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“Practical” orthographies 

• What are they? 

– Systems for writing languages using symbols 
that ordinary folks are familiar with with 

– Linguistic symbols  

• ɔ ʧ χ ɟ ɾ 

• are unfamiliar, strange-looking 

• slow to type 

 



Questions about practical 
orthographies 

• Where do they come from? 

– Understanding of phonology 

– This may change over time 

• Who designed? 

– Trained linguist?  

– Some other interested party? 



Design principles 

• Abstractness  

– Sounds that are pronounced the 
same/differently should be spelled the 
same/differently.  

– Sound variations due to context are not 
represented.  

 
gloss Noun  (IPA) practical Possessed N 

(IPA) 
practical UR 

‘pack’ xêh xéeh -ɣêl-ɛ́ʔ -ghéelé  /xéɬ/ 



Design principles, cont. 

• Familiarity 

– Symbols used should be 
those with familar sound 
value whenever possible 

– Era of orthography 
design:  what can be 
typed on a typewriter? 

• Abstractness, familiarity 
may conflict 



Three northern Dene languages 

Deg Xinag 
(Ingalik) 

Tsek’ene (Sekani) 

Witsuwit’en 
(Babine, 
Northern 
Carrier) 

Parr, Richard T. 1974. A Bibliography of the Athapaskan Languages. Ottawa: National Museums of Canada/Musées 
Nationaux du Canada. 



Tsek’ene 

Tsek’ene 
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Russell Range and Finlay River, B.C. 



Tsek’ene language area 

Lanoue, Guy. 1983. Continuity and Change: The Development of Political Self-Determination among the Sekani of 
Northern British Columbia. Ph.D., Department of Anthropology, University of Toronto. 



Tsek’ene language 

• Closely related to Dane zaa (Beaver), 
especially Halfway, Moberly Lake 

• > Sekani, Siccany, Sékanais, etc. 

• Communities 

– Fort Grahame > Ingenika, Tsay Keh [tse k’eh] 

– McLeod Lake 

– Kwadacha (Fort Ware) 



History of Tsek’ene area 

1968 W.A.C. Bennett dam, 
Hudson Hope B.C.  

Morice, Adrien-Gabriel. 1917. 'The Northern Interior of British Columbia and its Maps.' Transactions of the Royal 
Canadian Institute 12:25-39. 



Williston ‘Lake’ 

• Fort Grahame 
diaspora 

– Mackenzie and 
Prince George 

– Fort Ware 

– lower 
mainland of 
B.C. 

– Ingenika  
Tsay Keh 

 



Some Tsek’ene speakers 

Mike Abou Eileen McCook 

Edna McCook 

Mary Charlie 



Consonants 

13 

p t th t’ k kh k’ ʔ 

ts tsh ts’ ʧ ʧh ʧ’ 

t th t’ 

s z ʃ ʒ ç  x ɣ h 

 l 

m n 

w j 

Syllable-
initial 
 

Syllable- 
final 
 

p  t k ʔ 

ts 

t 

s z ʃ x ɣ h 

 l 

m n 

w j 



• Reduced vowels 

– Phonetically shorter 

– Not word-final 

Oral vowels 

• “full” vs. “reduced” 
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i 

ɪ 

u 

ʊ 

e o 

ɐ 

ɑ 



/ɪ/ and /ʊ/ 

• /ɪ/, /ɐ/ in 
complementary 
distribution in prefixes 

• /ɪ/, /i/ in 
complementary 
distribution in roots 

• Need for /ɪ/ 
– /ts’ɪtẽ̀hʔa ̃̀ ʔ/ ‘we sent 
him/her’ 

– /ts’ɐ̃̀ tèʔ/ ‘blanket’ 

– /tshiti/ ‘hot coals’ 

 

• Need for /ʊ/ 
– /sɐkʊ̃̀ t/ ‘my knee’ 

– /sɐkotèʔ/ ‘my coat’ 

– /kùle/ ‘willow’ 

• But /ʊ/ only next to 
velars 



Nasal vowels 

• Nasal vowels • Almost no reduced 
nasal vowels, but 

– /xɐ z/ ‘pus’ 

– /sɐ ̃̀/ ‘gaff hook’ 

• Nasal vowels vs. Vn 
– /o ̃̀ / ‘correct’ 
– /tɐlon/ ‘it’s solid’ 

 

16 

u  i  

e  o  

ɐ  

ɑ  



Extra long vowels 

ɣɐtɑ̀ʔ  ‘he/she sat’ 

xɐtɑ̀ːʔ  ‘our eyes’ 

mɐtèʔ ‘its horns’ 

mɐlèːʔ ‘his dog’ 

xɑ ̃̀ htsìʔ ‘already’ 

sɪtsìːʔ ‘my inner ear’ 

Thank you, John 
Ritter of Yukon Native 
Language Centre 



Tones 

low:  à  ɬàwì ‘once’ 

high: a ɬawì ‘stop it’ 

falling: â thâmah ‘shore’ 

rising: ǎ thǎta ‘he got hurt’ 
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Tone vs. pitch 

• Male vs. female voices 

– 3 males:  lower pitch range (130-155 Hz) 

– 7 females:  higher pitch range (165-195 Hz) 

120

140

160

180

200

H
z

H L

male
female



Orthography 

• Developed by SIL 
linguists Dave and Kay 
Wilkinson 

• Some “cosmetic” 
decisions 
– [ɬ] <lh> [x] <kh> [ç] <hy> 

– [ɐ] <u>, [u] <oo>, [i] <ee> 

– [e ] <e> 

• Word-initial [ʔ] not 
written 

Wilkinson, Dave, and Kay Wilkinson. 1969. Sekani Bible Story Book. Ware, B.C.: Wycliffe Bible Translators, Inc. 
Wilkinson, Dave, and Kay Wilkinson. 1969. Sekani Reading Book. Ware, B.C.: Summer Institute of Linguistics, Inc. 



Problems with Wilkinsons’ 
orthography 

• Does not represent 

– /ʊ/ 

– tone 

– extra long vowels 

– word-initial “zero” vs. glottal stop 

• [o ] ‘yes’ 
• [ʔo ̀ tse] ‘over here’ 
• [ho ] ‘okay’ 

 

 
Hargus, Sharon. 1985. Fort Ware Sekani Phonology, Ms. 



Revised orthography (consonants) 
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p d t t’ g k k’ ‘ 

dz ts ts’ j ch ch’ 

dl tl tl’ 

s z sh zh yh kh gh h 

lh l 

m n 

w y 

p  t k ʔ 

ts 

t 

s z ʃ x ɣ h 

 l 

m n 

w j 

Syll-
initial 

Syll-
final 



Symbols for stops and affricates 

• <d>  

– Syllable-initial only, = [t] 

• <t> 

– Syllable-initial = [th] 

– Syllable-final = [t] 

 

<bàt> ‘mittens’ <mubàdè’> ‘his/her mittens’ 

[pɑ̀t] [mɐpɑ̀tèʔ] 



Orthography (vowels) 

• Oral 
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ii 

i 

oo 

wu 

e o 

u 

a 

• Nasal 

į 

ę ǫ 

ų 

ą 

• Extra-long:  iii ee aa 

ǫǫ 



Orthography (tones) 
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  high low rising falling 

a [a] a à àa aà 

e [e] e è èe eè 

i [ɪ] i ì -- -- 

ii [i] ii ìì ìi iì 

o [o] o ò -- -- 

oo [u] oo òò òo oò 

u [ɐ] u ù -- -- 

wu [ʊ] wu wù -- -- 

aa [aː] -- àà -- -- 

ee [eː] -- èè -- -- 

iii [iː] -- ììì -- -- 



A puzzle about Kwadacha 

• In all other dialects of Tsek’ene and most dialects of 
Beaver, *d t t’ > j ch ch’/ ___ [i e oo] (in roots) 

• Maybe           Tsek’ene-Beaver 

 

       Kwadacha          rest of Tsek’ene-Beaver 

• But                Tsek’ene-Beaver 

 

                   Ft Grahame 

 

               Tsay Keh       Kwadacha 

                                      



Linguistic origins of Kwadacha 

 

• 4 Tsek’ene groups 
“in the early days 
of the nineteenth 
century” 
– Tseloni (Tselone) 

– Sasuchan 
(Sąstoot’ą) 

– Yutuwichan 
(Yitsoot’ą) 

– Tsekani 
(Tsek’ene) 

Morice, Adrien-Gabriel. 1892-1893. 'Notes Archaeological, Industrial and Sociological on the 
Western Dénés With an Ethnographical Sketch of the Same.' Transactions of the Royal 
Canadian Institute 4:1-222. 
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• Jenness 1924 interviews in McLeod Lake and Fort 
Grahame 

– “The Tseloni band amalgamated with the Sasuchan or 
Bear Lake band when Fort Grahame was established 
[1890], and a new band..., known to the Tseloni and 
Sasuchan Indians as Otzane[’Odziinè’], now occupies its 
old territory on Fox and Kechika rivers. The leader and 
creator of this band was a man named Davie or David, 
the son of a French-Canadian trapper and a Sasuchan 
mother. Marriage with a Tseloni woman gave him 
hunting rights in the old Tseloni territory, where he 
raised a family of four daughters ..” 

• Davie from Fort Grahame (falling out w/ half 
brother) 

Jenness, Diamond. 1937. The Sekani Indians of British Columbia. Ottawa: Department of Mines and 
Resources. 



’Àtse Davie and some relatives 

Munro         Harry           Mac               Frank     ’Àtse 
Massetoe     Davie          McCook        Abou      Davie 
son-in-law                       son-in-law 
                   stepson to Mac                    son-in-law to Munro 



Kwadacha (Fort Ware), B.C. 
Lower Post 

Prince George 

Lower Post 

Iskut 



Tsek’ene summary 

• Missionary-designed, linguist-revised 
orthography 

– Writing system evolved with better 
phonological understanding 

• Large number of vowel qualities 

– Tone and vowel quality interactions 

• Issue:  representation of intonation? 



Deg Xinag 
this area    language 

32 Yukon R. freezing up, near Anvik AK 



Some Deg Xinag communities 

• Historic 

– Anvik, Bonasilla, Holy 
Cross 

• Modern 

– Grayling also 

 

VanStone, James. 1979. 'Ingalik contact Ecology: An Ethnohistory of the Lower-Middle Yukon, 1790-1935.' Fieldana: 
Anthropology 71. 



Alta Jerue 
(Anvik) 

Hannah Maillelle 
(Grayling) 

Some Deg Xinag speakers 

Elizabeth Workman 
(Shageluk) 



More Deg Xinag speakers 

Phillip Arrow  
(Shageluk) 

Lucy Hamilton 
(Shageluk) 

Edna Deacon 
(Grayling) 

James Dementi 
(Shageluk) 
 

Raymond Dutchman 
(Shageluk) 
 



• Smallpox, 1838-1839 
– “based on population estimates of villages encountered 
by Russian explorers before and after these years, “the 
Yukon Ingalik villages lost fully two-thirds of their 
inhabitants...The effects of such a population loss can 
only be surmised, but we can assume that sickness was 
accompanied by starvation and serious social and 
economic disruption. The reduced population was 
forced to re-orient itself with reference to its modified-
traditional lifeways at the very time when significant 
changes were being introduced from without. Ingalik 
population never recovered from the effects of this 
epidemic” 

Epidemics in Deg Xinag history 

VanStone, James. 1979. 'Ingalik contact Ecology: An Ethnohistory of the Lower-Middle Yukon, 1790-1935.' Fieldana: 
Anthropology 71. 



Syllable-initial consonants 

p ph t th t’ k kh k’ q qh q’ ʔ 

tθ tθh 

tθ’  
ts tsh 
ts’ 

ʈʂ ʈʂh 

ʈʂ’ 
ʧ ʧh ʧ’ 

t th 
t’ 

v θ ð s z ʂ ʐ ʃ χ ʁ h 

 l 

m n j 

Krauss, Michael. 1962. Ingalik, Ms., Alaska Native Language Archive, 
University of Alaska Fairbanks 
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In 1962, <> was typed as l, backspace, /. 



Syllable-final consonants 

p  d t ɡ k G q ʔ 

dð tθ dz ts ɖʐ ʈʂ 

dl t 

v θ ð s z ʂ ʐ χ ʁ 

 l 

m m’ n n̥ n’ j j’ j ̊ ŋ ŋ’ ŋ̊ 

38 

Krauss, Michael. 2000. 'Koyukon Dialectology and Its Relationship to Other Athabaskan Languages.' In Koyukon 
Dictionary, ed. by Jules Jetté and Eliza Jones. Fairbanks: Alaska Native Language Center, University of Alaska Fairbanks. 
l-lxv. 

Only other languages with final voicing contrast 
• Holikachuk 
• Koyukon (Lower dialect) 



Origin of final voicing contrast 

Proto-Athabaskan Deg Xinag 

*nV > n *thǝŋj-eː ‘trail’ thǝŋ 

*n > n̥  *kjhaːn ‘rain’ ʧʰon̥ 

39 



Proto-Athabaskan Deg Xinag 

*tV > d *ʧ’əteʔ, *ʧ’ə̰teʔ ‘robe, 
blanket’ 

ts’əd 

*t’, t > t *t’ət’ ‘fart’ t’ət 
V reduction *-teː ‘where, when’ -tə 

kətəqhatə ‘store’ 
(lit. ‘where things 
are bought’) 

40 



Phonetics of final voicing 
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kətθhəd “ruffed grouse’ 

voiced voiceless 

affricates 61% 16% 

stops 38% 12% 

Hargus, Sharon. 2012. Deg Xinag “Voiceless Unaspirates”:  A Case of Phonologically Driven Phonetics? Colloquium 
presentation, UCSD. 



Vowels 

• 3 “full”, 2 “reduced” 
  
 
 
 
                              
 
 

• /ʊ/  [ŏ] adjacent to uvular 
• [e o ŏ] lower-mid: [ɛ ɔ ɔ̆] 
• /ə/  [ɪ]~[i] / ___ j, velars 

 43 Hargus, Sharon. 2010. 'Vowel quality and duration in Yukon Deg Xinag.' In Working Papers in Athabaskan Languages 
2009, ed. by Siri G. Tuttle and Justin Spence. Fairbanks: Alaska Native Language Center. 33-73. 

o 
ə 

e 

a 

ʊ 



Orthography (consonants) 

Syllable-initial 

b p d t t’ g k k’ gg q q’ ‘ 

ddh tth tth’  dz ts ts’ dr tr tr’ j ch ch’ 

dl tl t’ 

v th dh s z sr zr sh x gh h 

 l 

m n y 

Syllable-final 

p  d t ɡ k gg q ʔ 

ddh tth dz ts dr tr 

dl t 

v th dh s z sr zr x gh 

 l 

m m’ n nh n’ y yh h’ ng ngh ng’ 

Krauss, Michael. 1962. Ingalik, Ms., Alaska Native Language Archive, University of Alaska Fairbanks 
44 



Symbols for stops and affricates 

• <d> etc. 
– Syllable-initial = [t] 

– Syllable-final = [d] 

• <t> etc. 
– Syllable-initial = [th] 

– Syllable-final = [t] 

 
<dak> ‘parka’ <vidag> ‘his/her parka’ 

[tak] [vətaɡ] 



Orthography (vowels) 

                                   ʊ/ŏ <u> 
e  <e>         ə  <i>     o <o> 
      a <a> 
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Two writing systems 

• Rev. Chapman 

 

 

 

 

• Prof. Krauss 

Chapman, John W. 1914. Ten'a Texts and Tales from Anvik, Alaska, with vocabulary by Pliny Earle Goddard. Leyden: E. J. 
Brill, limited. 

Qay xichux xidhu’onh tr’i’ne.  Giɬigg yozrye 
axaxiɬdik yit didltth’e, chilqay diniyhin, xividadr 
yiɬ giɬixsnal. 



Some spellings 

• yixunh [jŏχŏn̥] ‘you (pl.)’ Kari 1978  

• Niq'oɬonh Chux Deg Ghihoɬ: The Big Woman 

Was Walking Along  
– [nŏq’oɬon̻]~[nq’oɬon̻], [ʁŏhoɬ] 
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Kari, James. 1978. Deg Xinag: Ingalik Noun Dictionary (Preliminary). Fairbanks: Alaska Native Language Center, 
University of Alaska Fairbanks. 

Rock, Bertha. 1998. Niq'oɬonh Chux Deg Ghihoɬ: The Big Woman Was Walking Along. McGrath, AK: Iditarod Area School 
District. 



Rounding Assimilation  

• Some imperfective forms of ‘chew’: 
/k-ə-q’ŏʈʂ/  [kŏˈq’ŏʈʂ]  ‘he/she is chewing’ 

/k-ə-s-q’ŏʈʂ/ [kəsˈq’ŏʈʂ]  ‘I’m chewing’ 

/k-χ-ə-q’ŏʈʂ/ [kəχŏˈq’ŏʈʂ]  ‘they’re chewing’  

• <yidoghot> ‘he shakes it’ (Kari 1976-1977: 178) 
for [jədŏʁot]    

• Rounding Assimilation 
– /ə/  [ŏ] / ___ {uvular, laryngeal} {ŏ, o} 

49 



Deg Xinag summary 

• Consonants 
– Unusually large number 

– Syllable final voicing contrast 

• Vowels 
– no /i u/ 

– But [i ɪ] allophones of /ə/ 

– Rounding Assimilation 

• Linguist designed orthography 
– <d t> has dif interpretation syll-initially, finally 
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Witsuwit’en 

Bulkley R. at Telkwa, BC 

Witsuwit’en 



Witsuwit’en-
Babine 
language area 



Some Witsuwit’en speakers 

Lillian Morris, 
Moricetown 

Helen Mitchell, 
Moricetown 

Beatrice Morris, 
Moricetown 

Helen Nikal, 
Moricetown 

Mabel Forsythe, 
Moricetown 



More Witsuwit’en speakers 

George Williams, 
Moricetown 

Dan Michell, 
Moricetown 

Andy Dennis, 
Moricetown 

Stanley Morris, 
Moricetown 



Lejac Residential School 

• Language suppression, 1922-1976 

girls preparing for first communion 



Lejac Residential School, 

Fraser Lake 

Kwadacha 

Moricetown  



Consonants 

p p’ t t t’ c c c’ kw kw kw’ q q q’ ʔ 

ts ts ts’ 

t  t t’ 
s  z ç xw χ  h 

  l 

m n 

   j    w     

Allowed syllable-finally 



Palatalization 

• A rule of the Babine and Takla dialects 

• /c ch c’/  [ʧ ʧh ʧ’] / ___ V 

• Witsuwit’en   Babine, Takla 

• [cəs] ‘hook’    [ʧəs] 

• [ts’ac] ‘bowl, plate’  [ts’ac]  



Consonants (orthographic) 

p p’ d t t’ j c c’ gw kw kw’ g k k’ ’ 

dz ts ts’ 

dl  tl tl’ 

s  z yh wh kh gh h 

lh  l 

m n 

   j    w     

Lake Babine Band. 1977. Nedut'een Habikinic. Burns Lake, B.C.: Lake Babine Band. 



/c/- 1sg subject 

• Witsuwit’en   Babine, Takla 

• [nəcəlcət] ‘I’m scared’ [nəcəlʧət]    !!! 

 

• /nəclcət/ 

•        -            Palatalization 

•          ə          ə insertion 

• [nəcəlʧət] <nicljit> 

• Cf. [nətəlʧət] <nidiljit> ‘we (du.) are scared’ 

 



Two consonant classes 

“lenis” 

p t ts t c kw q 

z l 

m n j w  

“fortis” 

p’ t t’ ts ts’ t t’  c c’ kw kw’ q q’ ʔ 
s  ç xw χ h 

Hildebrandt, Henry, and Gillian Story. 1974. A Historically Oriented Study of Babine 
(Northern Carrier) Phonology, Burns Lake, B.C., Ms. 
Story, Gillian. 1984. Babine and Carrier Phonology: A historically oriented study. Arlington: 
Summer Institute of Linguistics. 



Central vowel qualities 

• After lenis Cs, word-
initially 

• After fortis Cs 

æ ɑ 

ʌ 

ɪ 

Lake Babine Band. 1977. Nedut'en Hibikinic. Burns Lake, B.C.: Lake Babine Band. 

/ə/<i> 

/a/ <a> 

o 
ɔ 

/o/ <o> 



Peripheral vowel qualities 

• Hildebrandt system 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• After lenis Cs, word-
initially 

• After fortis Cs 

i (i) 

e e 

ɛ 

u (u) 

(ɔ) 

<ee> 

<u> 

<e> 



Comparison of writing systems 

Babine Witsuwit’en 

  Hildebrandt system revised Hildebrandt   

1) negizjee [neqəzʧi] neggizgï [neqəzci] ‘fox’ 

2) whenicljit [xwenəcəlʧət] wenigilgit [wenəcəlcət] ‘I’m scared’ 

3) yeilhdic [jeːɬtəc] yeelhdic [jeːɬtəc] ‘they’re talking’ 

4) Seezee [sezi]~[sizi] Sïzï~Sezï [sezi]~[sizi] ‘Jesus’ 

  weusdleet [weustɬit] weusdlït [weustɬit] ‘it’s not melting’ 

  sitl’eet [sətɬ’et] sitl’et [sətɬ’et] ‘he/she farted’ 

  sidlet [sətɬet] sidlet [sətɬet] ‘it’s licking me’ 

  tl’et [tɬ’ɛt] tl’ët [tɬ’ɛt] ‘night’ 



Peripheral vowel qualities 

• Revised Hildebrandt 
system 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• After lenis Cs, word-
initially 

• After fortis Cs 

i (i) 

e e 

ɛ 

u (u) <ï> 
<u> 

<e> 

<ë> 



Witsuwit’en stress 

• Not reflected in writing system 

• Predictable. Some of the rules: 

– Stress roots (vs. affixes) 

– Stress vowels other than [] 

– Stress closed (vs. open) syllables 

• In case of conflict, stress-root most 
important 



Near-minimal pairs for stress 

root spelling 

wtˈqz ‘it (area) is 

crooked’ 
-/qz/ ‘be crooked’ widiggiz 

pˈtqt ‘above him’ /tq/ ‘up’ bidiggit 

tˈni ‘person’ /tni/ ‘person’ dinï 

ˈntni ‘these people’ /tn/ ‘this person’ ndinï 

ssˈquh ‘I grabbed it’ -/quh/ ‘grab’ sisgguh 

ˈssquh ‘black bear 

deadfall’ 
/ss/ ‘black bear’, 

/quh/ ‘deadfall’ 

sis gguh 

Notice: stress not written. Should it be? 



[o]/[ɔ] again 

• After lenis Cs, word-
initially 

• After fortis Cs 

(ɔ) <iw> 

o 
ɔ <o> 

current alternative 

<to> [thɔ] ‘water’ <to> 

<doso> [tosɔ] ‘gunny sack’ <döso> 

<lhdiw> [ɬtɔ] ‘it cramped’ <lhdo> 

<niwis> [nɔ̆ˈwəs] ‘soapberries’ <niwis> 



Witsuwit’en summary 

• Missionary designed, linguist revised 
writing system 

• Major asymmetries in sound system <  
fortis, lenis Cs 

• <i> [ɪ]~[ə]~[ʌ] 

• Two potential problems 

– Does not represent stress 

– [o]/[ɔ] issue 



Summary 

• Deg Xinag, Tsek’ene, Witsuwit’en have 
different writing systems  
– Due to different phonological systems 

• Writing systems are designed, may need 
to be later revised 

• Difficult choices sometimes 
– Symbols for large vowel inventories 

– Symbols for sounds with a range of qualities 



Dogidinh  
~ musii chow ~ niwhnecawhlhyegh 

On my way to Alta Jerue’s 
house, Anvik AK, 2003 


