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In this paper we want to present the comparative Alaskan Athabascan Grammar 
Database (AAGD) which is currently under development. The first phase of this project 
includes the design of the database and input of data from three languages, all part of the 
Na-Dene language family: Lower Tanana (ISO 639-3 taa), Upper Tanana (tau), and 
Koyukon (koy); we intend to apply for follow-up funding to extend the project to other 
Alaskan Athabascan languages.  

Research on extra-verbal grammar in northern Athabascan languages has lagged 
behind research on morphology and phonology. The strong record of research in 
Southern Athabascan syntax, however, shows that interesting syntactic structures occur in 
Athabascan languages, so we believe the lag is mainly due to linguists’ interests in 
morphological and lexical research. Our preliminary research shows that significant 
differences also exist between languages and dialects. Currently, much of this data is 
available in a number of different resources including published and manuscript 
dictionaries, in texts and language learning materials, or in researchers’ field notes. This 
data is however hard to access for linguists and language learners/teachers alike; 
published resources may be difficult to access because of  the only copies being available 
in remote libraries, and many resources, published and unpublished, are often not 
sufficiently annotated. Our database will make grammatical information available in a 
structured fashion, while remaining as independent as possible of theoretical affiliation. 

The database prototype includes syntactic examples from all three languages 
coded for function and form. This allows search and comparison across languages. 
Searching by form will particularly useful to researchers familiar with Athabascan 
languages; searching by function to researchers interested in typological questions. Our 
(formal and functional) categories are as theory-neutral as feasible and will be integrated 
with extant ontologies. 

As we are concluding our first development stage, we want to show the results so 
far to an audience of linguists and language teachers in order to collect their feedback. A 
particular challenge for us lies in making the database useful for both language teachers 
and linguists, whose requirements can be very different. We will show annotated 
examples of particular grammatical structures and hope to instigate a discussion on what 
types of annotation are most useful for either audience. We also will discuss the search 
function, search categories, and data entry process, and hope that the feedback given by 
the audience at the DLC will help us design these to meet the needs of language 
instructors as well as linguists. 

 
 


