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Revisiting “so-ri-me-bu”

Originally written in 2015, “so ri me bu” is the predecessor to Esukhia’s A0 Jongdeb. As such,
it's also an alphabet book designed to teach beginning Tibetan. While it is inspired by Esukhia’s
original readeL g1e_re)—primarily in that it uses a system of color-coding based on the 3 “roots of
the roars”, *RAAFRAYN" (W' / §' / X')—it added a few important improvements so that it could
be used in an immersion setting.

1. Tibetan only — To suit Esukhia’s goal of “full immersion”, the book was designed to be
used for beginners, with no English; instead, a color-coded chart illustrates the
relationship between “high” and “low” sounds, as well as how sounds change according
to their spellings. Additionally, basic vocabulary is introduced in order to give spelling
rules, adding just one level of complexity per lesson, while illustrating the vocab with
pictures (rather than English translations).

2. Four skills — Reading, writing, listening, and speaking are all covered. “So ri me bu”
illustrates new vocab, letters, and spellings using pictures, and then puts them into
small, concrete, communicative contexts. Learners practice what they’re learning using
all four language skills.

3. Frequency — Rather than falling back on the traditional method of introducing the entire
alphabet in one go, “so ri me bu” gives a small, manageable subset for each lesson. It
prioritizes letters not by their alphabetical order, but by their frequency. Frequent letters
are useful letters that will come again and again, in many spellings, and many words;
these are introduced first.

While the AO-level “Jongdeb” beginning reader retains this core philosophy and curriculum, it
expands the goals of the four skills. It includes more basic spoken language, more basic
grammar, and more communicative features. The features that made “so ri me bu” an effective
introduction to the letters of the Tibetan alphabet, the rules of spelling and pronunciation, and
introductory “reading” are all used in this broader framework, for these larger goals. And while
“so ri me bu” took letter frequency into account to build an alphabet-centered curriculum,
“Jongdeb” was able to take word and phrase frequency into account thanks to the completion of
the Nanhai Corpus (2016-2017).

| write this now in 2020, as we go through another round of edits for “Jongdeb”; if nothing else,
this year has brought into sharp relief how fragile and unpredictable the future really is. It's in
that spirit that I've compiled the last draft of “so ri me bu”, dating to 2016, and prepare to add it
to the CORE repository for documentation’s sake. This text, | think, holds a special place in the
evolutionary history of Esukhia’s pedagogy and materials development work for Tibetan. While it
has been updated and made anew as the “Jongdeb”, this version remains a piece of our history
as an organization, and a testament to how far we’ve come.

Dirk Schmidt, co-director EsukhiaX, Special Projects @ﬁ'ﬂ&'ﬁ'éa“
23 September 2020
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Dear Student,

The goal with these lessons is learning how to read basic Tibetan. Focus on the characters and
sounds. Note the patterns you see. Don’t worry if you forget the vocabulary; it is only there to
provide you a concrete context. The important words will come again and again in following
lessons.

Everything in co! r is written for you; the black & white instructions are for your teacher(s). Don'’t
worry about reading or understanding anything that is written in black & white. Listen as your
teacher reads. You should be able to guess what they mean by context. Again, don’t worry if
you don’t understand each and every word; they will come again and again.

Your beginning lessons are organized systematically around the most frequent letters, words,
and sounds of the Tibetan language. This means that the first few letters and words you learn in
the first few lessons are the letters and sounds that will come again and again over the rest of

your lessons.

Your lessons are further divided into exercises: You'll see several icons that represent the kind
of exercise it is:

Q This symbol stands for a listening exercise; listen to your teacher or the recording.
)))
D ) This symbol represents a speaking exercise; say the letter or words.

)

® This symbol means it's a reading exercise; read aloud’ the letter, words, or
eiia sentence.

g This symbol stands for a writing exercise; write what you’re asked to write.

D Q This symbol means the exercise is a dialog. Converse with your teacher!

Don'’t get bogged down in the details, but try to suss out the overarching motifs of Tibetan
sounds and speech rhythms. Your handwriting won’t be perfect. Your pronunciation won'’t be

' Reading aloud is a very important skill to build: the rhythm and patterns of speech help you understand
meaning. It is especially important for Tibetan, which lacks punctuation and interword spacing.
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perfect. You won’t remember all the words you learn, but you’ll remember some. Language
skills take time and repetition.

Col rcoc ng Sounds in Tibetan

As we mentioned above, everything in co! ris for you. The main letter of each syllable is
color-coded according to how it sounds. In general, the sounds of a language may depend on:

where they are made (“place of articulation,” like “labial” [lips], “dental” [teeth], etc.);
whether or not the vocal chords vibrate (“voicing”);

whether or not the sound uses air (“aspiration”);

how “strong” or “long” a sound is (“accent”);

how “high” or “low” a sound is (“tone”);

and so on.

Be aware that each language uses these aspects of sound differently. You will have to retrain
your ear to hear different sounds than you are used to. For the Tibetan language, the important
features of sound to pay attention to are aspiration and tone/accent.

In these introductory lessons, unaspirated On the other hand, aspirated sounds are
sounds are marked by warm colors: marked by cool colors: and blue.
and red. This symbolizes the flame of a This represents a candle that flickers due to
candle burning—if you say these letters or the air that is expelled by the breath when
words in front of a candle, the flame won'’t you speak an aspirated sound.

flicker much.

You don’t have to light an actual candle; simply hold your hand up to your mouth to feel whether
or not a puff of air comes out with the sound!? The goal of these lessons is to make the

2 For example, if you're a native English speaker, hold your hand up to your mouth and feel the difference
between saying “spin” and “pin.” The “p” in “spin” is unaspirated! To make this sound at the beginning of
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differences found in Tibetan sounds obvious for beginners whose first language is not Tibetan,
and whose ears haven'’t been trained since childhood to hear them.

That’s why every lesson includes a chart of the sounds covered thus far. To the left are
unaspirated sounds; to the right, aspirated ones. Meanwhile, we divide sounds horizontally by
the so-called “high-tone” (“tight” sounds) and “low-tone” (“relaxed” sounds):

one

9

AR

g4 52
W 59w

)

low tone

Word-separating Tibetan Text

These introductory alphabet lessons don’t just separate syllables as
is the common way to write Tibetan; they also separate words for
beginning students. For this purpose, we have adopted the
traditional “double-tsheg” system found in the Dunhuang
manuscripts.®

“ 9

a word, try saying “spin”, then “spa-", and finally “pa” alone, keeping the “p” sound the same. Try the
same with words like “skin” and “still” for other unaspirated sounds. Try “singer” for “nga”.

3 E’i@"ﬂ%“'Ea'&“W'%“'Qfﬂ"‘??/’@"ia"““"%’(“'“’*'Z"'a’ﬂ'@'&"ﬂ'q_§"4%'éﬁ"’"ﬂgﬁ"‘a%ﬂ”ﬁﬂ“ f/ : \1
q%'naq'q4]'Erq'%N%q&'ﬂ'%&'u’ﬁ:‘t,ﬁn&'aqx'qg'mq'éq':!:'qsﬁ'41m'q41"Eq'i'om'aTyﬁ'qa:‘35211"{q'@'&agam'qgﬁ':1a'iﬁ'i'w'ﬁu]%&'@qm’ﬁuﬁg’m@:&x’
usRxq e SRR AN (pg 580451) NwEHY ; 5575 ; R ; FxFHATGYF| YAGRNE
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By reintroducing this system of word separation, you'll be able to focus your efforts on
pronunciation and reading.

Finally...

Beyond these initial instructions, there is no English in your lessons; this is a key aspect of a
full-immersion learning environment for Tibetan language students. Please adhere to the
Tibetan-only policy while learning to speak, listen, read, and write Tibetan. Use the language to
communicate.

This is how you will get the most benefit out of these structured lessons, and it's how you'll
make the most progress in growing your language skills.

As always, Esukhia is an evolving project. This is a Beta release—please bear with us as we
work to improve our Tibetan-only study materials! For more information on our approach to
Tibetan-language learning, please see the following documents:

The Immersion Learning Environment
Esukhia’s Education Methodology & Philosophy
Classical Tibetan Studies at Esukhia
Disclaimers & Advice for Language Learners

All the best in your studies!

- Esukhia’s Education Research & Development Team (contact us)
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https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Tl5bu2QrxOFr0gUk7HFu5VhvoGfAybfu7qviymAx7hk/edit?usp=sharing
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