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If you or your students enjoy learning about 
languages and solving logic puzzles, read on… 
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Linguistics 
Olympiad 



 

What is the NZLO?   
The New Zealand Linguistics Olympiad is a national competition held annually in which 

secondary school students are given the opportunity to take part in a problem-solving 

challenge quite unlike anything they will have experienced before.  They are given a small 

amount of language data from an unfamiliar (and 

often exotic) language, and they must find 

patterns in this data in order to figure out 

something about the structure of that language.  

Essentially, they are tasked with solving logic 

problems that are based on language data.   This is 

similar to the type of real-world problem solving 

tasks that many linguists must perform when they 

conduct fieldwork on unfamiliar or undocumented 

languages.   

Importantly, the puzzles in this competition are 

designed in such a way that no prior knowledge of 

linguistics or any other languages is necessary to take part. Having an interest in learning 

languages and knowing more about their structure will undoubtedly make the data more 

fun, but knowing more than one language is not a requirement of the competition.   

Linguistics Olympiads in other countries 
Linguistics Olympiad events have been running for many years in Australia, the UK, the USA 

and 26 other countries.  The New Zealand Linguistics Olympiad is still in its infancy – NZLO is 

only 3 years old this year!    Check out the websites of other Linguistics Olympiad events 

here: 

UK Linguistics Olympiad (UKLO): http://www.uklo.org/ 

Australian Computational Linguistics Olympiad (OzCLO): http://ozclo.org.au/ 

All Ireland Linguistics Olympiad (AILO): http://adaptcentre.ie/ailo/ 

North American Computational Linguistics Olympiad (NACLO): http://nacloweb.org/ 

The International Linguistics Olympiad 
There is also an International Linguistics Olympiad competition held in July in a different 

location each year (in 2016, the IOL was held in Mysore, India).  In the future, we hope to be 

able to send a team of 3-4 students to the IOL to represent New Zealand.  This is currently 
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not an option, however, as it required a great deal more funding than we currently have.  To 

find out more about the IOL, visit their website.  It contains past question papers and 

solutions too: http://www.ioling.org/  

Why should I/my school take part?   
The educational rationale behind a Linguistics competition such as this is the same as for 

any other Olympiad event – it offers students the opportunity to develop academic abilities 

in analysis and logical thinking.  

Because Linguistics isn’t 

offered as a subject in school, 

our event is open to anyone 

with an interest in language or 

logic.  For those 

students who proceed to 

the final event (round 2), it also 

offers an opportunity to meet like-

minded peers from other schools, which 

is something that last year’s finalists 

found especially rewarding.   

How is the competition 

structured? 
Round 1: the first round of the 

competition is open to anyone who wants to take part.  

The only requirement is that students be given time to complete the task in exam 

conditions at their school.   The question paper will be sent to schools who have registered 

their interest and then each school should set aside 2 hours to allow their students to 

complete the task during the week 20th-24th Feb.   Completed papers should then be 

scanned and sent back to us (see below for more information) .  These will then be marked 

by university lecturers in Linguistics and the top students from round 1 will be invited to 

compete in round 2, the NZLO final.   

 

  

“It was really cool being able to work with others to 

solve the problems on hand, it was really rewarding.  I 

sharpened up my logic skills again, I learned about 

interesting fields of linguistics, I met some new, 

interesting people…today was a good day!” 

“I definitely learned a lot, not just about linguistics but a 

way of thinking when approaching problems I don’t 

know how to solve” 

http://www.ioling.org/


Round 2:  in 2017, several universities across 

the country will be holding NZLO finals.  If 

you or your students are invited to take part 

in the round 2 final, you will be asked to 

attend your closest university campus.  This 

time, students will compete in teams to solve 

more difficult Linguistics problems.  Also in 

round 2, students will learn a little about the 

subject area of Linguistics by hearing from 

national experts who work in different sub-fields of Linguistics. This will cover topics that are 

taught in a typical Linguistics degree such as the structure of human languages; the sounds 

of human languages; dialect differences and the different ways people use language to mark 

social identities. 

Who is eligible to take part in the NZLO?   
Any secondary school student in New Zealand can take part, although the questions are 

designed to be tricky and so are often better suited to students in years 11-13.   

How do I register my/my school’s interest in taking part?  
Complete the online registration form on the NZLO website.  By registering your interest, 

you are not committing yourself to anything; you are only guaranteeing that a round 1 

question paper will be sent to your school.  In order to actually take part in NZLO 2017, 

simply make sure that your participating students have 2 hours to complete the question 

paper under exam conditions between 20th-24th Feb 2017.  Scan the completed question 

papers and send them to Jo Oranje jo.oranje@otago.ac.nz  before close of day on Monday 

27th Feb and they will be entered into the round 1 competition.    

mailto:jo.oranje@otago.ac.nz


Organisers and sponsors 
The NZLO is organised by professional linguists and postgraduate students working in 

Linguistics departments and programmes from each of following universities in New 

Zealand:   

University of Auckland 

Victoria University of Wellington 

Waikato University 

Massey University 

University of Canterbury 

Otago University 

The NZLO gratefully accepts funding from each of these institutions and also receives 

substantial financial support from the Linguistics Society of New Zealand 

(http://www.nzlingsoc.org/).   

http://www.nzlingsoc.org/

