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Why speech corpora are important

• Speech is (still) a fair proportion of the largest flow 
of data in the world (video & telephony)

• Languages are enormous, and everyone talks 
somewhat differently from anyone else

• Variation is everywhere, so very large amounts of 
data are needed in order to make statistically 
reasonable inferences (much linguistics research 
does not)

• Zipf’s law1 (lopsided sparsity) is a killer

1. Technically, it’s a Yule distribution



DiD 1 “Mining a Year of Speech”

• UK side: Coleman, Kochanski, Ravary and 
Burnard at University of Oxford Phonetics 
Laboratory

• Jonnie Robinson and colleagues at British 
Library

• US side: Mark Liberman, Jiahong Yuan and 
colleagues at UPenn Linguistic Data 
Consortium



What we did in DiD Round 1

• Drew together a number of large, 
transcribed, accessible corpora of UK and 
US English 

• Force-aligned the transcriptions to the audio

• Openly published the UK audio and 
alignments at 
http://www.phon.ox.ac.uk/AudioBNC 



What we did in DiD Round 1

• Used HTML5 syntax for audio fragments to 
allow users to access any part of the 
recordings, not just transcribed speech

• e.g. 
http://bnc.phon.ox.ac.uk/data/021A-C0897X
0229XX-ABZZP0.wav?t=1560,1582

(play audio)

http://bnc.phon.ox.ac.uk/data/021A-C0897X0229XX-ABZZP0.wav?t=1560,1582
http://bnc.phon.ox.ac.uk/data/021A-C0897X0229XX-ABZZP0.wav?t=1560,1582


What we didn’t do in DiD Round 1

• Make a user-interface for searches etc

• Devise/promote a new XML syntax for 
spoken audio in language transcriptions



What we’ve done since DiD Round 1
• Big project looking at phonetic details of word-

joins in UK English

• Contributed to a huge study of the usage of “um” 
and “er” in English and other Germanic 
languages

• A lot of student projects

• Applied for and failed repeatedly to get funding 
to do more work on federating spoken English 
corpora (so hurrah for SPADE)



What we’ve done since DiD Round 1

• Helped other sites link to the audio. e.g.

http://corpora.lancs.ac.uk/BNCweb/ 

so we didn’t have to build a search tool, 
user interface etc

• New LDC project to crowd-source 
corrections to AudioBNC alignments: 
LanguageARC.org, launching in May





A few thoughts about today’s projects

• SPADE

• Succeeds in drawing multiple speech 
corpora together, by aggregation not 
federation

• Facilitates some nice big investigations, e.g. 
bead vs beat: 1964 speakers, 30 dialects, 
~230k examples



A few thoughts about today’s projects

• SPADE

• Aggregation: harder to build up in a 
community than federation

• Uses a permissions system to protect data 
and observe legal constraints



A few thoughts about today’s projects

• ACLEW

• Daylong audio recordings

• Time-aligned annotations, (mostly/entirely?) 
automatic

• “Sharing issues: managing participant 
confidentiality”



A few thoughts about today’s projects

• Dig That Lick

• Based on symbolic mark-up of audio

• Essential to sustain the basic audio

• Code sustainability to reproduce the 
analyses ― tricky

• Like speech: nice to combine signals with 
mark-up



Sustainability: gold standard

•  



Even better: rock standard (cf. MTAAC)

•  



Sustainability: also good

•  



• Speech 



Speech recordings

• Fortunately, many archives and libraries hold 
collections of lots of audio material

• Unfortunately, a lot of it is in formats that are 
largely/often inaccessible

• Fortunately, a lot of it is being digitized and can 
be copied perfectly

• Unfortunately, too many language researchers 
and archivists are unduly possessive about their 
collections and inhibit access to it by others



• Put your data directly on the internet (not 
mediated by app/login/search tool etc)

• Use some standard syntax for data objects

• e.g. bnc.phon.ox.ac.uk/data/021A-
C0897X0229XX-ABZZP0.wav?t=1560,1582

• Don’t change URL’s/URI’s if you reorganise 
your site

My sustainability recommendations



• Allow/encourage free copying

• Don’t assume that participants want secrecy; 
consent for openness is highly desirable for 
scientific probity as well as sustainability. 
Anonymity can allow for openness
 

• Engrave backups on some suitable solid 
material 

My sustainability recommendations



For info only: not an advertisement


	Slide 1
	Slide 2
	Slide 3
	Slide 4
	Slide 5
	Slide 6
	Slide 7
	Slide 8
	Slide 9
	Slide 10
	Slide 11
	Slide 12
	Slide 13
	Slide 14
	Slide 15
	Slide 16
	Slide 17
	Slide 18
	Slide 19
	Slide 20
	Slide 21
	Slide 22

