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This presentation outlines a web-based system to support collaborative field research, grammar 
writing, and lexicon writing. The system uses custom extensions to MediaWiki (the software used in 
Wikipedia) and a collection of programs to automate common tasks. It was developed for and tested 
in a two-semester field methods course with 25 students during the 2011-12 academic year, focused 
on the Guaraní language of Paraguay, and remains in use for an ongoing project to produce a Guaraní reference 
grammar and a Guaraní-English dictionary. 
 
The system uses the wiki itself as the database for field notes, corpus texts, and lexical entries. There 
is, for example, one wiki page for each sentence/entry of a linguist’s field notes — these pages are 
created automatically when the linguist uploads their field notes for an entire session in a more 
convenient format. Similarly, a wiki page is automatically created for each sentence of each narrative 
or conversation in the text corpus. Overview pages are automatically created that show all sentences 
in a field session or corpus text at once. (The Mediawiki software itself keeps track of all edits ever 
made to its pages and provides a straightforward mechanism for making regular backups of the 
entire database.) 
 
The wiki is also used for writing and formatting grammatical descriptions (including student 
assignments, articles, and the entire reference grammar) and sharing them between members of the 
project. If a description page refers to the identifier of a field-notes sentence (using a variant of the 
Wikipedia syntax for creating links), then that sentence from the notes is automatically inserted into 
the description as a numbered example (including a reference to the speaker/source and, if desired, 
full interlinear formatting); any corrections that are made later to the original field-notes entry 
automatically propagate to everywhere it is used as an example in a description or lexical entry. 
 
Some standalone Python programs automate common tasks. One program, given the audio file of a 
field session or a corpus text and a Praat TextGrid marking the start- and end-points of sentences, 
segments out smaller audio files for each sentence, upload them to the wiki server, and cause the 
wiki pages for each sentence to link to the appropriate audio files. Another program downloads all 
description pages on the wiki that are linked to from a “table of contents” page and compiles them into a 
PDF file for an article or to create the book-form of the reference grammar (the Guaraní grammar is 450 pages 
and counting). 
 
Either presentation or demonstration would be fine, as long as the presentation can make use of a 
data projector and an internet connection. The presentation could include a discussion of which 
aspects of the system worked and which didn’t work so well for students in the field methods class.  
 
 
  


