
delicious ambiguity
CIRCUITOUS CAREERS



“Life is about not knowing, having to change, 
taking the moment and making the best of it, 

without knowing what’s going to happen next. 
Delicious Ambiguity.”

—Gilda Radner
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I was raised to think of a career as a 
unidirectional, straightforward path.
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“Now you can enjoy life!”



In my senior year 	
of undergrad, I still didn’t 
know what I wanted to do 

with my life.



So I did what any 
reasonable person would 

do in my situation.



I went to grad school to 
get a PhD.



That’s when my journey 
really began.



Along the way, I 
discovered they were 

wrong.



A career path can be 
delightfully circuitous.



This presentation focuses 
on seven key events that 

were turning points for me.



It also includes 	
tidbits about seven of my 

conlangs, presented as margin 
notes that reflect my journey.



Leading up to the first 
major turning point, I 
was in graduate school.



Grad School
FALL 2003



Floating Along



My first semester 
presented new 

challenges and a 
little FM.



My first day of PhD-level courses was… 
rough.



My advanced semantics course proved 
invaluable to my journey.



renlA
renla	

“learn”



Ishglen is an homage to my first attempt at creating a 

language when I was in the fifth grade. The original 
Ishglen was a coded version of English instead of a 
distinct language, but the modern Ishglen is code-
turned-language.



The purpose of my original Ishglen was to teach the 

language to my friends so we could carry on secret 

conversations on the playground and pass notes in 
class. Sadly, they weren’t interested in learning it.



ym trom nA trAf ocesod oggo ot 

kolorAdo fro tenwir lyhodjA siT 

raje 

Ym trom na traf ochesod oggo ot Colorado fro 
Tenwir Lyhodya sith raye.	

“My mom and dad chose to go to Colorado for 
Christmas this year.”





Quotatives
SPRING 2004



“That’s nice,” Bailey said.	

“I thought that was you,” he said 
through the window.	

“Siddown,” she Don Corleoned.



That project 

reinforced my joy 
of studying written 
language features.



It reinforced how 

much I enjoyed 
using corpora for 

data analyses.



I loved seeing the 
effects genre and 

purpose have on 
syntactic and semantic 
features of quotatives.
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While working on 
my dissertation, I 
needed a creative 

outlet.







I defended my 
dissertation in May 2008 

and landed a tenure-track 
job in January 2009.



taheno
taheno	

“hope”



Hiutsaθ is spoken by the Xiɸaθeho (“Gifteds”), 

humanoid beings with special abilities. Each of the 

twelve families of Gifteds has a designated xiɸaθ 

(“Gift”), such as the xiɸɑθ of Finding (the ability to 

find anything, no matter how hidden) or of Making 
(the ability to make any object from an existing, but 
different one).



In the lore I created, Hiutsɑθ (lit. “superior 
language”) was originally called Huɸetsaθ (lit. 
“whispered language”) because it was only spoken 

in whispers to keep human ears from fully hearing 

the language and, thus, potentially learning it. The 
Xiɸaθeho fear change above all else.



Maθoto monexiɸaθe kie ataxeto melo kie maθoto 
fahaleteɸ moneɲexiɸaθe.	

“A person who wants to be different is not one of us 
(and, thus, not welcome here).”



Quotatives



Academia
FALL 2009



Structures of English	

History of the English Language	

Introduction to Linguistics

My Initial Teaching 
Load



Fun fact: I had never 
studied the history of 

English.



So I started collecting 
books, articles, and more 

books on the topic.



I rediscovered my 
love of dictionaries 

and discovered a 

love of etymology.



I didn’t realize that 
my love of 

etymologies started a 
foundation for my 

future in conlanging.



At SFA, I hit the 
ground running and 
developed new courses 

and a minor for the 
curriculum.



While teaching Intro to 
Linguistics, I used an 

exercise from The 
Language Files, where 

students create their 

own data sets.



The exercise worked 
so well I created an 

entire course on 
creating languages.



I offered the course 
every odd spring 

semester, creating a new 
language every time.



A general teaching 

passion of mine is 
showing students what 

linguistics can teach them 
about language in their 

daily lives.



English Grammar	

DnD Language & Identity	

Language Use in Reality TV	

Old English Texts & Translations	

Linguistics of ASL	

Linguistics of Valyrian

More Courses I Developed and 
Taught



tanse	
“a tree that buds with flowers, 

such as a cherry tree or 
dogwood tree”



The Gineso experienced violence, ostracism, and pain 

in their former homeland; they narrowly escaped their 

persecutors to find the island that became their new 
home. There is an implicit agreement among the 
Gineso to not speak of their past directly. Instead, their 
former lives are only preserved in folklore tales, many 
of which exaggerate positive aspects of their own 
community while minimizing aspects of their 
persecution and ostracism.



Che yibok’ado ata anlufeye omwati hedi tayomanad.	

“She found berries near that tall tree.”



Quotatives

Academia



LCC5
SPRING 2013



While teaching my 
conlang course in 2013, 

I found the Language 
Creation Society.



I took students to 

LCC5, hosted by 
LCS in Austin, TX, 

in May 2013.



It was there that I 

met David J. 
Peterson.



What I didn’t know 
at the time was that 

he hated me.



He visited every 
conlang course I 

offered after that.



ydagE
audagei	

“happiness”



After a warlike tribe of Goths crossed the wrong 
witch, they were turned into small creatures with 

magical powers to care for the earth. While they 

could move and speak around each other, they 
turned to stone in the presence of humans. They 
became the Gnómonei, and their language was 
Gnóma.



Insun mIzas junax wita. ja lim 
zuljusan bA snutras. 
Ainsun maizas yunakh wita ya lim zulyusan bá 
snutras.	

“It is wise to listen to those who know more than 
you.”



Quotatives

Academia

LCC5



Conlanging
SPRING 2019



In May 2019, David 
put out a call for 

applications to hire 
someone for an 

upcoming project.



BLEEP!

POST



That project was 
my first experience 

fully evolving a 
conlang.



As one does 
when learning 

new skills, I 

often felt lost.



Khàsémé àvá.



We liked working 
together so much that 

David suggested 
starting a joint 

livestreaming venture.



táwakoni	
“wildflowers”



The Wóxtyana live on an alternate version of Earth that 
captured a second moon, causing life as we know it to 
forever alter. The new Earth has less viable land for 
living, and new intelligent predatory species compete 

for the land space. The Wóxtyana must combat both 

nature and human inclination to dominate any 
available resources. Daily life is a fight for survival.



Yifneűseos ivé slum béuos kam.	

“When you cannot move, you must break.”



Quotatives

Academia

Conlanging

LCC5



LangTime Studio
SPRING 2020



We recorded our first episode of 

LangTime Studio on 

February 27, 2020.



The world shut down two 
weeks later.



Life changed for all of us.



deróma	
“to peel (a fruit); to show 

oneself, to bare one’s soul”



Mérorém is a language I created for INTO MYSTERY, a 
Kickstarter project by Eric Clough. The work was my 

first taste of professional conlang work, which 

included trips to New York City to work with Eric 
directly on the project. The first sentence I created in 
the language was Áinmatore me Simone (“my name is 
Simone”).



Ambeléis férá allós napéddáis skohá mes ethanom.	

“The water is swirling (toward rocks), but my boat is 
made of leaves.”



Quotatives

Academia

Conlanging

LangTime 
Studio

LCC5



Upheaval
SPRING 2021



A career path cannot exist in 
a vacuum, isolated from a 

personal journey.



Sometimes a career 
trajectory pivots because of 

personal situations.



That happened for me in 
2020-2021.



I transitioned from full 
professor to professional 

conlanger.



davida	

“create”



The speakers of Zhwadi live in a place that is 
essentially southern Missouri—a place I think of first 
when I hear the word home. Their homeland is a 
densely forested region with rivers, creeks, and caves. 
They live on Earth but in an alternate reality, where 

humans are better and kinder. Zhwadi is my happiness 

project.



Anjé lez miléza i zurīsam adasulún.	

“The bee will lead you to honey.”



The saying is based on a metaphor of each of us having 

a bee inside us. If we give it space to grow and learn to 

trust it, letting it wander and test different flowers, it 
will eventually show us the way to honey—to a 
rewarding experience.

🐝



Quotatives
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A New Start
FALL 2022



My career includes a 
lot of traveling, taking 
me across the country 

and around the world.
Visiting Sintra, Portugal



A lot of the traveling 

is to visit universities, 
where I am able to 

work with students.
Presenting at University of Maryland



I enjoy finding new ways to 

teach the craft of conlanging to 
people from all walks of life.



David and I are working 

with a team of graduate 
students and their faculty 
mentor at the Univesity of 

North Texas on a 
computational project.



I participate in academic 
pursuits (conferences, 

conventions, and 
publications).

Presenting on a panel at MIT



Picking a carrot in rural Missouri

My job also means 

working on creative 
projects with new and 
interesting challenges.



Sometimes it includes 
visiting special 

collections or going to 

premiere events.
Sitting on the Iron Throne in Los Angeles



I am able to focus on 

what I’m passionate 
about and share my 
work more widely.

Celebrating in Cincinnati, Ohio





Quotatives

Academia

Conlanging

LangTime 
Studio

Upheaval

New Start
LCC5



It’s okay to not always know 
where you’re going.



The more I talk to 
people around the 

world, the more I hear 
stories of “circuitous 
careers” like mine.



The goal is to stay open to 
possibilities and delight in 

the not knowing.



Let yourself BEE.
🐝



delicious ambiguity



This QR code will take you 
to my Linktree, which has 
my contact information 
and other links.


