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How do I build a 
linguistic corpus?



Which corpus data am 
I 

actually using?



Which grammar data will 
others 

actually use?



Overview

• Grammar writer’s perspective
 stats from 4 grammars
 year
 type affect number of used examples
 clarity

• Grammar user’s perspective
 typologists questionnaire
 five principles for good examples



Grammar writer’s perspective



Do year, type and clarity of 
recording influence the amount of 
examples used in my grammar?





- Variables
- Results

- all independent variables have an effect on 
dependent variable

- year, type and clarity all influence the amount of 
examples that are used



Kalamang



• 107 texts

• 70.000 words (avg 670 per text)

• 1050 examples

examples per 1000 words

• range: 0 – 50 (one outlier)

• average 16,4
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type of text
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Pichi
 Kofi Yakpo



amount of used examples

• 34 texts

• 46.000 words (avg 1350 per text)

• 1650 examples

examples per 1000 words

• range: 0 – 76 (one outlier)

• average 40



Pite Saami
 Joshua Wilbur



amount of used examples

• 23 texts

• 17.000 words (avg 730 per text)

• 236 examples

examples per 1000 words

• range: 0 – 43 (one outlier)

• average 19



Rapa Nui
 Paulus Kieviet



amount of used examples

• 91 texts

• 990.000 words (avg 11.000 per text)

• 1750 examples

examples per 1000 words

• range: 0 – 24

• average 4



no. of 
texts

words words per 
text

no. of 
examples

examples per 
1000 words

average 
examples per 
1000 words

recording 
years

Kalamang 107 70000 670 1050 0-50 16 2010s

Pichi 34 46000 1350 1650 0-76 40 2000s

Pite Saami 23 17000 730 240 0-43 19 2000s, 
2010s

Rapa Nui 91 990000 11000 1750 0-24 4 1940-2000

total 255 1123000 4690



type of text

Kalamang

Pite Saami

Rapa Nui

Pichi
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conversation narrative descriptive written/elicited



Results



clarity (Kalamang only)

all differences significant

ρ = .338 (moderate) 
P = .000

H(2) = 11.8
P = .003



year (all languages)

all differences significant

H(2) = 52.0 
P = .000



year (all languages except Rapa Nui)

oldest > middle = newest

H(2) = 12.5 
P = .002



type of text (all languages)

elicited < descriptive
narrative < descriptive

H(3) = 9.335
P = .025



Conclusion



• no recording is useless

• annotate well!

• focus on good speakers and audio quality

• descriptive recordings are most useful



How do others use my grammar?



How do others use my grammar?



How do typologists use grammars?



Not considered

• language/areal specialists

• language users

• language revitalisers/planners



What is a good example?

questionnaire to LingTyp

20 responses

• short or long?

• genre?

• deciding factor when two equally good examples?

• find yourself in corpus?



Five principles

1) clarity

2) brevity

3) context

4) accessibility

5) good translation



1) clarity

• use consistent glosses

• follow conventions

https://www.eva.mpg.de/lingua/resources/glossing-rules.php



2) brevity

• start with short (“vanilla”) example 
 no room for confusion

• don’t shun elicitation



2) brevity: practice

IMT vault: all LangSci book examples (https://imtvault.xitio.de/)

• 40 characters

• 5 words

«This can probably be interpreted as the result of negotiating the 
competing motivations of naturalness, exhaustiveness and 
succinctness.» - Sebastian Nordhoff 

https://imtvault.xitio.de/


3) context

• provide extralinguistic context

• facilitates interpretation

David Gil – The prefixes di- and N- in Malay
Lena Terhart – A grammar of Paunake

Tamsin Donaldson – A grammar of Ngiyampaa
Anthony C. Woodbury (2007). On thick translation in linguistic documentation. In Peter K. Austin (ed.) Language 

Documentation and Description, vol 4. London: SOAS. pp. 120-135



4) accessibility

• add a tag

• make tag informative

Andrea L. Berez-Kroeker, Lauren Gawne, Susan Smythe Kung, Barbara F. Kelly, Tyler Heston, Gary Holton, Peter Pulsifer, David I. Beaver, Shobhana Chelliah, Stanley Dubinsky, Richard P. 
Meier, Nick Thieberger, Keren Rice and Anthony C. Woodbury. 2018. Reproducible research in linguistics: A position statement on data citation and attribution in our field. Linguistics 56(1).



4) accessibility

• make archive easy to navigate
 informative titles
 metadata

• update your email

• choose searchable archive

• think about language! (regional/international)



5) good translations

• use idiomatic sparsely

• add literal at phrase/sentence level

Chelliah, Shobhana. 1997. A Grammar of Meithei. MGL 17. Berlin & NY: Mouton de Gruyter.



discussion point: replicability

• be forthcoming about alternative analyses

• code for certainty?

• «thick analysis»

• gloss ≠ truth

Auderseth, Sandra. 2021. The antipassive and its relationship to person markers.



discussion point: replicability

• be forthcoming about alternative analyses

• code for certainty?

• «thick analysis»

• gloss ≠ truth

van Gerven Oei, Vincent. presentation on Old Nubian.
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