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Abstract
Spoken corpora are collections of transcribed and annotated audio and /or video recordings of
languages or language varieties. The aim of this paper is to present an overview of 51 spoken
corpora currently available for Slavic languages and dialects, in particular Belarusian, Bul-
garian, Croatian, Czech, Polish, Russian, Slovak, Slovenian, Trasianka, Ukrainian/Rusyn.
We identify three groups of corpora according to the type of lect: corpora of standard lan-
guages (spoken mainly in an urban environment and existing in both written and oral form),
dialects (spoken mainly in a rural environment and unwritten), and bilingual varieties (we
call bilingual varieties spoken as L2 by people with different L1 languages, as well as all
varieties that evolved in a multilingual environment). We survey the corpora in terms of text
registers, transcription, and principles of linguistic and extralinguistic annotation. In conclu-
sion, we suggest a list of features that linguists should take into consideration when devel-
oping a spoken corpus. Many spoken corpora are currently being created for various Slavic
lects, and their developers may use this overview as a source of information on different
designs and solutions.

Аннотация
Устные корпуса – это собрания транскрибированных и аннотированных аудио- и/или
видеозаписей текстов на разных языках и диалектах. Статья представляет собой обзор
51 устного корпуса славянских идиомов, в частности белорусского, болгарского, рус-
ского, словацкого, словенского, трасянки, украинского/русинского, чешского и хорват-
ского языков. Мы выделяем три группы корпусов в зависимости от типа идиома: кор-
пуса литературных вариантов языка (на которых говорят преимущественно в городах
и которые используются на письме), корпуса диалектов (на которых говорят преиму-
щественно в сельской местности и не пишут) и корпуса билингвальных вариантов (на
которых говорят как на втором люди, первым языком которых является другой язык,
или по каким-то другим причинам находящиеся под сильным влиянием других язы-
ков). Мы рассматриваем эти корпуса с точки зрения жанров текстов, типов транскрип-
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ции и принципов лингвистической и экстралингвистической аннотации. В качестве
заключения предлагаются своего рода рекомендации лингвистам, делающим устные
корпуса. Поскольку в настоящее время создается много новых устных корпусов, этот
обзор может быть использован как источник информации о различных дизайнах и тех-
нологических решениях.

1 Introduction1

Spoken corpora are “principled collections of electronically available, transcribed and anno-
tated audio and/or video recordings of languages or language varieties” (Ruhi et al., 2014, p.
3, with a reference to Andersen, 2010). While written corpora have become a commonplace
and their number is constantly growing, the demand for spoken corpora is still much higher
than the supply. The main reason is that, as indicated in (Bermel, 2015), the creation of spo-
ken corpora is technically challenging and presents a lot of problems concerning transcription
and annotation. Recording speech in its natural environment may require going to the field,
communicating with potential speakers, getting their consent for publication, applying spe-
cial skills in order to make people talk in front of the recorder. Transcribing recorded data,
in its turn, is time-consuming and requires special training and a good understanding of the
language variety in question.

Meanwhile, corpora of spoken speech are the only feasible option for most language
varieties because they are unwritten. This concerns not only minority languages, but also
most varieties of large languages, such as vernaculars, dialects, heritage languages and L2
speech, which exist only in the form of face-to-face oral interaction, while writing is regularly
used almost exclusively for standard varieties. Therefore, any decent documentation of non-
written language implies creating a spoken corpus.

On top of that, spoken corpora are required for various tasks in computational linguistics
such as speech recognition. This technology is currently available almost exclusively for the
standard varieties of major languages, though developers are seeking to expand the pool of
recognizable lects (Arts et al., 2021; Partanen et al., 2020).

These factors make spoken corpora desirable and essential resources. However, despite
their potential usability and value, spoken corpora still have not occupied their niche in lin-
guistic analysis. They are rare and far from perfect. If the researcher is lucky enough to find
a spoken corpus of the language variety she needs, the recourse to this corpus might return
disappointment. Spoken corpora are much smaller in size than written ones, they usually do
not offer enough data to generalize about forms or constructions, and they are often very
inconvenient for the users.

In this paper, we aim to present an overview of spoken corpora currently available for
Slavic languages and dialects, in hope that considering actual practices for the design of
spoken corpora might inspire the creation of new ones. We do not consider electronic col-
lections of texts in public repositories, such as CLARIN Virtual Language Observatory
https://vlo.clarin.eu/, ELRA http://www.elra.info/en/, or Wiki of the Association for Com-
putational Linguistics https://aclweb.org/aclwiki/List_of_resources_by_language. They are
mostly archived, non-searchable collections of texts, and while they are very valuable, they
are not adapted for the use by linguists.

At the same time, we were not very strict in selecting corpora for our database.We wanted
to cover as many varieties of Slavic languages as possible and make various initiatives in

1Support from the Basic Research Program of the National Research University Higher School of Economics
is gratefully acknowledged.
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Slavic linguistics more visible. Some of the corpora we found are very small, and some are
not very user-friendly. We looked for the corpora that are publicly available online, present-
ing spontaneous speech (which is itself a controversial notion, see discussion in Sect. 3.2),
preferably searchable and with text-aligned or at least accessible audio files. Many of them
have very limited search options. Some others, such as Rureg, the Acoustic Data Base of
Russian Regional Speech, are only partly transcribed. Some provide audio only for a part of
the transcriptions (Spoken Slovak Corpus). We included several corpora which do not pro-
vide audio at all, but contain only spoken data, such as the Tomsk Dialect Corpus. We did
not include the corpora where the transcriptions of oral texts constitute only a small portion
of the texts, and are not provided with audio, such as the Corpus of Silesian Language.

We discuss the content, annotation and metadata of the corpora.We show that spoken cor-
pora as online time-aligned databases of spoken speech that are accessible for direct search
are not numerous, but their number is growing rapidly. Since many spoken corpora are cur-
rently being developed for various Slavic lects, this overview will provide researchers with
examples of different designs and solutions.

The paper is arranged as follows. In Sect. 2, we present a brief overview of spoken Slavic
corpora which we were able to find. Section 3 groups corpora on the ground of their content,
namely the kind of texts they represent. Section 4 discusses the issue of representation of
spoken speech in the written form and shows different solutions found in Slavic corpora. In
Sect. 5, the types of text annotation are listed. Section 6 considers the perspectives of creation
of spoken corpora.

2 Spoken Slavic corpora: the overview

We found 51 Slavic corpora of various size and capacity. Our list is not and cannot be com-
prehensive. First, because there are many local initiatives in this domain, andwe keep finding
new resources (some were pointed out to us by the reviewers, to whomwe are very grateful).
Second, because new corpora are constantly emerging, and this makes this overview even
more urgent – the exchange of experience should be ongoing.

These corpora cover eight Slavic languages: Russian, Czech, Slovak, Polish, Slovenian,
Ukrainian/Rusyn,2 Bulgarian and Croatian; there are also some Belarusian texts included in
TriMCo corpus (together with several other lects of the Baltic-Slavic contact zone) and a
corpus of Trasianka, a mixed Belarusian-Russian lect. The appendix3 contains a list of 51
corpora with their characteristics in terms of size, annotation, availability of audio, idiom
type and link to the web resource.

The largest corpus is the Corpus of Spoken Slovak (Rusko & Garabík, 2007); its size
equals 6.6 million tokens. The corpus includes both colloquial and public formal speech (the
proportions are not mentioned). There is also a very large collection of spoken colloquial
speech offered by the corpus of spoken Czech ORAL Corpus (5 million tokens).

Five corpora do not provide audio records at all, such as the Spoken Russian National
Corpus. Others are at least to some extent multimodal, that is, they contain both audio and
a transcript. Some corpora, such as the Corpus of Dialects of the Slovak National Corpus,
are not lemmatised or morphologically annotated; users can browse the corpus by searching

2Rusyn is a variety that is historically and sociolinguistically closely linked to Ukrainian, but considered a
language of its own by many scholars.
3Appendix is available at https://github.com/LingConLab/Spoken_slavic_corpora.

https://github.com/LingConLab/Spoken_slavic_corpora
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for a word or using CQL (Contextual Query Language, a formal language aimed at making
queries human readable and writable).

Overall, the most represented language is Russian; there are 30 spoken corpora of various
Russian varieties. Russian also has the best coverage in terms of the types of lects, as we will
show in the next section.

The spoken corpora surveyed in this paper represent spontaneous and semi-spontaneous
speech, which includes interviews with the researcher, staged narratives and dialogues, or
speech from spoken media (such as films). In the next section, we will discuss the types of
texts available in spoken corpora in more detail.

3 Corpora according to the type of texts

The creation of spoken corpora can be inspired by different motivations which define their
content. Some corpora were conceived as national projects and aim at being representative
of various types of speech and various text genres. Some others emerged as byproducts of
dialectological or ethnographic studies of one region or were designed for a particular in-
vestigation and thus represent a very specific lect. Below we will consider spoken corpora
according to the type of lect (3.1) and to the text registers (3.2).

3.1 The types of lect

We roughly identify three groups of corpora according to the type of lect: corpora of standard
languages (which are spoken mainly in cities and exist in written as well as in oral form),
dialects (spoken mainly in villages and not written), and bilingual varieties (this includes va-
rieties spoken as L2 by people with a different language as L1 and all varieties that evolved
in a multilingual environment). Some cases do not fit into this classification, such as the cor-
pus of Belarusian-Russian mixed speech (Trasianka), which is unwritten and spoken in cities
as well as in rural regions and was influenced by two closely related languages (Hentschel,
2014).

Corpora of all three types are available only for Russian. We found seven corpora of Rus-
sian standard speech, fifteen dialect corpora, and eight bilingual corpora. Ukrainian/Rusyn
and Croatian have corpora of the standard language only. Slovak, Polish, Czech, Slovenian
and Bulgarian have both standard and dialect corpora. For two languages we found spoken
corpora of bilingual varieties – Polish and Russian.

Dialect corporamay consist of texts from different dialects, or be devoted to one particular
region or even one particular village. Corpora of the first type are the Corpus of Dialects of
the Slovak National Corpus (about 25 dialects, including those transitional to Czech, Polish
and Rusyn – Gajdošová et al., 2015) and the Dialect corpus of the National Russian corpus
(texts frommore than twenty different parts of Russia, Letuchij, 2009). The National Russian
corpus allows the user to limit the search query to a particular area. Corpora of one dialect
can be exemplified by the Spisz Dialect Corpus (a collection of texts documenting the speech
of inhabitants of the Polish Spisz region) or the Corpus of the Opochetsky dialect (a northern
dialect of Russian). The Spisz Dialect Corpus covers 15 villages and allows filtering texts
according to the village where it was recorded.

Dialect corpora are a valuable source of historical and anthropological information. They
usually contain life stories which illuminate the history of regions, their culture, and the
fate of their residents and families. Some dialect corpora are the products of shared efforts
of linguists and anthropologists, such as the Corpus of Spiridonova Buda dialect (Southern
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Russian dialect). It consists of interviews on topics related to various aspects of traditional
peasant culture, notablymythology, ritualism, folklore and oral history, conducted by a group
of anthropologists led by A. B. Moroz in 2017. In 2018, the material was transformed into a
searchable spoken corpus by linguists from HSE University.

Another important usage of dialect corpora are quantitative variationist studies, which are
difficult to carry out when the texts are not equipped with a search engine. Recent examples
of variationist studies based on dialect corpora are the papers by Daniel et al. (2019), based
on the Ustja River Basin corpus, and Ter-Avanesova and Daniel (2022) on second genitive
in Russian, which uses several dialect corpora of Russian.

The bilingual corpora contain data recorded from speakers of Slavic languages who are
strongly influenced by another language. This includes speakers who have a Slavic language
as a heritage and/or family language (such as Polish speakers in Germany, see below), bilin-
gual speakers of minority languages who are almost equally proficient in two languages
(younger generations of Russian speakers in Daghestanian villages, see below), monolin-
gual speakers of Slavic languages whose family language was non-Slavic (some speakers of
Russian in Karelia), and so forth.

For example, the Hamburg Corpus of Polish in Germany contains recordings of bilingual
Polish-German speakers currently living in Germany. This corpus was created for a project
aimed at describing contact-induced changes in the speech of German Poles. The speakers
for the Hamburg corpus were selected on the basis of the aims of the project.As follows from
Czachór, 2012, they examined two groups of bilingual speakers according to their personal
story of language acquisition and their age at the time of emigration. The first group included
participants who acquired Polish as an L1 without instruction, i.e. in natural acquisitional
settings within the family, and never attended a Polish school. The second group included
speakers who moved to Germany at a later age (>16), after finishing secondary school or
even university in Poland. The texts for this project were semi-spontaneous. They consist of
interviews addressing the following topics: (1) the participant’s best or last holidays; (2) their
daily routine and route to work; and (3) their imagination of the world in the year 3000; in
addition, participants were asked to describe picture stories (Czachór, 2012).

In contrast to the Hamburg Corpus of Polish in Germany, the available bilingual corpora
of Russian were not designed for some specific research project. The largest corpus (376,717
tokens, 102 speakers in April 2022) is a collection of sociolinguistic interviews conducted
in Daghestan, a multilingual republic of Russia. All of the texts in this corpus are dialogues
with researchers from Moscow. The corpus is a side project of a study of Daghestanian mul-
tilingualism. The sample of speakers was thus not planned ahead. At the present time, it
comprises the residents of 30 highland villages plus the town city of Makhachkala, whose
years of birth are between 1920 and 2000. Bilingual corpora of Russian spoken by L1 speak-
ers of Chuvash, Bashkir, Karelian, Beserman Udmurt and Roma also present collections of
dialogues between researchers and speakers about their life and their language repertoires,
but they are much smaller.

A special type of bilingual corpora are collections of texts with code-switching. These
corpora contain texts of bilingual speakers alternating between two languages within a dis-
course. In order to annotate such corpora, the researcher needs to have knowledge of both
languages. We are aware of two Slavic corpora of code-switching. The corpus of contact-
influenced Russian of Northern Siberia and the Russian Far East was not aimed at docu-
menting code-switching. According to the authors, the corpus is a “by-product” of current
language documentation projects (Khomchenkova et al., 2019). It instantiates the Russian
speech of speakers of Chukchi, Yakut and Yukaghir, which contains plenty of cases of code-
switchings. The Yakut-Russian code-switching corpus, by contrast, was targeted at code-
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switchings from the outset. It is based on audio data gathered in Yakutsk during a conver-
sation between young Yakut-Russian bilinguals while playing the board game “Monopoly”
(Petukhova & Sokur, 2021). Both corpora have rich annotation for a number of attributes.

Bilingual corpora open the way for the quantitative study of the effects of contact be-
tween two languages. For example, the corpus of Daghestanian Russian mentioned above
was used to test two hypotheses. The first hypothesis was that the speakers tend to over-use
left branching because their native languages are left-branching. In particular, constructions
with noun phrases with a genitive modifier in Daghestanian Russian tend to have the geni-
tive on the left more often than it happens in monolingual Russian:mojej babushki plem’an
nik ‘the nephew of my grandmother’ (plem’annik mojej babushki in monolingual Russian)
(Naccarato et al., 2021). The second hypothesis concerned the omission of prepositions in
Daghestanian Russian (Panova & Philippova, 2021): mog by institut postupit’ ‘could have
entered the university’ (mog by v institut postupit’ in monolingual Russian), which might be
due to the fact that the languages spoken in Daghestan have no prepositions. In both cases, the
corpus allowed the application of statistical methods, and some of the results were different
from what was suggested based on anecdotal information (Daniel et al., 2010).

Finally, there are two special corpora which deal with speakers with certain disorders. The
first one is the Russian corpus of dream stories. The texts are divided into two groups: the
control group includes 60 stories by children and adolescents, and the experimental group
contains 69 stories by participants with various neurotic disorders (Kibrik & Podlesskaja,
2009). The second is the Croatian discourse corpus of speakers with aphasia, which was
designed to make up for the lack of resources necessary to study the speakers with aphasia
in Croatian (Kraljević et al., 2017).

3.2 Speech registers

In some corpora, texts are classified into types with a great granularity. For example, the
Spoken Russian National Corpus allows the user to choose between dozens of genres, in-
cluding discussion, interview, retelling, lecture and sermon (Savchuk, 2005, pp. 79–82). In
this overview we will limit ourselves to several main types, or registers, such as public and
private, prepared and spontaneous texts, monologues and dialogues.

The genres covered by a spoken corpus are to a large extent defined by the choice of
lect. Dialectal and bilingual varieties are typically found only in the private domain. Dialect
corpora most often contain interviews with researchers but have some monological parts
as well, if the speaker is prone to monologues. For example, the corpus of Czech dialects
(DIALEKT) is described as containing recordings which are mostly informal in nature, even
though many of themwere obtained within the structured interview research paradigm: “The
majority of the transcribed dialect recordings contain a usually unprepared monologue-type
speech taking place in a private domestic environment”. The topics focus on the traditional
rural way of life, covering agriculture, arts and crafts, local customs and traditions, contem-
porary events, etc. (Goláňová &Waclawičová, 2019).

Fully spontaneous speech data cannot be made available to the public for ethical reasons.
Data from interviews carried out by researchers is probably the best we can get as informal
speech, at least if the corpus is to be publicly accessible. An example of truly spontaneous
speech recordings is the corpus of Russian “One Speaker’s Day”, collected and transcribed
by researchers from Saint Petersburg. The corpus is not available online exactly due to the
sensitivity of the data it contains (Asinovsky et al., 2009). Another such example is the Ni-
jmegen Corpus of Casual Czech, which is also not publicly accessible (Kočková-Amortová
et al., 2014).
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The corpora of standard, non-dialect speech can be aimed at genre representativeness,
which means that they cover different settings, diverse situations of speech, and different de-
grees of formality, such as the Slovenian corpus GOS (Verdonik et al., 2013). The two biggest
spoken corpora of Russian, the Spoken RussianNational Corpus and theMultimodal Russian
National Corpus, cover both public and private situations of speech (Grishina & Savchuk,
2009; Grishina, 2009). In addition to other genres, the Multimodal Russian National Corpus
includes video and audio fragments of films from the 1930s to the 2000s, aligned with tran-
scription. The user can search not only by the spoken text, but also by gestures (e.g. nodding
one’s head, patting on the shoulder), and the type of speech action (agreement, irony, etc.).

A special semi-spontaneous genre is found in the corpora which use “staged” narratives
or dialogues.As one example, a small multichannel corpus “Russian Pear Chats and Stories”
consists of conversations between people after watching “The Pear Film”, a stimulus movie
created by a research group led by Wallace Chafe in the 1970s. The idea of Pear stories is to
test how much a simple story will vary from language to language. The very fact that Pear
stories are collected in many different languages and dialects contributes to the efficiency of
this project.

4 Standard orthography or phonetic transcription?

Transcription is the most difficult issue for building spoken corpora. Oral speech has to be
represented in writing in order to make it analyzable and searchable. Transferring spoken
language into written form requires solutions which directly affect the kind of research issues
that can be addressed using the corpus data.

This problem is especially difficult with regard to dialect and bilingual corpora, because
they abound with deviations from the standard (written) language, such as non-standard pro-
nunciation or morphemes. This poses the problem of how to deal with such cases. There
are three main strategies found in Slavic spoken corpora: phonetic transcription, standard
orthography, or some combination of standard orthography with transcription.

The Multimedia Corpus of Spoken Bulgarian (which is a part of the Spoken Bulgarian
Corpus) uses modified orthography instead of standard orthography to reflect some of the
features of spontaneous speech. Gestures, mimics, pauses and laughter are also represented
in the transcription. Another part of the Spoken Bulgarian Corpus, called Parallel Corpus,
presents two types of transcriptions in a parallel format, a two-column view with the nor-
malized transcription to the left and the original transcription which reflects some phonetic
and morphological features of the spoken text to the right. In Fig. 1, taken from Tisheva et
al. (2018), the red colour highlights the discrepancies between two transcripts (p. 25).

One of the disadvantages of using phonetic transcription or keeping dialect forms is that
this leads to partial or even complete absence of morphological and syntactic annotation and
thus the unavailability of automated search, as in the Bulgarian corpora mentioned above.
Automatic annotation of non-standard speech is a difficult technical issue. In most cases,
only automatic annotation tools designed for the standard language are available. We should
note, however, that there are ongoing attempts to create systems of automated morphosyn-
tactic tagging for low-resourced languages. In the domain of Slavic linguistics, Scherrer and
Rabus (2019) discuss their attempt to apply neural tagging trained on data from related lan-
guages to Rusyn, i.e. without using any annotated data from Rusyn itself. The results are
quite impressive.

Some dialect corpora include two layers aligned with each other and with the audio data:
one layer containing standard orthography, and the second layer containing some other type
of transcription.
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Fig. 1 Parallel transcripts in the Spoken Bulgarian Corpus (normalized transcription to the left, original to
the right) (Tisheva et al., 2018, p. 25)

Fig. 2 Pronunciation-based transcription

Thismethod is implemented in the CzechORTOFONandDIALEKTcorpora (Komrsková
et al., 2017). The ORTOFON corpus is a spoken corpus of spontaneous everyday commu-
nication. Its annotation scheme contains layers of orthographic and phonetic transcriptions.
The DIALEKT corpus is similar to ORTOFON, but has a layer of dialectological transcrip-
tion instead of phonetic transcription. For example, it includes several special symbols for
dialect vowels to capture actual pronunciation.

Another example of a mixed transcription system is the Slovenian corpus GOS, which
includes standardized and pronunciation-based transcriptions (Verdonik et al., 2013). The
authors explain the importance of having a standardized layer of transcription by the need to
make it easy to learn for transcribers, and to enable the usage of automatic lemmatization and
grammatical annotation. Pronunciation-based transcription is not the same as phonetic tran-
scription; it combines orthography with special symbols for reduced vowels, semi-vowels
and some dialect-specific diphthongs. Figure 2 gives an example of how the transcriptions
differ (Verdonik et al., 2013, p. 13).

A similar strategy is applied in the corpus of one Slovenian village, Kopriva (Šumenjak,
2013), where a three-fold transcription is applied: a phonetic notation which takes into ac-
count all the phonetic characteristics, a simplified record where basic phonetic characteristics
of the local speech are kept, and the standard writing system (Fig. 3).

Such a strategy of combining two types of transcriptions has important advantages: the
presence of standard orthography enables automatic lemmatization and annotation of gram-
matical information, while written phonetic data provides the opportunity to search for par-
ticular phonetic variants. This is, however, even more time-consuming than phonetic tran-
scription, since it requires creating two levels of transcription instead of one.
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Fig. 3 Three levels of transcription in the corpus of Kopriva (a village in Slovenia) (https://jt.upr.si/GOKO/
frames-cqp_sl.html)

Most Slavic spoken corpora choose standard orthography. Von Waldenfels et al. (2014)
give several reasons in favor of this approach.

First, transcription into the standard language can be done much faster than phonetic tran-
scription.Alot of excellent and extremely valuable data await processing for decades because
phonetic transcription is too demanding and time-consuming. Standardization allows to skip
the stage of discussions and tomake tough decisions about subtle phonetic distinctions which
would never satisfy the whole linguistic community.

Second, standard orthography is much less costly in terms of the qualification of the tran-
scribers. To perform phonetic transcription, the transcriber has to be a professional linguist
or even dialectologist with an expertise in phonetics and / or dialectology. Standard tran-
scription can be delegated to assistants supervised by senior researchers.

Third, standard orthography makes it possible to use computational tools developed for
the standard language, e.g. a morphological tagger for lemmatization and grammatical an-
notation or a syntactic annotator for analyzing syntactic dependencies in a sentence.

Fourth, the usage of standard orthography facilitates the search process by allowing users
to abstract themselves from the variation within and between varieties of the same language.

Fifth, standard orthography is readable for non-linguist users and extends the target au-
dience far beyond linguistics, which is crucial for publicly available resources. This is espe-
cially important for dialect corpora, since they can serve as a source of information for an-
thropologists, historians and the speakers themselves. For example, the authors of the Spisz
Dialect Corpus motivate their choice of standard orthography by the intention to make the
corpus readable for users who are not familiar with phonetic conventions.

The transcription in standard orthography can differ in the targets of standardization. DI-
ALECT, the corpus of Czech dialects, disregards phone-level differences in word roots in
favor of standardized ones, but keeps morphological variation, such as endings of all types of
declension (synoj vs. standard synovi ‘son’(dative)) and conjugation (nosijó vs. standard nosí
(pl.) ‘they wear’) (Goláňová & Waclawičová, 2019, p. 339). The series of spoken corpora
of various Russian dialects (Ustja River Basin, Rogovatka, Spriridonova Buda, Malinino,
Opochetsky, Khislavichi, Nekhochi, Lukh and Teza, Upper Pinega and Vyya, Zvenigorod)
do not keep morphological deviations, in order to make morphological search possible.

The main disadvantage of transcribing texts in standard orthography is, somewhat para-
doxically, the loss of their fundamental property – being non-standard. Standard orthography
is justified only under the condition that the corpus gives access to the sound. Aligning the
transcript with the original audio on the sentence level makes the spoken corpus suitable
for research even if there is no phonetic transcription at all. If audio is available in a user-
friendly format, then transcription is only a link between the user and the sound. It allows
making queries for morphological categories via grammatical tags and regular expressions
in the same way as the standard corpus does, but requires listening to each example. Phonetic

https://jt.upr.si/GOKO/frames-cqp_sl.html
https://jt.upr.si/GOKO/frames-cqp_sl.html
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transcription becomes the duty of the user. Such a strategy provides linguists with more cor-
pora than there ever have been (for example, eighteen spoken corpora of different varieties
of Russian were launched in the last three years – http://lingconlab.ru/), but it delegates a
significant part of the job to the user.

5 Annotation

Corpora usually provide the user with the possibility to search according to certain parame-
ters. In this case texts have to be annotated.

Typical annotation concerns morphology (sometimes including part of speech and
lemmatization) and extralinguistic information (metadata).

5.1 Linguistic annotation

The granularity of annotation varies from corpus to corpus. It can include token segmen-
tation, lemmatization, morphological (grammatical), syntactic and discursive analysis, or
it can be annotated only with word segmentation (Czech corpora OVM (Otázky Václava
Moravce) and Prague DaTabase of Spoken Czech). Besides that, annotation can include
special markups of phenomena specific to spoken speech, such as pauses, noises, laughter,
gestures, etc.

Most of the corpora provide morphological information, which allows search on various
levels:

• words – allows the user to search for a specific word form;
• lemmas – allows the user to find all forms of a word;
• grammatical tags – each word form in the corpus is assigned to grammatical tags which
define the values of the grammatical categories the word form has;

• part of speech – if the corpus is annotated for grammatical tags, it may provide information
about the part of speech of the tokens.

It is common for search engines to use regular expressions. Standard conventions for regular
expressions are, e.g., “*” for any number of syllables, or “+” for any positive number of
syllables. Regular expressions happen to be useful when one needs to find tokens following
a particular pattern.Aregular expression “a.*” will find all words starting with “a” (including
“a” if it is a word). One type of interface allowing the use of regular expressions involves
SQL (Standard Query Language), such as the Ustja River Basin Corpus.

The Ustja River Basin Corpus is annotated for words, lemmas, morphological categories
and parts of speech. Morphological annotation is available to the user in the form of a special
interface (Fig. 4).

Syntactic annotation is very rare. Only two of the corpora we reviewed (Prague Depen-
dency Treebank of Spoken Language (PDTSL) 0.5 and The Spoken Slovenian UD Treebank
(SST)) contain information about syntax dependencies in spoken speech.

Five Russian corpora (created essentially by the same team) and two Bulgarian corpora
provide discursive annotation aimed at studying discourse and prosody. TheMultimedia Cor-
pus of Spoken Bulgarian has non-verbal elements (pauses, noise, laughter, etc.), as well as
information about the speakers’ mimics and gesturing marked in the transcripts. This type
of annotation is manual and therefore very time-consuming. Kibrik and Podlesskaja (2003)
give the main principles of the annotation of the Russian corpora: they use punctuation marks
to indicate important prosodic elements (e.g. a comma or suspension points for a pause, a

http://lingconlab.ru/
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Fig. 4 Interface for grammatical search in the Ustja River Basin Corpus

Fig. 5 Discursive annotation in the Dream Stories corpus (Рассказы о сновидениях)

period for a stop), count the duration of pauses, mark the emphasis and its tone, the sound
extension, some expressions of emotions (such as laughter or a smile), and sighs. The most
important stage of discursive structure analysis is the notation of elementary discursive units
(i.e. one clause or a prosodic unit which has a single intonational contour) (Fig. 5).

5.2 Extralinguistic annotation

Extralinguistic information, usually referred to as metadata, is crucial for spoken corpora,
since most research tasks which are performed with their help contain a sociolinguistic di-
mension. Variationist studies often take into account various parameters of the speakers, such
as age, gender, place of birth, and education. The Spokes corpus (Conversational Corpus of
the Polish language, Pęzik, 2015) provides metadata parameters that allow the user to filter
texts based on the age, gender, and education of the speaker. In some special cases, other
types of metadata may be included. The Corpus of Russian spoken in Daghestan contains
information on the L1 of each speaker, because the area is notoriously multilingual and the
peculiarities of Russian speech can depend on the properties of a particular L1. Metadata is
sometimes available as additional information, or it can be a part of the parameters available
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Fig. 6 Interface for metadata in the Corpus of Spoken Rusyn

for search queries, which is more convenient for the user. The former approach is found in
The Corpus of Spoken Bulgarian, while the latter is used in the Corpus of Spoken Rusyn
(Fig. 6). Apart from information on speakers, the Slovenian GOS corpus provides metadata
on the transcriber, the filename of the associated audio, the version and date of the transcrip-
tion and information about the communicative situation, including discourse type (public,
non-public, private), communication channel, type of event, and the place and time of the
event.

In a sense, including metadata is even more important than annotating linguistic features.
Sometimes dialect texts are recorded without documenting the year of birth and other bio-
graphical data of the speaker. Spoken data is valuable in itself, but the absence of metadata
reduces their potential usage for research irreversibly. If not dealt with properly from the
very beginning, metadata can hardly be retrieved at a later stage.

6 Outlooks

The corpora of Slavic languages reviewed above vary considerably in terms of their search
functions and design, from very advanced to basic. Although the design of a corpus depends
on the personal preferences of the authors, their aims and their data, the findings of this
review allow us to suggest a list of features which linguists would most likely need in order
to effectively use a spoken corpus. The reviewed cases of good practice show that a spoken
corpus should enable the user to:

• Easily move from external annotation to sound fragments (this might be achieved by
chunking the recording and providing a possibility to access a specific chunk via a link);

• Have sound-to-transcript alignment at utterance level;
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• Have metadata sensitive queries (the age and gender of the speaker and similar features);
• Have the possibility to download a selection of contexts with links (or some other type of
connection) to the sound as csv or a compatible file;

• Have flexible search functions (providing both regex style and layman-friendly options);
• Support regular expressions and CQL (Contextual Query Language, a formal language
aimed at making queries human readable and writable), even if a corpus is fully tagged;

• Support multiple word queries (useful for studies of collocations);
• Be simple: as expressed by von Waldenfels and Woźniak (2017), simplicity is the “key
issue in spreading corpus use in and beyond the research community”.

What was not discussed in this review, is how to store the data so that it survives during a
longer time span. To some extent, this is discussed by von Waldenfels and Woźniak (2017)
in their paper introducing SpoCo, a system for the web-based search engine of spoken cor-
pora encoded in ELAN. SpoCo is implemented in many Slavic corpora, including the Rusyn
Corpus, the Spisz Corpus, and many corpora of varieties of Russian. von Waldenfels and
Woźniak (2017) argue that standard formats should be used whenever possible, because to-
day’s tools will soon be superseded by more advanced ones, and standard formats will make
the migration of the data to new systems less problematic. Storing spoken language data in
simple and accessible formats also warrants that valuable recordings and their metadata will
be sustained even if the accompanying search engine would cease to function.

Although Slavicists put a lot of effort into the creation of spoken corpora, the field is still
far from having its own gold standard. The corpora with audio annotated with a transcrip-
tion and provided with user-friendly search facilities are not many. There are many Slavic
lects that are heavily underrepresented in the domain of spoken corpora, such as Ukrainian,
Belarusian, Macedonian and Sorbian.

The potential of spoken corpora is considerable, and, what is especially important, they
are not only relevant for linguistics, but also for cultural documentation. The collected nar-
ratives and stories from endangered language communities, whatever format they may be
in, are of great value to the language community. For endangered dialects, there simply is
no agreed-upon writing system which could be a natural vehicle for conveying this kind of
material in writing, hence one has no choice but to rely upon audio or audio-visual record-
ings as the appropriate medium. Spoken corpora are therefore an important opportunity to
document these varieties.
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