partici-
pants are asked to provide information based on a “highly structured survey”, where questions are “broad and simple, 
but not leading” (288). According to McClatchey, “the result is a list of details, usually names and descriptions” (288) 
and this method is “the most creative” as it is not “constrained by the physical environment” (296) of the river walk 
(environmental transect) or what is seen in secondary documentation, such as our reef dive videos. In sum, collecting 
traditional ecological knowledge, through methods such as these, provides an opportunity to help prevent both the loss 
of ecological knowledge and the loss of linguistic knowledge (Round 2021). This was a goal of our project and we elabo-
rate on these methods in the following section. 
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3. Research overview and our methods
In order to conduct our collaborative research, we acquired ethics approval at two North American institutions; all re-
search was conducted in accordance with the University of Hawai‘i Institutional Review Board protocol #2016-30284, as 
well as the University of British Columbia, Okanagan campus Behavioural Research Ethics Board protocol #H09-10480. 
As well, all North American researchers obtained research visas from the Papua New Guinea National Research Institute 
prior to beginning field work. Finally, all project data are archived at Kaipuleohone, the digital language archive of the 
University of Hawaiʻi.5 

During the course of our research project, we traveled to the Kala villages twice. In 2017, our focus was the three south-
ern Kala villages (Kui, Alẽso, and Kamiali, from south to north); all of these villages share a dialect known as Southern 
Kala. The following two years were spent processing the various materials we had collected in 2017 and preparing for 
our return trip. In 2019, we spent time in all three northern Kala-speaking villages (Apoze, Lambu, and Manindala from 
south to north), which each have their own dialect. Our arrival in each village followed a typical pattern; we would 
meet with the community at large, where community researchers helped explain the project, and then we (the mem-
bers of the North American team and the Kala community team) would start planning the various activities that made 
up our primary language documentation methods. These included: marine interviews, river walks, modified Rapid 
Word Collection workshops, and supplemental activities. The latter included a focus group discussion on language atti-
tudes and language shift in each village. This was to supplement the material collected by John Wagner in 2006 on this 
topic, to see if there had continued to be language shift in each village and why that might be, as well as how people felt 
about the language and its use across the Kala villages. Wagner led these focus group discussions, assisted by the com-
munity researchers, which were audio- and video-recorded. 

Also in 2017, Christine Schreyer and Margaret Ransdell-Green led grammar interviews with two men and two women 
in each village, while Schreyer continued these in the 2019 field season. Ransdell-Green completed her own linguistic 
elicitations for her doctoral research with diasporic speakers of Kala in Port Moresby in 2019 as well. The goal of these 
grammar interviews was to document grammatical differences across the dialects for inclusion in both the expanded 
dictionary and the pedagogical grammar we were developing as part of the project. These were also used by Rans-
dell-Green for her PhD research project on Kala phonology (Ransdell-Green 2022). The research team also spent time in 
each village learning the language informally through our interactions and learning about how the language was used 
through participant observation, an anthropological method that involves observing and participating in village life, 
and these experiences supplemented what we learned from the formal focus group discussions. 

Finally, we would spend an evening in each village sharing the documentary film Wagner and Schreyer had made fol-
lowing their 2013 research trip, which reminded community members about our past work together and those who 
had participated, some of whom were no longer with us.6 The days and nights were definitely full during our trips; we 
spent about 5 days in each village to implement these specific language documentation methods, as well as a few days 
in-between each village trip in the central village of Kamiali, where we also hosted beginning and closing KLC meetings 
each year. Kamiali served as the homebase for this project for a few reasons; Wagner and Longenecker had long-stand-
ing research relationships in the village, but the Kala Language Committee also considers the village of Kamiali as the 
centre of operations, due to the history of leadership for this project (Schreyer 2017).7 However, while we used multiple 
methods during our research project, the focus of this paper are the three interconnected interdisciplinary methods – 
marine interviews (reef dives), river walks, and Rapid Word Collection workshops – and we expand on each one below. 

5  The archived material from this project can be found here: https://hdl.handle.net/10125/49516 

6  The film can be seen here: https://youtu.be/IM1ZuIUC74c 

7  While the North American team spent limited time in the Kala villages, approximately one month each year in 2017 and 2019, Wagner, Longeneck-
er, and Schreyer have long-term relationships in these villages, particularly the village of Kamiali. For instance, Wagner conducted a year of ethno-
graphic fieldwork in the village for his dissertation (2002). 

https://hdl.handle.net/10125/49516
https://youtu.be/IM1ZuIUC74c
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3.1 Reef dives and marine interviews
Shortly after our arrival in each village, the two scuba divers in our team, Ken Longenecker and David Lacho, would hire 
a boat to take them to a coral reef chosen by community members within the village’s territory.8 The purpose of their 
dives was to capture video footage to serve as a stimulus prompt about the marine environment. As Longenecker et al. 
(2008) observed previously, underwater videography is an efficient way to document species presence and prompt in-
terview questions about an environment that cannot be simultaneously observed and discussed in situ.9 Video was cap-
tured with a Sony RX100 IV digital camera housed in a Nauticam NA-RX100IV housing outfitted with a Bluewater Red 
Filter and Nauticam Wet-Mate dome port. Each dive captured approximately one hour of raw footage, which Longe-
necker would convert to an MP4 file compressed with H.264 video codec for community review and eventual archiving. 
We did not use any artificial lights due to the complications of charging batteries in communities without electrical 
service, but this also served the purpose of not adapting what community members might see underwater in hopes of 
aiding their species identification. Usually, following screening of the documentary film (above), we would also show 
the underwater footage to the community as a whole. This served two purposes: (1) it allowed the local community re-
searchers and Kala Language Committee members to get a sense of what was to come, and (2) it satisfied intense com-
munity interest about the project. The latter helped limit the number of observers present during the formal marine 
interview, which would occur the following day. This allowed a quieter recording environment during the interview, 
which was important for clear audio quality. 

The next morning, the North American researchers and our community researchers would meet with knowledge ex-
perts from the village (two men and two women chosen by the KLC members from each village) to review the underwa-
ter footage. We used a Zoom H6 audio recorder (WAV 44.1 kHz/16 bit stereo) to document the knowledge experts’ Kala 
discussion of what they saw on the video. The Kala community researchers, who would sit in on the recording sessions, 
would later listen to the audio recording, transcribe the spoken Kala, and translate the written Kala into Tok Pisin. 

Our set-up for the marine interviews was elaborate (see Figure 1) as the knowledge experts needed to clearly see the 
video, and we needed to use video cameras and audio recorders to document their speech.  

Figure 1: Marine Interview in Manindala village – May 2019 (Photo credit: Christine Schreyer)

8  For example, there is only one reef in Manindala village’s territory, and in Apoze community members were particularly interested in seeing un-
derwater footage of one of their specific reefs. 

9  Longenecker et al. 2008 worked in Kamiali, so community members in this village had past exposure to underwater video footage. 
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While there can be limitations to identifying species with photos (de Medeiros et al. 2014), and video may exacerbate 
these challenges, we believe that video has at least two distinct advantages. First, video is not limited to a single frame, 
so an organism of interest can be viewed, often in many orientations, until it is recognized (or not). Second, video re-
cords the behavior of organisms, which can help in their identification. Third, as we were not showing a predetermined 
set of photos and asking people to identify them, species identification was driven by Kala speakers as we played the 
video and asked people to tell us when they recognized something (at which point we would stop the video for discus-
sion). Finally, although most people interact with the ocean from canoes, Kala people depend on the ocean for survival 
and are intimately familiar with the marine environment. For instance, some Kala people free dive, particularly those 
who are collecting shells. Therefore, while underwater video was a novelty for them, and different than what they ex-
perience in their daily lives, it was clear both from our interviews, as well as the whole community video presentations, 
that people had no trouble recognizing what they saw in the underwater videos. 

3.2 River Walks
We also spent time in each village documenting freshwater and riparian environments through a method we came to 
describe as “river walks”. As an environmental anthropologist, John Wagner had already been conducting research on 
rivers as social systems, in both Oceania (Wagner 2018) and North America (Wagner & Taylor 2019; Wagner 2022), and 
he was the one who developed the river walk method. In the case of the marine interviews, we needed to record species 
and habitat descriptions from knowledge experts and to match those descriptions to photographs and video footage. 
But in the case of rivers, we were able to walk to the local rivers with the full research team and record species descrip-
tions in situ without the need to gather video footage ahead of time. We would work with the community researchers 
and Kala language committee members to first choose a suitable river, one where we could walk either along the shore 
or actually in the river if it was shallow enough, and one for which community knowledge experts were available to tell 
us about the history of the area and the significance of selected aquatic and riparian species. The river walk itself would 
then begin at the river mouth, where Wagner, Longenecker, the community researchers, knowledge experts, and occa-
sionally other members of our team, would sit down for an initial discussion. Following this, we would walk upstream 
as far as time allowed, usually for about two hours, or until community members and researchers felt that they had re-
corded sufficient items. Travel could be slow going due to stony and uneven river beds, muddy terrain beside the rivers, 
and trails overgrown with the vines and plants typical of this lowland rainforest habitat.

As the team walked upstream, knowledge experts would point out species of interest, which included: fish; shellfish; 
aquatic plants; trees, shrubs and vines growing in the riparian zone; and also, birds, insects, and land-based and am-
phibious animals, the latter usually on the basis of signs of their activity rather than actual sightings. Knowledge ex-
perts would take turns describing these species and the team would capture their descriptions with audio and video-re-
cordings (see Figure 2) and, whenever possible, still photographs. As in the marine interviews, the knowledge expert 
would describe the item in Kala and then one of the community researchers would provide a partial translation in Tok 
Pisin or English, which they would later transcribe as well.
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Figure 2: River Walk in Manindala – May 2019 (Photo credit: Christine Schreyer)

During the 2017 river walks, we experienced several technological challenges, in particular the synchronizing of audio 
and video files. Our first approach to this issue resulted in significant transcription and translation challenges for com-
munity researchers and the academic team that later assembled the encyclopedia entries – an issue we resolved in 2019 
and will discuss in more detail below. Overall, though, the river walks in 2017 and again in 2019 turned out to be much 
richer learning experiences than any of us had anticipated. 

With hindsight, we realized that our approach replicated what others have called in biological literature “environmen-
tal transects” (McClatchey 2011), as described earlier, or “walking as methodology”, and that there is a fairly large body 
of literature describing the benefits of this approach in varied contexts. For instance, in their introduction to their edit-
ed volume, Ways of walking, Ingold and Vergunst write that “walking is a profoundly social activity: that in their timings, 
rhythms and inflections, the feet respond as much as does the voice to the presence and activity of others” (2016:1). 
Jung (2014), in a paper entitled “Mindful walking”, emphasizes the reflexive and meditative aspects of her walking 
study of an art museum neighborhood in London, England. Keasey and McDonald (2017), in an article entitled “Ambula-
tory knowing”, describe a walking methodology focused on the Santa Fe River in New Mexico which led to unexpected 
insights about the neighbourhoods they discovered along the way. While Cypher et al. showcase in their edited volume 
a variety of what they call “Rubber boots methods for the Anthropocene” (2022). Finally, Sundberg outlines an approach that 
is even more pertinent to our project when she writes about walking as a method for “conversing with and walking 
alongside other epistemic worlds” (2014:35).

We do not have time in this paper to fully explore the social, affective, sensory, and exploratory nature of our river walk 
experiences beyond noting that they contributed in their own unique way to our ability to bridge the many epistemic 
challenges inherent in creating a Kala/English environmental encyclopedia and Kala/English/Tok Pisin dictionary. 
They did so by helping us build relationships that extended beyond the immediate needs of the project into domains 
where humor, play, and creativity were especially prominent. Our community researchers in Kamiali asked us, for in-
stance, at the very beginning of the project, to supply them and knowledge experts with gumboots, as a safety measure, 
so no one would injure their feet while on a walk. This seemed entirely reasonable and we did so, buying a set of boots 
of various sizes in an attempt to make sure everyone on a given trip would have a wearable pair, even if not an exact fit. 
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But, while reasonable as a safety precaution, the boots were not often that useful, and our Kala team members would 
often return to the village carrying rather than wearing their boots, to the amusement of other villagers. The boots 
were useful when walking along swampy trails where hidden snags, sago spikes, or poisonous snakes were a serious 
concern, or for fording rocky streambeds, but if the stream or swamp was above boot height, or we were walking along 
common trails villagers were used to travelling every day in bare feet, the boots were a hindrance, and thus not worn. 
While an entirely off-the-record topic of conversation on all the river walks, the complex and ever-varied choices team 
members made about when or whether to wear boots or not spoke in its own complex but humorous way to walk-
ing-as-methodology in this setting. Invariably, however, whether worn infrequently or not, all the boots came back to 
the village thoroughly wet and dirty inside and were thus washed out and hung upside-down on sticks to dry (see Fig-
ure 3). 

Figure 3: Gum Boots drying in Kamiali village – May 2017 (Photo credit: Christine Schreyer)

3.3 Rapid Word Collection workshops
Finally, another of our days in each village was spent hosting a Rapid Word Collection (RWC) workshop. Our version 
of the workshop is a modified one developed by the Summer Institute of Linguistics (SIL), as we held the workshops 
for just one day and only focused on words related to the semantic categories of ocean and river – ta and alẽ, in Kala 
respectively. The RWC methodology was developed by Ronald Moe, from SIL International, as an attempt to develop “a 
mass production technique” (Moe 2003: 9) for dictionary creation, which utilized a series of semantic domains. Origi-
nally known as the Dictionary Development Program (DDP) (Paterson et al. 2015), the method has gone through a series 
of expansion and development as different communities and researchers have utilized it for the development of their 
dictionaries. For instance, Paterson et al. (2015) report on how they gamified the workshop technique for use in their 
work with Mòòré speakers. Whereas Boerger and Stutzman outline the “standardized RWC workshop format”, which 
involves “six groups of four or five people collecting words full-time over a period of ten days, during two consecutive 
weeks” (2018: 150). The standardized format includes a wide-range of management roles as well, including coordinator, 
logistics manager, consultant, record keeper, group leaders, scribes, language experts, glossers, and typists (Boerger & 
Stutzman 2018). More details on the method, which now includes 1800 semantic domains to build on, can be found at 
https://rapidwords.net. 

In our project, although we were interested in developing an expanded dictionary, a full and complete dictionary was 

https://rapidwords.net
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unfeasible in the context of our research. As a result, we chose to modify the standardized format in a few ways. First, 
our workshop was held on only one day, due to the time constraints of our project, but also due to our focus on the 
specific semantic categories of ta and alẽ. The RWC script that we submitted as part of our ethics application was a mod-
ified version of the 564-page English_specific_first RWC script,10 which included only semantic domains that may be 
relevant to our project. Our revised script was 61-pages long and included such categories as 1.3.1.1 Ocean, lake; 1.3.1.5 
Island, shore; 1.6.1.5 Fish; and 8.2.6.5 Deep, shallow. When we revised our script in 2017, we inadvertently followed the 
advice of Boerger and Stutzman who suggested in their 2018 article that one way to improve the RWC method was to 
“eliminate irrelevant questionnaire domains in advance” (186). Another significant difference between our version of 
RWC workshops and the standardized one was in how we approached both glossing, or creating definitions, and ensur-
ing correct Kala spelling. In the standardized version of the workshop there are separate people working in a different 
room, who act as glossers, writing the meanings of the list of words that are brainstormed by the language experts, and 
the glossers are often the ones who check the spelling, or perhaps this is done by a language consultant (as was the case 
in Boerger’s 2018 case-study with Natqgu). However, in our case, as the Kala orthography is still fairly new (it was de-
veloped in 2010 – see Schreyer 2015; 2017), discussions on “correct” spelling were often group efforts and it made more 
sense for us to do this work as a single group, as we explain below. 

Another difference between our RWC workshops and the standardized format was that “the norm for RWC workshops 
has been to host them at a regional center where there are greater resources than in a village setting” (Boerger & Stutz-
man 2018: 162). Resources that were mentioned as beneficial were internet, printers, as well as tables and chairs. How-
ever, this would have been impossible, and detrimental, to our project, which intended to provide resources financial 
and social to the community and include as many community members as possible. As well, Boerger and Stutzman de-
scribe a workshop that is held in the local Natqgu community on the Solomon Islands and how the benefits of holding 
the workshop in the community outweighed the benefits of resources available in a regional center. Therefore, we met 
another of their recommendations for improvement, holding workshops in community (2018: 188). Finally, as our proj-
ect is a community-based one, including both the KLC, our community researchers, and community members, we chose 
this method because, as Boerger and Stutzman write, “At the heart of an RWC workshop is community-engagement …” 
(2018: 150). 

The workshops were led by Christine Schreyer, a linguistic anthropologist. At the start of each one, she would explain 
how in the past when she had come to interview language speakers, during the time when she was working with the 
community to develop the Kala orthography in 2010, she had sat down with only one man and one woman in each 
village. Therefore, words would come malome, malome – or ‘very slowly’ in Kala, but in the RWC workshop we would 
be documenting words in a group so we could document words sebe, sebe – ‘very quickly.’ Rapid Word Collection were 
known in Kala as taga bi sebe, sebe – ‘to collect words, quickly, quickly’ workshops.11 

After Schreyer had explained the process, she would split the main group of approximately 30 adult individuals, of all 
ages, into two or three sub-groups, depending on how many of our research team were present, and then a community 
researcher would go with each sub-group, as would a member of the academic research team. The academic team mem-
ber would audio-record sub-group discussions in Kala about the semantic category Schreyer had provided to them, 
such as the category of “ocean waves”, but also would help prompt them (see Figure 4 for an example of sub-group dis-
cussion recording). The community researcher would write in Kala all of the sub-group’s suggestions. 

The sub-groups were given 10 minutes for each category and then would return to the main group, where the com-
munity researchers would write their lists on a blackboard/whiteboard in the order in which they had written them 
down. Then a group member would pronounce each word, and provide a Tok Pisin translation. All of these main group 
activities were audio- and video-recorded and, following the completion of the category, Schreyer would take still pho-
tographs to ensure that all of the words were recorded accurately since discussions would also sometimes occur on 
whether the word was spelled correctly. The Kala orthography is only seven or nine years old, depending on which year 

10  Script from: https://rapidwords.net 

11  This is the phrase in Southern Kala. In Lambu this phrase is taga bĩ sebe sebe, while in Manindala it was daga bĩ sebẽ sebẽ, and in Apoze this was daga 
bi sebe sebe, which illustrates some of the phonological differences between the dialects. 

https://rapidwords.net


Language Documentation & Conservation Volume 19 (2025)

River walks, reef dives, and Rapid Word Collection 131

we visited each village, and is still not widely used, which causes some confusion.12 Individuals would also discuss the 
meanings of the words themselves, as well as add any additional words that weren’t captured in the first ten minutes 
of sub-group brainstorming (see Figure 5). When everyone had agreed they had reached the end of the categories, we 
would move on to the next semantic category. 

Figure 4: Rapid Word Collection sub-groups, split by gender on this occasion, to discuss shells, something women have 
a unique experience with as they dive to collect shells, in Manindala – May 2019 (Photo credit: Christine Schreyer)

12  As well, in Lambu village, where there is an ongoing Bible translation project, members of the Bible translation team who work with SIL have 
developed some different spelling practices, so there were frequent spelling discussions in this village. Lengthy spelling discussions also occurred in 
Manindala, the village with the highest levels of language shift to Tok Pisin (see Schreyer 2017). 



Language Documentation & Conservation Volume 19 (2025)

River walks, reef dives, and Rapid Word Collection 132

Figure 5: Rapid Word Collection workshop in Kui – May 2017 
(Photo credit: David Lacho)

The Rapid Word Collection workshops had two main purposes: (1) helping to contribute to an expanded Kala dictionary 
and (2) illustrating further connections between the marine interviews and the river walks. For instance, semantic 
prompts from the Rapid Word Collection script led to obvious ideological categories in Kala – those words that were 
tied to the ocean (ta) and those that were tied to freshwater (alẽ). In fact, in a draft version of our online environmental 
encyclopedia, which included material from the 2017 documentation, we had categorized the material based on tax-
onomy – fish, plants, shells (which are each indicated lexically in Kala). However, this division was rejected by the Kala 
research team in favour of two classes of words – ocean and river. The completed encyclopedia maintains this structure, 
as well as ways to search by village (also at the request of the Kala research team).
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Figure 6: Rapid Word Collection workshop board in Apoze – May 2019 
(Photo credit: Christine Schreyer)

An example of the types of words we collected during the Rapid Word Collection workshop at Apoze village are listed in 
Table 1 below. The semantic prompt for this set of words was 1.3.1.3 River, which Schreyer provided in both English and 
Tok Pisin (wara) with a few guiding comments (about flow of water, parts of rivers etc.). In Figure 6 the words (in blue) 
on the left (left columns in Table 1) were provided by the first group, while the words (in green) on the right (right col-
umns in Table 1) were provided by the second group, and include all words that did not overlap on their lists. As seen 
from the translations of the words in Table 1, some words were focused on kinds of freshwater (rivers and their descrip-
tors) while others expanded this category of freshwater (alẽ) into other bodies of water (lakes, ponds, springs, water-
falls, etc.) and descriptions of freshwater (clean, dirty, good, bad, mist over etc.). Therefore, during the rapid word col-
lection, Kala speakers illustrated how in their language alẽ includes all kinds of freshwater. For the category 1.3.1.1 Ocean, 
lake, Kala speakers rejected the inclusion of lake in this category of “bodies of standing water” and instead focused here 
on all things related to the ocean (ta). 
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Table 1: List of words from RWC photo in Figure 6, transcribed, edited, and translated 

Kala English Kala English

Alẽ Water, fresh water, river Alẽ ŋalidu Mouthwater of a river 

Alẽ ŋamaŋge Branch of a river Alẽ sili Water runs under the 
ground for a while and 
then reappears 

Alẽ ŋabõ Cold water Alẽ ŋa mutũ Noise of water 

Alẽ ŋawasã Hot water Alẽ solo River current 

Alẽ du Stagnant water Alẽ pale su a Waterfall (literally, “water 
jumps onto stones”)

Alẽ su Downward flow of water Alẽ kumugi River eddies, whirlpool 

Alẽ ŋa samua Passage between river 
banks

Alẽ mbe Waterfall 

Alẽ ŋamidã Sharp drop off into a river Alẽ ŋawalo River mouth

Alẽ gabo Big river Alẽ anda Good water

Alẽ atũ Small river, stream, creak Alẽ yamã Bad water 

Alẽ ŋatatalã Clear water Alẽ mwi Serpentine river 

Alẽ ŋamomo Dirty water

Alẽ ŋazuwi Bubble or froth in water 

Alẽ ŋawayo Mist over water 

Alẽ pulĩ Freshwater spring

Alẽ kezele Shallow freshwater 

Alẽ kiligolẽ Lake with an opening 
where water flows 

Alẽ gilidu Closed lake 

Alẽ ŋawã Clear water, river water 
that has reached the 
beach

Alẽ ŋasesẽ Water rapids 

Alẽ ŋamolo Pond

Alẽ gili ko Body of water over flows 

Alẽ tetalu Erosion of a river bank 

Alẽ gilimuli Whirling wellspring 

Words that also appeared in the river walks and have an article in the Environmental Encyclopedia are bolded in Table 
1 above, which further illustrates the overlap and supportive nature of our interdisciplinary methods. Therefore, the 
inclusion of the two environments, river and marine, provided us with the ability to make comparisons between the 
semantic categories of words in English versus Kala and helped enable us to document how Kala speakers view the 
world. For example, sea anemones are called lumuã in Kala, which translates in Tok Pisin as masrum bilong solwara, or 
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‘ocean mushroom’, while the clownfish that lives in the anemone is known as ilumuã (‘the fish of the ocean mushroom’, 
which illustrates that the Kala language implicitly connects these two organisms). The Rapid Word Collection work-
shops also provided an opportunity to document each of the Kala dialects, as well as synonyms for lexical items, such as 
the two words for waterfalls above (Alẽ pale su a and Alẽ mbe).13 Finally, a fun side note about the Rapid Word Collection 
Workshops, building on the work of Paterson et al. (2015), was that each village was competitive with each other. When 
Schreyer started telling each new village how many words the previous village had “collected” in their workshops, 
usually about 220 words, they would try to break the record, so the final group, Apoze, collected a total of 256 words in 
their workshop, much to the amusement of all involved.  

4. Transcription and translation process
The Kala community researchers in each village were responsible for transcribing the Kala language content and trans-
lating it into Tok Pisin. The Kala community researchers are experienced speakers and researchers, who often had been 
involved in the Kala language project since the orthography’s development and were well versed in the Kala orthog-
raphy and how to use it. The community researchers generally have high school level education and some familiarity 
with English and/or written Tok Pisin as well. Community researchers also had previous experience and training with 
computers from past portions of the overall Kala language project, but we provided some training again during 2017 
and 2019 as part of our capacity building for the researchers (see Figure 7).  

Figure 7: Manindala community researchers transcribing – May 2019
(Photo credit: Christine Schreyer)

13  While each village participated in the Rapid Word Collection workshops, the same words were not collected in each village. Rather the process 
was organic; each group randomly generated their own set of responses to the semantic prompts. This means some villages will have different words 
representing their dialect in the final extended dictionary. 
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The training covered interview design, interviewing skills, technical skills in the use of audio and visual recording in-
struments, transcription skills using a computer, computer data management skills, and the set up and use of solar pan-
els to power computers given to each village. This training served as professional development for several of the com-
munity researchers who now possess sufficient skills to do this type of work professionally rather than just as a form of 
community service for this particular project. As well, since the majority of these community researchers have worked 
on this project since 2010, they also received training to expand their knowledge and use of linguistics principles, such 
as verb conjugation patterns and relative clauses, as well as the use of the Kala orthography (they remain the most 
knowledgeable individuals on orthography use). We also left a computer with each community’s documentation (audio, 
video, and any other typed materials) in each village as a local community archive of our work.

5. Challenges with our method
Some of the technological challenges we encountered with these particular language documentation methods, and 
specifically the reef dive videos, included: the poor eye-sight of some elderly knowledge experts; screening the marine 
stimulus prompt in a large enough format for all knowledge experts and community researchers to simultaneously 
view the video; and locating a dark enough space to easily see the video. As well, our initial approach to synchronizing 
our audio and video recordings was inadequate. As explained above, we realized after our first field season in 2017 that 
our recording approaches for each of our methods was inefficient, as were the transcription and translation processes. 
During the 2017 field season, we audio-recorded all interviews and workshops in their entirety. We also video-recorded 
workshops and marine interviews in their entirety, whereas short video clips were recorded during the river walks. The 
latter was because the river walks included long periods of walking near rivers when there was no language content, 
and short periods of Kala speakers discussing some aspect of their riparian environment (dense language content). This 
approach was inefficient because: 

(1) Audio recordings of marine interviews and river walks included long periods of silence, inter-
spersed with shorter periods of Kala content mixed with Tok Pisin discussion. The Kala content was 
often highly repetitive because speakers had not prepared their statements, this led community re-
searchers to produce transcriptions of limited and often repetitive Kala content. 

(2) Community researchers then used their transcriptions of somewhat disorganized and multilingual 
audio content to produce translations. It took community researchers from the 2017 field season sev-
eral months to produce transcriptions and translations, which then had to be gathered from the three 
southern villages and transported to an urban center to be scanned and sent to the North American 
research team. An additional difficulty was that it was difficult for the North American research team 
to match transcriptions to the translations, as they were not always clearly marked. 

(3) For the river walks, synchronizing short video clips with the long audio files was difficult because 
there were no start cues at the beginning of each unit of spoken Kala content. It was difficult and time 
consuming to synchronize the waveforms of the high-quality audio files with the low-quality audio 
recorded with the video files. This synchronization was done to make sure materials submitted to Kai-
puleohone had the highest quality video and audio to meet archival standards. 

Therefore, at the end of our 2017 field season, all high-quality audio and synchronized audio/video files contained long 
segments with no Kala content. This produced unnecessarily large file sizes which were then archived, despite the fact 
there are these limitations to the files. As a result, we spent the intervening time developing solutions to these chal-
lenges, which we discuss in detail in the following section. 

6. Addressing the challenges
During our second field season in 2019, we addressed the above problems by recording only focused Kala content and 
employing a digital clapperboard. The clapperboard was a digital application (DigiSlate), which was loaded on Lon-
genecker’s mobile telephone. For interview or workshop audio, we recorded a single audio file with pauses between 
content of interest. This allowed us to condense several-hours-long interviews or workshops into tens of minutes of 
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content. For video, we produced a single, short clip for each segment of interest. We began each session by configuring 
the electronic clapperboard. We entered the activity (e.g., Apoze Marine Interview), and reset the scene count to “1”. 
We selected the “count in” option in the application’s settings, which made the clapperboard produce a series of three 
simultaneous audible beeps and visible flashes of light, followed by an animation of a closing clapperboard and a loud 
“clap” sound when the clapperboard “closed”. Ahead of the use of the clapperboard, we asked the knowledge experts to 
prepare their statement prior to recording. Each time a knowledge expert was ready to speak, we advanced the scene 
counter on the electronic clapperboard and resumed recording on the previously paused audio recorder. We then be-
gan video recording, announcing the scene number so it could be heard on the audio and video recorders. Then, we 
activated the electronic clapperboard while it was in the field of view of the video recorder, and positioned so that its 
sound would be recorded on the audio recorder. After the synchronizing cue (the clap), we signalled for the knowledge 
expert to begin speaking. When the knowledge expert finished speaking, they would say deneme, ‘that’s all’ in Kala. We 
then stopped the video recorder and paused the audio recorder until the next segment. 

[See supplementary clapperboard video titled: River Walk Lambu May 2019 Gã.]

The transcription of the video, as provided by our community researchers is the following: 

Gele dene ŋasẽ ŋgu gã. Ma gã ta ge ŋgu ŋaŋo si de lauye sombo siga gã ta ŋaŋo ma ŋa laũ gĩ siga de yamĩ.

‘This is taro. It will grow here until it is ready, then the women will come and dig it out. We eat [the tuber] and 
the leaves as well’.14 

At the end of an interview or workshop, we had produced a series of video clips (one for each scene) and a single audio 
file (with each scene announced before a knowledge expert began speaking). For each scene, the audio recording brack-
eted the video clip so that the audio started before and ended after the video content. 

Community researchers then transcribed and translated the audio files, now without long periods of silence, and in-
cluding an audible identifier for each spoken sequence (i.e., the scene number), and only Kala content of interest. The 
efficiency of this new approach resulted in all transcriptions and translations being completed while we were still in 
the Kala villages in 2019. This reduced the travel burden on our community researchers and greatly accelerated the 
pace of our work; the North American team typed all transcriptions and translations – which community researchers 
had hand-written in notebooks or on lined paper – in a word processing program before we returned to North America, 
whereas we had to wait several months to begin the typing process following our previous field season. 

The new approach, with scene numbers identifying each transcription and translation, also allowed the North Amer-
ican research team to confidently match transcribed and translated text. Also, because Kala language experts were 
taking time to plan their responses, the specificity of the language documented in 2019 is higher than in the repetitive 
segments we collected in 2017. The language experts also seemed to enjoy the performative nature of the language elic-
itation, which allowed them to discuss what they were going to say with the community researchers and other speakers 
ahead of the recording process, providing them confidence in their responses. Although the clapperboard technique 
did limit the collection of natural speech, we were also able to record more-natural speech in free-form story-telling re-
corded at the end of each marine interview and river walk, in language field-notes, and in the story collection compiled 
by linguistics PhD student, Margaret Ransdell-Green, in Port Moresby with two diasporic Kala speakers from Alẽso and 
Kamiali.15

The modified methods also eased the task of synchronizing video footage with high-quality audio recordings. The final 
clap (a spike on the audio waveform) was easily matched to the point at which the clapper “closed” on the video. All 
video files were synchronized to high-quality audio while still in the field, whereas the same task using our original 
methods took several weeks to complete after we had returned home in 2017. The new approach, which eliminated 
long periods of silence (and corresponding black screens on synchronized video) and extraneous spoken content, also 
greatly reduced electronic media storage requirements in the Kaipuleohone archive. 

14  Transcription of the video comes from the Kala Walo Nuã environmental encyclopedia Wiki: https://www.kalawalonua.org/encyclopedia/index.
php/G%C3%A3 

15  Margaret Ransdell Green’s Kala data can be found here: https://hdl.handle.net/10125/75491 

https://www.kalawalonua.org/encyclopedia/index.php/G%C3%A3
https://www.kalawalonua.org/encyclopedia/index.php/G%C3%A3
https://hdl.handle.net/10125/75491
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7. Concluding thoughts and recommendations 
While our final data collection occurred in 2019, the global pandemic of 2020 slowed our ability to return our proposed 
outcomes, including: the draft copies of the environmental encyclopedia, the extended dictionary, and the pedagogical 
grammar, to the Kala speaking villages. However, we were able to complete the exhibit Kala Biŋatuwã: Bones of the Words, 
The Kala Language Documentation Project for Bishop Museum, which launched in 202216, and Wagner returned draft cop-
ies of the encyclopedia and extended dictionary to the communities for final review in May of 2023. We hope to host a 
book launch for all three proposed books in the Kala villages in 2025. Overall, we believe that this example of multiple, 
interdisciplinary methods builds on the growing body of literature about the importance of collaborative, communi-
ty-engaged, transparent, and interdisciplinary methods in language documentation (Truong & Garcez 2012; Shulist & 
Rice 2019). For example, we have worked to follow the 4 Rs of collaborative work with Indigenous communities: respect, 
reciprocity, relevance, and relationships (Kirkness & Barnhart 2001; Czaykowska-Higgins 2018). Our research project 
was jointly developed with Kala community members and we have provided linguistic training, including orthographic 
use, transcription, translation, and language elicitation to community researchers in each village. As Fitzgerald notes, 
“Language documentation is better when it occurs alongside an active training component. Underlying this point is an 
acknowledgement that linguists and communities are engaged in mutual training …” (2018: 86). As well, the focus of the 
project, aquatic environments, is particularly relevant to the Kala communities, as we noted above, and builds on our 
long-term relationships in the community. However, while we have provided community training, project sustainability 
remains an issue due to communication and funding challenges (Schreyer & Wagner 2022). 

We feel that these methods are replicable by others who are interested in specifically collaborative and interdisciplin-
ary methods, with a focus on ecological knowledge, ethnobiology, anthropology, linguistics, and language documenta-
tion. While we have focused on the aquatic environment, river walks could easily become mountain walks, forest walks, 
or jungle walks; reef dives and marine interviews could also become canopy-top or glacier videos and interviews. We 
can imagine the use of drone footage to capture diverse locations that are not easily viewable for other ex situ inter-
views, including perhaps interviews focused on museum collections or archaeological materials. In writing this paper, 
we encourage modification of these methods to suit the environment or semantic domains of other projects and have 
provided specific technical remedies for the issues we faced during our own research project, which addressed tran-
scription and translation challenges, as well as archival file size issues. Finally, in this paper, we provide an example 
of a modified version of the Rapid Word Collection workshop method, which we encourage others to use as well. Our 
version of the workshop is based in community, rather than in a regional centre, to help with encouraging community 
training (Fitzgerald 2018) and sustainability of language projects (Truong & Garcez 2012). It focused on a semantic do-
main that was relevant to the community and included group discussions of word definitions and spelling in a commu-
nity with a new orthography and limited literacy in the target language. The shortened version of the workshop also 
takes into account the costs to a village in hosting this event for longer periods of time; to attend workshops, villagers 
need to take time away from their subsistence activities, which can be challenging in certain contexts. 

In sum, our research project has also contributed to the demand for interdisciplinary language documentation, as not-
ed above (Penfield 2018; Holton 2018; Round 2021). Through a focus on environmental knowledge, we have documented 
a range of linguistic information, including Kala understanding of semantic domains and biological information, which 
can then be cross-referenced to Western scientific understandings. Our environmental encyclopedia, for instance, ref-
erences both Kala terminology, as well as scientific information.17 Combined, the methods we have discussed here, and 
the adaptations we made, allowed for the collection and archiving of more linguistic and ecological knowledge, with 
richer content and smaller archival file storage requirements. 

16  http://data.bishopmuseum.org/exhibit/kala/ 

17  Kala Walo Nuã Wiki: https://www.kalawalonua.org/encyclopedia/index.php/Main_Page 

http://data.bishopmuseum.org/exhibit/kala/
https://www.kalawalonua.org/encyclopedia/index.php/Main_Page
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