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Low-resourcedness
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https://www.instagram.com/ke_neil_we/


Normalized paper count by country at the 2018 NLP conferences (Caines, 2019)

http://www.marekrei.com/blog/geographic-diversity-of-nlp-conferences/


30% of all living 
languages today are 
African languages

(Ethnologue)
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In all ACL conferences 
in 2018, only 0.1% of 

author affiliations were 
based in Africa 

(Caines, 2019)
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Reflection



"The effect of a cultural bomb is to 
annihilate a people's belief in their 
names, in their languages, in their 
environment, in their heritage of 
struggle, in their unity, in their 

capacities and ultimately in 
themselves."

Ngũgĩ wa Thiong'o ~ Decolonising the Mind
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“Low-resourcedness”
is about more than 

just data
- it’s societal



We Are 
the effort for NLP for African 

languages that is

OPEN SOURCE

CONTINENT-WIDE

DISTRIBUTED

ONLINE

“Look Within” by Reggie Khumalo

http://reggiekhumalo.com


Case Study: 
Masakhane 

#OurStory



Participatory Research
as a means to ensure 

everyone who 
should be in the room 

is in the room



Goals

For Africa
To build a community of NLP researchers, 
connect and grow it, spurring and sharing 
further research, to enable language 
preservation, tool building and increase its 
global visibility and relevance

Artwork by Keneilwe Mokoena

https://www.instagram.com/ke_neil_we/


Goals

For research communities
To discover best practices for distributed 

research, to be applied by other emerging 
research communities.
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 #OurMethod



1. How to find participants?

● locally: Indaba Deep Learning school, 
meetups, universities

● remotely: Twitter, conferences, press 
coverage, publications

● no academic prerequisites

2. How to assign roles? (agents)

● no fixed roles
● cross-functional collaboration
● adapt to interest and skills
● focus on knowledge transfer & sharing

○ from mentee to mentorArtwork by Keneilwe Mokoena

https://www.instagram.com/ke_neil_we/


3. How to connect the distributed participants? 

● Open digital communication channels
○ Active slack workspace & Google group
○ Weekly virtual meetings 
○ Virtual reading group

● Making findings accessible
○ Public meeting notes 
○ All results, models and code published 

for each submission
○ Data shared on GitHub

● Anyone can make calls for collaboration 
○ emerging rather than imposed agendas
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https://www.google.com/url?q=https%3A%2F%2Fjoin.slack.com%2Ft%2Fmasakhane-nlp%2Fshared_invite%2FenQtODM3ODA3ODE0ODIwLTAyYzg3M2E3Nzg4Y2I3NzgxNDg4MmNlZDE4OTBjMzBjMjg4NTcxMWZlYTg3ZDljMTU4M2FjOTk3MDVjOWM2NGM&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AFQjCNGNjFNyyutwL-wQso1gYPGCSXGevg
https://groups.google.com/forum/#!forum/masakhane-nlp
https://www.instagram.com/ke_neil_we/


4. How to lower participation barriers?

● a guided hands-on experience to get started

● making use of freely available resources
○ data: JW300 (Agić+, 2019) includes 101 

African languages
○ code: JoeyNMT (Kreutzer+, 2019)
○ compute: Google Colab

➝ beginner friendly Jupyter notebook to 
prepare data, train and evaluate MT models 

● tutorials & guidelines
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https://www.aclweb.org/anthology/P19-1310/
https://github.com/joeynmt/joeynmt
https://github.com/masakhane-io/masakhane-mt/blob/master/starter_notebook.ipynb
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jOKy_AnyLic
https://github.com/masakhane-io/masakhane-community/blob/master/dataset-creation-guidelines.md
https://www.instagram.com/ke_neil_we/


#OurCommunity



● 480 participants

● 30 African countries

● >3 countries outside Africa

● 34 contributors on GitHub



87% of participants found mentors of 
collaborators



Publications 2020 & 2021
∀, Masakhane: 
● EMNLP Findings 2020
● AfricaNLP 2020
● AfricanNLP2021: MasakhaNER
● AFricanNLP2021: Quality at a Glance

13+ more papers:
● NMT for Fon-French, Edoid languages, Nigerian Pidgin, 

Tigrinya, Hausa, 
South African languages

● Dataset creation for Setswana & Sepedi
● Transformer depth
● Law-Making in Kenya
● AI4D: Dataset challenges
● Text classification for Kinyarwanda & Kirundi
● Diacriticization for Yorùbá

Full list
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https://arxiv.org/abs/2010.02353
https://arxiv.org/pdf/2003.11529
https://arxiv.org/abs/2103.11811
https://arxiv.org/pdf/2103.12028.pdf
https://arxiv.org/pdf/2003.12111
https://arxiv.org/abs/2003.10704
https://arxiv.org/pdf/2003.12660.pdf
https://arxiv.org/pdf/2003.11523
https://www.aclweb.org/anthology/2020.winlp-1.38/
https://github.com/masakhane-io/masakhane-community/blob/master
https://arxiv.org/pdf/2003.04986
https://arxiv.org/pdf/2004.04418
https://www.aclweb.org/anthology/2020.winlp-1.26/
https://www.aclweb.org/anthology/2020.winlp-1.18/
https://arxiv.org/abs/2010.12174
https://arxiv.org/pdf/2003.10564
https://github.com/masakhane-io/masakhane-community/blob/master/publications.md
https://www.instagram.com/ke_neil_we/


2021 Wikimedia Foundation Research Award of 
the Year



Best Paper Award 
@

AfricaNLP 2021



LACUNA FUND 
Grant Recipients



When data curators originate from the 
places the languages are spoken     

#OurData



https://github.com/masakhane-io/masakha
ne-khoekhoegowab

Coffee & Translate Sessions 
for Namibia’s 

KhoekhoeGowab Languages

Opening up existing but 
unpublished public data

from South African 
Parliament for 11 official 

languages

https://bit.ly/raw-parliament
ary-translations

Community Driven Creation 
of Nigerian Language 

Datasets

https://github.com/masakhane-io/masakha
ne-wazobia-dataset

Data Collection for Fon Language

https://github.com/bonaventured
ossou/ffr-v1

Data Curation for African NER Datasets

https://github.com/masak
hane-io/masakhane-ner

https://github.com/masakhane-io/masakhane-khoekhoegowab
https://github.com/masakhane-io/masakhane-khoekhoegowab
https://bit.ly/raw-parliamentary-translations
https://bit.ly/raw-parliamentary-translations
https://github.com/masakhane-io/masakhane-wazobia-dataset
https://github.com/masakhane-io/masakhane-wazobia-dataset
https://github.com/bonaventuredossou/ffr-v1
https://github.com/bonaventuredossou/ffr-v1
https://github.com/masakhane-io/masakhane-ner
https://github.com/masakhane-io/masakhane-ner


#OurExperiments
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Our NMT results

● 47+ translation models for 35 African 
languages have been published

● Evaluation: post-edits for 9 languages
○ Training on JW300
○ Post-editing for COVID Surveys 

and TED talks
● MasakhaneWEB

Full list

https://www.instagram.com/ke_neil_we/
https://github.com/masakhane-io/masakhane-mt/blob/master/language_pairs.md


Ongoing Initiatives

● Machine Translation models and 
evaluation for more and more languages

● Data Gathering
● Named Entity Recognition
● Building language models for African 

languages
● Building tools for people to try out our 

trained models
● Weekly NLP reading group

Artwork by Keneilwe Mokoena

https://www.instagram.com/ke_neil_we/


Challenges

● Domain Gap 

● Dialectical differences impact 

performance 

● Diacritics

● Evaluation

● Ineffective keyboards
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https://www.instagram.com/ke_neil_we/


#Tools



MasakhaneWEB

http://translate.masakhane.io/


GhanaNLP 

https://twitter.com/GhanaNLP/status/1394403252930846728?s=20


FFRTranslate

https://www.ffrtranslate.com/


#JoinUs



It's on us (including you) to color this map for 202X!



● TRAIN A MODEL - Contribute a trained model and related code for 
your language

● ANALYSIS - Contribute analysis of data/models for any African 
language(s). 

● DATA - Help build or find datasets for your language
● DOCUMENTATION - Help document our discussions, progress. 
● MENTORSHIP - Provide advice or help tune models for their languages 

and datasets, or help people get started
● COLLABORATION - On papers, workshops, data collection, ... 



● ADMIN- Help out with administrative tasks and coordinate research 
outputs

● COMPUTE - Help with infrastructure and compute! Do you have spare 
compute to donate? 

● BRAINSTORM - Join our weekly meetings, provide advice or ideas
● STORY-TELLING - Tell our stories to the world by doing talks about the 

community, contributing to our Medium publication, or engaging with 
media outlets

● MLOps & ML Engineering- If you are a software developer, ML 
engineer or support reproducibility, data gathering, and model sharing
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● Community growth
● Expand to more NLP tasks
● Qualitative analysis of models
● Evaluation of metrics
● Notebooks for transfer, self-supervised 

learning and data augmentation
● Expand size & domain of global test sets
● Reproducibility & comparability

Road Ahead | #OurFuture

https://www.instagram.com/ke_neil_we/


Masakhane
 “We build together”

masakhane.io

Twitter: @MasakhaneNLP
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Her email: keneilwe.bk@gmail.com
Instagram: @ke_neil_we

https://github.com/masakhane-io/community-guidelines  

https://bit.ly/masakhane-starting-together 

https://bit.ly/masakhane-calendar 

https://bit.ly/masakhane-mt-how-to-start 

https://www.instagram.com/ke_neil_we/
mailto:keneilwe.bk@gmail.com
https://www.instagram.com/ke_neil_we/
https://github.com/masakhane-io/community-guidelines
https://bit.ly/masakhane-starting-together
https://bit.ly/masakhane-calendar
https://bit.ly/masakhane-mt-how-to-start

