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Word-collection strategies
● Flypaper method
● Translating a word list
● Working from a blank dictionary
● Elicitation - Using picture books
● Finding words in texts

● Rapid Word Collection workshops 
using semantic domains



Why Rapid Word Collection?
Why should you be interested?

● jump start a dictionary
● help translators
● standardize orthography



Rapid Word Collection (RWC)
● uses semantic domains to facilitate collection
● enables groups of speakers to work together
● consistently results in 10,000+ raw words

○ ∼7,000 entries with one or more senses
○ most productive method in two weeks

● allows speakers to harvest important cultural 
vocabulary that might be missed via other 
methods (e.g., word list)

● “No other method both collects and classifies 
words at the same time.” - Ron Moe



RWC Workshop Data



Why semantic domains?
Research shows that 

● we relate words to other words
● we organize words in a giant network
● words tend to cluster in groups called semantic 

domains

A semantic domain is like a 
family of closely related
words that are linked in
hierarchical and horizontal
ways.



Implications of semantic domains
● Ability to rapidly recall words that belong to a 

particular semantic domain

● “sun” 
     🡪 light, moon, shine, sunbeam, sunrise, … 

● 4-5 people working together 
     🡪 goes more quickly, and the list is longer

● Repeat for each semantic domain 
     🡪 very effective method for capturing the 
building blocks of a language



Semantic Domains used in RWC
● Universe, creation
● Person
● Language and thought
● Social behavior
● Daily life
● Work and occupation
● Physical actions
● States
● Grammar



Each semantic domain includes a
● number



Each semantic domain includes a
● domain label



Each semantic domain includes a
● description



Each semantic domain includes a
● series of elicitation questions



Each semantic domain includes a
● (optional) sample words



Prerequisites: best-practice RWC workshop
1. A motivated language community



Prerequisites: best-practice RWC workshop
1. A motivated language community
2. A functional orthography



Prerequisites: best-practice RWC workshop
1. A motivated language community
2. A functional orthography
3. A sufficient number of literate people



Prerequisites: best-practice RWC workshop
1. A motivated language community
2. A functional orthography
3. A sufficient number of literate people
4. A sufficient number of bilingual participants



Prerequisites: best-practice RWC workshop
1. A motivated language community
2. A functional orthography
3. A sufficient number of literate people
4. A sufficient number of bilingual participants 
5. A workshop coordinator



RWC workshop roles:
● Consultant
● Coordinator
● Logistics Manager
● Team leaders
● Typists
● Language experts



Phases of a best-practice RWC workshop
1. Preparation phase
2. Training phase
3. Word-collection phase
4. Cleanup phase

Preparation

Training

Word Collection

Initial Cleanup

3
days 5 days10 days4-6 months



Word-collection phase
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Word-collection phase
● semantic domains organized into folders

○ closely related domains

● 6 groups 
○ 4-6 people per group
○ each working with a different folder
○ group members call out words
○ Typist enters the words, using The Combine
○ Gloss is decided by group, entered by Typist



The result is the beginnings of a dictionary and a 
thesaurus, with each entry consisting of a word, a gloss, 
and one or more semantic domain tags.



Translators can make use of this even in this 
rudimentary form.



SIL’s word-collection tools:
● Collect Words tool 

○ in FLEx
● The Combine

○ a web app

“some assembly required”



Alternatives to the best-practice formula
● too few speakers available
● speakers aren’t available for 10 full days
● incorporation of audio recordings
● collecting words in multiple dialects
● glossing words in multiple languages
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