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Summary:
This proposal seeks funding for an interdisciplinary research team to develop a collec-

tion of narratives in Kofán, an indigenous language of Ecuador and Columbia. Kofán is an
endangered language with only 1,400 speakers and is increasingly at risk of being displaced
by Spanish. The language is extremely underdocumented (see works cited for a nearly ex-
haustive list) due in part to its size and remote location. Despite these challenges, we at
Brown currently have a unique opportunity to further the documentation of Kofán since
Hugo Lucitante ’19 is a Brown undergraduate and a native speaker of Kofán.1 Working
with Hugo as a partner, the proposed project will further the documentation of Kofán by
collecting narratives in Kofán on culturally important topics, linguistically analyzing them,
and developing an web-based interface for their presentation. The research, therefore, will
further the scientific description of the language as well as providing an enduring record of
aspects of Kofán culture. Beyond this, the interface will be designed to be adaptable to be
used by both researchers and members of the Kofán community, providing a direct benefit
to the community as well.

Background, Significance, and Synopsis of Research Goals:
Language documentation has traditionally centered around the creation of three books:

a grammar describing the rules of the language, a dictionary, and a collection of texts to
corroborate the first two. In the I-Team UTRA, we focus on the third of these for several
reasons. First, the grammar and dictionary for Kofán are further developed at present and
will be further developed still through the PI’s Spring 2017 Linguistic Field Methods course
(CLPS 1390), working with Hugo as a language informant. Second, leveraging technology
in ways described below, a collection of texts can be constructed in a way that not only is
useful for research, but which provides a direct, tangible benefit to the entire community of
Kofán speakers. Beyond their cultural value, this collection of texts will therefore be a useful
tool for promoting the language as well as literacy in both Kofán and Spanish.

There is one previous published collection of texts, Borman (1990), which consists of tra-
ditional folk tales. Despite its valuable contribution, this collection has several shortcomings
both for research purposes and for the language community. For the researcher, its utility is
limited by the fact that all of its data comes from a single speaker in a single genre speaking
on a specific set of topics and has clearly been edited in ways that make it less represen-
tative of natural speech. For members of the language community, the book has a further
drawback: its stories are presented only in a format designed for researchers, not community
members. This format intersperses the actual story with multiple translations and technical
linguistic analyses and therefore makes the stories extremely difficult to read for those who
are not trained linguists.

1Some information on Hugo’s personal background and journey to Brown can be found here: https://
stories.californiasunday.com/2015-03-01/homeward, http://www.browndailyherald.com/2015/11/
18/lucitante-brings-cofan-heritage-project-to-brown/.
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The current project has three primary goals: (i) to build a collection of narratives on
a range of topics chosen in collaboration with speakers in both audio format and written
transcripts including metadata about the texts, (ii) to perform linguistic analysis on these
narratives, and (iii) to create a web-based interface customizable to the needs of the user.
Goal (i) will be achieved through three avenues: using existing texts from Borman (1990),
working with texts which Hugo has recorded in the community and which the Spring 2017
CLPS 1390 class will alrady have begun working with, and collecting new texts during the
grant period (see research plan below). Goal (ii) involves picking apart the texts in detail,
breaking down paragraphs into sentences, sentences into words, and words into their compo-
nent parts. This work will also secondarily help improve the grammar and dictionary of the
language. For goal (iii), we will make the analyzed texts into an XML database, program-
ming a flexible user interface which allows the user to select which languages and levels of
analysis they wish to see displayed.2 To take a few examples of the flexibility this affords: an
English-speaking linguist might want to see the Kofán text, linguistic analyses, and and an
English translation. A member of the Kofán community might just want to see the Kofán
text in whichever writing system they are familiar with (there are two writing systems in
current use). A Kofán speaker who knew how to write in Spanish but was learning to do so in
Kofán could opt for both the Kofán text and the Spanish translation side by side. Whereas
a hard copy text collection like Borman (1990) has to make one-time decisions about what
information to include, the electronic interface allows a single collection of texts to serve
many different sets of needs for both researchers and members of the Kofán community.

Interdisciplinary Research Team:
Modern language documentation is an inherently interdisciplinary endeavor (see, e.g.

Woodbury (2003)) as it combines knowledge about the culture and history of of a speech
community, linguistic analysis and knowledge of the language they speak, as well as various
computational abilities. As such the project requires a team of 5-6 students. At least one
member of the team must be familiar with and/or interested in Amazonian cultures, ideally
with Kofán culture specifically. While this may seem like an obscure skill set, the presence
on campus of Hugo himself, the Kofán Heritage Project student group, and prior courses
including CLPS 1390 and a previous GISP in the History department means that a broad
range of students might fit this bill. Second, the project needs two students with experience
in linguistic analysis and/or the Kofán language. Third, the project requires at least two stu-
dents with experience and/or interest in learning database and user interface programming.
Additionally, at least two team members must be proficient in Spanish given its role as a
contact language. While we have spelled out some of the specific skill sets and interests the
project requires, we note that all team members will have the experience of learning about
each of these areas from the PIs and each other. Programming the user interface requires an
understanding of the language and its speakers. Doing the linguistic analysis benefits from
cultural knowledge as well as some technical understanding of the database to be created
from it. Finally, the work of transcribing and analyzing the texts is made more efficient by
the use of technology in various ways, (see Palmer et al. (2010) for a survey).

2See http://linguistics.berkeley.edu/moro/#/ and http://linguistics.berkeley.edu/~karuk/

karuk-texts.php?list=yes for similar interfaces used by other researchers working on other languages.
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Mentoring Strategies, Research Environment and Research Plan:
Our mentoring philosophy is centered around treating the UTRA team as junior col-

laborators and colleagues, while providing them with the necessary training and support to
thrive. The goal is to create an environment in which all team members feel like equal part-
ners in a collective scientific endeavor. The process of linguistic fieldwork naturally fosters
such an egalitarian environment because the people who know the most about many things
will not be the faculty advisors, but rather the native speakers of Kofán themselves. This
naturally promotes an environment in which all project members, faculty and students alike,
are engaged in a joint quest for knowledge with advising and teaching being in service of this
larger goal. Regular team and individual meetings will help organize the work and promote
the development of new skills needed for the project.

In the first phase of the project (roughly weeks 1-5), team members will all be located
in Providence, working primarily out of the SemPragSPace in the CLPS department (the
PI’s lab space). Phase one will involve identifying gaps in the existing documentary record,
analyzing and processing existing texts, and using already analyzed texts as test material
for building the database and user interface. Additional technical expertise will be provided
by consultation with the library’s Center for Digital Scholarship, especially Senior Digital
Humanities Librarian Elli Mylonas and Digital Repository Manager Joseph Rhoads.

In phase two (weeks 6-8), part of the team will go to a Kofán-speaking village in Ecuador,
Zábalo, to collect additional texts as well as working with speakers to refine the transcription
and analysis of existing texts. A pilot version of the user interface will be shown to the
community to give a sense of the benefits of the project for the community. As a leader
within the Kofán community, Hugo has agreed to liaise this visit. The exact details of how
many team members will be able to go to Zábalo is yet to be determined as it is contingent on
further discussions between the UTRA team, Hugo, and the Kofán community. We envision
2 student team members going and one faculty member. The other part of the team will
continue work in Providence on the analysis of texts and furthering the interface, meeting
regularly with the faculty member who is located in Providence and communicating with
the field team regularly electronically.

In phase three (weeks 9-10), the whole team will reconvene in Providence, working to
complete the user interface and the text collection itself. Care will also be taken to docu-
ment the work that has been done in order to ensure that the database and user interface
infrastructure can be readily extended with further texts in the future. We have every rea-
son to believe that the I-Team UTRA experience will lay the groundwork for students to
pursue further research such as honors theses focused on specific aspects of Kofán culture
and grammar, digital humanities, and computational linguistics for low-resource languages.

Tentative Timeline:

6/12- 7/14: Phase 1 (All in Providence)
7/17- 8/4: Phase 2 (Field team in Zábalo, Base team in Providence)
8/7- 8/18: Phase 3 (All in providence)
Fall 2017: Possible extension to continue further language documentation including extend-
ing database with further texts.
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