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Purpose: This project consists of the linguistic investigation of Upper Necaxa To-

tonac, a hitherto undescribed language of East Central Mexico, for the 
purposes of a) language documentation — compiling a comprehensive ref-
erence grammar, recording oral texts, producing language materials to 
support efforts at language revitalization, and b) language acquisition — 
studying the acquisition of the language by the last few children who are 
learning it as their first language. Language documentation will entail my 
research assistants and I working with native speakers in informal inter-
view situations, asking them to produce or verify particular utterances or 
types of utterances in their language, as well as tape recording and archiv-
ing traditional narratives, monologues, and conversations. The study of 
language acquisition will involve the videotaping of children in their 
homes interacting in the native language with parents and siblings, elicita-
tion sessions where children are asked (through a parent or care-giver) to 
describe age-appropriate pictures of objects and events, and interviews 
with current and former parents in the community exploring issues of lan-
guage use and socialization, past and present, in the Upper Necaxa com-
munities. 

 
Benefits: The data collected in these sessions will potentially have descriptive, theo-

retical, and pedagogical applications. Language documentation data will 
be compiled and entered into an electronic database. Once there, (1) they 
will serve as the raw material for a comprehensive reference grammar, a 
text collection, and an electronic database; (2) as primary data from an 
undocumented language, they will be used to demonstrate the nature or 
range of human linguistic phenomena in scholarly papers; (3) they will be 
translated into appropriate formats and distributed in the local community 
for the use of native speakers; and (4) they will form the basis for efforts 
to revitalize the language through the development of a writing system and 
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pedagogical materials and the production of a practical bilingual vocabu-
lary. Acquisition data will be archived in DVD format and the transcrip-
tions will be stored in an electronic database. These data will make impor-
tant contributions to theoretical issues concerning cross-linguistically uni-
versal versus language-specific aspects of language acquisition, one of the 
potential benefits of which will be informing efforts to design bilingual 
school programmes for children in indigenous communities. 

 
Research Method: Research will take place in two separate settings: 

  a) In the summers of 2004, 2005, and 2006, pairs of speakers will come from 
Mexico to the University of Alberta campus for periods of one month, 
during which time they will work with myself and two student research 
assistants in individual elicitation sessions from one to two hours, once or 
twice a day. One of each pair of speakers will be literate in the language 
and will assist in the editing and correcting of transcribed data; speakers 
will also record tokens of collected data for archiving and inclusion in the 
electronic versions of the dictionary. Speakers will also be asked to col-
laborate in the transcription of child-language videos collected in the field. 
During their time in Edmonton, speakers will be provided with accommo-
dation and meals by a host family. Speakers will receive remuneration of 
CAD$1,500 and will be provided with medical insurance, ground trans-
portation, and seasonal clothing. Speakers may also be asked to collabo-
rate with students and other faculty members on individual research pro-
jects, for which they will be paid additional wages at the standard rate of 
CAD$20/hour. 

  b) Research will also be conducted in the field setting in Mexico, and will 
have two components: 

    Language documentation research will involve the hiring of four native 
speakers of Upper Necaxa Totonac, solicited primarily from the communi-
ties of Patla and Chicontla, on a full-time basis to work for five to six 
hours a day, five days a week, at MX$150 per day (US$15, 3 times the 
minimum wage for a day-laborer) to serve as principal language consult-
ants for this project; full-time consultants will work in the project field 
base in Chicontla. In addition, occasional consultants in Patla and Chi-
contla will be hired at the rate of MX$50 (currently about US$5) per two-
hour session or MX$120 (US$12) per day (roughly six working hours) for 
providing language data in special-purpose interviews. Again, this rate of 
pay represents more than double the minimum wage for agricultural la-
bour in the area (currently MX$50 per day). We will be interviewing these 
speakers at their convenience in their homes. All sessions may involve 
multiple speakers participating at a time. This allows the language forms 
produced during a session and the forms’ acceptability to be discussed in 
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as natural a setting as possible, thus increasing the validity and reliability 
of the data. Every effort will be made to collect the data in a systematic or 
thematic way, allowing speakers to concentrate on a particular range of 
forms or expressions at a time. However, no attempt will be made to con-
tain the discussion in a given field session. Doing so could possibly affect 
the quality of the data. Thus, sessions can vary from being highly struc-
tured to unstructured. 

 
  The results of all documentation sessions will be transcribed by hand in 

notebooks and, on occasion, recorded via audiotape or videotape as well. 
Taping of the field sessions will be contingent on the participant’s prior 
approval and the suitability of the interview venue. Speakers will have ac-
cess to all transcriptions, audiotapes, videotapes, and electronic databases 
upon request. Eventually, the results of these field sessions will be ar-
chived in print and/or CD-ROM format at the University of Alberta. 
Printed materials and audio CDs will be distributed to schools, libraries, 
and private individuals in the local communities as well. Currently, the 
technical means are lacking for the local use of computer-based electronic 
media. 

 
  Language acquisition research will involve the video-taping of Totonac-

speaking children in their homes interacting with their parents and sib-
lings. At present, there are only a few families in Patla whose children are 
acquiring the language and these families are known to (and know) myself 
and my research assistants. They have already participated in an earlier 
phase of this study and will be asked to re-enlist in the present project, for 
which they will be compensated in a culturally-appropriate manner though 
a combination of financial remuneration (MX$100 —about US$10 — per 
filming session) and payment in kind (gifts, food, and toys for the chil-
dren). Disbursements of cash will be made, under my supervision, by the 
research assistant — who will have the more immediate and intimate so-
cial connections and obligations to the family — directly to the primary 
female care-giver. Children will be filmed on a bi-weekly basis for one to 
two hours by a female research assistant known to both them and the fami-
lies. Videotaping will take place in the presence of at least one care-giver 
(usually the mother) and will involve little direct interaction on the part of 
the research assistant with the child. In the case of elicitation sessions, the 
research assistant, a care-giver, and the child will be seated in the home 
looking at pictures and the child’s descriptions will be video- or audio-
taped, as well as written down by the research assistant. These sessions 
will not take longer than one hour. Language-socialization interviews  
with mothers will also take place in the children’s homes, administered by 
a research assistant, and will take up approximately one hour to complete. 
In some cases these interviews will be conducted in Totonac with the as-
sistance of a consultant. The research assistant will visit the family in the 
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off-week from video-taping or eliciting picture descriptions to cultivate 
familiarity with the family and child, and to cultivate the close social ties 
needed in this community to be allowed to participate comfortably in the 
daily routines of family life. 

 
  Videotapes made of the children will be transcribed by the research assis-

tant with the help of a consultant hired and especially trained for this 
work. When returned to the University of Alberta, tapes will be stored in a 
locked cabinet, separately from the electronic transcripts and from any 
identifying information about the participants. Only three letter codes, and 
not real names, will appear on tape labels and transcripts to preserve the 
anonymity of the children. Parents will be informed of the purposes of the 
research and will be given access to the videos on request. 

 
 

Adherence to Ethics Guidelines 
 
1) Disclosure/Risk: The nature of this research project will be fully disclosed to all native 

speakers who participate. There will be no concealment or deception dur-
ing the data-gathering process. As well, no physical harm shall be inflicted 
on or incurred by participants. While I do not anticipate that any mental 
stress will ensue, the nature of linguistic data collection is somewhat ardu-
ous. All language materials must be verified and sometimes this entails 
asking for the same forms from speakers several times. These forms are 
usually produced in isolation—that is, not in a contextualized conversa-
tion—and so the entire data gathering process is a bit unnatural. Gener-
ally, speakers work most comfortably for an hour or two at a time; never-
theless, a number of my consultants prefer to work in full-day sessions, 
particularly when working with me means they would lose all or most of a 
day’s work and/or wages. During sessions, consultants are free to leave 
the interview area for any purpose at any time, and we break frequently to 
rest, chat, or take refreshment. Consultants working a full day at the house 
are given lunch. Participants made aware that they are free not to respond 
to a request for a particular form and they may end the session at any time. 
Finally, they are made aware that they may change or retract any informa-
tion they may have already provided.  

 
  With respect to the language acquisition data collection, I do not foresee 

any stress from the bi-weekly video-taping sessions on the child as the 
sessions are designed to document naturalistic interactions and activities 
in the family. During the elicitation sessions, if either the child or the par-
ticipating care-giver is finding the process tedious or their attention is 
wandering, they can take a break and the session will resume afterwards, 
or on a different day.  
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2) Consent: Participants will be fully informed as to the nature and purpose of this 
study. This will allow them to assess for themselves any risks or benefits 
associated with their own participation, or the participation of their chil-
dren, in the study and with the study as a whole. The use of a signed con-
sent form, however, is culturally inappropriate and so I will rely on oral 
consent. Virtually all of my consultants are illiterate or semi-literate. As a 
culture, the Totonac are extremely suspicious of written documents (hav-
ing in the past been cheated out of land and money by government offi-
cials and other outsiders), and requesting a signature on a form would cre-
ate more suspicion and distrust than it would assuage. Additionally, in a 
few cases, it would prevent me from working with older individuals who 
wish to preserve their anonymity (as per Guideline 3). All of the col-
leagues working in Mesoamerica with whom I have consulted (Mexican 
and foreign alike) concur with this assessment, and no one I have spoken 
with seeks written consent from their consultants, although all are aware 
of and take great pains to abide by ethical guidelines set out by bodies 
such as the University of Alberta Ethics Research Board. 

 
3) Confidentiality and Anonymity: All participants will be assured that their privacy will not 

be invaded by participating in these interviews, or by having their children 
video-taped in their homes. Participants will be assured of absolute ano-
nymity if they desire it, as many do. Consultants who do not express the 
wish to remain anonymous will be duly acknowledged by name in any 
presentation or publication resulting from this collected data. 

 
4) Researcher’s Competence: All of the data collection for this project will be carried out by 

myself and by graduate-student research assistants under my tutelage and 
supervision. I am an Assistant Professor in the Department of Linguistics. 
I also have five years of fieldwork experience working with Upper Necaxa 
Totonac speakers, as well as experience working with speakers of Mand-
inka, Inuktitut, and Somali while in graduate school. I have numerous so-
cial and affective ties with members of the local communities, including 
those who work with me regularly as consultants. My co-applicant, Jo-
hanne Paradis, will be consulted with respect to the language acquisition 
data collection procedures and will train the research assistant working on 
this part of the project in techniques for gathering naturalistic child-
language data. She is also an Assistant Professor in the Department of 
Linguistics and is a well-known and respected researcher in this field. She 
has ten years experience using the kind of child language data collection 
methods to be undertaken in this research programme.  

 
  As required of all University of Alberta research projects involving human 

participants, I am seeking approval for these linguistic fieldwork activi-
ties. I have a sound understanding of appropriate interview protocols in 
this community and will abide by the guidelines laid out in the “Tri-
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Council Policy Statement — Ethical Conduct for Research Involving Hu-
mans” and the “University Standards for the Protection of Human Re-
search Participants.” 

 
5) Additional Personnel: This project will employ three graduate research assistants for its 

three-year duration. All three students have previous experience in the 
field working with Upper Necaxa Totonac, two having participated in ear-
lier documentation efforts and the third (as a student of the National 
Autonomous University of Mexico) having worked on an earlier phase of 
the acquisition project. I have previously supervised all three students 
working with consultants and have every confidence in their abilities. All 
three are aware of and make every effort to follow the appropriate ethical 
guidelines in their research. 

 
6) Participant Rights: Clearly, care must be taken that linguistic knowledge is not expropriated 

from speakers without appropriate consent and compensation. In addition 
to seeking oral consent by each participant before his or her first interview 
session, or their child’s video-taping or elicitation session, I will remind 
all continuing participants at the beginning of each subsequent session of  

• the voluntary nature of their participation  
• that they will be compensated for their participation  
• the purposes of the research project  
• their right to withdraw  themselves or their child at any time from an 

individual session or from the entire project without forfeiting their 
right to be compensated for the time they did participate  

• their right to verify, change, or retract any linguistic datum  
• their right to remain anonymous and how their anonymity will be en-

sured  
• my responsibility to acknowledge them individually (if they so desire) 

or collectively whenever or wherever these data are presented or pub-
lished 

 
 
I have read, understood, and will adhere to the guidelines of the Tri-Council Policy Statement — 
Ethical Conduct for Research Involving Humans and The University of Alberta Standards for the 
Protection of Human Research Participants. 
 
 
 
 
 
18 May, 2006 Signature:    


