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Context: language endangerment crisis

• 50–90% of today’s roughly 7000 currently-spoken languages 
will either no longer have speakers or be severely 
endangered by 2100

• “Humanity may well have only 300–600 oral languages left that 
are unthreatened by the end of this century” (UN DESA 2022)

• Familiar reasons:
• colonization, imperialism, forced assimilation, genocide, social 

pressures, economic pressures, … 

• Detrimental impacts for language communities and the field of 
linguistics



Context: language endangerment crisis

Minoritized language 

communities working 

to document, teach, 

revitalize, transmit, 

reclaim their 

languages

Linguists working to 

describe, document, 

and build linguistic 

theories about the 

nature of human 

language

???

What opportunities are there for work at the intersection of 

these groups –– especially for generative linguists?



Where does generative linguistics fit?

As generative linguists, we are interested in abstract and often 
highly technical representations underlying language

• As we work to build theories of how human language works, it 
is essential that we include a typologically diverse set of 
languages 

• But the output of our work is often not directly accessible to 
communities of language experts working to document, learn, 
teach, and revitalize their languages

Goal today: some examples of projects at the intersection



Disclaimers 

• I’m mostly going to talk about my own experiences and work 
(together with collaborators), drawing primarily from:

• Mayan languages and communities

• More recently: Kanien’kéha (aka “Mohawk”) language and 
Kanien’kehá:ka communities

• I won’t attempt to generalize to all languages or language 
communities (but will try to offer some general lessons)

• Mostly I’ll discuss my experiences as a linguist who is not a 
member of a minoritized language community –– but of course, 
many people wear both hats!



Plan 

• Background
• What I learned working with Mayan language communities

• New work with Kanien’kehá:ka communities

• Three recent projects at the intersection of linguistics and 
community work

1. Community+university course: Elicitation for language learners

2. Iakwarihwí:saks language research partnership

3. University-based course: Linguistics for Indigenous Language Study

• Reflections



Introduction & background
Mayan languages & linguistics



Work with Ch’ol Mayan

• I first had the opportunity to 
live and work in a Ch’ol-
speaking community as an 
undergraduate student of 
John Haviland in 2002

• His advice as he left:

“Make some friends, learn 
some Ch’ol”

 



Mayan languages

• Family of ~30 languages spoken in 
Mexico, Guatemala, Belize, and in 
diaspora by 6–7 million people

• Languages range from very few 
elderly speakers (Itzaj) to over a 
million (K’iche’, Q’eqchi’)



Mayan languages and linguistics

• Mayan languages stand out 
for the large the number of 
community members who are 
engaged in linguistic work 
on their own languages

• This is in part the result of 
BA, MA, and PhD programs 
designed for members of 
these language communities

CIESAS students; https://ichan.ciesas.edu.mx/



“Mayas are participating in a movement of cultural reaffirmation, a 

principle focus of which is language. Maya linguists are central in 

formulating and reshaping language ideologies to further the goals of 

revitalization, and they play a significant role in cultural and linguistic 

activism. This article [... offers] a review of an apparently successful 

attempt at reversing language loss that has arisen through an 

integrated community-based program of cultural revitalization that 

centers, to a large extent, on language and makes specific use of 

linguistics.”                                                                  –– England 2003 

           

           

   



Linguistics programs for speakers

• CIESAS (Mexico) has an MA 
program in Indoamerican 
Linguistics that celebrated its 
35th anniversary last year

• The PhD program was added 
later due to student interest

• This work has resulted in 
significant increases in 
descriptive documentary 
materials, theoretical research, 
pedagogical resources, and 
community engagement



Three things I’ve learned 
working with Mayan language 
communities



1. Linguistic work is better when done in 
collaboration with community members

• If linguistic work is going to have positive impacts for language 
communities, the best hope for this is through collaboration with 
community-based language experts

• Work with community-based language experts leads to better 
linguistics

• Richer and more accurate language material

• Better identification of empirical puzzles

• Opportunities for student training and engagement



2. There are different ways to contribute

• Even if your primary interests and skills are in abstract formal 
representations of languages…

• And even if these are not the primary interests of community-
based collaborators…

• There are different possible ways to contribute and work 
together given shared common interest in achieving a better 
understanding of how language works



3. This work takes time

• Sustained relationship-building and maintenance is essential to 
this kind of work

• We can’t just ask: “what do you need?” or “what can I do?”

• … because it isn’t obvious what is possible!

• It’s also important to recognize that different types of 
contributions are going to be possible at different career stages

• But even seemingly small things can have bigger impacts over 
time





Linguistic elicitation for 
Indigenous language learning
Community–university course



Kanien’kéha 

• In 2011 I joined the Linguistics Department at McGill University

• McGill sits on Haudenosaunee territory, home to extremely 
active community-led language revitalization efforts for 
Kanien’kéha (“Mohawk”), a Northern Iroquoian language

• In 2021 I first got connected with Ionkwahronkha’onhátie’ (We 
are becoming fluent) a grassroots organization of second-
language learners of Kanien’kéha interested in organizing some 
linguistics workshops during COVID…



 
Linguistic elicitation for advanced learners: 
A community–university partnership

Jasmine Jimerson1,2, Karohniióstha Shea Sky1, Mary McDonald1, 
Tahohtharátye Joe Brant3, Ryan DeCaire3, Luis Alonso-Ovalle4, Meghan 
Clayards4, Dzéiwsh James Crippen4, Jessica Coon4

    
                                  1Ionwahronkha’onhátie’, 2U. Hawai’i Hilo, 3U. Toronto, 4McGill 
                                                        Presented virtually at the 2023 International Conference on Langauge
        Documentation andConseration Conservation 



Introduction



Meghan Clayards Dzéiwsh James CrippenLuis Alonso-Ovalle

Oheróhskon Ryan DeCaireTahohtharátye Joe BrantKaronhiióstha Shea SkyTeyútkw^ Jasmine Jimerson

Jessica Coon

Introductions

Onwá:ri Mary McDonald



5-week summer course

Together we planned and piloted a new course in McGill's May 2022 condensed 
summer term. The course brought together…

1. a group of advanced second-language learners of Kanien'kéha

2. McGill-based linguistics graduate students, and 

3. a fluent first-language speaker

…with shared goals of gaining skills in linguistics and elicitation methods to 
discover and analyze grammatical phenomena in Kanien'kéha.



Language & Community Context



Kanien'kéha background

• Northern Iroquoian language 
of what is now Ontario, 
Quebec, New York State

• ~500 first language speakers, 
most over 70 (DeCaire 2023)

• Emerging "new speaker" 
population: adults within 
adult immersion programs 
across communities, and 
new L1-speaking children 
(Brant 2023; DeCaire 2023; 
Stacey 2016; 2024; Benedict 
in prep)



Challenges for advanced Kanien’kéha learners

● Shortage of programs, classes, and other resources that are 
targeted at learners who have reached advanced speaking level 
(i.e., immersion program graduates)

● Struggles with continuing to improve proficiency once within the 
advanced range of speaking

● Limited understanding of effective learning strategies for advanced 
learners of Kanien’kéha (i.e., polysynthesis pedagogy)

● Limited opportunities for engaging with L1 speakers



Parenthetical: Successes of Kanien’kéha 
language work

• The fact that these challenges exist –– i.e., that there is a 
significant number of advanced L2 learners and their L1 
children looking for resources –– is already a success

• It is the direct result of community-based expertise and 
community-led initiatives, and a strong cross-community 
focus on adult immersion programming (see DeCaire 2023; 
Benedict in prep)

• Especially:  “Root–Word Method” developed to teach 
polysynthetic languages to adults (Maracle 2002; Green & 
Maracle 2018; DeCaire 2023)



Ionkwahronkha’onhátie’



Ionkwahronkha’onhátie’ (We are Becoming Fluent) is a grassroots 
Kanien’kéha language initiative and network created by and for adult L2 speakers 
across Kanien’kehá:ka communities with goals to:

1. support second language speakers throughout their language learning journey

2. provide and continue to develop a network of speakers

3. re-center elders and first-language speakers to prioritize language and 
knowledge transmission



• online talk and workshop series 
organized by Ionkwahronkha’onhátie’ 
held in summer 2021, with support 
from McGill’s ISCEI program

• Goal: help language learners gain 
knowledge about tools for language 
learning, transmission, and 
documentation

• Pedro Mateo Pedro (U Toronto) and I 
talked about linguist–community 
collaborations in Latin America

Course Motivation 



Mini hands-on 
workshop on linguistic 

elicitation

(eliciting the possessive paradigm 
in Q’anjob’al)

Organizers: can we do this 
again…  but for advanced 
learners, and with Kanien’kéha?



Elicitation for Language Learners:
Goals and course structure



Larger aims of the course

● Given the shortage of available resources, advanced L2 speakers effectively 
need to become researchers of their own language

● Skills that may be helpful:
○ How to learn what you don’t know about the language
○ How to access and understand available linguistics literature
○ How to work with an L1 speaker efficiently to fill gaps in knowledge and 

ask questions in a way that speakers can comfortably answer
○ How to take notes and record what you learn in a way that is usable for 

future learners

● → These are the basic goals of many typical university-based “Field Methods” 
classes…



“Field Methods”... with a twist

As in a typical field methods class, students would…

● Learn elicitation and other skills for working with first-language speakers
● Gain practice in understanding and describing properties of the language
● Learn to develop a research question and make progress on it

Unlike in a typical field methods class, here we had a two groups of students…

1. Advanced L2 learners of the language, most with little/no linguistics 
background

2. Linguistics graduate students, with little/no knowledge of Kanien’kéha



Why a mixed group of learners and linguists?

1. Learning through knowledge-sharing: Pairing advanced L2 learners with 
linguistics students allowed for bidirectional knowledge sharing, allowing 
us to get to advanced topics even in the condensed 5-week course 

2. Relation building: Aim to foster productive collaborations among students 
with different backgrounds that could continue after the course ended

3. Practical & administrative: At least in this first pilot class, including McGill 
graduate students along with L2 learners meant this could be offered as a 
“special topics” graduate course





Two instructors with different areas of 

expertise: phonetics-phonology 

(Clayards) and morphosyntax (Coon)

Team of course advisors with expertise 

in: Kanien’kéha language and culture 

(Brant, DeCaire); teaching linguistics to 

language learners (Crippen); and 

semantics (Alonso-Ovalle)

Primarily virtual 

class

An amazing L1 speaker



Disclaimer: “linguists” vs. 

“community members”

Split reading list

A split syllabus



What we covered
Week 1: Goals, introductions, ethics; 
transcription, orthography

Week 2: Intro to phonetics and phonology; 
ELAN

Week 3: Elicitation basics; information 
structure

Week 4: Elicitation methodology; tense, 
aspect, mood, evidentiality

Week 5: Develop research questions and 
final presentations



Assignments:

Assignment 1: 



Working in teams



What to elicit?

Beyond IPA, orthography, and ELAN, decisions about what to focus on for 
elicitation skill development became more challenging

● The complexity of Kanien’kéha morphology would make it difficult for the 
linguists (and instructors!) with little/no Kanien’kéha language background to 
understand details of word-internal processes in a short period of time

● At the same time, spending time eliciting things like pronominal prefix 
paradigms would be boring for L2 speakers

● Two areas we settled on: (1) information structure (topic, focus), and (2) 
tense, aspect, mood (TAM)



Why information structure?

Information structure: Kanien’kéha is often described as having “free” word order (4), and 
“optional” noun incorporation (9) (examples from Baker 1996):

But more recent work (e.g. DeCaire et al 2017, 

Boles 2024, Flaim 2025) discusses the relevance 

of information structure on both word order and 

incorporation choice…



● DeCaire, Johns, & Kučerova 2017: incorporation is obligatory 
whenever it is possible!

● Focussed nominals must not be incorporated (7)
● Incorporable unfocused nominals must incorporate (8)



● Flaim (2024): Kanien’kéha has dedicated preverbal topic and focus 
positions; in the context in (57), other orders are infelicitous:

○ Previous work discusses the relevance of “newsworthiness” in word order 
(Mithun 2015; 2020) –– but introducing concepts of topic and focus 
allowed us to be more precise and test predictions with a speaker

○ Focusing on alternations like this allowed us to avoid word-internal 
complexity and get into an area of potential interest to advanced learners



Information structure workflow example

• Short presentation on basics of topic and focus

• Assigned background reading: Aissen (2023) 
“Documenting Topic and Focus”

• In break-out groups, students develop plans for 
eliciting assigned structures using contexts and 
storyboards (picture from StoryboardThat):

• Information focus

• Contrastive focus

• Contrastive topic  

• Reconvene and practice elicitation with speaker

• Debrief and discuss findings



Why TAM?

TAM: Kanien’kéha primarily makes use of the categories aspect and 
mood –– not tense (e.g. Michelson 1975; Gatchalian 2025)

However, many teaching materials rely on translations from English, 
resulting in ambiguities or areas of confusion

● By digging into differences among these categories, we aimed to 
provide learners clarity in why mismatches might occur, while also 
gaining practice eliciting



Contributions from community course advisors were essential

Slide from a presentation by course 

advisor Tahothorátye Joe Brant on 

successes and impact of community-

led orthography standardization 

(Lazore 1993)



Final assignment:

● Small groups develop 
research question and 
elicitation plan

● Final presentations in 
person at Thomson 
Island Cultural Camp 
in Ahkwesáhsne



Examples of final team 
projects

• Possible meanings of the 
“benefactive” suffix

• Using Praat to see glottal stops

• Noun incorporation in 
question/answer pairs

• Intonation in polar questions 
(contrast with English)

• When to use the “semi-reflexive” 
prefix

• Verbs that lack a negative form



Elicitation for Language Learners: 
Successes & Challenges



End-of-class survey/break-out group discussion



Course Outcomes & Feedback

“I expected to learn more about linguistics 
and learn how I could work with a first 
language speaker to improve my proficiency. 
My expectation was met regarding learning 
more about linguistics, we touched on a lot 
of topics I never heard of before and 
learned new terminology.”

“This class was beyond expectation. It gave 

me so much insight into the language that I 

hadn’t considered before. I came to the 

program wanting to more about the 

language, and that’s exactly what I walked 

away with.”

“Seeing the commitment of language learners in both 

their personal language goals and their involvement with 

creating spaces for the language was incredibly 

impactful for me."
 

“It was incredibly helpful in learning how to elicit, track, 

and test language out with the first speaker. This is 

such a difficult part for second language speakers. I’ve 

watched so many students ineffectively try to elicit 

speech. I think programs like this would be 

extremely helpful, and urgently needed in working 

with the speakers we still have.”



Successes

• Linguistic students gained experience working 
with a community of speakers and built a 
connection to a living language 

• L2 Learners created and built a base in 
linguistics and gained applicable skills for 
working with a first language speaker 

• Both groups gained practice teaching and 
learning from peers with different 
backgrounds, knowledge, and goals



Challenges 

● The 5-week pilot course was condensed, fast-paced, and didn't allow for 
enough time to get deeper into topics

● Finding common times where learners and university students were available 

● Students needed more time to practice elicitation techniques one-on-one with 
a speaker

● Administrative hurdles to registration and covering tuition for community 
language learners/non-McGill students 

● Challenges in communicating the potential of the course within communities 
and L2 learner outreach and recruitment



Next: Meetings with immersion teachers at KOR

● Kanien’kehá:ka Onkwawén:na 
Raotitióhkwa (KOR) Language 
and Cultural Center in 
Kahnawà:ke offers a 2-year adult 
immersion program: 
Ratiwennahní:rats

● Format: immersion courses are 
full-time and led by advanced L2 
speakers, with support from L1s

● Question for KOR: would they 
be interested in collaborating on 
an extended version of the 
course?

→ Iakwarihwí:saks partnership



JNU Fieldwork Trips

Ayesha Kidwai



Iakwarihwí:saks
Community–university partnership



Iakwarihwí:saks
iakwa-rihw-isak-s
1EXCL.PL-matter-look.for-HAB
‘We research’; ‘We are researchers’



Iakwarihwí:saks: KORLCC–McGill partnership

McGillKORLCC
• given a lack of resources for 

advanced learners, and 
shortage of opportunities to 
engage with L1 speakers, 
advanced L2 learners of 
Kanien’kéha need tools and 
concepts to become 
researchers of their own 
language

• linguistic research has better 
outcomes and better potential 
for impact when it is designed 
from the outset to respond to 
the interests of communities 
of language users, and 
incorporates the knowledge of 
language communities



Basic format: Team
Grant funding (SSHRC) supports positions for 
KORLCC Ratiwennahní:rats immersion 
program members during the academic year:

• Tsowén:te Cross, KOR team coordinator

• Katerí Deer & Konwaronhiá:wi Norton, L1 
speaker experts for biweekly meetings

• 3 community RA positions, selected from 
students in Year 2 of immersion program for 5 
paid hours/week of meetings and independent 
research time

• Immersion program teachers, provide support 
to RAs and attend meetings when possible

3 McGill graduate students, paired up with RAs



Basic format: Schedule

• August: presentation during Ratiwennahní:rats program 
orientation to describe partnership; open short RA application

• September: RA selection; RAs paired with McGill grad student 
“buddies” to discuss interests and research

• October–April: weekly 90 minute afternoon meetings at KOR
1. Group elicitation meeting with L1 Elders; usually divided into 3 30-

minute elicitation segments

2. Debrief, planning, and skills meetings with the KOR–McGill group

• May: mini year-end day-long symposium with presentations



Some adjustments we’ve made

• Moved meetings from conference room meeting space to open 
communal space

• Demystifies “research” and “elicitation”

• Easier for people to drop by out of curiosity

• Snacks!

• Buddy system

• Broadening scope of “research projects”
• Not just how does morpheme X work

• How do I express concept X?

• Transcription and translation work







Proceedings volume in prep



Benefits & Challenges, 
(from McGill perspective)
(see upcoming presentation at SAIL 2026 for more!)



Benefits for McGill-based linguists

• Building relationships with 
members of Kanien’kéha 
language communities

• Elicitation work with L1 
speakers together with 
language experts

• Better understanding of how 
linguistic puzzles relate to 
language-learning

• Reminder of what 
LANGUAGE means to people 
outside of narrow world of 
formal linguistics

• Practice presenting to non-
linguist audiences

• Chance to get out of the 
McGill/academia  bubble



Examples of collaborative projects

• The “stative aspect” receives either an ongoing or result perfect 
interpretation depending on the verb (spoiler: telicity!)

• Cross, Tehokwiráthe, Terrance Gatchalian, Willie Myers, Katya Morgunova, 
and Ro’nikonhkátste Norton (2024). ‘Lexical aspect and the stative present in 
Kanien'kéha.’ Proceedings of WSCLA 24.

• The “reversive suffix” can mean either to undo or stop doing an 
action (spoiler: telicity again!)

• Benedict, Arihwí:saks Colin, Terrance Gatchalian, and Willie Myers (to 
appear). ‘Repetitives, Reversives, and On-going telic events in Kanien’kéha.’ 
In Proceedings of CLA 72

• Kanien’kéha has 1st, 2nd, and 3rd person imperatives!
• Myers, Willie and Mittelstaedt, Wíshe (to appear). ‘First, Second, and Third 

Person Imperatives in Kanien’kéha.’ In Proceeings of CLA 72.



Challenges

• Finding time for meetings, 
working together, scheduling

• Building and maintaining trust 
given wider colonial/extractive 
research context

• Thinking about equitable 
outcomes of research

• Administrative:
• Grant applications & reports
• Getting funding to the right 

places & related paperwork

Some of the group at WSCLA 2024



Ensuring wider accessibility:
www.kanienkeha.lingspace.org



Mini Iakwarihwí:saks 
workshops



ELAN transcription workshops and 
Summer 2024 Transcription Project

Format:

• Three 2-hour workshops on ELAN 
for transcription based on community 
interest

• At the end of the series, students 
could apply to take part in a part-time 
paid group transcription project 
during the summer

• ELAN workshops have been 
repeated for other community-based 
groups



Three potential benefits of transcription 

• A resource for language learners: 

• Provide L2 learners with an accessible way to 
engage with material from a variety of L1 
speakers on their own time

• A searchable corpus for teachers and 
researchers: 

• Provide a searchable resource for language 
teachers and researchers

• Transcription as language learning: 

• Benefits of transcription for language learning 
(Brant 2023): active listening required to 
transcribe recordings provides transcibers the 
opportunity to engage deeply with the material 
and internalize conversational patterns

LingView tool for viewing ELAN transcription files
• Pride, Kalinda, Nicholas Tomlin, & Scott AnderBois. 2020. 

LingView: A Web Interface for Viewing FLEx and ELAN Files. 

Language Documentation & Conservation 14: 87-107.

• Currently being developed by Austin Kraft (McGill)

https://kanienkeha-lingview.lingspace.org/



2025 Praat Workshops

• Led by Simon LiVolsi 
(McGill) and Akwiratékha’ 
Martin (National Research 
Council of Canada), with 
support and input from 
Heather Goad

• See LiVolsi (McGill 
dissertation) forthcoming



Note-taking and 
elicitation workshops

Led by James Crippen and me, offered 
to 2nd-year immersion class, as well as 
Mentor-Apprentice program groups



JNU Fieldwork Trips

Ayesha Kidwai



Linguistics for Indigenous 
language study
McGill-based linguistics course with a broader audience

(Paper now available in WSCLA 2024 proceedings at UBCWPL:
https://lingpapers.sites.olt.ubc.ca/wscla-volumes/)



On campus programming

• A new course developed with James Crippen aimed specifically at 
students in McGill’s small Ad Hoc interdisciplinary graduate program 
in Indigenous Language Revitalization

• …but with a wider enrolment, including:
• advanced undergraduate students in Linguistics
• other L1 speakers or L2 learners of Indigenous languages of the Americas 

from other units

• Question: what would “Intro to Linguistics” look like if it were 
designed specifically for N. American Indigenous languages?

• Given our context, focused specifically on Indigenous languages of 
North America, but could be adapted based on region and student 
population



Linguistics for Indigenous 
Language Study

Dzéiwsh James A. Crippen§‡ and Jessica Coon§

26 April 2024

WSCLA 2024 @ University of Toronto

G̱anook shál ‘Petrel spoon’, Shtaxʼhéen Ḵwáan Lingít ‘Stikine Tlingit’, Burke Museum 2334, from Holm 2015

§: McGill University
‡: Yukon Native Language Centre

https://www.burkemuseum.org/collections-and-research/culture/contemporary-culture/database/display.php?ID=18042
https://mcgill.on.worldcat.org/oclc/945566644
https://mcgill.on.worldcat.org/oclc/945566644


Introduction

• new course providing introduction to concepts and 

methodologies in linguistics focusing on issues relevant to 

Indigenous languages of North America

• phonetics, phonology, syntax, and semantics

• understanding & tracking patterns empirically, positive & negative data

• focus audience is the rapidly growing population of second 

language learners of Indigenous North American languages 

(IL2 learners)



Background



Problems and principles

• some problems in existing curricula for IL2 learners
• Intro classes which use English as a model language may seem 

irrelevant for IL2 learners

• introductory classes often don’t cover many relevant phenomena 
• complex agreement, obviation, information structure, incorporation…

• field methods, “structure of X”, or typology courses might get to these 
topics, but typically require more prerequisites

• Indigenous languages are often sidelined or absent in basic 
classes

• implies phenomena (thus languages!) are “exotic” and “difficult”

• can have the effect of alienating Indigenous students



Emphasis on concepts (not just skills)

• positive language ideology: fundamental equality of all 
languages; Indigenous languages are not “mysterious”, “exotic”, 
or “too complex to learn”

• anticolonialist viewpoint that linguists may take for granted:
• formal linguistics lets us describe a language on its own terms, not 

through translation to/from a colonizer language

• basic concepts in linguistic research are tools anyone can use
• regularity and predictability; paradigmatic structure

• discovery procedures: model building, hypothesis testing, theory 
development



Reciprocal mentorship structure

• reciprocal mentorship: pairing IL2 learners & linguistics students

• through work on assignments and projects, IL2 learners learn 

linguistics from peers with similar ages & experiences

• linguistics students learn directly about culture, language, & 

revitalization

• good reciprocal mentorship environments can create 

friendships

• a lasting connection between a linguistics student and an IL2 learner 

may lead to a productive long-term research collaboration

• long-term social benefits in spreading positive language ideologies



Linguistics for Indigenous 
Language Study
McGill INLG 411/611



Linguistics for Indigenous Language 
Study
• first time offered in Winter 2024

• 15 total students, grad & undergrad:

• … plus a few regular non-enrolled 
attendees

grad undergrad

L1 or L2 speaker of an 

Indigenous language
3 2

no prior connection to 

an Indigenous 

language

1 9



Linguistics for Indigenous Language 
Study

1. introduction and ideologies about 

language

2. phonetics and phonology, esp. 

tone and uncommon sound types

3. roots, stems, and categories

4. nouns, gender, animacy, and 

classification

5. predication and argument 

structure

6. alignment and obviation

7. voice and valency alternation

8. deixis, speech acts, and person

9. tense and aspect

10. eventualities and eventuality 

classes (lexical aspect)

11. word order, information structure, 

and questions

12. modality and evidentiality

13. clause types and embedding

topics covered week by week



Linguistics for Indigenous Language 
Study
• readings included a mix of…

• typological overviews
• Payne 1997 Describing Morphosyntax

• chapters in volumes on Indigenous 
languages of North America
• Silver & Miller 1997 American Indian 

languages

• Mithun 1999 The languages of Native 
North America

• Siddiqi et al. 2020 The Routledge 
handbook of North American languages

• Dagostino et al. 2023 The languages 
and linguistics of Indigenous N. America

• research articles on specific topics



Linguistics for Indigenous Language 
Study

• students paired together and 
assigned a specific language

• students with limited ling. 
background assigned their 
own language and paired with 
ling. students

• reciprocal mentorship structure

• collaborate on readings & topics

• but submit distinct work

• languages assigned:
• Kanienʼkéha

• Iroquoian

• ininīmowin
• Algonquian

• Gitxsanimx̱
• Tsimshianic

• Mam
• Mayan

• Navajo
• Na-Dene

• Inuktitut
• Inuit-Yupik-Unangan

languages with L1 
speakers or L2 

learners in class



Linguistics for Indigenous Language 
Study

• four short assignments
• designed to provide practice in 

researching and describing 
language

1. introduce the language 

2. phonology and morphological 
typology of the language

3. nouns and classification or 
alignment and obviation

4. final paper proposal



Linguistics for Indigenous Language 
Study

• class sessions include 
lecture and problem set 
discussion

• languages and data beyond 
those in readings



Linguistics for Indigenous Language 
Study

• also some practice in looking 
systematically at patterns in 
other Indigenous languages

• exposure to other families and 
phenomena

• emphasizes analytical skills

• each week ended with an in-
class problem set for the topic

• some class time set aside for 
collaborating at the end of week

• problem set was discussed in 
class the following week



Final reflections



Minoritized language 

communities working 

to document, teach, 

revitalize, transmit, 

reclaim their 

languages

Linguists working to 

describe, document, 

and build linguistic 

theories about the 

nature of human 

language

???

What opportunities are there for work at the intersection of 

these groups –– especially for generative linguists?



1. Benefits of collaboration

As a generative linguist who is a not a member of minoritized 
language community, collaborating with community-based experts has 
resulted in…

• more accurate and complete empirical work

• better understanding of areas of a language with interesting puzzles or that 
are in need of more research

Things McGill students involved in Iakwarihwí:saks have expressed:
• “if it’s a puzzle to an advanced L2 speaker/language teacher, it’s probably an 

interesting linguistics puzzle!”

• “if I can’t frame this generalization/analysis as interesting to a non-linguist 
language expert, maybe it needs some more work…”



2. There are different ways to contribute

• As generative linguists, our primary research and interests are 
often not directly accessible or interesting to community-based 
language professionals or language learners

• … but may of the concepts and tools that we rely on and teach in our 
university-based classes are!

• …and finding ways to communicate the underlying puzzles and 
outcomes of our work to this audience has value in and of itself

• There are different possible ways to contribute and work 
together given shared a common interest in better 
understanding how language works



3. This work takes time

• Sustained relationship-building and maintenance is essential to 
this kind of work

• We can’t just ask: “what do you need?” or “what can I do?”
• … because it isn’t obvious what is possible!

• It’s also important to recognize that different types of 
contributions are going to be possible at different career stages

• Take time to learn from (inevitable) mistakes
• I highlighted lots of positive things today, but I could give an even 

longer talk about things that have gone wrong…

• Even seemingly small things can have bigger impacts over 
time…



3. This work takes time

2002 2025

successfully defended earlier this month! 

 



Thank you!
jessica.coon@mcgill.ca



I am not your data

I am not your data, nor am I your vote 

bank,

I am not your project, or any exotic 

museum object,

I am not the soul waiting to be 

harvested,

Nor am I the lab where your theories 

are tested.

  –– Abhay Flavian Xaxa
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