
How to collect linguistic data
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Kennedy discovers the gerund and leads it back into captivity
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How do we do fieldwork?

▪ There are several well-tried fieldwork methods and each 
has its own advantages and disadvantages:

▪ Contextualising elicitation: 
❖ Speakers are asked to comment on or provide contexts for a given word/

construction.

▪ Translation equivalent: 
❖ Speakers are asked to translate a given word/utterance.

▪ Judgement: 
❖ Speakers are asked to evaluate the acceptability/grammaticality of a given form.
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MINUS:

1. Yield phonologically odd 
utterances

2. Can lead to misunderstandings 
due to the lack of context

3. Translatable items are limited 
in number

4. Hyper-cooperative consultants 
may create neologisms to be 
helpful

“How do you say ‘my mother’ in your language?”

Data resulting from translational equivalent elicitation

PLUS:

1. Is easy when starting work 
on an unknown language

2. Give good data to work on 
phoneme inventory, basic 
lexicon, and for lexical 
comparison

3. Are quantifiable and highly 
controlled

4. Offer negative evidence
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MINUS:

1. Results depend heavily on the 
creativity of the researcher and 
the receptiveness of the 
consultant

2. Easily lead to misunderstands 
that go by unnoticed

3. Can thus yield syntactically, 
semantically, pragmatically odd 
utterances

“How do you say hello to people in the morning?”

Data resulting from contextualising elicitation

PLUS:

1. Yield phonologically natural 
utterances.

2. Can be quantified to some 
extent.

3. Are highly controlled, or at 
least seem to be.

4. Offer negative evidence
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MINUS

1. Very often do not test 
acceptability of the utterance, 
but rather of the context 
provided for it

2. Can therefore very often be 
contradicted by the same and 
by different speakers

“Can I say ‘liwuru na’ when the book is lying over there?

Data resulting from acceptability judgements

▪ PLUS

1. Are controlled and 
quantifiable

2. Can give results for 
domains that are difficult 
to cover otherwise

3. Give comparable results 
for many fields

4. Offer negative evidence
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Inherent vs. Contextual Features

❖ A feature value that arises from within the element itself 
is INHERENT

❖ A feature value that is determined by some other 
element is CONTEXTUAL
❖ Contextual features are 'dictated by syntax'
❖ Inherent features are 'not required by the syntactic 

context (for the particular item), although they may 
have syntactic relevance'.



Contextual Feature Values: Agreement vs Government

❖ Inherent feature specifications can be thought of as 
expressing information that is realized on the element itself

❖ Contextual feature specification can be thought of as 
expressing information that logically originates outside the 
element on which it is found. 
❖ Thus, features found on controllers of agreement and 

governers are inherent features, while features found on 
agreement targets and on governees are contextual 
features



[NUMBER]

❖ [NUMBER] is the grammatical category which encodes quantification 
over entities denoted by nouns or nominal elements. Many of the world’s 
languages, however choose not to encode just a basic ‘one vs. many’ 
distinction (denoted by singular vs. plural morphology), and mark dual, 
trial, and paucal values as well. Possible feature values of NUMBER are 
defined below (adapted from Kibort & Corbett (2008):

❖ The Singular quantifies the denotation of the nominal element by 
specifying that there is exactly 'one', i.e. the item is an atom. 

❖ The Plural quantifies the denotation of the nominal element by specifying 
that there are 'more than one'. The meaning of plural number naturally 
varies according to the system in which it is embedded – if that system 
also specifies dual, then the meaning of the value is restricted to ‘more 
than two’.



[NUMBER]

❖ The Dual quantifies the denotation of the nominal element by specifying 
that there are exactly 'two'. A standard example is that of Sanskrit: 
puruʃas "man" (singular) – puruʃau "two men" (dual) – puruʃās 
"men" (plural), where the dual is used to refer to any two entities.

❖ The Paucal quantifies the denotation of the nominal element by 
specifying that there is a 'small number' of distinct refers to a small 
number of distinct real-world entities, i.e. a noun X so marked will refer 
to ‘a few X’. The upper bound on the number of entities that may be 
marked by the paucal varies from language system to language system, 
while its lower bound depends on whether there is a dual and trial in 
the system. Languages with the paucal include Arabic, Hopi and 
Warlpiri. In Arabic, the paucal is used to indicate less than ten entities.



[GENDER]

❖ Some languages have grammatical agreement classes based on semantic, 
morphological, and/or phonological criteria, which is referred to as the 
grammatical category of [GENDER] The cross-linguistic properties of 
noun classes are:
❖ There is a limited, countable number of classes. In some languages 

there is a marker of gender on every noun; in others, none.
❖ Each noun in the language belongs to one or the other gender class(es). 

Some constituent outside the noun itself must agree in gender with the 
noun.

❖ There is always some semantic basis to the grouping of nouns into 
gender, but languages vary in how much semantic basis there is.

❖ There is little or no speaker or register variation in gender assignment.



[GENDER]

❖ CAUTION: A language that has noun classes puts every noun 
into one or the other class. Testing only with human\animate 
nouns alone can give the wrong results!



Contextual Feature Values: Agreement

❖ Inherent feature specifications can be thought of as expressing 
information that is realized on the element itself

❖ Contextual feature specification expresses information that 
logically originates outside the element on which it is found. 

❖ Nouns inherently have person, number, and gender. If these 
features are found on non-noun elements — such as verbs, 
adjectives, demonstratives — then this occurrence is contextual.



Collect the data
1. Determine the number of genders that the language has in a 

simple frame sentence (use a verbal predicate): 
❖ Start with natural gender (humans, animates) bearing entities

❖ Then collect inanimates and abstract nouns

2. Determine the number distinctions the language encodes: 
❖ For the above types of nouns collect phrases in the frame of “1

—“

❖ Collect the same nouns in the frame of “1—“, “3—“, “a few—
“, “many—“

Use as many as possible of the methods we have just mentioned.



Collect the data

❖ Identify the gender and number distinctions the 
language makes before collecting the sentences.

❖ Identify the agreement patterns you find in your small 
sample before collecting the sentences.

❖ Only then collect the sentence list provided to you.

❖ Confirm your observations with the Pear Story


