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participation might be. They should also undetStand that tlley can witlldraw 
their participation at any time. Note that children cannot give infonned 
consent; it must be obtained from parents or guardians. 

A second basic principle might be 'do not do tlrings tllat will make people 
regret working witll you'. Tlris will be important when discussing and 
recording sensitive infonnation such as political discussions or stories about 
human relationslrips. Reciprocity is anotller ftmdamental principle tllat is 
generally adopted: tlle researcher should contribute to tlle community in some 
way in exchange for tlle contributions tllat community membetS make to the 
research project. The form of such reciprocity, and how it is negotiated, is also 
a complex issue and will require careful analysis and undetStanding, paying 
attention to differences between the values of the researcher and tllOse of the 
research participants (see Dobrin 2005 and section 7 below). Attention to 
differences in local culture and cormnunity dynamics and our place in tllOse 
dynrunics should also be part of our general ctlrical approach. This will 
include respecting otl,er people's ways of living and keeping an open nrind 
(and being self-reflective about our own beliefs and behavioutS). There is no 
list of rules to follow here, ratller tlle researcher will need to have sensitivity 
to different situations and different variants and to adopt general principles 
like being sensitive, being reciprocal and not forcing people to do tllings tlley 
do not wish to do in working together with us2 

2,2 Specific ethical principles 

Many univetSities and other orgrurizations, such as professional bodies, have 
an explicit statement of etltics (also called a 'code of etltics') that membetS are 
e"'Pected to follow. For example, in 2009 tlle Linguistic Society of America 
(LSA) adopted a professional code of etlrics (see Web links below). Other 
bodies, such as tlle Australian Linguistics Society (ALS) or tlle American 
Antlrropological Association (AAA) have had such codes for much longer. 
Increasingly, local orgrurisations like cultural centres or indigenous non
government organizations (NGOs) have developed specific etltical statements 
or rules relating to the conduct of research. An example is the Australian 
Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies (AIATSIS) wltich 
has formulated 'Guidelines for Etllical Research in Indigenous Studies'. It is 
incumbent on researchetS to be aware of tllese codes of etltics and have some 
undetStanding of tllem. 

2 Nathan (2010, section 2) argues that a general ethical principle should be <act in the 
most professional mrumer possible, with the highest level of competence', especially in 
relation to audio recording. 
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UnivetSities and research centres often have statements of etltics that apply 
to everyone associated with tllCm. For example, at SOAS researchetS must 
cOlmuit to tile statement of etltics wltich requires tllem to: 

1. abide by principles laid down by tlle Comnrittee on Standards in 
Public Life: selflessness, integrity, objectivity, accountability, 
openness, honesty, leadersltip 

2. be informed of legal requirements, including local and 
international law and agreements, especially any UK legislation 
(eg. tlle Data Protection Act) and codes of practice of 
professional bodies, societies or associations 

3. recognise tile need to identify, declare and take steps to avoid 
conflicts of interest, e.g. no nrisuse for petSonal gain 

4. take account of petSonal and national disparities in wealtll, 
power, legal status of tlle researcher, and political interests 

5. be sensitive to differences between tlle civil, legal and fmancial 
position of national and foreigu researchetS 

6. be responsible for the design, metllOdology and execution of tile 
research 

7. plan tlle research to have demonstrated validity 

8. disselninate research findings at tile earliest opportunity to 
increase public knowledge and undetStanding, subject to 
protection of intellectual property rights 

9. clarify any intellectual property rights at the outset of tile project 

10. appropriately acknowledge and credit all contributions to tlle 
project 

11. not publish or communicate other's research findings without 
express pennission 

12. consider etIrical acceptability and tlle foreseeable consequences 
of research - consider tlle possible impact of findings on 
research subjects. Informed uncoerced consent is required and 
researchetS 'must inform subjects in readily undetStandable 
terms about the aims and implications of tlle research', and 
respect tile right of any individual to refuse to co-operate and 
WitIldraW participation 

13. protect subjects against foreseeable physical, psychological or 
social harm or snffering caused by participation, especially for 
lninOtS and the elderly 
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COImnitment to these statements requires familiarity with such things as the 
principles laid down by parliamentary committees, and with relevant UK 
laws. As professional researchers we must ensure tins fanriliarity, and receive 
training where necessary. Otherwise we are not being etilical'. 

2.3 Ethics approval 

In tile US and Canada, universities and otiler bodies (including, increasingly 
Tribal Councils) typically have an Institutional Research Board (IRE) tilat 
must approve all research projects before tiley are sublnitted for funding or 
connnence operations. These IREs have tileir own rules and processes wInch 
must be followed and can be quite complex and onerous. Sometimes tile IRE 
rules conflict Witil codes of etlncs of professional associations (e.g. 
concerning tile destruction of data after tile materials have been analysed in 
order to protect research subjects, whereas for language documentation 
arclnving of primary data and analysis would be expected). 

Increasingly, etilical and research approval must be gained from local 
orgarlisations or national govermnents of tile country where tile research is to 
be carried out, and a research pennit (or research visa) may be required in 
order to undertake a project (fees for such pennits or visas may also be 
substantial). For example, in Vanuatu approval from tile Vanuatu Cultural 
Centre must be obtained before a research visa can be issued. I! is important to 
investigate these requirements and include tllem in the research plan, allowing 
time and funds to ensure the correct documents are obtained. 

Some research funders require a letter of support (or statement of consent) 
from the speech cOImnunity in order to demonstrate that tile researcher has 
contacted tile commmrity and that the project will be accepted and approved if 
it is funded (see Austin 2010b). Again, it is important to investigate whether 
tins material is needed, what specific fonn it might take, and how it nright be 
obtained, or at least what appropriate expressions of support can be given. 
Intermediate contacts who are already known and trusted in the community, 
such as an anthropologist who has done research locally or workers witll an 
NGO, may be important in tIns process. 

3 Some research funders require that applicants demonstrate their credentials in relation 
to etlrics; see Austin 201 Ob. 
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2.4 Informed consent 

As noted above, a basic etirical issue in research is infonned consent, tilat is, 
explanation in advance of what the project involves, tlle stakeholder's roles 
witllin in, and how tile results may affect participants. Tlris is a complex issue 
(see Tlrieberger & Musgrave 2007:30-32) because it is not always clear that 
participants understand fully what is involved (e.g. arclliving materials tllat 
are accessible via tile internet may not be easy to understand for people living 
in a remote location WitllOUt electricity, let alone computers). Remember that 
participants must be free to witlldraw at any time and all materials contributed 
by tilem must be deleted if tlley so wish. Infonned consent for children and 
minors must be obtained from parents or guardians. It is also advisable tilat 
informed consent be documented in some form. 

I! is generally understood that infonned consent can be given (and 
documented) in one of three ways (Dwyer 2006:44): 

I. in writing, by signing a written document; 

2. orally, by verbally expressing understanding and agreement - it 
may be advisable to record such oral consent in an audio or 
video file for future reference; 

3. by a tinrd party - tins is required in the case of clrildren or 
lninors, and may be culturally appropriate in some locations, e.g. 
in Indonesia consent would nonnally be given by tile kepala 
desa 'village head' rather than by individual villagers. Tribal 
clriefs or councils may also be involved in tIrird party consent. 
Again, documenting tins consent in writing or oral fonn is 
usually advisable. 

In cOllUllllnities where research subjects are not literate, or signing fonns 
would create suspicion or other problems, oral consent should be obtained. 
Tlris may be more culturally appropriate in communities where verbal 
agreements have lrigher esteem tilan written undertakings. 

It is important to appreciate that infonned consent can change over time 
and may involve growing understanding of tile project by tile participants, and 
changing perspectives on involvement in it. The best way to aclneve such 
understanding is often tlrrough an on-going conversation, ratiler tllan insisting 
on obtaining such consent once and for all at the begimring of tile project. It is 
an important conversation to have anyway, even if you do not have to have 
etlncal agreement and pennission and to document it. You will need to judge 
tile success of tins cOImnunication and the ability of the person to actually 
understand it and give full consent. The discussion nright take place over a 
period of time as an evolving process. You can have a natural conversation 
first and tllen perhaps record a less natural version: 'So remember yesterday 
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we sat down and we talked about this stuff for my university. I have got to 
make a recording of that so is that okay, shall we do that?' and so on. 

2.5 Compensation 

An ethical issue in our research is how to compensate people for the time and 
expertise they share with us. Even if speakers are extremely enthusiastic and 
want to come and sit with us for hours to teach us their language, they are 
usually doing so at a cost to themselves. Instead of sitting with the researcher, 
they could be out fishing, earning a livelihood, working in their fields or 
helping their aged relatives. There are complex issues with compensating 
people for their time and expertise, and sensitivity to local norms is required. 
In some communities monetary payment is cOlmnon and expected but in other 
communities it is not, and payment is not culturally or socially appropriate. 
Payment may be by the hour, session or day (not by the megabyte!) and the 
level should be appropriate to the context (e.g. the average earnings of a 
school teacher or similarly qualified person). It is important to pay 
appropriately, but not so much that it creates the potential for coercion. When 
working with different people it is important to keep fairness in lnind, and to 
make sure that if there is differential payment (e.g. for different roles such as 
story telling versus transcription) that participants understand the basis for the 
differentiation. Jealousy, envy and anger will only make for a difficult 
research environment. 

In many parts of the world non-monetary compensation is usual. Some 
people may not want to accept money and may consider monetary payment to 
be inappropriate or insulting (,this is my language and my culture and I want 
to record it and pass it on. I want to help you to help me teach my children and 
I don't want you to pay for tlk1!'). There are many non-monetary ways to 
compensate people, such as buying gifts, food, medicine, or goods that are 
expensive or difficult for communities to obtain locally. You might do 
housework, help in the fields, help with the shopping, write letters where 
people want assistance with letter-writing, or other things that can be done as 
an individual. 

The way in which compensation, monetary or non-monetary, is presented 
may also matter: in some contexts a public official handover may be 
appropriate, in other contexts it may be best treated as a private matter. It is 
best to seek local guidance on this. 
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3. Rights 

We can distinguish four areas regarding rights in relation to language 
documentation research: 

1. intellectual property rights 

2. copyright 

3. moral rights 

4. access and usage rights 

Each of these areas is subject to legal frameworks, and the laws and their 
import vary between different countries and jurisdictions. It is important to 
recognize tlmt research projects can be subject to laws in several domains: 

1. laws of tlle country where tlle researeh is being carried out; 

2. laws of the country where tlle researcher nonnally resides; 

3. in tlle case of European countries such as the UK, laws 
pertaining to tlle European Union; 

4. legal covenants and agreements 
internationally, including bi-Iateral 

beuveen countries 
and multi-lateral 

arrangements. 

It is advisable for researchers to make themselves familiar Witll relevant legal 
frameworks in each of tllese domains. Thus, any researcher depositing data in 
the Endangered Languages Archive (ELAR) at SOAS, will need to consider 
how tlley are affected bOtll by UK laws and by EU laws. 

3.1 Intellectual property rights 

The World Intellectual Property Organisation (WIPO) defmes intellectual 
property as 'creations of tlle mind: inventions, literary and artistic wOlks, and 
symbols, names, images, and designs used in conuneree,4 Here 'creations of 
the lnind' refers to sometlring tllat somebody created, and hence does not 
cover general knowledge like the meanings of words, or fonns of a 
mOIphological paradigm (a particular definition, e.g. tllat found in a printed 
dictionary, would however be subject to intellectual property rights). This has 
important implications (discussed further below) in relation to traditional 

4 see http://www.wipo.iutlabout-ip/enlipworldwide/collillry.hlm 
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materials on copyright law, and governments in other countries may provide 
resources (Newman 2007 is particularly useful for the USA). It is recOlmnend 
that researchers familiarise themselves with the relevant sources s!uce in the 
process of their nonnal activities they are mak!ug and producing creative 
works, and creating intellectual property which is subject to copyright law. 

It is important to note also that 'works made for hire' have a special status. 
Tins is particularly relevant to researchers who work in the United States 
because employment contracts for US universities frequently stipulate tllat the 
copyright in any works created wlnle employed is assigned to the University. 

A good source of infonnation on tllese matters is the World Intellectual 
Property Organisation (WIPO), winch was established in 19676 to adlninister 
international treaties on intellectual property laws, to provide assistance to 
signatory nations in promulgating intellectual property laws and to harmonise 
national laws and help resolve disagreements (see tile WIPO website: 
www.wipo.int). 

3.3 Moral rights 

Wlnle copyright is about property and ownerslnp, moral rights are about 
reputation (see also Dwyer 2006:48). According to Article 6(1) of the 
Berne Convention'; 

Independently of the autllOr's econonnc rights and even after the 
transfer of said rights, the author shall have the right to claim 
authorslnp of tile work and to object to any distortion, mutilation or 
other modification of, or other derogatory action in relation to tile 
said work, winch would be prejudicial to Ins honour or reputation. 

Thus, even if an autllor sells their publication rights, any lnisuse of that 
material by the publisher or otllers, such as changing tile meaning of some 
passage, is a violation of the author's moral rights. Importantly, moral rights 
must be asserted in writing to have any effect. Recall tllat copyright does not 
have to be asserted and is automatically initiated as soon as the creation is 
fixed in a tangible medium. Moral rights, on the otller hand, have to be stated, 
e.g. in the fonn of words cOlmnonly found at tile front of published books 

6 The legal frameworks behind WIPO go back to the 19th century and it draws on the 
Beme Convention of 1886. 

7 http://www.wipo.inVtreaties/en/iplbemeltrtdocs woOD l.html 
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such as 'X asserts tile moral right to be recognised as the autllor of tins work'. 
For language documenters, moral rights are typically associated with the key 
people that we work Witll, especially the consultants who record stories or 
material. Publications winch lnisrepresent them or their contribution could 
then have violated their moral rights. 

3.4 Access and usage rights 

Tins refers to rights associated Witll material winch has been deposited in an 
arclnve and tile rights to gain access to and/or use tlmt material. Most arclnves 
operate a system (sometimes called a 'protocol system', see Natllan 201Ob) 
which offers graded access, that is, various degrees of access to tile material. 
Typically tllere are tlrree access distinctions: 

1. 'fully open', where anybody can have access to the materials; 

2. 'fully closed' where nobody but tile depositor can have access; 

3. 'partially open', where access is subject to some conditions. 
Partially open criteria for access are usually speaker-based (i.e. 
depend on who tile recorded speaker is), materials-based (i.e. 
depend on tile nature of the lnaterial, such as its genre and 
whetlter it is sacred or not) or user-based (i.e. depend on the kind 
of user, e.g. gender, tribal memberslnp or etiulicity). 

Usage rights can also be specified, such as 'may be listened to but not copied', 
'may be freely copied', 'no more tilan 10% may be copied' and so on. The 
depositor fOIl11 tlmt accompanies all ELAR arclnval deposits, for example, 
clearly specifies these access and usage rights (Natilan 2010b:205). Note that 
ELAR strongly encourages depositors to ensure timt at least some deposit 
materials are fully or partially open, and it has a limitation on fully closed 
materials such that tins restriction must be renewed every tlrree years or else 
the deposit access restrictions may be changed (in order to prevent researchers 
'locking up' tlleir data and analysis indefinitely; see Nathan 20 lOb). 

4. Indigenous perspectives 

ill many countries existing intellectual property laws are limited. It is 
important to remember that these laws come out of a 19th century focus on 
the ownerslnp of property, tinngs, objects and money, and emphasise 
econoulic rights over any cultural perspectives. So, for example, copyright 
law does not apply to traditional dances. Therefore, if someone visits a 
cOl1Ununity, sees a dance, tllen recreates it in anotiler location tllere is no 
copyright protection for the original performers as tile dance was not fixed in 
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a tangible medium. Similarly, sacred and religious material is not given 
special protection. Intellectual property rights also do not cover a range of 
issues tImt indigenous people consider tIleir knowledge and cultural property 
such as wlmt is called Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK), e.g. 
knowledge of plant use for medicinal purposes. This is because such 
traditional knowledge is not considered to be a creation of the mind but is 
ratIler a practicaVuseful process and hence not subject to copyright. 

There is a growing literature about who owns such indigenous knowledge 
and how ownership can be asserted and protected (see, e.g. Brown 2003)'. 
Oral knowledge passed down through generations is not subject to copyright, 
and performers of traditional cultural activities do not have permanent 
protection of their knowledge. Language documentation researchers may wish 
to consider how their work impacts upon tIlese matters, and may want to look 
into entering into agreements about copyright, moral rights and traditional 
knowledge with tIle stakeholders involved in a project. You may wish to 
check and discuss tIle content of recordings, notes and dictionary entries with 
speakers in tIle cOImnunity and otIler conununity members. You [night have 
recorded material tlmt they do not want to see published in books or released 
on the internet. You may also wish to show tIle preliminary results of your 
work to speakers and conununity members to check tIlem for form and 
content (cf. Wilkins 1992). Some indigenous groups, in Canada in particular, 
make tIris a precondition for approval of research projects. 

5. Speaker disagreement 

There are a number of different areas where researchers may find 
disagreement between speakers, and will need to be sensitive about such 
disagreement. For example, speakers may have different views about what is 
'correct' language, witIl some being puristic and wanting to elhninate what 
they see as borrowings or corruptions, wlrile otIlers may have more liberal 
views. Code-switching is another area of frequent disagreement between 
speakers. There may also be different attitudes to disfluencies, with some 
speakers wanting material edited for false starts and interruptions, for 
example. It can be useful to distinguish between material that has been 
transcribed as recorded, and material tImt has been edited after transcription, 
WitIl the nature of tIle editing clearly documented. 

8 The material in Browa (2003) is supported by a website at 
http://williams.edu/go/native/ 
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Different communities and individuals also have different tolerances for 
what is considered offensive. Be careful with material tImt is overheard, rather 
tImn recorded in explicit language research sessions; it is a good idea to check 
if overheard material is sometIring tImt can be distributed publicly (cf. Wolcott 
1999: 284f). TIlere can be conflicting interests in tIle content of a recording, 
especially when tIle topic concerns political issues such as land tenure, or 
gossip about neighbours' sexual preferences and behaviour (Tlrieberger & 
Musgrave 2007:34). In addition, tIlere can be different views about access, 
e.g. older and younger people may have different attitudes about what can be 
made public and what cannot. 

The differing roles of tIle consultants in a language project can also raise 
issues of concern. Are tIley to be treated as authors, co-researchers, or as tIle 
subjects of the research project? Sometimes it will be important to ensure 
anonymity of consultants, e.g. to ensure protection (from insiders (WitIl whom 
there is disagreement), and/or outsiders, such as govermnent agents). 

6. What do communities want? 

A different perspective from tImt adopted so far is to consider what 
conununities want and value in the context of documentary linguistic 
research. TIlere is virtually no published literature on this, although a blog 
post written in 2007 by a post-graduate student at the University of California 
Santa Barbara is suggestive of at least one set of views9 She reports tIlat at a 
conference of linguists and Native American language activists, one member 
of tIle audience directed the question 'what one aspect of linguistics has been 
crucial to the development of your project?' at tIle community language 
activist teanl members of her gronp. TIle response surprised her: 

tIley responded by mentioning how enthusiastic tIle linguists always 
were about doing language work (tIley said sometIring like, 'they 
keep showing up'), and how much tIleY enjoyed meeting with us, 
and nltimately how much tIley trusted us. Later on at the party I 
heard someone fondly summarize tIleir answer as "Trust and love. 
What are lingnists really good for? Trust and love." 

I would like to suggest that tIris quotation offers an important insight. 
Linguistic knowledge and skills such as phonology, morphology, syutax, or 
semantics are going to be of little value WitIloUt trust and understanding 

9 See http://lang uagesp:;:ak. wordpress.comJ2007/05/31/what -are-linguists-g ood-fori 
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between the participants. If we cannot establish and maintain trust and do not 
l13ve mutual appreciation, then linguistic theol)' and practices will be of little 
use. Communities also want researchers to come back on retum visits, and 
appreciate the commitment tins shows. 

Sometimes conununities will want a talisman, an object that is valued for 
its status as a physical expression of tile research project, such as a dictionary, 
even if they cannot read it or have no immediate use for it (CI13mbers & 
Natlmn 2009; Terrill 2002). Many communities will want sound recordings 
(perhaps delivered on cassette tape or CD) (Nathan & Csato 2006), and they 
appreciate edited video recordings, especially Witll subtitles and dubbed onto 
DVD or VCD (see Jukes 2010, Aslunore (2008:83-86) for examples). They 
may want a variety of cultural and leanting resources, including materials tI,at 
contain useful evel)'day expressions or cover culturally significant topics'o 
They may also wish to have workshops (e.g. ortllography development 
workshops), training courses and sununer schools organised in their 
communities (see Mosel (2006:83); and Natllan & Csato (2006) for 
description of U,e Karaim Summer School). They may also want payments, 
gifts or equipment (e.g. a light, or battel)'-powered cassette player). They may 
want help with local services or problems. There may also be a lot tlley do not 
want that researchers ntight want to give them, such as a grammar written in a 
theoretical model in a language tlley cannot understand. Cilan1bers & Nathan 
(2009) quote Luqa speaker Alpheaus Zobule, from tile Solomon Islands on 
this issue: 

teclntical studies done on vemacular languages tlmt are produced by 
professional linguists and written in a foreign language (e.g. 
English) ... are usually no use at all for tllose whose languages are 
studied. For tlmt reason, in tile case of Kubokota we would strongly 
encourage tlmt materials (dictional)', granunar, stories, literacy 
materials, etc) be also produced in Kubokota. I strungly reel that 
any wolk done on Kubokota ... must also benefit tile language 
community 

Natlmn and Csato (2006: section 7) argue that cOlmnunities want tile 
following from infonnation and communication teclmology aspects of 
documentation projects, especially in tile context of multimedia products (tile 
outcomes of 'mobilisation' - see Austin 20l0a): 

10 Nathan & Fang (2009: 138) argue that as a consequence language docurnenters 
should record pedagogically useful metadata 'that would facilitate discovery, selection, 
adaptation and usage of documentation for teaching and learning'. 
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• tile sound of spoken language 

• product development processes tl13t respect people's 'ownership' of 
language 

• products tl13t represent tile conununity's relationship to the language 
by implementing meaningful patll\vays between infonnation 
providers and users 

• a range of diverse and adaptable products from comprehensive 
linguistic 
and cnltural multimedia documentations ... to leanting resources, 
songs, games, and even spelling checkers 

• products U13t are easy to use. 

There are no rules in Uns area and no fonnulas. Discussion, negotiation and 
understanding over a period of time will be essential, and particular solutions 
for individual contexts will need to be worked out. Dobrin (2005:49) points 
out that tile outcomes of language documentation may 'f'md tlleir importance 
witinn a system of values tl13t is profoundly different from ours' and 'can only 
maintain tlleir value in tile context of extended exchange relationslnps 
between venmcular language cOlmnunities and individual linguists '. 

Increasingly, empowennent models are being advocated (see Grinevald 
2004, drawing on Cameron et al. 1992; Yamada 2007; Czaykowska-Higgins 
2009) so that conununity members become co-researchers with outsiders, not 
passive participants ti13t we do research on, but increasingly active people 
who tile research is done by (but see Dobrin 2008 on tile role of outsiders as 
advocates for language support within communities). Tins will require 
training and skills transfer to develop capacity locally, however it is important 
to remember tllat training is specialised activity and tile fact tlmt a researcher 
l13s certain skills does not mean necessarily tllat they are able to teach them or 
train otllers. We may need to learn how to train. 

7. Conclusion: beyond ethics and laws 

It is becoming increasingly clear that language documentation projects need 
more titan etincal frameworks, IRBs, statements of etincs and copyright rules. 
We need a holistic humanistic reflexive practice in canying out our research 
(Chambers & Natllan 2009, Dobrin & Berson 2010). We cannot maintain the 
divisions between 'us' as tile researcher and 'them' as tile subjects of research. 
Fieldwork and language documentation is the ultimate social act in a system 
of excl13nge. So, we have to make reciprocity central and not peripheral to 
what we do, negotiating tile conduct of our projects, and outcomes, making 
tile documentation usable and valuable, and giving back in ways tilat are 
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meaningful and valuable to the cOlmnurntles. Ethical behaviour or even 
advocacy (supporting cornrnunities, writing letters, and advocating for thern) 
is not enough. Ideally, researchers should share their knowledge and be 
prepared to help communities to support tlleir languages if tlley wish to do so. 

Tllis also rneans tlmt we need to be aware of our own Iirnits. Thus, if a 
cornrnunity wants to rnake language teaclling rnaterials, it rnay be good to 
involve teachers in tlle work, even if tlley are not speakers of the language 
thernselves (Nathan & Fang 2009). Engaging with the connnunity and 
working togetller with thern as partners, will botll facilitate project work and 
also often open up research perspectives tlmt would otherwise not be 
achievable. 
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