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“Open Description”  
Impacts Documentation:  

 
A Case Study featuring  

San Juan Quiahije Chatino 



kwiq qa sa qne kwa

And it’s all-the-way along-the-side, there
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Background: Open Science

Nosek et al. (2015). Promoting an 
open research Culture. Science,
348(6242), 1422-1425. 

Berez-Kroeker et al (2018). 
Reproducible research in linguistics: A 
position statement on data citation 
and attribution in our 
field. Linguistics, 56(1), 1-18.

• Making full datasets available to the public 

• Thoroughly describing the research method 



Slope-based quadrant terms are part of a geomorphic 
spatial reference system, in which the positions of 
entities are described relative to features of the local 
topography 

(cf. Bohnemeyer & O’Meara 2012) 

Background: Slope-Based Quadrant Terms 





‘uphill’

‘downhill’

‘along-the-side’



Slope-based quadrant terms in the 
Mesoamerican linguistic area and beyond

Tenejapan Tseltal (Mayan) 

Meseño Cora (Uto-Aztecan) 

San Juan Quiahije Chatino 
(Otomanguean) 

Yupno (Papuan)

Brown & Levinson 1993; Levinson 
2003; Polian & Bohneymyer 2011 

Vásquez Soto 2011 

Mesh (2017) 

Cooperrider et al (2017)



Case Study Featuring San Juan Quiahije Chatino: 
“Open” Approach to Language Description 



San Juan Quiahije Chatino

• Otomanguean, Zapotecan, Chatino  

• Oaxaca, Mexico: San Juan Quiahije Municipality  

• ~3700 speakers (INEGI 2014) 



kyaq14

qya4

tsuq32, qne1 



Method: Metalinguistic Interviews



Interview Participants: 

• C1: Female, ~45, homemaker 

• C2: Male, ~40, farmer/rancher 

• C3: Male, ~45, farmer/rancher 

• C4: Female, ~55, teacher 

• C5: Male, ~50, teacher 

Method: Metalinguistic Interviews



Participants were asked for:  

• An example of how they might use each term 

• Assessments of the acceptability of the term for  
8 invented use contexts 

         e.g., you are at the church; your friend is at school X.     
         Can you say that they are in the [U/D/S] direction? 

Interview Format



• An assessment of whether there is disagreement 
over the use of the term 

• A translation of the term into Spanish, and/or an 
explanation of the difficulties of translation 

Interview Format

Participants were asked for:  



kyaq14 The ‘uphill’ end of the up-down axis

qya4 The ‘downhill’ end of the up-down axis

Results: agreement about terms  
for the uphill and downhill quadrants



tsuq32 Lit. ‘along-the-side.’ 
Refs on the trans. axis that are: 
 

        1. Not saliently positioned 
        2. Behind the speaker

C1, C2, C3 
C4, C5

qne1 Lit. ‘in front’ 
Refs on the trans. axis that are: 
 

        1. In front of the speaker 
        2. distant from speech location 
        3. Proximal to speech location

C2 
C1, C4 
C3

Results: disagreement about terms  
for the two transverse quadrants



What to do with this set of responses? 

Create a transparent or 
“open” description, w/ 
judgments attributed  

to specific consultants. 



Case Study Featuring San Juan Quiahije Chatino: 
Impact on Documentation 



Documentary Project: Gesture, Speech 
& Sign in Chatino Communities



Local Environment Interviews

• Interview protocol following Kita (2011) 

• 29 SJQ Chatino Speakers  

• 6h 39m of footage 

• For utterances accompanied by a pointing gesture, 

o Speech transcribed and translated 
o Referent locations mapped



• 8 participants did not use tsuq or qne 

• 8 Participants used only 1 term, tsuq or qne 

• 12 participants used both terms  

 

Results Overview: 29 Interviewees 

• 9 with a clear usage pattern 

• 3 with an ambiguous pattern



Results Overview: Clear Usage Patterns



Results Overview: Clear Usage Patterns



• Qne for near: 4 participants (compatible w/ 2 more) 

• Qne for front: 1 participant (compatible w/ 2 more) 

• Qne for far: 3 participants 

• Tsuq for behind: 1 participant

Results Overview: Clear Usage Patterns



All interviews 
tagged in 
ELAR with:  

Local 
Environment  

Interview



Where are we now? How did we get there? 



An impact on how 
collected texts from 
documentary 
projects are 
annotated and 
understood 

A more representative 
record of a language’s 
structure(s)

Two clear benefits of an ‘Open Description’ approach 
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Questions or feedback?
Please contact me at: kate.a.mesh at gmail dot com


