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Psycholinguistics and Fieldwork 

Language Production in Adults and the CLAN Analysis Tool 

Summer 2017, Sonja Eisenbeiss 

ELAN Revision 

Exercise  

 Download the ELAN example files 

https://experimentalfieldlinguistics.wordpress.com/links/software/elan/, 

 Download the tutorial handouts (in particular the A4 handout), 

 Open the ELAN example EAF-file. Look at the tiers and their types and dependencies, using: 

o VIEW > TIER DEPENDENCIES  

o TIER > CHANGE TIER ATTRIBUTES 

o TYPE > CHANGE LINGUISTIC TYPES  

NOTE: You can take screenshots as notes. 

 

Fig. 1: Tier Dependencies in the ELAN example file 

 

https://experimentalfieldlinguistics.wordpress.com/links/software/elan/
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 Create and save a new eaf-file using the wav-file and the video-file, and the template-file. 

 Create and save a new eaf-file from scratch, using the wav-file and the video-file and your notes 

from looking at the example. 

 

Language Production in Adults: Some Examples of Field-Appropriate 

Methods 

 Director/matcher tasks (or: barrier games, confederate description) 

 Picture/video-based elicited production (with syntactic priming) 

 Elicited production with novel words 

See Eisenbeiss (2010) for an overview and some discussion. 

 

Director/Matcher Tasks (or: Barrier Games, Confederate Description) 

A "classic" example for this type of task is the Pederson et al. (1998) study using "space games" to 

(i) investigate linguistic descriptions of spatial relationship and (ii) to provide a starting point for 

studies on the relationship between the way we talk about spatial relationships and the way we think 

about spatial relationships. The authors use this method to demonstrate that there are "two frames 

of reference: the ABSOLUTE, based on fixed bearings such as north and south, and the RELATIVE, 

based on projections from the human body such as 'in front (of me)', 'to the left'."  

 

Exercise 

Look at the paper and see how the method is described. Could you replicate this study based on the 

information provided? Are there any open questions? 

For next week: Read the paper and find later papers that provide a critical discussion of the 

methodology involved in this study. Email me references for the papers that you have found so that 

we can compile a reading list for the Experimentalfieldlinguistics-Blog. What can we learn about the 

use of "space games" as a research method from the discussion in these papers?  

 

Exercise 

Use the language games toolkit (https://languagegamesforall.wordpress.com/examples-of-games/) 

to set up a barrier and a scene for a study involving contrasting or similar pairs of animals (e.g. two 

identical elephants vs. a large and a small elephant). How would you create the barrier in a remote 

fieldsite location? Where would you set up the camera and why? Which types of materials would be 

appropriate for this task? Which logistic issues would you need to consider? 

https://languagegamesforall.wordpress.com/examples-of-games/
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NOTE: Some decisions and considerations 

 How high should the barrier be? In particular, what are the effects of participants seeing each 

other over the barrier vs. not seeing each other? You need to consider opportunities for gesture 

here.  

 What is the effect of participants facing each other vs. sitting next to one another in parallel? You 

need to consider this especially when you are comparing relative vs. absolute frames of 

references (see method sections of Pederson et al. (1998) and later papers). 

 Can the experimenter set up a scene and then function as the matcher or is a second participant 

required as it would be odd to describe something to someone when you know that they have set 

up this scene? Is having two participants take part in the study to avoid this always an option in 

the field? Is this different (i) when you are working with photos that you can just place on the 

table and (ii) when you are working with toys or real objects that the experimenter has to arrange 

on the table? 

 How can you prevent participants from trying to look around the barrier?  

 What can you use as a stable barrier in a remote fieldsite: Is your laptop big enough as a barrier? 

Could you use something like the felt-mats in the language games toolkit to create a larger barrier 

using hook-and-loop-fasteners? Could you use a larger mat or piece of fabric hanging down from 

a tree or something similar? Are there any existing barriers you could use (e.g. a fence)? 

 

Picture/Video-Based Elicited Production (with Syntactic Priming) 

Elicited production studies require participants to describe a stimulus item (real object, picture, or 
video). They can involve semi-structured tasks (e.g. games) or controlled elicited production 
experiments where a specific type of response (e.g. one sentence) is required for each item in a fixed 
set of stimulus items. Both types of studies often involve pictures with contrasts that highlight entities, 
actions, or properties that participants should mention in their description (see. e.g. the Contrastive 
Case Task, Ruijgendiik (2015), discussed earlier). 

 

Syntactic priming (or "structural priming") studies are a specific type of elicited production study: 

“Syntactic priming” refers to speakers’ tendency to re-use syntactic structure across otherwise 

unrelated utterances. For example, speakers are more likely to use passives after hearing or 

producing passives (condition A) than after hearing or producing active sentences (condition B). For a 

brief introduction to syntactic priming effects, see Pickering & Branigan, 1999 

(http://www.linguisticsnetwork.com/wp-content/uploads/Syntactic-Priming-in-Language-Production-

2.pdf). For a more recent and detailed discussion of syntactic priming, see Branigan & Pickering, 

2016 (https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/behavioral-and-brain-sciences/article/div-

classtitlean-experimental-approach-to-linguistic-

representationdiv/56398BE6CDD90731063F352A6C65AAB7. Responses to this target article will 

appear in the same journal and some are already becoming freely available as preprints and can be 

found via google scholar.  

http://www.linguisticsnetwork.com/wp-content/uploads/Syntactic-Priming-in-Language-Production-2.pdf
http://www.linguisticsnetwork.com/wp-content/uploads/Syntactic-Priming-in-Language-Production-2.pdf
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/behavioral-and-brain-sciences/article/div-classtitlean-experimental-approach-to-linguistic-representationdiv/56398BE6CDD90731063F352A6C65AAB7
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/behavioral-and-brain-sciences/article/div-classtitlean-experimental-approach-to-linguistic-representationdiv/56398BE6CDD90731063F352A6C65AAB7
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/behavioral-and-brain-sciences/article/div-classtitlean-experimental-approach-to-linguistic-representationdiv/56398BE6CDD90731063F352A6C65AAB7
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The syntactic priming effect can be used to explore speakers' syntactic representations: participants 

are given a picture description as a prime and asked to describe another picture. Researchers then 

determine whether the presentation of the prime makes learners more likely to use the same 

construction. In adult native speakers, such effects occur even when primes and targets contain 

different lexical material. If L1- or L2-learners show the same effect, this indicates that they have 

abstract target-like grammatical representations that can be activated by priming.  In contrast, if 

priming only occurs when prime and target involve the same verb or other lexical material, this 

suggests that the grammatical representation that the prime pre-activates is not abstract, but rather 

lexically bound, i.e. linked to the combination of the specific verb and the respective construction. 

Thus, syntactic priming experiments can be used to study L1/L2-learner’s grammatical 

representations.  

Syntactic priming studies can also be used to investigate how structures are related and what our 

representations for constructions look like. For instance, does a non-passive construction with a by-

phrase prime a passive construction just as much as a passive construction (compare e.g. The vase 

was dropped by John vs. The vase was dropped near the entrance)? Does a construction with a 

missing argument prime just as much as the same type of construction when the argument is overt 

(see e.g. Cai et al., 2015). 

 

Elicited Production with Novel Words 

Olawsky (1998) carried out a novel word elicited production task for the Gur language Dagbani, 

spoken in Northern Ghana. This language has 5 major noun classes, each with a singular/plural suffix 

pair (see Olawsky's example (1)). These noun classes differ with respect to the number of noun types 

that belong to the respective class – with high frequency for classes 1 and 3 and low frequency for 

class 2 (see (6)). The semantic base of noun classification has become opaque for Dagbani. Olawsky 

introduced novel words and studied which class properties they showed. 

 

Exercise 

Discuss which problems could occur when you try to carry out an elicited production study with novel 

words for an under-researched language in a remote fieldwork location. 
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NOTE: Potential Problems  

 The "novel" word might not be a potential word of the language under study, for instance 

because it violates a – yet undescribed phonotactic rule of the language. Thus, novel word 

studies require quite substantial knowledge of the target language and should not be used in 

early stages of a project. 

 The "novel" word might already exist in the language. Even if you ask a native speaker of the 

language about each "novel" word before your study, this is no guarantee that other speakers 

might not already use these words. It is useful to ask several speakers with different ages and 

maybe also different varieties/dialects. NOTE: For languages like English, it is always worth 

googling the "novel" word or checking for entries of this word in urban dictionaries, slang word 

lists, etc.  

 Even if the initial pilot study seems to confirm that the "novel" words does not exist, you need 

to be aware of potential sound symbolism effects, which might apply universally or to the 

language under study (See Svantesson, 2017, for a recent review: 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28328102). If a word does not sound "right" for a 

particular object due to such effects, it might be difficult to learn or participants might change 

the pronounciation or show other difficulties in your study. 

 Practice with new words might be required so that speakers remember the words well before 

they start to use them in the required forms/contexts.  

 Participants might not pronounce the word the way you want them to produce the word. This 

can have particularly negative effects if you want to study effects of phonological properties on 

noun class or gender assignment. In order to avoid such problems, you need to practice words 

thoroughly with your participants, pointing out differences in pronunciation in a non-

patronizing way. 

 Speakers might not accept the novel words as potential words of their language and either 

refuse to use them or treat them differently from new words entering the language (e.g. as 

loan words or new inventions by speakers). If the researcher knows loan words from other 

languages that have entered the language under study quite recently, referring to them can 

help to convey the rationale of the study. 

 Making up words for a language of a language community can be viewed as inappropriate or 

patronizing. 

 

Exercise 

For our next meeting: Have a look at the Olawsky (1998) study and discuss: How did Olawsky some 

of the potential methodological problems? Which sub-experiment addresses which issue? 

 

  

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Svantesson%20JO%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=28328102
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28328102
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Using CLAN to Analyse CHAT Transcripts 

See the CHILDES webpage for a CLAN manual:  http://childes.psy.cmu.edu/ 

 

CLAN Windows 

 the commands window where you specify the folders, files, and commands you want to use 

 the CLAN output window, where you will see the results of your searches. If you have not specified 
an output file, your results will be displayed in this window. If you have saved your outputs into a 
file (as you will be asked to do for this exercise), you will not be able to see it in the output window, 

but the name and location of the output file will be displayed in the output window.  
 

CLAN Steps 

 specify your WORKING DIRECTORY, where the files you will be working with are stored 
 specify your output directory, where any output files will be stored 
 select a command (type or select from CLAN) 
 select one or more transcription files for analysis (type name or select from FILE IN) 
 optionally use some so-called switches to modify the commands.  
 

Core CLAN Commands 

 FREQ:  will provide you with type and token frequency information 
 Type: how many different word forms are used? 
 Token: how many word forms are used overall? 
 Token frequencies are always at least as high as type frequencies 

 COMBO: will find utterances matching a given set of criteria 
 

Useful Switches 

+f saves output to file. For each transcription that you have chosen to analyse, an output file 
will be generated. By default, this output file will have the name of the transcription file 
and an extension that will show you which command was used to create the output (e.g. 

frq, mlu or cmb).  

+s  searches for a string in a file.  

+t  restricts the search to a particular tier – e.g.  the tier of a particular speaker. 

+u  treats all files together. 

+o  orders FREQ lists according to token frequency 

+w  –w1 and +w1 provide one preceeding/following  line, -w2 and +w2 will provide two  

preceeding/following lines, etc. 

  

http://childes.psy.cmu.edu/
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Search Strings 

^ immediately followed by 

+  inclusive OR 

! logical NOT 

* “joker”  

“” strings including blanks, etc. should be put in quotes 

 

 

Some Examples 

freq sarah134.cha         (frequency list of all words) 

freq sarah134.cha +f         (saved frequency list) 

combo +sthe +t*CHI sarah134.cha   (all child utterances with the,  saved to a file) 

combo +s"aux|**" +t%MOR sarah134.cha      (all auxiliaries) 

combo +s"where's^the" +t*CHI sarah134.cha (all child utterances with the potential formula  
That’s the X) 

 

Something to think about: 

The Thomas corpus in the CHILDES database does not involve a morpho-syntactic coding line. But in 

many files, omissions of articles, etc. are coded using the “0” codes and error codes “[*]”. See 

CHILDES database manual for more information. However, coding is inconsistent and not entirely 

reliable. Moreover, many other codes in other corpora are not entirely reliable. How could you 

systematically search for omissions of articles in a file without (reliable) coding for articles and article 

omissions (hint: consider a combination of FREQ and COMBO)? Check the CLAN manual on the 

CHILDES webpage and use google to find suggestions….. 

 

 


