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- recording environment
- practical hints
- elicitation and wordlists
- transcribing



http://languagesindanger.eu/book-of-knowledge/language-
documentation

language documentation assumes not only a description of particular elements 
of grammar and vocabulary, but its central issue is documenting the language in 
its natural environment, including the characteristics of the speakers, their mutual 
relationships and the situation in which they live.



When looking at the technical quality we must yet admit 
that the best recordings can be obtained in an anechoic 
chamber of a recording studio rather than in the 
language’s natural environment. 

Noise can be controlled and minimized in the studio, and 
we may precisely adjust the types and positions of 
microphones or video cameras in advance, so that even the 
slightest details will be appropriately recorded. 

Such recordings are especially valuable for subtle 
analyses of the sound system of a language, and that is 
why anechoic chambers are usually situated in 
departments of phonetics at universities and research 
laboratories 



Phonetics Labs in the World



Speech Labs all over the World



Studio recording environment: 

recordings in an anechoic chamber, 

the Laboratory team at work, 

equipment (the Laboratory of the Psycholinguistics Department, Adam Mickiewicz 
University in Poznań, 

photos: Agnieszka Czoska & Maciej Karpiński 



compromise between 
quality control and natural environment 
requirements
it is practically impossible to capture most real communicative events in an artificial 
surrounding of a studio. 

This may be particularly true for elderly speakers who sometimes are the only 
speakers left of a severely endangered language. 

On the other hand, recording speech outside the studio usually means difficulties in 
achieving good quality, even if we use excellent recording devices. 

When we sit in a room and chat, we usually don’t pay attention to small background 
noises, but when we listen to a recording of that conversation we suddenly discover 
that there was a clock ticking or a fridge buzzing! 



Observer’s Paradox

Speakers who are recorded (even in a very friendly environment) usually pay more 
attention to their way of speaking and consequently modify their linguistic behaviour: 
their speech can change in a quite unpredicted way. 

It can become more/less formal, more/less polite or politically correct which can be 
manifested by changes in phonetic-acoustic parameters such tempo, intonation, 
intensity, timing patterns, pausing schemes, and others. 



Project Team

– helping the linguist to learn the language

– recording, transcribing, and translating

– editorial work

– helping the linguist to understand and translate the recordings

– dictionary work



Mosel 2016 
Fieldwork and community language work



Elicitation

- reliable, especially in the very beginning of fieldwork

Elicitation means getting linguistic data from native speakers by asking questions.

some older fieldwork manuals give advice on what kind of questions to ask or not to ask, 
how to make the interview interesting and keep the informant attentive, etc. 

In this manner, such manuals quite automatically assign a passive role to the native speaker. 

If fieldwork is to be a mutual teaching-learning event, this approach is no longer acceptable. 

Rather, methods to develop in order to involve the speaker as an active partner who 
eventually becomes an independent language documenter. 



Wordlists

to investigate the phonological system and create a working orthography or understand an 
existing orthography

In traditional fieldwork manuals - compiling wordlists by asking bilingual native speakers for 
the translation of wordlists in the lingua franca into their native language

Method questionable on both linguistic and psychological grounds. 

The native speakers might feel embarrassed when asked for the translation of a word they do 
not understand or even worse, a word that they cannot translate because they have 
forgottenthe indigenous equivalent, or because there is a taboo about it.



Alternative method / Mosel 2006

– explain what you need the wordlists for – this is not just for 
studying phonology and orthography; the first wordlist of 
about 180 words will also serve as the starting point to build 
short clauses;

– discuss what semantic fields might be suitable to start with, 
and perhaps suggest food and cooking;

– ask the native speaker to teach you words of this particular 
semantic field by dividing it into subcategories, e.g.:

– fruit and vegetables, edible animals

– dishes

– activities

– tools.

Thus you ask:

– tell me the names of fruit 
and vegetables you grow 
and eat

– what do you do when you 
make a dish with potatoes?

– what kind of things do you 
use?



Transcription

If the local language workers are literate in any language, they can be asked to make transcriptions. Even 
if their spelling is inconsistent or neglects important distinctions (ones that linguists might consider 
indispensable), their transcriptions will be a great help. 

The most important thing to teach them is to transcribe what the speaker actually says and not to correct 
speech errors and other mistakes, although such editing is certainly legitimate in later stages of data 
collection and analysis.

In order to allow for a genuine participation of the speech community in the documentation project, it is 
imperative that all recordings are transcribed in a practical orthography readily accessible to literate but 
not linguistically-trained native speakers. 

For specialists interested in phonetics and phonology, only a selected corpus needs to be rendered in a 
phonetic transcription. 

The more time spent on narrow phonetic transcriptions, the smaller and the less useful the corpus of 
annotated recordings will be for the speech community and for researchers who are not interested in 
phonetics and phonology



The local language workers may be afraid of “spelling mistakes” in their work. But as long as 
the orthography has not been standardized, there is no such thing as a right or a wrong 
spelling, and they should be encouraged to follow their intuitions, which may be relevant for 
the analysis of the phoneme system.

As discussions on spelling problems and standardization can be quite emotional and are 
often guided by sociopolitical issues, they should be postponed to a later stage when the 
linguist is more familiar with the speech community and the local language workers have 
gained more experience in writing their language.



However, for the data base of the project, especially for the lexicon, a consistent 
working orthography that distinguishes between norms and variants is a prerequisite, 
but this does not necessarily imply that the local transcribers have to learn and use it. 

Later, when the speech community decides on their own norms, the working 
orthography can be adjusted to their standard orthography.



Alternative method + / Wicherkiewicz

Bibowa w ogrodzie

Stroje wilamowskie

dysk

Józef Gara

http://inne-
jezyki.amu.edu.pl/Frontend/Language/Details/10

http://inne-jezyki.amu.edu.pl/Frontend/Language/Details/10


© !























































Wordlist Elicitation in Hałcnów
a Very Small &/or Extremely Endangered 
(Micro)Language


