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When work in a language is conducted through the filter of a language of elicitation, many semantic fields may be reshaped due to the categories available to the fieldworker in that language of elicitation. This problem is particularly acute where the language being elicited is endangered and in the process of being replaced by a dominant language used as language of elicitation, and language consultants also speak the dominant language. Examples will be drawn from several semantic fields in some endangered Tibeto-Burman languages which contain more semantic categories than the dominant languages such as Chinese, Thai or Burmese, which are replacing them.

Deictics are divided into many more opposed categories in languages such as Lisu or Gong, quite unlike the three dominant languages, which have only a proximal/distal distinction.

Time ordinals in a variety of languages have up to eight lexical preceding and following day and year ordinals (8, 7, 6, 5, 4, 3, 2 days ago, yesterday, today, tomorrow, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8 days hence, and likewise for years). This is far more than available in any dominant language of the area, and is completely missed in many descriptions of endangered languages.

Kin group classifiers are classifiers which co-occur with a numeral and refer to specific groups of relatives (such as a group which includes a mother and one or more of her children). These are found in most languages of the Ngwi (Loloish, Yi) Group of Tibeto-Burman, but are absent from all other languages of the area.

Special classifiers are classifiers which may occur only with certain numbers. One is the Nosu classifier for humans, which occurs only with numerals greater than two (or greater than one in some dialects). The Lisu and Lahu special general classifiers occur only with numerals that have socio-religious significance, especially 7 and 9 and in some dialects also 3.

Longer-term presence in the speech community and progression toward use of the language itself in collecting data may overcome this problem.

