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Much of the NLP research community ap-
proaches indigenous languages just like any other
language, as a source of data to be exchanged for
promises of future language technologies, particu-
larly machine translation and speech recognition.
PhD students entering this space are often moti-
vated by the desire to use their skills for social
good (cf. Jin et al., 2021). What better way than
to open another door to participation in the global
information society, while saving a language in the
process. The challenge is to recruit the speech com-
munity and extract as much data as possible. Such
work has been increasingly called out as Eurocen-
tric and neocolonial (Bird, 2020; Meighan, 2021;
Liu et al., 2022; Schwartz, 2022).

A different starting point is indigenous self-
determination (United Nations, 2007). The implica-
tions for PhD projects are far-reaching, but include
attention to many responsibilities that follow from
self-determination, e.g., indigenous leadership, im-
pact, sustainability, and accountability (Fig. 1).
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Figure 1: AIATSIS Research Ethics Framework (AIAT-
SIS, 2022)

Background. Extractive approaches work in
many places, and I have participated in such work
in Cameroon, Papua New Guinea, and Brazil (Bird,
1997, 2003, 2010; Bird et al., 2014). The basis for
local participation is usually the assent of commu-
nity leadership coupled with work for hire by suit-
ably qualified language workers (e.g., Adda et al.,
2016; Amith et al., 2021). It is within the self-
determination of indigenous groups to participate
in this way.

However, I have found that the situation in
many indigenous Australian contexts does not work
in this way. Resilient communities enact their
sovereignty by shaping outside engagements to
serve local needs and aspirations (Bird and Yibar-
buk, 2024). After three years of finding my way in
indigenous Australian contexts I began supervising
PhD projects, discussed below.

Indigenous PhD Projects at the Top End Lan-
guage Lab. I give a brief overview of six PhD
projects involving Indigenous research conducted
by non-indigenous scholars. All projects have been
conceived as decolonising, and have been brought
under Indigenous authority in the places where they
have been conducted, and all have been approved
by our institutional human research ethics commit-
tee.

The first two PhD projects concerned
technology-driven engagements, supporting
text entry and transcription respectively (2017-21)
(Lane, 2023; Ferrand, 2023) A common theme
was to shift away from batch processing of speech
(whether prerecorded or spontaneous) to interac-
tive, collaborative transcription. In reflecting on
what worked on the ground, it became abundantly
clear that local participants were not fundamentally
interested in a textual product, but in knowledge
transmission. When teaching the newcomer, the
starting point was a pre-existing relationship
and the local desire to school the newcomer in



local life ways. Newcomers repeatedly wanted
to see words written down, and so this motivated
some locals to use written forms. When teaching
children, the starting point was transmission of
life-crucial knowledge (Lewis and Simons, 2016),
particularly traditional ecological knowledge
conveyed through stories of the country. Here,
the practice of inscription, or writing down just
enough in order to prompt an oral retelling, proved
useful.

The next two PhD projects examined the inner
workings of indigenous-led programs (2017-22)
(Curtin, 2023; Wiltshire, 2024) A common theme
was to shift away from typical western theories
of change to local understandings of situated and
embodied teaching and learning. The first project
considered the programs of a remote indigenous
language centre, a culturally safe space where an
ancestral language is being revived and taught in
local schools. The second project considered in-
digenous cultural tourism programs and the way
that tour guides enacted their agency in creating a
safe space for intercultural engagements, including
some language teaching. These projects used Re-
alist Inquiry and Constructivist Grounded Inquiry
methods (Pawson et al., 1997; Charmaz, 2014).

Two further PhD projects are looking at hooks
to engagement in language work (2021-2025). A
common theme is to shift away from the direct
approach of engaging people in explicit language
work like elicitation, transcription, and translation.
The first project is examining knowledge of food,
including species, seasons, and procedures, and
how this knowledge is transmitted via the devel-
opment of a game (Hlavackova, ms). The second
considers knowledge of climate, including sensing
and communication around severe weather events,
in collaboration with the Australian Bureau of Me-
teorology and the Northern Territory Emergency
Services (Aquino, ms). These projects are using
Participatory Action Research and Appreciative
Inquiry (Lenette, 2022; Bushe, 2013).

Lessons learned. There are manifold challenges
when working with a remote indigenous commu-
nity. The most superficial is funding, as accom-
modation in remote communities can be expen-
sive, and because it is culturally appropriate to
work with people in small groups (multiplying the
hourly cost). We build relationships and the respon-
sibilities around those relationships (Fig. 1) with
the consequence that they are not manipulative, as

means to an end, but part of the ends themselves.
We agree on the work and establish governance,
and obtain institutional ethics approval. Such work
adds significant extra cost, and at least a year to the
duration of an office-based PhD project. The first
lesson learned is that the extra time and cost must
be taken seriously and supported by the institution.
Often, additional external grant funding is needed
on top of a PhD scholarship.

A second challenge is in the area of entering the
local lifeworld, which requires significant cultural
induction, and ongoing cross-cultural engagement.
Here, a lesson learned is that prospective candi-
dates must show a commitment to cross-cultural
living coupled with language learning.

A third challenge is conducting all research in
the context of ongoing relationships, and that these
relationships cannot be picked up and set down.
Here, a lesson learned is that there is no cold start
and no cold finish: relationships with community
members must be already established (either by
supervisor or candidate) and must continue after
the project ends.

A correlate of the relational foundation of re-
spectful indigenous engagements is the basis on
which locals participate. This is often oriented
around the relationship, and in teaching the new-
comer how to live well in this place. If this is the
local motivation, then any data collection needs to
honour this. For instance, if we are collecting plant
names, it is because locals want us to learn them,
and so we must go beyond mere capture to make a
serious attempt at memorisation. Once newcomers
show they are serious to learn, locals may go on
to share practices and stories associated with those
species, leading to further learning. Here, a lesson
learned is that the local agenda of knowledge trans-
mission should not be confused with participation
in the external program of data extraction.

There are many further lessons to discuss, e.g.:
the need to continually guard against deficit fram-
ings and seek out strength-based approaches (cf.
Bushe, 2013); and the need to let go of western
disciplinary boundaries and shift into a transdisci-
plinary mode (cf. Christie, 2006). The presentation
will cover a comprehensive range of such lessons
and show how they are all tied back to the require-
ments for ethical indigenous engagement and for
centering the speech community (Bird and Yibar-
buk, 2024).
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