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Psycholinguistics and Fieldwork 

Transcription and Annotation in Elan 

Summer 2017, Sonja Eisenbeiss 

 

The CHAT Transcription Format of the CHILDES Database 

http://childes.psy.cmu.edu/ (MacWhinney 2000) 

https://experimentalfieldlinguistics.wordpress.com/links/software/childes-database-chat-

transcriptions-and-clan-tools/  

minCHAT is the basis format for transcription/annotation in CHAT: 

http://talkbank.org/manuals/CHAT.pdf (p.22) 

NOTE: The CHAT transcription system can be used in Combination with the Multi-Media-Annotator 

ELAN (see below).  

 

Exercise 

Which of these markers in the CHAT transcription conventions is useful for  

 an analysis of speech disfluencies, 

 an analysis of speech errors and an analysis of children's non-target-like grammatical forms, 

 parental feedback for children's non-target-like forms? 

 

Tab. 1: Useful Main Tier Markers in CHAT 

unfilled pauses:  # 

filled pauses: eh@fp 

interruption: +/. 

self-interruption: +//. 

repetition w/o correction: [/] 

repetition with correction:  [//] 

unintelligible speech: xxx 

material coded on phonol. tier: yyy 

doubtful material:  [?] or [=? text] 

omitted parts of words: ( ) 

to refer to more than one word: < > 

to show an omission (e.g. has): 0has  

to show an error  [*] 

http://childes.psy.cmu.edu/
https://experimentalfieldlinguistics.wordpress.com/links/software/childes-database-chat-transcriptions-and-clan-tools/
https://experimentalfieldlinguistics.wordpress.com/links/software/childes-database-chat-transcriptions-and-clan-tools/
http://talkbank.org/manuals/CHAT.pdf
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Exercise 

Download the file 3-00-07.cha from the Thomas-corpus (UK-English) in the CHILDES database. Open 

the file in your text processor and search for markers of non-target-like utterances (brackets, zeros, 

stars in square brackets, etc.). Look at the utterances and their context. Discuss: 

 How do the adults respond to the child's "errors"? 

 Is it always clear what the "errors" are? 

 Are all "errors" marked? 

 Why is the annotation of omissions not always straightforward? 

 Could the coding be even more informative? If yes, how? 

 Look at the CHAT manual to find out which other annotation options you have for marking 

"errors" in a transcript: http://talkbank.org/manuals/CHAT.pdf. 

In principle, you have several options for the annotation of non-target-like forms: 

 You can include both the target-like and the non-target-like form directly in the transcription 

and mark the utterance as non-target-like by using the star symbol, e.g. "goed [: went] [*]". 

 You can use the transcription line to simply write down what was said and then add coding 

tiers where you annotate errors in one of two ways: You either encode 

1. which type of error it was (e.g. article omission, overgeneralization of past tense form, 

omission of plural marker, etc.) or 

2. the context and the form that was used (e.g. the singular form car in the plural context 

These are my car).  

Note: Option 2 does not require you to carry out error analyses for individual utterances. This can be 

useful for highly inflected languages with many syncretisms in morphological paradigms. For 

instance, Tab.2 shows the forms of German demonstrative pronouns. If a speaker replaces the target 

form diesem in a dat.masc.sg. context with the non-target-like form dieser, this could be a gender 

error (dat.fem.sg. dieser instead of dat.masc.sg. diesem). However, it could also be a case error 

(dat.fem.sg. dieser instead of dat.masc.sg. diesem). It could also be a combined gender+case error 

(gen.fem.sg. dieser instead of dat.masc.sg. diesem) or a combined number+case error (gen.pl. 

dieser instead of dat.masc.sg. diesem). In a case like this, it might be better to simply code the 

context (dat.masc.sg.) and the surface form used (dieser). 

Tab. 2: German Demonstrative Pronouns 

 Masculine Neuter Feminine Plural 

Nom dieser dieses diese diese 

Acc diesen dieses diese diese 

Dat diesem diesem dieser diesen 

Gen dieses dieses dieser dieser 

http://talkbank.org/manuals/CHAT.pdf
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ELAN 

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

ELAN (http://tla.mpi.nl/tools/tla-tools/elan/) allows researchers to time-link transcriptions and 

annotations to audio/video-recordings.  

 

Overview 

Exercise  

 Download the ELAN example files 

 Download the tutorial handouts (in particular the A4 handout) 

 Open the eaf-Annotation file. You can either do this by clicking on the downloaded file or by 

starting ELAN and using FILE > Open.  

 Explore the play and discplay options: 

Fig. 1: ELAN Annotation Window 

  

Different 

visualizations 

of 

annotations 
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Video 
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Options 
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Timeline Viewer 

https://experimentalfieldlinguistics.wordpress.com/links/software/elan/
http://tla.mpi.nl/tools/tla-tools/elan/
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Tab. 3: Functions of the ELAN Windows 

Element Function 

Menu bar 1program commands 

Media Player options controls playback 

Video Viewer displays video image 

Waveform Viewer displays waveform 

Tiers displays names given to annotation lines 

Timeline Viewer working with / displaying annotations 

Different visualization of annotations working with / displaying annotations 

 

 To stop and start the video, use Ctrl+Space or the triangle button, which changes to the pause 

sign ( II ) while the video is playing. 

 To set the position of the crosshair (so you can see a different frame in the Video Viewer), click 

with the mouse any place in the Timeline Viewer which does not have an  annotation  (e.g. on the 

time codes at the top edge of the viewer), or anyplace in the annotation density viewer. 

 

 

Fig. 2: Navigating through ELAN 
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Tiers and Annotations 

A tier is a set of annotations with the same characteristics, e.g., one tier with the orthographic 

transcription of the speaker’s utterances, and another tier with the free translation of these 

utterances. ELAN tiers are shown as lines below the media window and the set-up of tiers can be 

modified to suit the researcher's needs for a particular project. In Tab. 4, the first tier st presents 

the sentence as it has been uttered by the speaker. Wd refers to the word level, mb to the morpheme 

level and gl contains the morphological gloss. There is also a tier for comments. Tiers can be added 

and defined as necessary. For instance, if the data were in a different language, we could also have 

a tier labelled ft, for free translations of the sentence. The Visual World tier arrangement in Fig. 3 

contains just two tiers, one for the test item (item) and the other to the seconds (segmentation) 

corresponding to eye movements. Researchers can then add annotations to give information about 

the eye position at for the respective segment of time during the presentation of the respective item. 

 

 

Tab. 4: ELAN Tiers for Morpho-Syntactic Analysis  

St Sentence The cat likes milk 
Tx Text The Cat likes milk 
Wd Words The Cat likes milk 
Mb Morphemes The Cat like- -s milk 

Gl Gloss Det-nom Sg-nom V- -3rd  p sg Sg-acc 

Com comment The child was laughing while… 

 
 
Fig. 3: ELAN Tiers for the Annotation of Visual World Experiment Data 

 
 
There are two types of tiers: 

 Independent tiers contain annotations that are linked directly to a time interval, i.e., they are 

“time-alignable”. 

 Referring tiers contain annotations that are linked to annotations on another tier (i.e., to 

annotations on their so-called “parent tier”). 
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Fig. 4: Dependencies between Tiers 

 

 
If you put your cursor on one of the tiers, a blue pop-up box will provide information about the relations 

between tiers as well as their linguistic types. 

Parent tiers and their dependent tiers are linked in such a way that any changes made to the parent 

affect the child but not vice versa. Most importantly, deleting a parent tier will delete all corresponding 

dependent tiers. 

 

Linguistic Types 

Each tier is assigned to a “Linguistic Type”. Each linguistic type specifies a number of constraints that 

hold for all tiers assigned to that type. Such constraints are bundled into so-called ‘stereotypes’. The 

following four stereotypes are currently available – see Fig.5 and  Fig.6 for concrete examples: 

  

TIER DEPENDENCY 

st independent parent of tx and ft 

tx referring parent of wd 

wd referring parent of mb 

mb referring parent of gl 

gl, ft referring - 
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Tab. 5: Linguistic Types 

Linguistic 
Type 

In/ 

Depende

nt 

Kind of Annotation Tier 

“None” independent  The annotation on the tier is linked 

to the time axis. 

 Two annotations cannot overlap. 

st / item 

“Time 

Subdivision” 

referring  The annotation on parent tier can be 

subdivided, and each of the 

subdivisions can be linked to the time 

axis. 

 They differ from annotations on 

independent tiers because they are 

assigned  to  an  interval  contained 

within that of the parent annotation. 

tx / 

segmentatio

n 

“Symbolic 

Subdivision” 

referring  The annotation on the parent tier 

can be subdivided, but the  

subdivisions   cannot be linked to 

time axis. 

wd, mb 

“Symbolic 

Association” 

referring  The annotation on the parent tier 

cannot  be subdivided 

 There is a one-to-one 

correspondence between the  parent  

annotation. An example would be 

the free translation. 

gl, ft 

 

Note that a linguistic type can refer to only ONE of the stereotypes at a time. Many tiers can 

correspond to a linguistic type. 

 
  



Psycholinguistik_in_der_Feldforschung_Eisenbeiss_2017_handout_transcription_annotation_elan 8 

None (st) 

linked directly to 

the time axis 

Time subdivision 

(tx) 

annotation on 

parent tier that can 

be subdivided 

Fig.5: Linguistic Types for Morphosyntactic Analysis 

 

 

 

Fig. 6: Linguistic Types for the Annotation of Visual World Experiment Data 
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Exercise 
Download the ELAN example files and the tutorial handouts from the MPI webpage. Create a new 

annotation file, using the video and the audio file. Add a transcription tier for the speaker P. 

Wittenburg and the experimenter S. Kita, respectively. For each speaker, add a comment tier that is 

dependent on the transcription tier. Transcribe 5 utterances for each speaker, using CHAT 

conventions. Save the annotation (eaf) file and export it to CHAT format. On the comment tier, you 

can add additional information that would be useful for a transcript reader without access to the 

video.  

 

NOTE: You might find VIEW > SHORTCUTS useful for this exercise. 

 

NOTE: In the old ELAN tutorials, you will find Str+ENTER used to save annotations. In newer 

versions of ELAN, you might find that you can simply use ENTER. 

 

This handout is based on the official ELAN tutorials and text from this longer handout: 

https://experimentalfieldlinguistics.files.wordpress.com/2013/09/eisenbeiss_et_al_experimental_field

_linguistics_dmdx_elan_chat_clan_2013.pdf  

https://experimentalfieldlinguistics.files.wordpress.com/2013/09/eisenbeiss_et_al_experimental_field_linguistics_dmdx_elan_chat_clan_2013.pdf
https://experimentalfieldlinguistics.files.wordpress.com/2013/09/eisenbeiss_et_al_experimental_field_linguistics_dmdx_elan_chat_clan_2013.pdf

