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● What's That?
● Documenting a Language

– Gathering Data
– Archiving Data
– Presentation of Data

● WELD
● References & Further Material (Info)
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● Any ideas?
● It is NOT:

– Sitting somewhere with indigenous people 
writing a grammar (descriptive linguistics)

– The construction of corpora, as such
– A lesser task for linguists

● It is a priority task for linguists regarding 
endangered languages
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Language documentation is...
1.part of the overall documentation of a culture 

(Lehmann, 2001)
2.part of the comprehensive presentation of a 

language (Lehmann, 2002)
3.an activity (Lehmann, 2001) that serves as proof or 

is meant to teach about a human skill
4.an independent field (Himmelmann, 1998) of 

research for linguistics and linguistic anthropology 
which focuses on the collection of primary data 
(language data), with special emphasis on 
endangered (minority) languages



The Difference to Corpus-
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Is a set-theoretical one:

Language A

Objects
Class A

Language A

Corpus Documentation

Documenting a Language
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The "method space" of linguistics and 
phonetics, like other sciences, 
comprises

● formal methods, i.e. theories, 
models, formalisms, notations and 
computer implementations (Gibbon, 
2000). Gibbon (2005) defines the 
formal methods as systematic 
textual description or mathematical 
formalisation. 

● empirical methods, i.e. techniques 
and tools for relating reality to the 
models

Formal
Methods

Empirical
 Methods

Domains
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● De facto there is no such thing as a 
“generative grammar”

● Lexicons are expandable and grammars 
never capture the whole system of a 
language

● Documentation is needed to have an 
empirical basis for analytic abstraction from 
the data
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● Primary Data
– As audio files 

(mono-modal)
– As video files   

(multi-modal)
– As text        

(technical medium)
– As representation 

(IPA, ToBI, Syntactic 
Information, 
Morpheme Gloss, ...)

● Meta-data
– Who?
– Whom?
– What?
– When?
– Where?
– Why?
– ...?
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Collection – Archiving - Presenting
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Austin, 2006:
● Data in working context - the way the data is 

stored during on-going research work of 
annotation and analysis 

● Data in archiving context – how the materials 
are to be stored for long-term preservation

● Data in presentation context – the form of the 
data in distribution and publication



Data in Language 
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Working Archiving Presentation
Text Word, XLS,

FMPro,
Toolbox/Shoebox

XML PDF, HTML

Audio WAV WAV, BMF MP3, WMA, RA
Video MPEG2 MPEG2, MPEG4 QuickTime, AVI,

WMV



Collecting Data:
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Language documentation is geared towards 
gathering an amount of data that is 
representative of the linguistic system as a 
whole. For this purpose the researcher has to 
overcome the observation paradox (Senft, 
2002); means have to be found to 
systematically observe language use by 
speakers when they are not systematically 
observed  (Senft, 2002). Such methods need 
to be found in order to find the data the 
empirical researcher desires to obtain.
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The “sub-space” of empirical methods includes 
many dimensions, among these are:

● Introspection 
● Experimental methods
● Corpus methods
An important issue in this is whether the 

methods used are quantitative or not.

(Gibbon, 2002)

http://wwwhomes.uni-bielefeld.de/~gibbon/Docs/ComputationalFieldwork2.pdf
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Data collection in the field involves a specific 
kind of complete prior planning:

● Expedition planning: mode of finance, international & 
local travel, local contacts, permissions (visas, regional 
permits)

● Personal planning: medical prophylaxis, standard 
medicines, region-specific accessories

● Research planning: research cooperation and permits, 
preparation of elicitation materials, recording and 
computing equipment , power supplies

(Gibbon, 2002)

http://wwwhomes.uni-bielefeld.de/~gibbon/Docs/ComputationalFieldwork2.pdf
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●Audio recordings
●Video recordings
●Text Collection
●...
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The Leipzig 
Glossing Rules:

...
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Metadata are:
● informally: headers, front matter, speaker details, 

permissions, ...
● more precisely: data about the form (genre, format, ...) and 

context (locale, participants, responsibles, ...) of corpora
● more formally: a representation of an instantiation of the 

modelling conventions for a specific fieldwork situation
● thus for fieldwork: a variety of participants, genres, formats, 

locales, etc.
● but specifiable only in general terms because of the variety

➔ “These are like library cards for the language material” 
(D. Gibbon)

(Gibbon, 2002)

http://wwwhomes.uni-bielefeld.de/~gibbon/Docs/ComputationalFieldwork2.pdf
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Airstair Dry, 2004:
“Efficient search and retrieval of language 

resources requires the use of metadata”

http://linguistlist.org/cfdocs/emeld/school/readingroom/LSAsymposium2.ppt
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Airstair Dry, 2004:
“Efficient search and retrieval of language 

resources requires the use of metadata”
<title> Biao Min Data </title>
<creator xsi:type="olac:role" olac:code="depositor"> David Solnit 

</creator>
<subject xsi:type="linguistic-field" olac:code="language_description"/>
<subject xsi:type="olac:language" olac:code="x-sil-BJE"> Biao Min 

</subject>

➔ XML – Metadata in XML-format (“standard”)

http://linguistlist.org/cfdocs/emeld/school/readingroom/LSAsymposium2.ppt
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 Gibbon, 2002

http://wwwhomes.uni-bielefeld.de/~gibbon/Docs/ComputationalFieldwork2.pdf
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● Language archives are not “back-ups”
● Language archiving is not publication
● A language archive is a trusted repository 

created and maintained by an institution with 
a commitment to permanence and the long-
term preservation of archived resources

● A language archive will have clear policies 
for materials acquisition, cataloguing, 
dissemination, assurance, forward migration 
formats, disaster recovery

(Austin, 2005)

http://www.language-archives.org/events/olac05/olac-lsa05-austin.pdf
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Archives are e.g.
● OLAC (Open Language Archives 

Community)
● The Rosetta Project
● DoBeS
● LDC (Linguistic Data Consortium)
● ...

http://www.language-archives.org/
http://www.rosettaproject.org/
http://www.mpi.nl/DOBES/
http://www.ldc.upenn.edu/
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Research Seminar: Language Endangerment & Documentation         2007

Field Data Input Tool - A web based tool for 
field linguists to insert their language data 
into a fully searchable online database.

http://www.emeld.org/index.cfm
http://www.emeld.org/tools/fieldinput.cfm
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Field Data Input Tool - A web based tool for 
field linguists to insert their language data 
into a fully searchable online database.

http://www.emeld.org/index.cfm
http://www.emeld.org/tools/fieldinput.cfm


Archiving Data
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● Database
– Relational database?
– Other possibilities?

● Where is data stored? - What physical 
medium?

● Who can one “trust” with the data, if one 
submits it to larger archives for long-term 
preservation?



Data Presentation
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● Presentation, Publication, Dissemination,...
● Not just articles and papers...
● First: Giving something back to the community! But 

what?
● Second: How, can other linguists and researchers 

obtain the data?
● “Normal Outputs”: PhD - , MA – dissertations, 

Lexicons, Grammars, Books, Technical Reports, 
etc.

● Is there a way of/need/desire/the possibility to 
make (some of) the material available for the 
general public? (cf. Ega Web Archive)

http://www.spectrum.uni-bielefeld.de/LangDoc/EGA/index.html
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Workable Efficient Language Documentation 
(Gibbon, 2002): 

1)Language documentation must be 
comprehensive

2)Language documentation must be efficient
3)Language documentation must be state-of-

the-art
4)Language documentation must be affordable
5)Language documentation must be fair
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