QUESTIONNAIRE FOR LINGUISTS AND FIELD WORKERS ON ORTHOGRAPHY CREATION

Dear Linguist,

Thank you for agreeing to participate in this study of the problems, challenges and assumptions that confront linguists who are working on the creation of orthographies based on the Roman (and in some possible cases the Cyrillic) alphabet. Your answers will be considered carefully and incorporated in a comparative survey which is part of a Ph.D. research project that I am conducting. As far as I know this will be the first wide-ranging cross-linguistic and intercontinental study of the work of creating orthographies. Please feel free to expound at length on the questions put to you; all your responses and suggestions will be considered carefully. Your contribution will be fully acknowledged in my work. Feel free to skip any questions you feel are not relevant or answerable.

Details about yourself:

Name:

Language(s) on which you are working, its/their  location and genetic affiliation

Reasons for your interest in/commitment to the project

Length of time spent so far with the speech community

Nature of your training/academic qualification

Details about your project:

Are you devising a script from scratch, or developing an existing orthography? 

If you are developing an existing orthography, is it because a previously used script proved unsatisfactory? If so, why?

Was the choice of Roman (/Cyrillic) script governed by that of the majority culture in the surrounding nation?      

Did you consider any other scripts than Roman (/Cyrillic) and if so what were they?

If so, why were they rejected in favour of Roman (/Cyrillic)?

Were the letter-values assigned on the basis of nearby languages of literacy with similar phoneme inventories, or on that of a metropolitan or colonial language?

Please append a table of the phonemes/distinctive segments of the language you are working on, and the letter values assigned to them. It would be helpful, for comparison, to give those of the language which served as a model for your choices, if there is one.  

Were native speakers consulted in devising the script and making the choices? Are you a native speaker yourself? 

If so, in what language were they/you already literate? 

Was a range of dialects considered in devising the standard orthography? 

If so, was one dialect taken as the standard, or is the standard orthography based on a compromise between several varieties? 

Is a particular variety of the language considered (more) prestigious by both literate and illiterate speakers? On what grounds? 

In assigning graphemes to phonemes, was transfer to literacy in the majority orthography a major consideration? 

In what way did the orthography of any neighbouring or related indigenous language affect your choice of script? 

If the choices of graphemes were made by the speakers or their representatives, can you explain and discuss their motives (especially with regard to sounds/features that are not shared with neighbouring languages)?

Which phonemes (or distinctions between them) have caused the greatest trouble for you and your native-speaker informants? 

Is tone a contrastive feature of the language? If so, how is it shown in writing?

Is length of consonants/vowels contrastive in the language? If so, how is it shown?

Is nasalisation or any other suprasegmental feature contrastive in the language? If so, how is it shown? 

Details about the speakers of the language:

How many speakers of the language are there?

Is the number of speakers in decline, stable, or growing?

How are the speakers distributed? Rural/urban?

What other languages are used by the speakers?

In what settings? 

What is the political situation in the speakers' territory? How does it affect your own work? 

List the contact languages with other communities, and their status as perceived by these speakers.  

Is the language publicly devalued or actively discouraged by national/local authorities?

If so, in contrast to what language(s) of greater prestige? 

Details about the speech community and its attitudes:

What value do the native speakers see in literacy?

What value do the speakers see in their language itself, and in vernacular literacy?

Is there an organised literacy campaign for both adults and children? 

If so, is it initially conducted in the majority language?

How do children learn to read, and in what language?

Does regular organised formal education exist for the speakers? For what age range?

Who runs the local schools?

How are the teachers of vernacular/majority literacy qualified? Are they native speakers?

What is the initial language of literacy acquisition? 

What is the language of instruction?

How far is the language expected to carry them through formal schooling? 

How do adults learn to read, and in what language?

Who runs adult literacy classes?

What is the language of instruction for adults?

Once literate, what reading opportunities exist for children, and for adults? 

How long has literacy training existed for this community?

What literacy teaching resources are available to, or used by, the teachers? 

Details about dissemination of the language:

Through what media would you, and the speakers, expect to see their writing done? (Handwriting, typing, computers?)

What printing facilities exist for the language?

What distribution facilities exist for reading material in the language?

Have reading materials already been prepared in the language? If so, what kind, and how are they distributed?

What recommendations would you make for fostering literacy in the orthography on which you have worked?

What is your own view of the future for this speech community and its language?

What value do you yourself place on the speakers' literacy?

Further reference material:

Have grammars, descriptions or other reference material been published for non-native readers? Please list them if possible, even if no longer in print. Any history of writing about the language would be helpful. 

Thank you for your patience in working through this questionnaire. Your contribution is valuable and much appreciated.

Christopher Moseley

School of Slavonic and East European Studies, University College, London

