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Overview

◼ Endangered languages: the challenge

◼ Academic responses

◼ Non-academic responses

◼ Citizen Science initiatives

❑ Issues and case studies

❑ Endangered Languages – www.endangeredlanguages.com

❑ Language Landscape – www.languagelandscape.org

◼ Discussion and conclusions



Endangered languages

◼ It is widely agreed that there are around 7,000 languages 
spoken in the world today, but their sizes and distributions 
vary greatly

◼ largest 10 languages each have 100+ million speakers
(Mandarin, Spanish, English, Bengali, Hindi, Portuguese,
Russian, Arabic, Japanese) and together have 2.6 billion
speakers (40% of world total)

◼ 4% of world’s languages are spoken by 96% of world’s
population, i.e. only 4% of world’s population speaks 96% of
world’s languages so there are many languages that are very
small (50% have less than 10,000 speakers, 25% have less than
1,000)



Endangered languages

◼ There have been radical reductions in speaker numbers in the
past 60 years for languages across many regions of the world
together with increasing age profiles of remaining speakers,
mostly as a result of language shift to more prestigious and
socio-economically powerful regional or state languages

◼ Krauss 1992 “the coming century will see either the death or
the doom of 90% of mankind’s languages”, less extreme
estimate is 50% (only 3,500!)

◼ Concern for threatened languages has been combined with
recognition of linguistic and cultural rights of minorities,
ethical and political considerations (history of genocide, land
rights etc.) and exercise of political power



Endangered languages

◼ In the past 10 years rise of social media platforms (Facebook,
Twitter, Instagram, WhatsApp, WeChat), blogs, and websites
have created spaces for minority languages previously
excluded from mainstream media

◼ Changes in media and IT technologies, rise of smart mobile
devices and apps has placed capabilities to record, edit,
distribute and consume multimedia in hands of virtually
everyone, including speakers of endangered languages, and
non-tech-savvy academics



Academic responses

◼ One academic response has been increased interest in 
describing, documenting and archiving endangered languages

◼ Accompanied by major boost in research funding: Arcadia 
($50million, 2002-), Volkswagen Foundation ($60million, 
2001-2016), NSF-NEH DEL ($80million 2003-), SPPEL (India)

◼ Establishment of archives: global (ELAR, TLA), regional (AILLA, 
ANLA, Paradisec, Pangloss), local, community-based

◼ But, note Wasson et al. 2016 “most language archives are not 
meeting the needs of most users. Representatives from all 
user groups expressed frustration at the current design of 
most language archives.”



Language documentation

▪ “concerned with the methods, tools, and theoretical underpinnings 
for compiling a representative and lasting multipurpose record of a 
natural language or one of its varieties” (Himmelmann 1998)

▪ Features:
▪ Focus on primary data
▪ Accountability
▪ Long-term storage and preservation of primary data
▪ Interdisciplinary teams
▪ Cooperation with and direct involvement of the speech community

▪ Narrow view: outcome is annotated and translated corpus of 
archived representative materials on use of a language, cf. 
DoBeS/TLA, ELAR – separate from description (language as system)

▪ Broad view: outcome is transparent records of a language with 
description and theorisation dependent (Woodbury) 



Non-academic responses

◼ Communities and individuals have responded by:

❑ Language revitalisation initiatives to increase domains of 
use and/or increase number of speakers, often through 
education or grass-roots activities (master-apprentice, 
language nests, language camps). This has often resulted in 
development of educational materials, mostly “grey 
literature” with limited distribution

❑ Engagement in language exchange through social media, 
especially Twitter, Facebook and WhatsApp or WeChat, 
involving hundreds of languages. Most material is siloed
within closed groups and within the platforms, and not 
accessible outside (except to Cambridge Analytica) but cf. 
Indigenous Tweets and Indigenous Blogs







Citizen science initiatives

There are two projects that focus on non-academics 
providing language material that is freely and openly 
accessible via a website:

◼ The Endangered Languages Project

◼ Language Landscape

We discuss them as a case studies of ‘citizen science’ 
type initiatives, looking particularly at their organisation
and management of contributions by interviewing the 
managers of the two sites concerning several issues.



Issues for the case studies – content 

◼ how do you "police" content and flag up anything that is 
considered inappropriate? How this is done if the community 
of speakers is very small and there may be very few people 
who can understand a given audio/video recording. Is there a 
way for people to lodge a complaint about a recording and if 
so who is the ultimate arbiter if a complaint is lodged?

◼ do you vet text materials provided by users and if so how?

◼ what about resources that contain transcriptions or 
translations or subtitles that might be considered offensive, or 
at least derogatory?



Issues for the case studies – identity and IP

◼ how do you decide on the identity of the resource submitters? 
Are they vetted in some way? Can they be anonymous? Did 
you consider using, eg. Facebook or Google, as a means of 
login for the site?

◼ how do you deal with material, that might violate copyright?

◼ who vets the metadata for user content -- are the tags based 
on someone watching/listening to the content? If so, is that 
scaleable?



Issues for the case studies – interfaces, use 
and outreach
◼ who designed the interface for the site? Was it tested before 

you finalised the design. How is the site hosted and 
maintained? What is the back-end catalogue for the media, 
metadata and the site contents? 

◼ do you track usage of user-generated content, eg. views or 
downloads, and/or citations of materials or information from 
them? 

◼ what mechanisms do you have for outreach and citizen 
engagement? Word of mouth? Social media? School visits or 
public presentations?



The Endangered Languages Project



The Endangered Languages Project

◼ Established 2012 by Google.org, then assigned to Alliance for 
Linguistic Diversity (First Peoples' Cultural Council, UH 
Manoa). Has a Governing Committee.

◼ “through this website, users can not only access the most up 
to date and comprehensive information on endangered 
languages as well as language resources being provided by 
partners, but also play an active role in putting their languages 
online by submitting information or samples in the form of 
text, audio or video files. In addition, users will be able to 
share best practices and case studies through a knowledge 
sharing section and through joining relevant Google Groups.”



The Endangered Languages Project

◼ Most content uploaded to the Endangered Languages Project 
is hosted on several associated Google products or services, 
including YouTube, Picasa and Google Docs. 

◼ Each service has its own product policies and content 
guidelines. In addition, all content submitted through other 
Google products or services must be in accordance with their 
associated terms. These include but are not limited to: a 
prohibition on content containing pornography, obscenity, 
pedophilia, bestiality or other sexually explicit material; 
hateful or violent content; harassing content or content that 
infringes another’s privacy.

http://wwww.youtube.com/
http://picasa.google.com/
https://docs.google.com/


Issues for ELP – policing content 

◼ the 6700+ submitted resources are not reviewed for content by 

ELP, nor is the submission of a resource to ELP an indication that it 

is endorsed; users are responsible for their own uploads, and are 

free to flag materials and/or comment on the contents. 

◼ users can flag inappropriate material. The flagging system 

immediately removes it (even material which isn't yet "confirmed" as 

inappropriate won't be visible); ELP has never had material flagged 

as containing inappropriate content in an endangered language; 

usually, materials are flagged for being the wrong language, or 

irrelevant/spam. 

◼ content guidelines are extremely broad but do not cover, eg. 

derogatory subtitles or voiceovers on videos

◼ ultimate arbiter: someone with competence in the language 

working in tandem with the Governing Committee, and the flagger



Issues for ELP – identity and IP

◼ identity of submitters: all ELP accounts are tied to Google 
accounts, and resource submissions and votes/flags also track 
submitters' IP addresses. Individual accounts aren't vetted 
beyond the Google login process.

◼ copyright violations: users confirm uploads do not violate 
copyright during submission process; no resources to check 
copyright on all the submissions. All hosting is done on other 
sites so users conform to those hosts' terms of service in 
addition to ours. Copyright violations can also be flagged 
manually by other users (but, e.g., YouTube's spiders are a 
million times more effective at that).



Issues for ELP – metadata and search

◼ metadata tags: assigned by submitter; "suggested tags" for 
each resource category are provided, but users can also add 
any tags they like.



Issues for ELP – interfaces, use and outreach

◼ interface design: by Google. Interface languages are European 
(ex-colonial) and simplified Chinese with Arabic in process

◼ tracking usage: downloads not allowed; Google analytics track 
pageviews (since launch 767,498 pageviews of resources –
about 4.7% of total site traffic) and user locations and gender 

◼ outreach and engagement: ELP is on Facebook and Twitter; 
present at conferences and gatherings of language workers 
and academics, plus Google events; there have been official 
ELP presentations at 30 events. Most intro linguistics courses 
at UHM include ELP in curriculum, as do some other 
universities, and a couple of public US high schools. Would like 
to do more school engagement.



Language Landscape





Language Landscape 

◼ Language Landscape grew out of London’s Language Landscape
project by staff and students which featured at 
SOAS Endangered Languages Week in May 2011

◼ Now a not for profit run by a group of current and former SOAS 
students, funded by grants and donations

◼ Runs a website – users can upload recordings of language 
events, are tagged for geolocation and metadata

◼ Organises outreach activities at London schools and 
communities; completed a pilot educational programme in east 
London, providing students with practical training in recording 
techniques and helping them to learn about issues such as 
multilingualism and language endangerment, using the website 
as a starting point for discussion and activities.



Issues for LL – policing content 

◼ content review: All recordings have to be approved by one of the LL 

admin team before they appear on the website; “currently, we are 

making an informed judgement as to what we publish and most of the 

recordings come from events run by colleagues that we are in touch 

with in and who can verify the content of their recordings”.

◼ users can flag inappropriate material by contacting LL via Twitter, 

Facebook or email. 

◼ Resource contributors can determine whether recording pages are 

editable or not (choosing “other users can edit this recording” during 

upload process); if so, other uses can make changes or additions to 

the text materials

◼ arbiters: LL management discuss contentious materials as a group

◼ submission guidelines: in easy to understand language in the 

Terms and Conditions http://languagelandscape.org/community-

guidelines/

http://languagelandscape.org/community-guidelines/


Issues for the case studies – identity and IP

◼ identity of submitters: users must create a profile in order to 
upload recordings; individual profiles are not vetted. Google 
or Facebook are not used to identify users.

◼ copyright violations: submitters confirm uploads do not 
violate copyright during submission process; LL has no 
resources to check copyright on all the submissions. Copyright 
violations can be flagged manually by users

◼ metadata tags: assigned by submitter; tags are pre-set and 
filled in by users when they upload, a sub-set is obligatory; 
tags are searchable via advanced search



Issues for LL – interface, storage and use

◼ interface design: by IT professional (brother of one of the 
student principals) funded by Google Earth Outreach 
Developer grant and SOAS Alumni & Friends. Site is hosted by 
Bytemark Limited (previously known as BigV); backed up to 
Amazon S3 cloud storage and maintained by a web-developer. 
It runs on a Python web application server and stores media 
files and metadata in a relational database. It also uses 
WordPress, Google Maps API and videos are hosted by 
YouTube

◼ tracking usage: use Google Analytics – no statistics provided



Issues for LL – outreach

◼ outreach and engagement: LL very active at schools and field 
sites (see video at http://languagelandscape.org/outreach/); 
use Facebook, Twitter and blog, attend freshers’ fairs, present 
at academic conferences, give invited talks at universities,  
collaborate with community centres/museums and 
organisations that have community outreach projects; 
website used in other projects outside LL

http://languagelandscape.org/outreach/


Issues for LL – outreach 2

◼ content has not been used for research purposes, but 
platform is used for University-level teaching and public 
outreach (independently of LL), e.g. ongoing project at 
University of Bielefeld 
(http://languagelandscape.org/project/Bielefeld-languages), 
LL used as platform at 2017  Science is Wonder-ful event in 
Brussels hosted by European Commission as part of the 
European Researchers Night 
(http://languagelandscape.org/project/ScienceIsWonderful) 
and attended by 4,600 people

http://languagelandscape.org/project/Bielefeld-languages
http://languagelandscape.org/project/ScienceIsWonderful


Conclusions

◼ There have been academic, speaker community-led, and citizen 
science type initiatives to document and revitalise endangered 
languages

◼ Two projects that allow users to submit free publicly viewable 
audio and video resources are the Endangered Languages Project 
and Language Landscape

◼ Both projects are small scale and rely heavily on volunteers for 
management and on users to abide by guidelines for content, 
copyright and community-sanctioned behaviour. Materials are 
not vetted, with violations flagged by users

◼ Both projects have been used in university teaching, and LL has 
done outreach at London schools and overseas events, eg. in 
Brussels

◼ Both case studies may provide interesting and useful experiences 
for a Dutch language citizen science initiative
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