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Orthographic Challenges in Awngi Language: Investigating Word-Break
Problems in Awngi Writing System

Executive Summary

This study investigates the orthographic challenges of Awngi with a focus on word-break issues,
examining where segmentation problems most frequently occur and how functional linguistic
elements (such as discourse markers, focus markers, auxiliaries, and clitics) are represented in
writing. Data which were collected through questionnaires, document analysis, and focus group
discussions with native speakers, teachers, and language experts by Using qualitative,
descriptive, and exploratory method. The findings reveal significant ambiguity in distinguishing
between affixal and independent forms, stemming from uncertainty about morphological
dependency rather than phonetic variation. Based on linguistic diagnostics—phonological
autonomy, syntactic flexibility, and ability to occur after pauses—the study proposes clearer
orthographic criteria and practical guidelines for word-boundary determination. The
recommendations of participants support standardized spelling practices, improved educational
materials, and future computational applications for Awngi. The study contributes to corpus
planning, language standardization, and the long-term sustainability of Awngi as both a written
and instructional language.
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Introduction

Awngi, a Central Cushitic language spoken predominantly in the Awi nationality administrative
Zone, Amhara National Regional State of Ethiopia, has recently undergone a major
transformation with the adoption of a formal writing system. This development was a critical
step toward preserving the language and promoting literacy. The written form laid the
groundwork for documentation, education, and digital communication. As Deumert (2004) notes,
efforts to establish uniformity and correctness in language use are central to language
standardization. Previous research on indigenous languages has shown that targeted interventions
can enhance language vitality and improve educational outcomes.



This study focused on issues emerging from the transition of Awngi from an oral to a written
language, with particular attention to word segmentation. While the writing system has advanced
the status of the language, challenges persist—especially in establishing consistent word
boundaries. This lack of uniformity presents problems for readers, educators, and language-
related technologies such as processing tools and archival systems (Moeliono, 1986:55).

Key Findings

The focus group discussion, the dictation and document analysis results confirmed
orthographic ambiguity in Awngi regarding whether certain forms should be written as affixes or
independent words. The items most frequently mentioned by participants include:

= The definiteness marker (-)ka;
= The question particle (-)ma, and (-)wa
= The Additive elment (-)kila;
= Focus markers such as (-)kicha, (-)sa, (-)gama, (-)dsagu,(27) (-)gu, and (-)dsama; (89)
= The concession article (-)goxuni(F7-2) (#uni); (1)
» The auxiliary verbs (-)ts-, and (-)n-, (-)jits (£6), (-)ba, (-)xa;( A) (-)gusi(+F) (AN)
= The present copula form (‘to be’) (-)ax and the past copula i/~; (Af)
= The possessive adjectives yi-, ki-, int-, and zi-;
» The subordinating conjunction (-)tfixuni and -tfuni
These forms appear to challenge writers’ orthographic decisions, suggesting a broader

uncertainty regarding the boundary between morphological attachment and independent word
status in Awngi orthography.

Policy Recommendations
1. Standardization of Orthography
It happens in many languages to develop and officially adopt a standardized writing
system. For Awngi too, evidence based linguistic usage specifically its morphological
and phonological consistency is required rather than on inconsistent usage or personal
intuition. This could be done by policy makers based on the guidelines of the research
findings.

2. Pedagogical Integration
Embed the standardized orthography into school curricula, literacy programs, and teacher
training to promote consistent and accurate use of Awngi across all levels of education.

3. Further Empirical Study
Support further linguistic research on Awngi, focusing on unresolved grammatical and
lexical issues—for example, the assignment of the citation verb—with particular



attention to orthographic representation. Such continued investigation will contribute to
refining and strengthening the standardized writing system.

4. Community and Institutional Validation

It is essential to hold community-based workshops that bring together native speakers,
educators, linguists, and cultural leaders to review and validate the orthographic
standards, ensuring they are both practical and culturally accepted. The department of
Awi zone culture and tourism is the responsible in collaboration with Injibara University
and the Awi Administrative zone education department should also take responsibilities
for language standardization activities like these.

5. Dissemination of Findings
outreach sessions and media briefings have to be organized to share the study’s findings
with all stakeholders such as students, teachers, and media professionals at zonal and
regional levels—to encourage broad public awareness and usages.

6. Establishment of a Language Development Committee
Establish a zonal-level Awngi Language Development Committee tasked with overseeing
all matters related to the development, standardization, and promotion of the Awngi
language in University and zone education bureau level.

Conclusion

This study examined orthographic variation in Awngi language, the data confirm that
orthographic ambiguity in Awngi arises primarily from uncertainty about morphological
dependency rather than from tonal or phonetic variation alone. A consistent orthographic policy
should therefore be grounded in linguistic diagnostics—specifically, (i) the ability to occur after
pauses, (ii) syntactic versatility, and (iii) phonological autonomy. Overall, the results underscore
the need for a principled orthographic standard in Awngi based on well-established linguistic
criteria. Orthographic representation should reflect the morphosyntactic status of each element,
following diagnostics proposed by Zwicky & Pullum (1983), Spencer & Luis (2012), and
Haspelmath (2023b):

(i) Elements that can occur in varied syntactic positions and after pauses are independent
words, while

(if) Those restricted to a single syntactic environment and disallowed after pauses are
dependent forms.
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