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Linguists are by nature and by disciplinary necessity often very independent
scholars whose work is intended to capture the distinctiveness of languages and cultures,
as Gary Simons noted in his plenary address to the TLTR (Toward the Interoperability of
Language Resources) workshop at Stanford University in July, 2007, the theme of which
was the need for interoperability of tools and common data identification standards.
Simons noted that the sheer volume of work to be done to collect, document, and analyze
dying indigenous languages is daunting. Moreover, language repositories are moving to
a digital form, and increasingly they will be built in a collaborative environment in which
professional linguists and the public will have some form of direct access to contribute,
analyze and use the data. In many respects, the experience of the Aymara on the Internet
project has shared this goal while struggling with the day-to-day perspectives of a
multidisciplinary team on how to reach it. This paper addresses the vision of the team
and how that vision evolved.

The Aymara on the Internet Project builds upon Professor M.J. Hardman’s field
research in Peru on the endangered Jagi languages (Aymara, Jagaru and Kawki) in the
1950s as well as the classroom teaching materials she developed through a series of
grants dating from the 1970s. A new grant from the U.S. Department of Education
(2004-2007) funded the current phase of the project. The demand for online materials in
these languages is growing exponentially as Indigenous movements gain strength in the
Andean region. The original vision was to convert these materials into a high quality and
flexible web-based delivery format for language learning. The vision expanded, however,
when the possibilities of an ontology-based database backend for the instructional
materials was introduced to the project planning team. The realization that the students
as well as other linguists would have easy access to complex linguistic structures was
encouraging, and the project took on a new dimension.

Thus, the project evolved from a PowerPoint online presentation much like other
language learning software applications to a methodology that offers not only language
learning, but also an XML metadata driven archive of the materials, a web services
architecture for sharing a generic database tool for linguistic data collection and analysis,
and a new way of thinking about how data and tools to manipulate data will become
shareable in a diverse community of linguists, educators and the general public. While
we have developed an ontology management system (OMS) comprised of many software
systems (authoring tools, visualization tools, physical storage managers, eLearning), it is
not necessary to think of the ontology as physically residing within a specific database.
Rather the ontology is a knowledge network distributed worldwide, using XML as an
exchange format, with different parts of the ontology managed by different people and
organizations.
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This suffix is used when asking a question to

which you expect only a “yes” or “no” answer. In
other words, all the other information relevant to

this question is information the speaker already

knows.
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