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The problem to be solved

How is professional documentation created?

What is professional documentation?
– What is its structure?

– What is its physical form?

Meetings:
1. Basics: text linguistics and document creation

2. Documenting spoken language

3. Recording and annotation

4. Language documentation report
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Language documents and their creation

Language documentation is concerned with multimodal 
documents (artefacts such as texts, audio and video 
recordings, databases) and their creation with manual 
and computational methods.

The multimodal documents are designed to have 
standardised properties pertaining to
– reusability (for purposes other than the original purpose)

– sustainability (for survival over long periods of time)

– interoperability (for use in  practical environments)

– ubiquity (for general accessibility)

– coherence (for organising documents and databases)

These properties are supported by using a text linguistic 
frame of reference.
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What is language documentation?

Language documentation is a manual and computational 
methodology and a product, with a broader linguistic 
context:
– Discovery methods:

● documentation: recording of observed data
● description: generalisation over documentation
● explanation: predictive theories of descriptions

– Evaluation methods:
● testing of explanation, description, documentation
● extension of results to new data

– Application methods (manual and computational):
● Storage media: databases for

– standardisation, sustainability, reusability, interoperability

● Production of objects with tools:
– books and digital media/texts, dictionaries, grammars



2 November 2015 D. Gibbon: Language Documentation and Text Linguistics 5

What is language documentation?

There are many approaches to language documentation:
– field linguistics

– laboratory linguistics

– armchair linguistics

– strongly empiricist

– qualitative and quantitative methods

– observations rather than generalisations

– digital and multimedia products:
● transcriptions and texts
● dictionaries
● grammars
● audio: recordings of many different data types
● video: photos, diagrammes, maps, videos 
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Documenting the language life-cycle
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Language Documentation Workflow (Thieberger)
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Language Documentation: simplified workflow

annotation +
archiving

Primary data:
speech/text corpus

lexicon acquisition
units + properties

annotated/tokenised
speech/text corpus Lexicon

morphosyntactic
tagger

Tagged
corpus

REPOSITORY
metadata

data
tools

APPLICATIONS
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Interdisciplinary cooperation
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Production:
Mettre la farine dans un saladier avec le sel et le sucre. Faire un puits au milieu et y verser 
les oeufs légèrement battus à la fourchette. Commencer à incorporer doucement la farine 
avec une cuillère en bois. Quand le mélange devient épais, ajouter le lait froid petit à petit, 
on peut utiliser un fouet mais toujours doucement pour éviter les grumeaux. Quand tout le 
lait est mélangé, la pâte doit être assez fluide, si elle vous paraît trop épaisse, rajouter en 
peu de lait, ensuite le beurre fondu, mélanger bien.
Cuire les crêpes dans une poêle chaude (pas besoin de matière grasse, elle est déjà dans la 
pâte). Verser une petite louche de pâte dans la poêle, faire un mouvement de rotation pour 
répartir la pâte sur toute la surface, poser sur le feu et quand le tour de la crêpe se colore en 
roux clair, il est temps de la retourner. Laisser cuire environ une minute de ce côté et la 
crêpe est prête. Répéter jusqu'à épuisement de la pâte.

Cuisinez, savourez… puis si vous le souhaitez, partagez / déposez 
(ci-dessous) votre avis sur cette recette.

250g de farine
4 oeufs
1/2l de lait
1 pincée de sel
2 cuillères à soupe de sucre
50 g de beurre fondu

Facile
10 mn
15 mn
25 mn
 4 pers

Language documentation cuisine

Difficulté:
Préparation:
Cuisson:
Temps Total:
Quantité:

Data:Plan:

Evaluation:

Genre: Crêpes
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Préparation:
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Quantité:
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Genre: Crêpes

Application:
Servir avec du sucre ou du 
fromage sur une assiette chaude.
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Application:
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What is language documentation?

There are many approaches to language documentation:
– field linguistics

– laboratory linguistics

– armchair linguistics

–

– strongly empiricist

– qualitative and quantitative methods

– observations rather than generalisations

– digital and multimedia products:
● transcriptions and texts
● dictionaries
● grammars
● audio: recordings of many different data types
● video: photos, diagrammes, maps, videos 
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Text linguistics

The linguistic study of texts is not too different 
from the linguistic study of sentences or words:
– text syntax:

● the arrangement of text objects, e.g. of sentences in 
paragraphs and of paragraphs, pictures, tables etc. in 
documents

– text semantics:
● sense:

– argumentation, description, narration, ...

● reference:
– the domain of the text, i.e. languages and language sets

– text pragmatics:
● intention of writer, design in relation to reader
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Text linguistics

Linguistic models of texts are not too different 
from models of sentences or words.

One conventional model:
syntax of texts

● semantic interpretation of texts
– sense, reference (previous slide)

● phonetic interpretation of texts
– prosody, rhythm, voice quality

But what about writing? Multimodal objects?
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Text linguistics: a general sign model

Sign categories,
sign structures

Semantic
representation

semantic interpretation

Phonetic
representation

phonetic interpretation

semiotic relation
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Text linguistics: a general sign model

Sign categories,
sign structures

Semantic
representation

semantic interpretation

Phonetic
representation

phonetic interpretation

This model is usually applied 
to sentences (e.g. in 
Chomskyan syntax).

semiotic relation
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Text linguistics: a general sign model

Sign categories,
sign structures

Semantic
representation

semantic interpretation

Phonetic
representation

phonetic interpretation

However, there is a hierarchy 
of sign ranks, each with its 
own sign categories and 
structures, semantic and 
phonetic interpretations ...

semiotic relation
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Text linguistics: a general sign model

Sign categories,
sign structures

Semantic
representation

semantic interpretation

Phonetic
representation

phonetic interpretation

semiotic relation

texts
sentences

words
morphemes

phonemes
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Text linguistics: a general sign model

Sign categories,
sign structures

Semantic
representation

semantic interpretation

Phonetic
representation

phonetic interpretation

Semantic interpretation of rank categories:
 text: narrative, argument, illustration, …
 sentence: proposition, modality, illocution
 word: predicate, name, operator, agreement
 morpheme: predicate, name, PGN/TAM affix
 phoneme: contrastive encoding (2nd articulation)

semiotic relation
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Text linguistics: a general sign model

Sign categories,
sign structures

Semantic
representation

semantic interpretation

Phonetic
representation

phonetic interpretation

Phonetic interpretation of rank categories:
 text: prosody: ‘paragraph intonation’, focus, ...
 sentence: prosody: ‘sentence intonation’, nuclear stress
 word: prosody: word stress, e.g. compound stress
 morpheme: prosody: pitch accent, tone
 phoneme: distinctive features, tone

semiotic relation
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Text linguistics: a general sign model

Sign categories,
sign structures

Semantic
representation

semantic interpretation

Phonetic
representation

phonetic interpretation

semiotic relation
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Text linguistics: a general sign model

Text:
front matter

body
back matter

narrative
argumentation

illustration
...

semantic interpretation

paragraph
intonations,

accentuation

phonetic interpretation

semiotic relation



2 November 2015 D. Gibbon: Language Documentation and Text Linguistics 24

Text linguistics: a general sign model

Text:
front matter

body
back matter

narrative
argumentation

illustration
...

semantic interpretation

paragraph
intonations,

accentuation

phonetic interpretation

semiotic relation

But ‘phonetic’ interpretation 
alone is inadequate.
  What about writing?
  What about gesture?
  What about document objects,

e.g. pictures, video, audio in
slideshows?
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speech

Text linguistics: a general sign model

Text:
front matter

body
back matter

narrative
argumentation

illustration
...

semantic interpretation

writing:
layout…graphemes

physical interpretation

To integrate writing, gesture, 
document objects (e.g. text, 
pictures, video, audio in 
slideshows):

physical interpretation

gesture
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Text linguistics: a general sign model

Text objects
(sections, paragraphs, …)

and their properties

Sentence objects
(categories, functions)

and their properties

Word objects
and their properties

Morpheme objects
and their properties

Phoneme objects
and their properties

R
an

k 
hi

er
ar

ch
y 

of
 s

ig
ns
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Analysis of a sample document

● What kind of document is 
this?

● How many types of text 
objects can you find?

● How would you draw the 
structure as a tree?

● What kinds of property do 
the different types of object 
have?

The practical goal of 
this course is to create
– a professional quality 

report

– with a structure of this 
kind

– to document your 
chosen language.
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Goal of this course

The practical goal of 
this course is to create
– a professional quality 

report

– with a structure of this 
kind

– to document your 
chosen language

– using whatever 
document object and 
properties are 
necessary

The document objects 
will be:
– title, author, affiliation

– table of contents

– abstract

– sections and 
subsections with 
headings

– paragraphs

– tables (e.g. dictionary)

– figures (e.g. map)

– references
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Document objects and properties

The document objects 
will be:
– title, author, affiliation

– table of contents

– abstract

– sections and 
subsections with 
headings

– paragraphs

– tables (e.g. dictionary)

– figures (e.g. map)

– references

The properties of the 
objects will be:
– separation from 

preceding and 
following objects

– alignment (left, right, 
centre, justified)

– for tables and figures: 
caption

– for paragraphs: 
indentation, format 
style 
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Typical structure of a dictionary: the ‘5M’ model

Megastructure (the entire document):
– Metastructure (about the document)

● front matter
● sketch grammar
● abbreviations
● back matter

– Macrostructure (e.g. semasiological, onomasiological)
● Entries

– Microstructure (of entries)
– types of lexical information (data categories)

– Mesostructure (wordnet structure)
– cross references between entries (e.g. synonyms, antonyms)
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Structure of a typical report document or article

Front matter Part1 Back matter

Document

Metadata

Title

Author

Affiliation

Abstract

Partn

TOC

Body

Section1 Sectionn

Heading

Subsection

Subheading

Document objects: 
paragraphs, figures, tables

Sources

Paragraphs

Abstract heading

Keywords

Kw-header Kw-list

                        citations

footnotes; figure & table
cross-references

Entry1 Entryn
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Practical document creation: styles are text grammar

Topic: Documentation of a language

Method: Word processing
– OpenOffice

– LibreOffice

– MS Word

– LaTeX

– …

● Next meetings:
– other document types

– databases
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Practical document creation: styles are text grammar

Topic: a language

Method: Word processing
Documentation tool:LibreOffice

Specification:
Document syntax:

● as previously illustrated, with tables & pictures

Semantics:
● Information about a language from the courses, the 

internet, your knowledge, ...

Physical interpretation:
● screen, paper, internet
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Time for practical work ...
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