Community Lexical Access for an Endangered Polysynthetic Language:
An Electronic Dictionary for St. Lawrence Island Yupik
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Overview

Language Background

St. Lawrence Island Yupik (hereafter Yupik) is an
endangered, polysynthetic language, spoken on
St. Lawrence Island of Alaska and the Chukotka
Peninsula of Russia. It has undergone a radical language
shift in the past few decades, with the youngest
generation largely abandoning Yupik in favor of English
and Russian. There is overt community interest on
St. Lawrence Island in Yupik language revitalization,
specifically in developing modern technologies to
facilitate language-learning. We present one such
resource: a morphologically-aware web-based version of
the Badten et al. (2008) Yupik-English dictionary.

Yupik is a polysynthetic language with a relatively high average
number of morphemes per word (Schwartz et al., 2019) that typically
adheres to the following template:
Root + Derivation + NEG + TMMA + Infl + Encl
One such example word is:
angyasqughhalgunghitukung
angyagh- -squghhagh- -leg-ngu- -nghite- -tu-kung
boat-small-one.that.has- -to.be- -to.not- -intr.ind- -1du
‘We2 don’t, or didn’t, have a small boat’ (Jacobson, 2001, pg. 43)

Features of the Electronic Dictionary

Community and Research Impacts

Implemented using HTML, Javascript, and CSS, the dictionary has several search functionalities, exemplified in the seven examples given below. Because
Yupik is a polysynthetic language, and handling of multi-morphemic word forms is critical, the most significant feature is perhaps (6) which
demonstrates the electronic dictionary’s capacity to perform morphological analysis prior to searching. For each matching result, the user is presented
with the corresponding entry from the paper dictionary in the following format:
Yupik Morpheme (Cyrillic Transcription) [IPA Pronunciation] Part of Speech - English Definition
Example sentences and/or notes about word origin and usage
Search Functionalities
(1) Users may search by letter, by selecting it from the search interface.
For example, after the user selects the letter S, all words beginning with
s are displayed. The first three results are shown here.

(4) Yupik searches may also return entries corresponding to Yupik
derivational suffixes. Partial results are shown for the search term nkut.

(5) The user may search for fully inflected Yupik words. Results are
shown for the search term nagatunga ‘I listened.’

(2) The user can enter a search term either in Yupik or in English. Here,
partial results are shown for the incomplete Yupik search term aghna.
Yupik words containing that substring are displayed.
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(6) Preliminary support is included for multi-morphemic Yupik word
searches. Partial results for the Yupik word mangteghaghrugllangllaghyunghitunga ‘I didn’t want to make a huge house’ are shown.

Versions of the print dictionary have been available through the
University of Alaska Press in various editions since 1983. However,
the print edition is bulky and relatively expensive; while the school
libraries in the St. Lawrence Island villages have copies, nearly all
community members do not. As a result, the electronic dictionary
should facilitate access to knowledge that was otherwise difficult to
obtain, making it readily available to everyone in the community.
We expect the electronic dictionary to most positively shape the
language experience of the younger generations, promoting language
use among youth who have not yet mastered the polysynthetic
aspects of the Yupik language and who may be unlikely (for social
reasons) to ask elders about word-forms. The dictionary should be
useful for linguists and researchers as well, and its capacity to
perform morphological analysis may greatly expedite the
construction of morphological interlinear glosses, which are critical
for the processing and sharing of linguistic data.
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