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Agenda:

 Selecting a setup

 Selecting and training transcribers

 Segmenting the data

 Tiers for transcribing and annotation



Selecting a setup



Two most common options
ELAN plus Toolbox or FieldWorks

• Typically used in language documentation
• Shows sound waves and video on screen
• Tiers can be hierarchically connected
• Best option for annotating visual information – e.g. gesture
• https://archive.mpi.nl/tla/elan

CHAT transcription system and CLAN analysis tools in CHILDES
• Typically used in child language acquisition
• Shows sound waves and video on screen
• Tiers not hierarchically connected
• Relatively easy to learn and use
• Dedicated set of analysis tools specific to child language research (CLAN)
• https://childes.talkbank.org



ELAN



ELAN

Murrinhpatha, data from LAMP project



CHAT



CHAT

Berber, data from Abdellah Elouatiq



Helpful questions to ask
What setup do you already know?

What setup do you have support for (e.g. colleague who can help you)?

What setup is common in your subfield?

Is annotating video important for you (e.g. gesture)?

Is annotating phonetics important for you?

Do you need/want hierarchically connected tiers?

What programs/procedures will you use to analyze the data?

Where do you want to archive the data and what requirements do they have?



Selecting and training transcribers



Selecting transcribers
Typical choices

• You
• Caregivers or family members (alone or with you)
• Other community members (alone or with you)
• Maybe get help from older children and/or target child

Typical criteria
• Fluent speaker of the language
• Able to understand the child’s speech
• Knowledge of the child’s daily context
• Able to write the language – ideally using a computer
• Sufficient time and patience to complete the job (could be divided in parts)
• Acceptable to the family (ethical considerations)



Examples of transcribers
Inuktitut

• Students from the community studying in Montreal, working at researcher’s office

Cree
• Mother of one target child who served as interlocutor for all recordings
• IPA transcription – students at the university trained in Cree phonology

Mongolian
• Researcher and Master’s student in psychology who wanted to gain experience

Sesotho
• Mother of each child working together with the researcher

Chintang
• Community members who had studied linguistics



Supporting transcribers
Provide guidelines

• What to transcribe – child speech, caregiver speech, others?
• How to divide intonation units, utterances, etc.
• What to do with repetition, uninterpretable speech, etc.
• Transcribe what child *actually* says, not what you think they intended (that goes 

on another tier)
• Emphasize need for detail, quality, consistency, etc. as much as is reasonable

Amount of support
• Range from sitting together to fully independent work – depends on your situation
• Brainstorm ideas for motivation



Building in “quality control” if reasonable
Why?

• Increase transcriber confidence and knowledge
• Journals may request evidence of transcriber “reliability”

Hold training sessions
• All transcribers transcribe same short portion and compare (e.g. 2 minutes)
• Repeat a few times till cross-transcriber consistency is high
• Discuss and find solutions for differences
• Add solutions to guidelines document

Make plan to calculate transcriber agreement
• Pairs of transcribers blind-transcribe 10% of data
• Calculate Cohen’s D or % agreement



Segmenting the data



Select portions to transcribe
Scan each recording to select the portion to transcribe

Continuous chunk of 30 minutes

Maximum amount of child and caregiver speech

Avoid excessive crying, adult-only talk, distracting background noise, etc.

Need to listen to / watch recording – finding dense parts in sound file can be misleading



Prepare selected portion for transcription
Prepare audio (or video) files for your selected setup

Integrate audio (or video) file into the file for transcription

Prepare templates of tiers or have workflow in place to automatically generate them

If the transcriber is computer-savvy and has lots of time: 
• Start transcribing, segmenting into units as you go

If the transcriber is less computer-savvy and/or has limited time:
• Segment small portions of speech within your setup so the transcriber can just 

go to each portion directly and not spend time finding the parts to transcribe



Sketch Acquisition 
Manual, p. 26



Select unit of segmentation to facilitate analysis
Intonation unit (typical in language documentation – Himmelmann 2006b)
• Segment of speech that occurs with a single prosodic contour
• Likely to begin with a brief pause and to end in a clause-final intonation contour
• Not necessarily identical with a syntactic unit, but often corresponds to a clause or a 

group of closely related clauses
• Can be as small as a single word or as long as a full sentence or more

Utterance (typical in child language – MacWhinney 2021)
• Continuous piece of speech, by one person, before or after which there is silence on 

the part of the person
• Typically a syntactic unit
• Can be as small as a single word or as long as a full sentence
• See CHAT Manual, chapter 9



Helpful tips
Child language is often repetitive

• Plan how to deal with repetitions – e.g. transcribe as one unit, decide 
depending on intonation

Child language is often hard to interpret
• Use video context for clues
• Listen to preceding and following utterances for clues
• Plan strategies to reduce frustration – e.g. maximum number of listens or 

amount of time before moving on, symbol/code to mark uninterpretable 
utterance or utterance to come back to later 

If transcription resources are limited
• Think carefully about ways to reduce time and cognitive load – e.g. pre-

segmentation, ”removing” repetitions from first-pass transcription, 
providing motivation in procedure / setting / etc.



Tiers for transcribing and annotation



Potential tiers
Minimum

• Transcription in orthography
• Translation into national language, English, etc.
• Morphemic breakdown, gloss, part of speech

Ideas for optional tiers
• Interpretation of child utterance / likely target utterance
• Errors / child-like productions / differences from likely target
• Addressee
• Notes / comments / situational context
• Phonetic transcription
• Annotation for structures of interest



Helpful tips
Create a tier “template” for each utterance (cut/paste or automatically generated)

First pass = just the orthographic transcription and translation 
• this will likely take at least 1 hour per 5 minutes of recording
• maybe also include interpretation of child utterance, addressee, and notes

Gradually add information for other tiers as you need them

Only use the tiers/information you need for your own questions and analyses

Do minimal annotations for the entire five hours with more detailed annotations for 
parts of the five hours and/or specific phenomena

Different people can do different tiers depending on their expertise
• e.g. mother for transcription, RA for morphemic breakdown and gloss



Murrinhpatha in ELAN + Toolbox
po practical orthography
tf free translation (English)
tn transcription notes
ph phonological notes (focus child)
addr addressee (adult speech)
mb morphemic breakdown
gl gloss
ps part of speech
notes notes
*** unclear speech

Murrinhpatha, data 
from LAMP project



Murrinhpatha in ELAN + Fieldworks 
po practical orthography
tf free translation (English)
tn transcription notes
ph phonological notes (child)
addr addressee (adults)
notes notes
* unclear speech



Mongolian in CHAT

Initial headers

 Audio and Video Time Marks:
•4075_5296•  time alignment 

Transcribing directly from an audio          
file using sonic mode in CLAN

 Translation, morphemic breakdown, 
gloss and other tiers will be done later

Mongolian, data from Dorjderem Byambasuren



Berber in CHAT

*MOT mother
*CHI child
*SIS sister
%mor morphemic 

breakdown 
and gloss

%pho phonetic 
transcription

Berber, data from Abdellah Elouatiq



Inuktitut in CHAT

Inuktitut, Lizzie 2;6.3
Data from Shanley Allen

%eng English translation
%mor morpheme breakdown and gloss
%cod codes for verb types
%arg codes for argument structure
%err errors

%tim time on tape
%snd link to audio sound
%add addressee
%sit situational context
%com comments



Cree in Phon extension of CHAT including Praat

Cree, 
data 
from 
CCLAS 
project



Cree – data from Phon section of Talkbank

Ani 3;01.18, CCLAS database
https://phon.talkbank.org/access/Other/Cree/CCLAS.html
https://sla.talkbank.org/TBB/phon/Other/Cree/CCLAS/Ani

*CHI child; orthographic transcription
%pho IPA transcription - actual
%mod IPA transcription - target
%xactmor morphemic breakdown - actual
%xmodmor morphemic breakdown - target
%xmormea gloss of morpheme meaning
%xmortyp gloss of morpheme function
%xtrans English translation



Qaqet in ELAN
ref reference for data file
addr addressee
trs transcription
trs-i interpretation of child utterance
ft free translation (English)
tp free translation (Tok Pisin)
tx text
mb morphemic breakdown
ge gloss
ps part of speech
lg language
idx index
nt notes
sound link to sound file
dt date

SAM, 
p. 27



Qaqet in Toolbox

SAM, p. 28



Qaqet in CHAT

%int interpretation
%eng English translation
%tkp Tok Pisin translation
%mor morphemic breakdown and gloss

%pos part of speech
%add addressee
%not notes
%snd link to audio file SAM, p. 28



Questions and Discussion

Good luck in data processing!
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