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Abstract: This paper is concerned with five problems in speech data collection. Drawing on the work with the Corpus of Situated Adolescent Speech, we propose some tentative coping strategies to solve the five problems. Our governing principle is that we should give credit to the most natural and rich language. In the meanwhile, the relationship between data and theory is discussed.
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1.0 Preliminary considerations
Linguists have to be keenly aware that single text-based linguistic research is distanced from real life situated discourse, so is quasi- or prepared speech. As Labov (1972) so aptly discussed, linguistic science is rooted in the efforts of the bush linguists and street linguists and only secondarily advanced by those who do most of their work in the library, their offices and their laboratories. Actually to put this differently, there is no such thing as “the ideal speaker/listener in a completely homogeneous speech community” (Chomsky 1965). What corpus linguists do is to find order from heterogeneity of everyday language. The situated speech data provide samples of naturalistic discourse instead of those data under experiment conditions or during interviews. Now with audio recording, we are capable of carrying out research into phonetic and prosodic nature of language. In addition to studies on lexical and syntactic levels, meaning in interaction, viz. pragmatic and discourse analysis can be conducted within social and textual contexts. In this paper, we adopt two general principles regarding the development of special-purpose corpus of situated speech: the Naturalness Principle, and the Richness Principle (Gu forthcoming).
Then we would like to clear the ground by defining what are desirable spoken corpus data. According to Williams (1996), the ideal spoken corpus should include all forms of speech, from diverse speakers and covering various styles and accents. The recordings should be orthographically transcribed, grammatically tagged, and prosodically annotated. Finally, the corpus would be very large. His criteria are actually set for the general-purpose spoken corpus like LLC and the spoken part of BNC. For many linguists who cannot obtain adequate funding, such a corpus is much too utopian. Our understanding towards desirable spoken corpus for small-scale specialized research is that spoken corpus should “mimic” the general composition of the general corpus within the specific registers or genres of speech. A spoken corpus thus complied would be functional and operational for linguistic research in its own right.

2.0 From Speech Data to Theory
Observable speech data do not advance scientific understanding of discourse (Chafe 1994: 15), but speech data per se, speakers and/or linguists, research objectives, personal and situational information and elicitation in collecting data do capture the interplay between speech data and linguistic theorizing. In the current paper, the five problems in speech data collection and their coping strategies are addressed to explore such relationship between data and theory. Certainly they are suggestive and do not claim to be exhaustive.



Figure 1 From data to theory

Linguists first of all must ensure what they have collected is the same thing as the speakers’ daily conversation. That is the data are as objective as the speakers produce when they are not observed. Anyone who is aware that his behavior is to be accessible to the public, he would be either unhappy or unwilling to speak more. Sometimes the obvious change can be noticed with the increase of the number of people present or potentially present. For instance, students speak rather at will with parents at home and much hesitantly in class and even speak really bad language with their peers. With sophisticated recording equipment we can now have such behavioral observations stored and make them retrievable for linguistic research. 

Corpus linguists believe hard evidence from corpora, however, in order to rule out the threats to the objectivity of corpus data, the linguistic fieldworker has to ask 1) what role he plays in the development of linguistic theory? 2) what sort of data do we need? 3) does linguistic expertise have a niche in the creation of a spoken corpus? 4) how does fieldwork methodology affect the data?

3.0 Problems and Coping Strategies of Speech Data Collection

Once the general construct of a spoken corpus is determined, it is time to get on the fieldwork stage of corpus creation—how to collect speech data. This paper will look at some important variables in collecting speech data that dictate the overall quality of the corpus. 

3.1 Problem 1: Recorder’s paradox
Following Labov’s observer’s paradox, we coin this recorder’s paradox. To explain this change of addressing the difficulty in obtaining real life speech data, we are arriving at a critical issue in speech data collection. Namely, the exposure of the intent of recording will inevitably sensitize speaker’s awareness in their ways of speaking in varying degrees. The data collected are thus invalid for rigorous theoretical investigation. 

Normally in sociolinguistic interviews, it is almost impossible for researchers to be impartial observers of linguistic facts (Schilling-Estes 2000). Even if the researchers do not find themselves self-conscious of their research purposes, informants would switch to a, say, formalized way of speaking. In such sociolinguistic interviews the major discourse types are questions and answers. Speech data thus gained will not represent the everyday language of informants. To ensure most natural recordings possible, we maintain that the revelation of recorder’s purpose is to be made known after the conversation.

In the work with the Corpus of Situated Adolescent Speech, different recording personnel are involved. We enter the speech community ourselves to play the role as an onlooker, or a participant sometimes, and most often we recruit junior high school students to record their talk with fellow students before class, after class, in the teacher’s office, at the bus stop, and on the way home. We also asked some adults to record family discourse with their teenage children, like dinner table talk. These recruits are found to be unexpectedly cooperative, recorded talk is not different (as some recorders later claimed) from their natural conversation with teenagers. Sometimes, to extract as much natural speech as possible, we erase the initial section of the conversation recorded (ten minutes are believed to be a good cutting point), because the recorder (especially the teenage recruit) is more or less hesitant to speak more or speak in a controlled way.

One important thing should be borne in mind that ethical issue arises when we do the recording surreptitiously. Although it is fortunate for Chinese linguists that this is not a very big issue at present only if we keep the personal speech data among the academics and use them for research only, we would rather not intrude on others’ private spaces. Two suggested solutions in this case are 1) record linguists’ family or his close relatives’ family talk if they do not mind at all; 2) we ask some potential informants for recording their everyday talk at any time if they are kind enough. Our recording, however, begins at any unknown time. In these two cases, we can get natural speech data. The first method uses himself (the most reliable data supplier) as informant or takes advantage of his solidarity with his relatives to get natural data. This method has been adopted by many linguists on their children for example. The second method is another acceptable compromise to get natural data.

No matter the researcher or a recruit does the recording, his attempt to record the talk should always be kept to himself before and during the talk, or he will not expect any normal conversation any more. In other words, the recorder has to be an “invisible” data collector, and he should always have a ready mind (and ready recording equipment as well) to record those uninformed speakers.

3.2 Problem 2: How and to what extent should situational information be kept? To assist functional analysis out of the speech data, situational information ought to be kept as much as possible. Therefore a detailed log keeping is required for every piece of recording. As we all know, recording and transcription result in a loss of information that is otherwise available to the actual situations of the discourse. This explains why transcripts of spoken discourse are very often incomprehensible to outsider readers. Moreover, situated discourse, as part and parcel of the ever-resolving social process, goes out of date very quickly, and future users of the corpus will fail to see the social significance if the information is not sufficiently provided (Gu forthcoming). 

As I mentioned previously, corpora are complied for future interpretation, and in the meanwhile any interpretation of linguistic data requires a context in time and space. Linguists will make sure against the situational information provided whether the discourse “slice” recorded is affected by other people present (teachers, research, or peers) or truly happens as it is. 

To acquire information about the field site, we have to do much preliminary work. In our case, we need to study the floor map. Sometimes we should establish certain rapport with the students (on a practical basis we actually first find teachers to whom we have some connections). These will enable us and “latecomers” more at ease to get adjusted to the field situation.

3.3 Problem 3: How and to what extent should personal information of speaker be kept? This problem is closely related to the preceding one. In this case, the demographical information and role relationship of participants in the speech interaction should be jotted down as much as possible for future examination. 

Speakers in the situated discourse shape the speech data in their particular way. Their identity or role relationship makes a significant difference of their talk in the small speech community. We know teacher talks like a teacher, and student talks like a student. A boy student talks also different from girls. A mischievous student speaks even more different from others.

An on-the-spot log keeping of speakers’ demographic information is badly needed for future research (if we have access to it at all). Unfortunately in anonymous observations or invisible recordings, personal information is impossible to get. At this time, we need to at least take down our rough estimation of the speakers’ age, role relationship with other teens and so forth. 

3.4 Problem 4: Is preset linguistic motivation for collecting speech data justifiable?

The fourth problem goes whether the sampling and collecting of the target speech data is to be theoretically motivated. A special-purpose corpus compilation is usually directed to a certain research objective, because it is not economical and practical to make a small corpus all-inclusive and all-embracing. 

The speech data from fieldwork will ultimately be shaped by not only the language itself but by the research goals we aim to achieve. For instance, in situated adolescent spoken corpus, we want to investigate the discourse markers from the prosodic perspective. Therefore we need to record more casual talk, instead of formal speech or sociolinguistic interview. If the purpose is on the language of urban adolescent speakers, the sampling is confined to this particular type of population. 

Some people would argue that it is myopic to limit the record to the data pertinent to issues of current theoretical interests, but we have to check our recording quantity. We cannot hope to anticipate all future needs (Mithun 2001:53), theory gives us much on methodological issues, helps us find finer things to look at. This problem again points to our discussion of the relationship between data and theory. It is not appropriate to say that we set the theoretical framework for natural data to fit it; it is economical in actual field research to include a general theoretical orientation of data collection.

Linguistics benefits when fieldworkers are doing more than merely gathering data for a theoretician to interpret (Everett forthcoming). We understand Everett as meaning linguistic theory modifies our corpus planning, narrows our categories of samples.

By linguistic motivation, generally we mean given the funding and energy we have, what priority should be given to certain genre or register of discourse. As in the Corpus of Situated Adolescent Speech, if our object of investigation is on phonetic and/or phonological aspects of discourse, we need to find less noisy settings so as to obtain higher quality audio recording.

In a sense, the identity of a corpus is shaped before it actually comes into being. A corpus is by its very nature a purpose-built linguistic databank.

3.5 Problem 5: Does elicitation have a role to play in accumulating data? Generally, sociolinguistic interview does not present a true picture of natural speech interaction. However, some researchers (like Labov and Schegloff 1989) argue that well-devised interviews can also represent talk in action. But we hold that naturally occurring speech is the sole representation of human speech. Speech data out of interview can only be used for stylistic and/or variational comparison.

We made some recordings of interview for comparative study. Sometimes in all of our data gathered, we can hardly find instances of some intuitively very frequent linguistic facts. In such cases, well-devised elicitation also has a role to play.

4.0 Conclusion

Most of the problems are revisited here in the work with the Corpus of Situated Adolescent Speech. Here in this paper we just present very briefly some piratical guidelines for linguistic fieldwork especially for speech data collection, which actually requires a book length work to cover.

Actually many other important issues like the overall and sample size, time frame, sociolinguistic variables (e.g. gender, age, literacy etc) should be considered to create a valid corpus. But these issues have already been covered in many corpus linguistics monographs. The problems addressed in the present paper are small but significant for the quality of the corpus data collection and the ensuing theorizing. We hope that what we are presenting here is useful as analytical and practical tools. 
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Appendix 1
Corpus of Situated Adolescent Speech mentioned in the paper is started in January 2003 and still under construction. The projected size is about 20 hours surreptitiously recorded spontaneous conversation of adolescents. The recordings are made by the researcher himself and several recruits. The corpus will be orthographically transcribed and grammatically, prosodically, and probably pragmatically annotated. And all these annotations are converted into the codes readable by the software -- Codingstar. With the software, we tag the plain text with the codes, and the tagged text is then exported in XML format. 
Appendix 2 Preliminary sampling strategies and procedures of Corpus of Situated Adolescent Speech


SCHOOL-BASED/RELATED PERIPHERAL TALKING-DOING INSTANCES
Picnic/visiting museum/seeing a movie/voluntary work…
FAMILY-BASED/RELATED PERIPHERAL TALKING-DOING INSTANCES
Shopping/visiting relatives…
THE CHARACTERISTIC TALKING CONTEXTS OF ADOLESCENCE

1) Families > 5 hrs

2) Peer groups > 5 hrs

3) School: work > 5 hrs

4) School: leisure > 5 hrs

CATEGORIZATION OF ADOLESCENT DISCOURSE IN TERMS OF PARTICIPANTS

Peer groups

Among boys

Among girls

Mixed

Adolescent vs adult (out-group)

Adolescent vs adult (in-group)
Adolescent vs infant (out-group)

Adolescent vs infant (in-group)
Monologue 

Adult-initiated adolescent-directed speech

Adolescent-initiated adolescent-directed speech
Adolescent-initiated adult-directed speech
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