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Abstract: This case study describes the use of two Participatory Methods tools during
sociolinguistic research among the Humla Tibetan in Nepal, namely Dialect Mapping and
Appreciative Inquiry. The research answered several larger questions and these two tools were
part of the toolbox. Along with a general description of the research goals and questions for
this research, both tools are described in more depth. The reasons for using these tools are
discussed, as well as the procedure used during fieldwork, the results connected to the tools,
and the benefits and limitations to using these tools. The use of the Dialect Mapping tool is
evaluated positively in that it helps with triangulating other data obtained during the research
and also communicates respect towards the local community’s perspectives. On the other hand,
the use of the Appreciative Inquiry tool was unsatisfactory because the researchers were not
able to follow up and, perhaps because of this less than ideal situation, the results were partly
inadequate. When there is no follow-up, this can lead to confusion and frustration on the
community members’ part. Finally, this case study shows that participatory methods tools can
be of positive use when the goal of the research engagement goes beyond the data gathering
and the people involved want to work on long-term relationship building.

Keyterms: Humla Tibetan, Language and Identity Journey, Dialect Mapping, Appreciative
Inquiry, lexical similarity, Recorded Story Questionnaire

1 Introduction!

In this chapter we will be describing the use of two Participatory Methods tools during
sociolinguistic research among the Humla Tibetan who live in the far northwest of Nepal. As
the Humla Tibetan language [hut] had received little scholarly attention, sociolinguists of SIL
International were encouraged by members of the Humla Tibetan community and linguists at
Tribhuvan University, who were seeking to increase language development efforts among the
Humla Tibetan communities, to conduct a sociolinguistic study. The Limi Youth Society?,
which represents a vocal part of the community, was especially active in encouraging us to
carry out this study. This investigation complemented the linguistic work that was going on
(Greninger 2014) and was prepared with involvement of several Humla Tibetan speakers living
in the capital, Kathmandu. The main goal of this research was to describe the primary dialect
areas and investigate the relationships between them. Other goals were to investigate the
ethnolinguistic identity, to assess the language vitality, and to explore local desires for
community development. This sociolinguistic study also contributed to the objective of the
Linguistic Survey of Nepal (LinSuN) of Tribhuvan University of producing “a sociolinguistic
profile for each of the languages of Nepal” (Central Department of Linguistics 2008). In 2012
and 2013, a total of three research trips were made, adding up to about seven weeks full time
among the local communities. The research was done to assist the strategizing of future

! For a detailed report of the complete sociolinguistic study among the Humla Tibetan communities, see de Vries
2020. Much of the information in this case study is based on this work.
2 For more information, see their facebook-site: https://www.facebook.com/limiyouth.
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language development endeavors. The goals of this research were therefore not only focused on
understanding the sociolinguistic situation; we also wanted to conduct the research in a way
that members of the community felt they were listened to and that their understanding and
ideas were considered. That is why we also chose to use Participatory Method (PM) tools in
addition to tools like wordlists, interviews, questionnaires, recorded stories and observation
schedules. The two PM tools were Dialect Mapping and Appreciative Inquiry.

In this case study we first look at the research project as a whole describing, the
sociolinguistic research among the Humla Tibetan, the research purpose, and the goals and
questions (§2). Next, we explore the purpose of using PM tools (§3), first by describing the use
of the Dialect Mapping tool and the results of the use of this tool and giving an evaluation of its
use (§4). Similarly, we then discuss the Appreciative Inquiry tool, looking at the results using
this tool and evaluating its use (§5). Finally, the benefits and limitations to using PM tools for
sociolinguistic research are discussed (§6).

2 Sociolinguistic research among the Humla Tibetan

The Tibetan peoples of Humla District are Nepalese citizens, but culturally they are Tibetan.
Previous anthropological research has established that the Humla Tibetan community is
comprised of a set of interrelated communities that are distinct from, yet related to each other,
and to the neighboring Tibetan communities in the Tibetan Autonomous Region (TAR) to the
west and north, and in Mugu District to the south and east. The Ethnologue (Eberhard et al.
2023) states that Humla Tibetan is a Central Tibetan language similar to other Tibetan
languages spoken in Nepal. However, up to this point, the Humla Tibetan language has
received little scholarly attention.

2.1 Research purpose

The purpose of our survey was to provide more detailed information regarding the linguistic
and sociolinguistic relationships among the Humla Tibetan communities in order to support the
language development and cultural preservation efforts of the Humla Tibetans and to provide
information to the broader academic community. We intended to do the research in a
participatory way, so as to bring in more local perspectives on sociolinguistic questions and
build in more local ownership to the research process.

2.2 Research goals and questions

The larger sociolinguistic study of Humla Tibetan focused on five research issues:
1. Language and dialect variation
2. Ethnolinguistic identity
3. Language vitality
4. Desires for development
5. Seasonal migration

For each issue we developed two or more research questions. For this case study only two of

the research issues are relevant, as these are the ones in focus on our two PM tools, namely 1.
language and dialect variation and 4. desires for development. More specifically, the two PM

tools targeted the following research questions:
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1. What are the major varieties of Humla Tibetan? (Dialect Mapping)

2. What goals do the Humla Tibetan communities express for future language-based
development? (Appreciative Inquiry)

3. What goals do the Humla Tibetan communities express for other kinds of
community-based development? (Appreciative Inquiry)

During the majority of the time spent collecting data (roughly 75%) we used more traditional
survey tools. For example, we might stay two full days in one village, spending about one
morning using PM tools, and using the rest of the time for interviews, wordlist collection,
etcetera. When paired with more traditional tools, PM tools can give valuable information for
data triangulation®. To be more precise, we used the data that came out of Dialect Mapping to
help verify data collected using interviews, Recorded Story Questionnaires and lexical
similarity percentages of word lists. Similarly, we used data coming out of Appreciative Inquiry
to verify data from the interviews.

3 Purpose of using PM tools

The purpose of using PM tools is to facilitate an interactive discovery process among
community members so that insiders and outsiders will gain a better understanding of the
community’s views of their language situation. Using PM tools attempts to explore the emic
(insiders’) view of the community, to use their language and categories to obtain a more
complete picture of their language situation (Kindon et al. 2007).

The PM tools in this survey were administered by two trained language consultants. One of
them lives in the capital Kathmandu and has had experience engaging with similar
communities. His own first language is closely related to the Humla Tibetan varieties. The
other consultant lives in Simikot, the capital of Humla district. He had been to most of the
villages we visited and had interacted with these communities before. These language
consultants were better equipped to overcome language and cultural barriers during the
facilitation of the survey tools than the bideshi (foreign) researchers. The main task of the
researchers was to listen to the participants, to ask clarifying questions, and to report the
results back to the participants by giving a summary presentation to several key community
members and also providing a written report.

4 Dialect Mapping

The purpose of the Dialect Mapping tool is to assist speakers of a specific dialect in discussing
their experience of the dialects and their levels of comprehension between them (see
Hasselbring et al. 2011:19, 59-60; see also SurveyWiki 2012b). Another purpose is to
encourage speakers to think about which varieties of their language could use a single set of
written or oral materials. In Chapter 6 this volume on using The Guide, Lahn describes two PM
tools which are related to the Dialect Mapping tool; the Multilingualism Venn Diagram and the
Domains of Language Use Map. The main difference between those and the Dialect Mapping
tool is that the latter is primarily focused on exploring the dialect situation and how

3 Triangulation in qualitative research refers to the use of multiple methods or data sources to develop
comprehensive understanding of phenomena (Patton 1999).
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communities experience possible dialect differences and commonalities; the goal of the former
two tools is to gain a better understanding of the multilingual situation. (See Appendix A for
more details on the Dialect Mapping tool.)

We facilitated this tool in seven different villages, spread out over the Humla Tibetan
speaking area. In each village, we gathered a group of people from the local community,
encouraging them to include people of different ages, gender, and education levels. In some
places, however, we were not able to have as diverse a group as we would have liked.

Sitting around a flat, open area, the facilitator took the group through the different steps of
the tool. The role of the facilitator was very clear from the beginning: he assists in going
through the steps, he does not give any input on the content. All people were encouraged to
participate, by adding their perspectives to the discussion and, whenever possible, to write
down names of villages, to help place tokens and strings, and to adapt the map when
necessary. Before a new step was started, the group needed to agree on how they saw their
situation; that is, they needed to agree on the map they had created.

More specifically, participants were invited to describe their linguistic landscape by
identifying other locations where their language is spoken. Then, using dialect names on slips
of paper, string for grouping dialects, and labeled cards for marking differences, they identified
how great they perceive the differences to be between their variety and other varieties, as well
as their perceived level of understanding between speakers of their variety and speakers of
other varieties, which variety they use in conversations with people from the other areas, and
which variety they believe to be the standard or most broadly understood. In all seven villages
we ended up with a complete map that showed the communities’ perspective on their dialect
situation. As a final step they needed to agree on the map they had created. Figure 1 displays
the finished dialect map of the people from Dojam village.

Figure 1: Dialect Mapping in Dojam village

4.1 Results

The Dialect Mapping results suggest four Humla Tibetan dialect groupings:
1. Limi dialect (Til, Halji and Jang)
2. Upper Humla dialect (from Yari to Yalbang)
3. Lower Humla dialect (from Kermi to Kholsi to Tanggin)
4. Eastern Humla dialect (from Burangse to Dojam)
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The findings also suggest, unsurprisingly, that the greater the geographical distance
between two varieties, the greater the comprehension problems between speakers of these
varieties. This is illustrated with the two Humla Tibetan speaking villages Bargaun (in the east)
and Til (Limi valley) which are geographically the farthest apart. The Dialect Mapping results
indicate that the Til variety is not strongly linked to other villages. For the Bargaun people, for
instance, Til scores the lowest among the other dialects in the comprehension ranking. When
they talk to each other, both change their speech to accommodate understanding.

These findings are confirmed by the findings of another research tool, the Recorded Story
Questions (RSQ). For the RSQ, a narrative story is recorded in one place and played for subjects
in other locations of the same dialect area to see if the listeners perceive it as representing their
own style of speech. The same story is also played for people in other dialect areas who are not
told the story’s place of origin. After listening to stories from different dialect areas, subjects
answer questions about their understanding of and opinions toward the speech variety used by
the story-teller. (See Appendix B for more detail on the Recorded Story Questions Tool.)

The RSQ results suggest that the more geographically distant the villages are from each
other, the more different people find each other’s varieties. Table 1 displays some of the RSQ
responses of six (of the total twelve) people from Bargaun to the recorded story from Til.
Specifically, it presents the answers to Questions 1, 2 and 8.

1: How much of the story did you understand? (all, most, half, less than half)

2: How did you like his/her speech? (good, fine, bad)

8: How would you feel if your son or daughter married someone who spoke like that?
Why? (good, fine, bad)

Table 1: Bargaun responses to the Til story

Subject # RSQTil1 RSQTil2 RSQTil8 RSQ Til 8a

BARKO001 all fine bad no tradition to marry with them
BARKO002 half fine bad different

BARKO003 half fine bad different culture and environment
BARKO004 all good fine not related with Limi

BARKOO5 half bad good if literate, it’s good

BARKO006 half good bad different village

Only two out of six said they understood ‘all’ of the story, and similarly, four out of six
responded ‘fine’ for how they liked the speech. This indicates lower understanding and
familiarity with this speech variety. The four ‘bad’ responses to question 8 also indicate that the
Bargaun respondents perceive some disconnect with people speaking this ‘other’ variety.

The dialect groupings that were identified through Dialect Mapping are also in agreement
with the estimated lexical similarity data (for details see de Vries 2020:12, 19-20) displayed in
Figure 2. The two highest similarity percentages are between villages that also show up in the
Dialect Mapping as the same dialect groupings, namely Hepka and Kermi (88%) and Muchu
and Yalbang (87%). The lexical similarity results suggest that there is considerable variance
between the Humla Tibetan speech varieties, although at the same time, they are close enough
to consider these varieties the same language.
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Til

79 Muchu

79 87 Yalbang

82 83 85 Kermi

82 82 79 88 Hepka

77 75 77 79 82 Bargaun

74 75 73 76 77 79 Dojam

Figure 2: Humla Tibetan lexical similarity percentages

The findings presented in this section show how Dialect Mapping contributes to gaining a
better understanding of the Humla Tibetan language situation. On its own, the lexical similarity
data do not make a strong case for these specific dialect groupings, but together with the other
data collected through Dialect Mapping, the lexical similarity data support the dialect
groupings identified. For example, the lexical similarity between Yalbang and Kermi (85%)
could suggest they would be part of the same dialect group. The RSQ data does not
conclusively suggest otherwise. But put together with the Dialect Mapping data, it became clear
that these two do not belong to the same dialect group as the people themselves experience it.

4.2 Tool evaluation

The Dialect Mapping tool greatly helped us to engage the local community in reflecting on
their own linguistic situation. It was an active and participatory way to include a variety of
people’s perspectives and experiences concerning the similarities and differences between
speech varieties spoken in their local context. The tool helped the Humla Tibetan participants
to clarify their own ideas and feelings and for these to be checked by the group. It gave us as
researchers valuable data with which we were able to triangulate data from other sources,
giving us a fuller picture. At the same time, the tool communicated to the community members
that we value their language and their perspective on their language. The fact that we were
able to facilitate this tool in seven different villages means we were able to include perspectives
from a wide variety of local Humla Tibetan settings, which in turn strengthened the data that
came out of it. The Dialect Mapping tool, unlike the other tools used, asks those of a certain
dialect how they accommodate their speech when talking with others of a different dialect (see
question 8 in Appendix A). So, this was an added perspective that we would not have known if
we had not used this tool.

5 Appreciative Inquiry

The purpose of Appreciative Inquiry is for community members to dream of and discuss the
possibilities for their language and other development issues for their village, as well as to
begin to make plans for some of those dreams to be realized (see Hasselbring et al. 2011:20,
61; see also SurveyWiki 2012a). It shows what the community sees as the most important
values of their language and village. The Appreciative Inquiry tool is unrelated to any of the
PM tools Lahn describes in Chapter 5 of this volume and Appendix C contains more details.

We facilitated the Appreciative Inquiry tool in the same seven villages as mentioned above.
Community members discussed aspects of their language situation, culture, or village that
make them happy or proud. They were then invited to think about how they might build upon
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these positive aspects or to identify dreams they have for their language or village. Next, they
discussed what dreams might be accomplished relatively soon and which ones would likely
take longer to realize. Finally, they identified which dreams are most important to them. Table
2 presents the results of the Appreciative Inquiry tool for Bargaun village, with the ‘happy
things’ in the left column and the ‘hopes/desires’ in the right.

Table 2: Appreciative Inquiry in Bargaun village

Bargaun - Happy Things Bargaun — Hopes/Desires
Losar Cultural preservation and promotion by FM radio
Mani stones Help in developing our language
Motorbike road Development
School News in own language
Light Religious language preservation, for example
Drinking water through writing a book
Health post
Veterinarian
Post office
Watermill
Irrigation
5.1 Results

The Appreciative Inquiry tool helped people to discuss their hopes and desires for development,
whether language or other kinds of development. Overall, there seemed to be a desire to
develop their language. In addition, the participants stated a number of other areas where they
would like to see changes: healthcare, business opportunities, basic infrastructure (such as good
roads, water facilities, and electricity), and religion-focused development. These findings match
the interview data concerning respondents ability to read and write and their wish to be able to
read and write if their own language would be developed (de Vries 2020:37-38).

5.2 Tool evaluation

In contrast to the Dialect Mapping tool, the results of Appreciative Inquiry were partly
unsatisfactory because in the following months the researchers were not able to correspond
with the villagers about their plans. Although most of the people seemed to engage well with
the ideas of the tool, it was not clear to them what they themselves were to do with the results.
The people seemed to expect the researchers to come back and start some kind of development
project which they identified as a dream or hope. As all the other tools we used during this
research were focused on language specifically, people experienced this tool to be somewhat
disconnected. In most cases, the reflection that this tool stimulated did not result in the
community members taking positive initiatives towards changing their situation or taking steps
to make their hopes and dreams happen. On the positive side, however, there were a small
number of initiatives connected to language development that were prompted by this tool.

The fact that the results from facilitating this tool did not match our hopes could have
several causes. First, the research team might not have been the right people at the time to lead
this kind of reflective tool, since we were not in a position to follow up and continue the
conversation with the communities. This tool activates people, but if this process is then not
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taken to the next step, this can leave them unsatisfied, confused, and maybe even a bit angry.
This was likely the main reason why the use of the tool in this setting was not as helpful as it
could have been otherwise. Connected to this is the need for members of the research team to
continue the relationship with the community, and in our situation, only one of the language
consultants returned and invested relationally in some of the communities.

Second, the researchers and language consultants who facilitated this tool could have been
more familiar with the tool procedures and aims. This left the facilitations lacking clear
direction, especially after it was administered.

Third, language ability and understanding the context are key in good facilitation, and we
may have underestimated the importance of both of these. Facilitating in a second language
(Nepali in this instance) probably caused some confusion about the purpose of the tool and of
the specific questions being asked. Only two members of the research team had visited these
villages before, so our collective understanding of the context was minimal. In turn, this meant
we had less insight into the issues people were sharing (i.e. development, news and radio in
our language), which then made our follow-up questions less relevant (i.e. What steps will you
take? Who will be involved?).

6 Benefits to using PM tools for sociolinguistic research

The facilitation of the Dialect Mapping tool in combination with other sociolinguistic research
tools was a helpful way to increase our understanding of the dialect situation. Moreover, it
created a space and an opportunity for the community members to add their own ideas and
perspectives, while at the same time raising their own awareness, leading the way for them to
take ownership in possible follow-up language development efforts. In addition, the tool helped
the researchers to see language and dialect issues not just as data, but to actually hear different
perspectives on these issues from people who live and experience them themselves. In short,
the tool created opportunities for understanding the situation better and putting people in the
center of our research endeavor.

The Appreciative Inquiry tool could have successful results under certain conditions. In our
experience, the tool facilitates participant reflections (such as what language development
dreams they have) based on a positive evaluation of the situation (such as what about the
language makes people happy). However, we were not able to confirm whether this tool can
use the strengths and possibilities within a community to help them take the next steps in
fulfilling such dreams. Although there were few lasting results from this tool among the Humla
Tibetan communities in our case study, we believe this was not the fault of the tool itself. Had
we supported this tool with better follow-up, had the right people been in place to build on the
relationships growing out of this tool, and had we better understood the community ahead of
time, perhaps this tool would have fostered community engagement, ownership, and longer-
term sustainability. The tool could have successful results under these conditions.

7 Conclusion

In planning and conducting sociolinguistic research, PM tools can be a helpful addition to our
more traditional tools. Without using the Dialect Mapping tool, we would have been much less
clear on the four groupings. The lexical similarity data and the data from the RSQ tool together
are not conclusive, and it is difficult to come to a clear conclusion on the dialect grouping.
However, including the Dialect Mapping data helps to make a strong case for the different
dialect groupings.
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PM tools help us not only to collect the data we think we need but also to do this in a way
that respects the perspectives of the people and languages we study. Especially when we have a
long-term investment through relationships, PM tools help us show our intention to understand
people and walk beside them during and following the research. This kind of research requires
us to consider how we do follow-up, and how we support next-step efforts in language and
community development.

Appendix A - Dialect Mapping tool

The purpose of this tool is to assist speakers of a specific dialect in discussing information they
already know about the dialects and their levels of comprehension between them. Another
purpose is to encourage them to think about which varieties of their language could use a
single set of written or oral materials. (See also de Vries 2020:149.)

1. What is the name of your language? What is the name of your people? (Write all the
language names on one piece of paper and all the names of the people on another.) [If there
is more than one name for the people or language, then ask:] Which name is the one you
prefer?

2. Please name all the districts/villages where [L1] is spoken. (Write each on a separate piece
of paper.) {In some situations, rather than district or village, one could ask for the names of
all the dialects, clans, rivers, or other features where [L1] is spoken.}

3. Place these papers on the ground to show which dialects/municipalities/districts are next to
each other.

4. You have just shown the places where the different varieties of [L1] are spoken. We now
want to think about languages that are just a little different from your own language. What
other languages are so similar to [L1] that, when they speak, you can understand at least
some words? (Write the names of these languages on pieces of paper and add them to the
“map” on the ground.)

5. Do any groups of villages all speak [L1] in the same way? If so, place a small loop of string
around each such group.

6. Which variety do you understand best? Second best? (Place the appropriate number written
on cardboard next to each municipality, language or group of municipalities.)

7. Now we want to show which of these varieties you understand completely, which you
understand most, which you understand about half, and which you only understand a little.
In which of these villages can you understand the way they speak completely? (Place the
Key with complete, most, half, a little. Show them the different smiley faces representing
these differences and explain the meaning of each. Have them place the faces for
“completely” first. Repeat for each other category of comprehension.)

8. Now we want to think about what you and the people from these places speak to each
other. (Show the key for “we each speak our own variety”, “we use ours; they use another
variety” “We use another variety, but they use their own” and “we each use another
variety”. Use a different color or coin to symbolize each usage pattern.)

9. Some people have said they want to start writing books* in [L1]. If books were written in
[L1], which villages would be able to use those books? (Have them put a long string around
those varieties) (*If they do not think books can or should be written in their language,
then you may suggest they might want to start making CDs using [L1].)
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10. Out of all these you have grouped together, which variety should be used as the one for
writing (or recording) [L1] so that all the others will understand it well? (Have them place
letter A.) If that one could not be used, then which one? (Use B and C written on cards.)

This tool should be adapted to the local geographic terms such as municipality and district.
Labels should usually refer to “[L1] spoken in [place name]”. Some aspects of this tool may
seem redundant, but each step contributes to a fuller picture of the local perception of the
language situation.

Appendix B - Recorded Story Questions tool

The purpose of this tool is to have subjects listen to recorded stories, and then answer questions
about the stories. This helps in the assessment of the subjects’ understanding of and attitudes
toward actual samples of the language from various areas.

Respondents were asked the following eight questions (see also de Vries 2020:124):

How much of the story did you understand? (all, most, half, less than half)

How did you like his/her speech? (good, fine, bad)

Why? What is/is not good about it?

Which village do you think the storyteller is from?

Is the language in the story the same, a little different, or very different from the language
spoken here? (If different) In what way is it different? (pronunciation, words, style)

Did you hear any mixing with another language? (yes, no)

If yes, which languages?

8. How would you feel if your son or daughter married someone who spoke like that? Why?
(good, fine, bad)

kW=

No

Appendix C - Appreciative Inquiry tool

The purpose of the Appreciative Inquiry tool is to allow members of the community to dream
about what might be possible in their language and to begin to make plans for some of those
dreams to happen. This shows us what they see as most important and what they want to work
on. (Whitney & Trosten-Bloom 2003) (See also de Vries 2020:159.)

1. Describe something you saw, heard or did that made you proud of your first language [L1]
or your culture or that made you happy to see [L1] used in that way. (After each experience
is shared, someone in the group should write a summary label about each good thing. Place
it under the label “good things”. People will sit in a half circle, with the facilitator facing
the group. The facilitator will have the label “good things” ready and put that in front of
him/her. The same happens in the other steps. The facilitator brings enough pieces of paper
and markers for everyone.)

2. Wow, you have many good things happening. How can you build on these good things and
make them even better? How can you improve them? What are your dreams for your
language? (If the group is large, invite them to share in groups of 3, give them time — allow
any dreams — even impossible ones!)

3. Let’s come back to the big group and listen to the dreams of each small group. Who will
write the dreams for the group? Write one dream per paper. (Everyone can help to
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summarize each dream in 3 or4 words. Place each dream under the heading/label “Dreams
or Hopes”.)

4. As you think about your dreams, some may seem to be ones that could be done soon, while
others may take some time. Please put the Hopes in order from the ones that ‘Can be done
soon’ to the one that ‘Will take some time’. (Put down these two labels, then let the
participants sort the dreams along a continuum.)

5. Some of these dreams may be more important than others. I have some plastic
markers/pieces. Place one of these on each of the 5 dreams that you feel are most
important. (Let them place the markers. Take a photo if possible!)

6. Now you have the chance to begin making plans to make these dreams come true. Which of
the dreams do you want to begin making plans for right now? Take the written dream and
form a group. (Allow them to form groups. Encourage everyone to join a group.)

7. As you make your plans, think about 1) the steps you need to take, 2) what other people
could be involved, and 3) the things you need to begin making this dream happen. (Give
them paper and markers to write their plans. Let them write in big letters so the group can
see.)

8. We would like each group to share their plans with all the others. Who would like to share
first?
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