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0 About the guidelines 

These guidelines are written for the Speech Corpus of Ethiopian languages which are included the NORHED project run by 

University of Oslo, Norwegian Institute of Science and Technology, Addis Ababa University and Hawassa University.  

They have been adopted from the guidelines for three speech corpus projects from the Text Laboratory: NoTa-Oslo, Nordic 

Dialect Corpus and LIA. 

In section 1 you will find a short general introduction to transcription and some useful information about file and informant 

names. Section 2 is more detailed and practical and gives advice about transcription and a short introduction to ELAN. 

Section 3 presents a draft for transcription guidelines for Ethiopian languages. Section 4 deals with proof reading and 

section 5 gives an overview of shortcuts in ELAN. 

1 Advice for transcription 

It is important to establish good routines and habits when doing transcriptions. The goal is that the work should progress as 

quickly and flawlessly as possible. Not everything that works for one person works for everyone, but below you will find 

some advice on good practice: 

 Take frequent short breaks where you focus your eyes on something else and stretch your legs! 

 Do not work more than four hours consecutively with transcription. 

 Learn and use the shortcuts.  

 Focus on what you hear. It is easy to write what you expect to hear, not what is actually said. 

1.1 Backup 

You have to remember to take a backup of all your audio-video files and of your transcription after every working session. 

Use a memory stick, a DVD or save it on another computer; for instance, on your friend’s computer. 

1.2 File names 

We use this pattern for our project: For audio files, name of the recording place or dialect _ university abbreviation _ 

running number (starts again on 1 for each place). Example:  

 

Name of a language                                                           Code 



4 

 

Hamer ............................................................................................................ hm  

Gamo ............................................................................................................. ga 

Muher ............................................................................................................ mu  

Gumer ............................................................................................................ gu  

Sidama ........................................................................................................... sd 

Hidiyya .......................................................................................................... hd 

Wollo (A dialect of Amharic) ....................................................................... am 

Oromo............................................................................................................ or 

 

Recording        Code 

Audio file  ..................................................................................................... a 

Video file  ...................................................................................................... v 

 

Example: 

or_ adama_ a_aau_01 (This refers to an Oromo audio file collected from Adama by researchers from Addis Ababa 

University) 

 

Transcription files: 

Get their names from the audio file with initials from the transcriber backmost. 

Example:  

 

or_ adama_ a_aau_01_ba (This is a file name of an Oromo audio file transcribed by Bikila Ashenafi)  

 

1.3 Interviewer and informant names 

Informants (speakers) get their name from the audio file plus a number for each informant. Please note that blanks are not 

allowed! If there are more than one speakers in the audio file, for instance, if they are in a conversation or dialogue, write 

the name of the informants in the conversation or dialogue. It is advisable to have a list of informants and the assigned 

number in a certain text file (word, or excel can be fine). Thus, the numbers indicating the speakers on the transcribed files 

can easily be traced using the key.  

Examples: 

or_ adama_ a_aau_0101 (the last two digits stand for the first informant) 
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or_ adama_ a_aau_0102 (the last two digits stand for the second informant) 

1.4 Write a work log 

Transcribers have to send a log to the project e-mail lbc_lt@gmail.com every day. The file is named after your name and 

log: You write date – hours worked – which file you worked on (from start time slot to end time slot) – and a comment 

about the file (here they can write if the speech was hard to understand etc.). In this way, it is possible to track what is done 

and what is not and how fast. 

 

 

Date  Hour worked  Section of file  Type of work  

Sept 15, 2015 4 0:00 -15:00 transcription 

Sept 16, 2015 2 0:00-12:30 proofreading 

 

2 Transcription and proofreading in ELAN 

2.1  ELAN  

ELAN is a free, transcription program from the Max Planck Institute and The Language Archive in the Netherlands. For 

more information about ELAN, visit the webpage: http://tla.mpi.nl/tools/tla-tools/elan/.You can also download ELAN from 

this site. In this section we will briefly describe how the program works. On the website you will find a full manual for the 

program. ELAN has three different modes: 

 Segmentation Mode 

 Transcription Mode 

 Annotation Mode 

In the Segmentation Mode, you can easily divide the speech flow into sections of reasonable time length to be transcribed in 

the Transcription Mode afterwards. In the Annotation Mode, you can both segment and transcribe, but not as efficiently. 

We, therefore, recommend the Annotation Mode for proofreading only. It is probably most efficient to alternate between 

periods with segmentation and periods with transcription for variety. 

3 Audio files in ELAN 

To get a waveform view of the audio file (see the chapters above), you have to have a wav version of your audio file. You 

can use the freely available the Audacity tool to convert your mp3 files: Audacity can be downloaded at: 

http://sourceforge.net/projects/audacity/. Windows media player files (wma files) can also be converted to wav with a free 

mailto:lbc_lt@gmail.com
http://sourceforge.net/projects/audacity/
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software available at: http://download.cnet.com/Free-WMA-to-WAV-Converter/3000-2140_4-76116064.html. 

4 Starting a new transcription and define speakers 

 Choose File  New 

 In the window to the left choose the appropriate audio file 

 Check for Template and choose Annotation_Template.etf  in the window to the left 

 

Give the speakers in the audio file names. Each speaker has its own tier under the wave forms in Annotation mode (which is 

the default mode when opening a new file in ELAN). The order of the speakers/tiers has no meaning. You give names to the 

tiers as follows: 

 

 Choose Tier    Change Tier Attributes. 

 

In the dialog box Tier Name and Participant should have the same names as in the filename. In template cois is speaker1 

and interviewer1 defined in advance but the names should be changed.  

 In addition, remember to check: 

 Annotator: Set your initials here.  

 Parent Tier: none. 

 Linguistics Type: utterance type. 

 Default language may stand as System default. 

If you need to define more speakers, click Add and fill out the dialog box in the same way. You can define new speakers 

any time during transcription. 

4.1 Continue with a transcription 

Double-click on the transcription file you want to work with, and you will automatically bring up both the transcription and 

audio file. You can also open the program ELAN and then choose Open and the correct transcription file. The audio file 

will be opened automatically.  

4.2 Segmentation 

In the Segmentation Mode, the audio stream is divided into smaller parts or segments to be transcribed later. For each time, 

we start and end a segment, a time code is written in the transcription and in this way, the transcription will be linked 

together with the audio file. You can read more about segments, replies and turn taking in Chapter 3.2. 

http://download.cnet.com/Free-WMA-to-WAV-Converter/3000-2140_4-76116064.html
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 Choose Options  Segmentation Mode. 

Note that it is not possible to transcribe in the Segmentation Mode! 

 

 

 

 

Use the play button on the media player or easier, press Ctrl + Spacebar to listen to the recording. Stop the media player in 

the same way. If you have selected an area in the wave form, use Shift + Spacebar to play the exact area. 

 

You can switch between active tiers with the up and down arrows. The active tier can be divided into segments 

(annotations) using the cursor (crosshair) and enter key. Set the cursor where you want the segment to begin in the 

waveform and select the Start Button with the enter key. Then, set the cursor where you want the segment to end and press 

the enter key again. You now have a segment!  

 

If you transcribe a speaker who talks for a long time without breaks and wish to split the speech into several segments 

without pauses between, press the Enter Button twice to end the old segment and start the new one. You can move the 

cursor in the waveform using the mouse or by using shortcuts (see below). A segment can be moved or expanded/shortened 

by clicking and dragging. 
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In a conversation or interview with two or more participants, it may be useful to concentrate on segmenting one tier (or 

speaker) at a time: First, you can divide into segments speaker A completely, then speaker B. It is also possible to switch 

between tiers and speakers, see the illustration  

 

 

 

You can change the size of the waveform using the small button on the bar to the right at the bottom of the page. In some 

languages like Oromo which do not have a well-established standard writing system, dividing speech into words is 

problematic as there are different writing norms. So for convenience, follow the rules given below.  

 

a. Bound morphemes or free morphemes such ‘itti, irra, jala, dha, ture, jira,  na’ etc. should be written separately. 

Example: 

  

Mana itti na eegi. 

Maqaan koo caalaa dha.  

 

b. Don’t use the shortened forms of bound morphemes such as ‘jira, ture’ or other word forms.   

Example:  

‘Inni dhufee jira’ not ‘Inni dhufeera.’ 

‘Mana jala jira’  not  ‘Manjala jira.’ 

4.2.1 Useful shortcuts, the Segmentation Mode 

Note that some of the shortcuts are different for a PC and a Mac (We do not think you use Mac but if you happen to you it, 

the shortcut keys work in Mac as well). 

 

Function PC and Mac  

Merge a selected segment with next segment Ctrl+A  

Merge a selected segment with the former segment Ctrl+B  

Divide selected segments Ctrl+Enter1  

                                                 
1
 Note that this shortcut is not defined in ELAN; you can define your own shortcuts if you want, see chapter 7. 
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Select a tier as the active tier Arrow up  

Select the tier below as the active tier Arrow down  

Play/Pause Ctrl+Space  

Play a selected area Shift+Space  

 

Use the mouse to move the cursor or use the shortcuts and it is advisable to use the shortcuts for ease and efficiency. It takes 

you only a moment to memorize and use them.  

 

Function PC and Mac 

Move the cursor one second to the left Shift+Arrow left  

Move the cursor one second to the right Shift+Arrow right 

 

Ctrl/Cmd+Shift+Arrows can be used for moving the cursor a little to the right or left.  

4.3 Transcription  

In the Transcription Mode, you can transcribe the part of the recording, you have already segmented in the Segmentation 

Mode. Don’t forget that you cannot edit the segmentation in the Transcription Mode.  

4.3.1 Transcribing (and proofreading) in the Transcription Mode 

Choose Options   Transcription Mode. 

When you switch to the Transcription Mode for the first time, you have to configure the Transcription Mode settings. 

Choose columns 1, Utterance type and font size 12. 
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Under Select tiers all speakers must be chosen.  

 

You now get a display with the segments made in the Segmentation mode shown under one another with the names of the 

tiers in different colors. 
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There are several functions for playing the recording: 

 You can click in the white transcription field 

 The Tab button works as play/pause 

 Shift + Tab plays from the start of the segment 

 Enter goes to the next field and plays 

 Alt + Arrow up/down shifts fields and plays 

 

Select the Loop Mode (upper right over the waveform) if you want the segment to be played repeatedly until stopped by 

Tab. You can change the speed by adjusting Rate (line under Volume). As a rule, it should be Rate 100, but if something is 

very unclear or the speaker talks very quickly, try to adjust Speed. The waveform in the left window may be of help. The 

size of the waveform can be changed by dragging the right edge. If you want to change the segments, you must return to the 

Segmentation Mode or the Annotation Mode. 

4.3.2 Useful shortcuts, Transcription Mode 

Function PC and Mac 

Go down to the next segment Enter/Alt+Arrow down 

Go up to the segment above Alt+Arrow up 

Play/Pause Tab  

Play the seggment once more from the start Shift+Tab    

 

Use the same shortcuts as in the Segmentation Mode for moving the cursor (see Chapter 4.2.1). 

5 Proofreading 

The Transcription Mode is also suitable for proofreading, but you can use the Annotation Mode too where you get a good 

overview of both segmentation and transcription. You can read more about proofreading in Section 4. 

5.1.1 Proofreading in the Annotation Mode 

Choose Options  Annotation Mode. 

In the Annotation Mode you can proofread both transcription and segmentation.   
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Double-click on a segment (here called an annotation) to enter and correct the transcription. With the shortcut, Alt+M, the 

annotation is shown in a small window and can be edited there. Press Ctrl+Enter to save the changes. Segment boundaries 

can be changed by clicking and dragging while pressing the ALT-button.   

5.1.2 Useful shortcuts in the Annotation Mode 

Function PC and Mac  

Play/Pause Ctrl+Space  

Play selected area Shift+Space  

New annotation here (selected area) Alt+N  

Delete annotation  Alt+D  

Go to annotation above Ctrl+Arrow up  

Go to annotation below Ctrl+Arrow down  

Go to annotation to the right and edit Ctrl+Alt+Arrow right  

Go to annotation to the left and edit Ctrl+Alt+Arrow left  

Move the left segment boundary a little to the left  Ctrl+J  

Move the left segment boundary a little to the right Ctrl+U  

Move the right segment boundary a little to the left Ctrl+Shift+J  

Move the right segment boundary a little to the right Ctrl+Shift+U  
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6 Transcription rules 

6.1 When the transcription rules are not enough 

Although the transcription rules are detailed, you will probably find cases where you do not know what to do. Perhaps there 

is no rule for that very case or perhaps the case is a borderline example. Please write down the case and where you found it 

so that the case can be discussed later. 

6.2 Division of speech in segments 

When we transcribe, we must divide the speech flow into smaller parts (hereafter called segments, or chunks) in a 

meaningful way. In ELAN, the sound is represented by a waveform and the different speakers have one tier each. We can 

therefore divide the speech flow into segments for each of the speakers on their own tier without consideration of concepts 

like turn-taking and replies. The result may look like the dialogue in a screenplay. The example below is from a 

transcription in the Annotation Mode: 

 

6.2.1 Segmentation 

How big or small should a segment be? In a transcribed speech corpus, we will preferably have neither too short nor too 

long segments. Firstly, we hope for segments that are complete sentences (even though we know that spoken language are 

full of hesitations, stops, stutters etc.) because we want to annotate the corpus with an automatic part of speech tagger. 

Secondly, we hope for elements that provide meaningful results when we're searching for transcribed words via a search 

tool such as Glossa, see the picture below where Glossa gives the search word as a result together with the segment where 

the word belongs: 
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All in all, an “ideal segment” probably lasts approximately 10 seconds and contains a longer meaningful entity. In the real 

word, here are some rules of thumb: 

 A segment can contain one word only if the speaker only gives replies like yes, no, hm. 

 If more than one speaker speaks at the same time: treat each speaker individually and segment/transcribe on each tier 

separately. 

 If a speaker talks for a long time: try to divide the speech flow into smaller segments. Use  

o Smaller pauses 

o Intonation 

o Completion of grammatical unit/sentence 

 

 

 

6.3 Annotate extra information and non-linguistic sounds 

A normal conversation often contains non-linguistic elements like sniffing, coughing, laughing, etc. The conversation may 

also contain information that should not be transcribed like introductory comments or sensitive information. Some parts of 

the speech can also be unclear and impossible to understand.  We have developed a system for annotating such elements, 

see the chapters below.  

6.3.1 General tag principles  

 Dependent tags: The plus character and a letter characterize the following word or word group.  
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Example:  

  “he” is pronounced unclear in the recording, that means that the transcriber is not sure if “he” is being said. 

( ) Ordinary brackets are used around a group of words being characterized by a +-tag. Note that there are no spaces 

between the tag and the bracket.  

Example: 

 

 

 

 both «he»  is not pronounced clearly. 

{} We mark comments with curl brackets (AltGr+7 or AltGr+0), see also chapter 6.3.2.  

Example:  

 

 

 

% Independent tags: The percent character is used for independent tags that represent an independent incident in the 

speech flow like laughter, coughing etc.  

 Example: 

 

  %l the speaker laughs after she/he has uttered “that was fun”. 

More than one tag can follow or proceed a word. The tag order is not important.  

Døme:  

 

 

 

 

 The words inside the brackets are unclear and are said with laughter. 

Brackets inside brackets are not possible. If more than one word inside a bracket should be tagged, each word must be 

tagged separately (a) or the problem must be solved like (b). 

 

 

 

 
(a) +l(bla +u bla +u 

(bla)) 

 

(b) +l +u(bla bla bla) 

 

 
  +l +u(bla bla) 

 

    that was fun %l  

  {break} 

  {preliminary comments} 

  {sensitive information} 

 
+u(he) 
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List of dependent and independent tags  

 

Dependent  Independent  

x  +x Dialect word, word from another language, slang – not described in the 

dictionary  

+u Unclear %u unintelligible 

+l Laughing %l laughter 

+y Yawning %y yawn 

+w Whispering %v whisper 

+s Sighing %s sigh 

  %t throat-clearing 

+c  %c coughing 

  %q (meaningful) clicking sound 

  %o onomatopoeia 

 

Note that the same tags can be used both independently and dependently. In (a) the whole statement is said yawning, while 

in (b) the yawn comes afterwards.  

 

 

 

6.3.2 Sensitive information and other elements from the recording that should not be transcribed  

Do not transcribe:   

 Smalltalk about the recording before the conversation or interview has started. Use the comment tag and {preliminary 

comments} (on the interviewer tier): 

 
(a) +y(i am tired) 

 

(b) i am tired %y 
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We also use {closing comments} in the same way about short talk in the end of a recording session. Disrupted conversation 

such as the core of the microphone cast off, that someone is going into the recording room and cut off the conversation are 

common. Such disruption is mostly uninteresting to include in the transcript. Instead, we can highlight with {disruption} -

commentary: 

 

 

Disruptions in the conversation such as when someone is coming into the room or someone answering their phone etc. can 

be marked with the comment {disruption}. Use the comment tag {sensitive information} instead of transcribing sequences 

containing sensitive personal data. According to NSD (Norwegian Social Science Data Services) this can be: Information 

about racial or ethnic origin, political, philosophical or religious beliefs, that one person has been suspected, charged or 

convicted of a criminal offense, health conditions, sexual relationships, membership in labor unions etc. We apply this law 

because the data will be used in Norway, which a partner and funder of the project. 
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6.4 Orthographic transcription 

Use an orthographic transcription for Amharic, Oromo, Hadiyya, Sidama and Gammo. Nonetheless, use the modified 

version of the IPA for Muher, Gumer and Hamar. The IPA will be provided to the transcribers. In the following chapters, 

we will describe more what this means and what to do with words that are not described in the dictionary or word list. 

6.4.1 Main rules 

We follow three main rules for transcription: 

Main rule 1: Write word forms you hear from the speaker. Do not try to change into the standard or your dialect. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Main rule 2: Do not change the word order. Transcribe everything the speaker says, word for word, even if you think the 

word order deviates from  the syntactic rules of the language. Oromo and Amharic examples: 

 

 

The speaker says:     We transcribe: 

 

Namoonni                     Namoonni (not namootni) 

Inni  boriitu indhufa.            Inni  boriitu indhufa. 

(Not Inni bori nidhufa.) 

ዴሴ       ዴሴ (Not ደሴ） 

Mana barnoota oboleessa kee maalif dhiise? ( Do not correct: Maalif 

oboleessa kee mana barumsaa dhiisee?)  

ለማን ስጠኸው ትናንትና ያመጣኸውን? (Do not correct as ትናንትና ያመጣኸውን ለማን ሰጠኸው? ) 
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6.4.2. Variation 

Variation shall be preserved as much as possible because one of the objectives of this corpus development effort is to 

account for all variations. In the absence of a standardized vocabulary, and even in the absence of an orthography (for some 

of the languages in the project), this will be the best option.   

6.4.1.1 Contractions  

We do not mark contractions. We also write dictionary forms of words rather than the pronounced words.  

Amharic and Oromo examples: 

 

 

 

 

 

6.4.2 Words which are not in the dictionary  

Many spoken words are not in the dictionary. This may be dialect words, newer words, swearwords or words such as  eh, 

mm and the like. These words also have to be transcribed in one way or another and below we describe the guidelines for 

dealing with them.  

 

 

 

 

6.4.2.1 Abbreviations or acromyms 

Abbreviations are written as abbreviations, but with small letters (when applicable).   

Amharic and Oromo examples: 

 

 

 

6.4.2.2 Compounds  

Many compounds are not written in the dictionary, but should nevertheless be normalized in languages like Oromo, 

 

The speaker says: We transcribe: 

 

አንተናኔ    አንተ እና እኔ 
ባንድ ቤት እየኖሩ     በአንድ ቤት እየኖሩ  
Mammarnoota         Mana barnootaa 

 

 

 

 

 

The speaker says: We transcribe: 

 

ei maskin   ei maskin 

maskina   maskina 

 

 

 

 

መያድ፥ የተመድ 
bbo (not Biiroo Barnoota Oromiyaa) 
un ( not UN) 
kkn (not KKN, which means ‘ and the like’) 
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Hadiyya, or Sidama, which do not have standard norms.  

Oromo examples: If hyphen is recognized in Glossa, hyphen can be used.  

Amharic: compound words can be written with just a space between the two words. 

 

 

 

 

6.4.2.3 Dialect 

Mark dialect words with +x if you know that the word is from a certain dialect. This is only possible in languages whose 

dialects are identified but it is not easy to determine if a lexical item is from a certain dialect.  Thus, write the form you hear 

from the speaker if you have no idea about the status of the word.  

Amharic and Oromo examples: 

 

 

 

6.4.2.4 Words from other languages 

Treat words from other languages the same way as dialect words, that means tag them with +x. The words should be 

normalized according to a dictionary or wordlist on that language.  

Amharic and Oromo examples: 

 

 

6.4.2.5 New words, swearing 

Treat new words, slang, swearwords etc. which are not found in the dictionary or word list the same way as dialect words: 

Try to normalize them and tag with +x. Perhaps a search in a text corpus or on Google can help find a good normalized 

form. Oromo and Amharic example: 

 

 

 

jilba-jalee 

name-tolchee 
 
ቤተ መንግስት ፣ ትምህርት ቤት  

+x Eecha +x keecha +x keeche (from the central dialect of Oromo) 
Danuu ( from weastern dialect of Oromo) 

 

+x ባኤላ ( from the Menz dialect of Amharic )  

+x የስ  
+x ጉድ ቾይዝ 
+x yes jedhe. 

+x actually inni nama gaaridha. 

 

+x salphaa (‘simple’ is extended to mean ‘very’) 

+ x የመጨ （It means ‘very’)  

+ x አታካብድ (  not a big deal) 

 



21 

 

6.4.3 Quotations   

Quotations are written in quotation marks. Amharic and Oromo examples: 

 

 

 

If a speaker talks about the pronunciation of a word, this is also considered a quotation:  

Amharic and Oromo examples: 

 

 

 

Note: We do not use +x in quotations. በኛ የሚባለው “ደሴ” ሳይሆን “ዴሴ”  ነው ፡፡  

6.4.4 Interjections 

Spoken language are full of words like eh, aha, em, ææææ, oiiiii etc. Some of these words can be found in the dictionary or 

wordlist as interjections, but not all of them. Please make your own interjection list with spoken interjections and their 

intended meaning, and insert it in XX. Note that we not write vocal length. To letters means two syllables. Some Oromo 

Examples: 

Oromo Interjections 

eec 

hayii 

wayyoo 

u’uu 

uffey 

yee’e 

badii 

magan 

ha’a 

dhiisi 

Amharic 

ውይ 

አይ 

ጉድ 

ኧረ  

እፎይ 

ኤጭ 

ምጽጽ 

ኤዲያ 

ለካ 

በል (በል እንግዲህ) 

እንግዲህ 

በጀ 

እሽ 

እስኪ 

አቤት 

"Mana koo beekta," jedhe. 

“አልመጣም” አለ። 

Inni ”keessa” jedha malee ”keecha” hinjedhu. 

በኛ የሚባለው “ደሴ” ሳይሆን “ዴሴ”  ነው ፡፡ 



6.4.5 Numbers 

We write numbers in letters, not in numerals. Oromo and Amharic examples: 

 

 

 

Ordinal numbers are treated the same way. 

 

 

 

  

Names 

Normally, we do not transcribe person names. Instead we write codes: F for female names (first name or first name plus 

father’s name), M for male names (first name or first name plus father’s name)), to separate the different names, we also 

number them continuous: F1, F2, F3 etc. Oromo and Amharic examples: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Public or famous persons like politicians, actors, football players etc. are not anonymized. Name of places, football teams, 

pets and organizations etc. are not anonymized if there are no other sensitive information involved. If you want to 

anonymize a name like that, use codes like N1m N2 etc. Names are normally written with capital initials. Names of books, 

films etc. are treated like quotations. Oromo and Amharic examples: 

 

 

 

Saddeettama (= 80) 
Kudhashan   (= 15) 
ሰባ ሶስት (=73) 
 

 

 

 Saddeettaffa (not 8ffa) 

Tokkoffa (not 1ffa) 
ስምንተኛ (Not 8ኛ) 
 

The speaker says:  
Caalaan  Namoomsaa fi Kumee  sirriitti hinbeeku. 
  
We transcribe: 
M1 n M2   fi F1  sirriitti hinbeeku. 
 
The speaker says:  
ጎረቤቴ ተምትም ጠላ አይወድም፡፡ 
We transcribe: 
ጎረቤቴ M ጠላ አይወድም፡፡ 
 

 

Ababbaa Bikilaan fiigichaan beekamaa ture.  
  
ኃይሌ ገብረ ስላሴ ጎበዝ ሯጭ ነው  :: 
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6.4.6 Non-linguistic sounds  

Beside interjections, speakers often make non-linguistic sounds like coughing, laughing, clicking sounds etc. It is easy to get 

caught up in individual sounds and spend a lot of time transcribing it accurately. Remember that the sounds we are most 

interested in are those that potentially mean something. Laughter almost always makes sense, but an uncontrolled cough 

does not. Still, coughing sometimes means that the speaker wants to get attention. Or perhaps the speaker discretely couches 

skeptically. We only mark non-linguistic sounds we think have a meaning in the conversation. 

6.4.7 Breaks, pauses and unclear parts 

6.4.7.1 Aborted words* 

When a speaker starts saying a word and then stops before the word is completed, we transcribe what s/he says and write a – 

character behind. If a person stutters inside a word, we transcribe the word orthographically.  Oromo example: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

6.4.7.2 Unfinished statements  

 

 

If an utterance is not being properly ended and another speaker starts to speak, perhaps as an interruption, the unfinished 

statements are completed with three periods: If a speaker interrupts himself /herself and starts with another utterance, we do 

not transcribe.  

 

 

 

A: Namichi kun waan...  ( Speaker A has been interrupted ) 
B: Beelli  namoota hedduu rakkisaa jira. 
 
A: እኛ የምንለው……… (Speaker A has been interrupted) 
B: ምን ያስፈልገናል? 
 

 

The speaker says:  

Abbaan isaa baa…  

 

We transcribe: 

Abbaan isaa baa- 

 

 

 

The speaker says:  

ተከታ - 

 
 

We transcribe: 

ተከታ - 

 



25 

 

6.4.7.3 Pauses*  

Pauses can occur within or between segments (3.2.2). Within a segment a short pause or break is marked with #, and longer 

pauses with ##. Pauses between segments are only shown by the time distance between the segments. In the example below, 

we see two pauses, one between two segments and one within a segment: 

 

 

 

A medium pause should be so long that in practice a pin could fall on the floor or longer (from about 1.5 seconds). A short 

break is shorter. Often, the pause can be seen as a straight line in the wave form. Below are first a medium long and then a 

short break: 

 

 

Long pauses are not that common. Perhaps they can be defined by saying that a long pause is a pause where the participants 

in a conversation will find the silence embarrassing. Sometimes you can hear the speaker breathing. We consider this a 

pause and not a non-linguistic statement like laughter. If the breathing is more like a statement, use the tag for +s for 

sighing.  

6.4.7.4 Unclear parts or words 

If there are parts of the speech you cannot understand, use the %u tag. If you think you can guess what the speaker says but 

is not 100 % sure, transcribe the word and use the +u tag. Oromo and Amharic example:  

 

 

 

Isheen garuu %u miti. 

ተሞክሯችንን ስናይ   %u 
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6.4.8 Capital letters and punctuation* 

We use capital letters in names like in the written language, but we do not start a sentence/segment with a capital letter. We 

use question marks in questions and quotation marks  for citations. We do not use semicolon, colon, comma, exclamation 

characters or periods.  

7 Proofreading  

When proofreading, play the segments, one at a time. Listen carefully and play unclear passages again. Correct the 

transcription if you find errors. 

8 Overview: shortcuts, tags and interjections  

8.1 Overview shortcuts 

Segmentation Mode 

Function PC and Mac  

   

Merge a selected segment with next segment Ctrl+A  

Merge a selected segment with the former 

segment 

Ctrl+B  

Divide selected segments Ctrl+Enter2  

   

Select a tier as the active tier Arrow up  

Select the tier below as the active tier Arrow down  

   

Play/Pause Ctrl+Space  

Play a selected area Shift+Space  

   

 

Use the mouse to move the cursor or use the shortcuts. 

Transcription Mode 

                                                 
2
 Note that this shortcut is not defined in ELAN. You can define your ovn shortcuts, see chapter 7. 
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Function PC and Mac 

Go down to the next segment Enter/Alt+Arrow down 

Go up to the segment above Alt+Arrow up 

Play/Pause Tab  

Play the seggment once more from the start Shift+Tab    

 

Annotation Mode 

Function PC and Mac  

   

Play/Pause Ctrl+Space  

Play selected area Shift+Space  

   

New annotation here (selected area) Alt+N  

Delete annotation  Alt+D  

Go to annotation above Ctrl+Arrow up  

Go to annotation below Ctrl+Arrow down  

Go to annotation to the right and edit Ctrl+Alt+Arrow right  

Go to annotation to the left and edit Ctrl+Alt+Arrow left  

Move the left segment boundary a little to the left  Ctrl+J  

Move the left segment boundary a little to the right Ctrl+U  

Move the right segment boundary a little to the left Ctrl+Shift+J  

Move the right segment boundary a little to the right Ctrl+Shift+U  

 

Moving the cursor 

Function PC and Mac 

  

Move the cursor one second to the left Shift+Arrow left   

Move the cursor a little to the left Ctrl+Shift+Arrow left  

Move the cursor a little to the right Ctrl+Shift+Arrow right  

Move the cursor one second to the right Shift+Arrow right  
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8.2 Tags 

 

Dependent  Independent  

+x X  Dialect word, word from another language, slang – not described in the 

dictionary  

+u unclear %u unintelligible 

+l laughing %l laughter 

+y yawning %y yawn 

+w whispering %v whisper 

+s sighing %s sigh 

  %t throat-clearing 

+c  %c coughing 

  %q (meaningful) clicking sound 

  %o onomatopoeia 

 

9 ELAN on a new computer  

Make a shortcut to ELAN on the taskbar 

a) Computer -> Local Disk (C:) -> Program File. Open ELAN (choose the newest version if there are more than one). 

b)  Pull ELAN.exe to the taskbar.  

 

Remove the possibility in Windows of turning the computer display:  

Ctrl + Alt + F12.  

Choose advanced mode --> options and support --> cross out Hot Key Functionality  

 

If your language choice changes while using ELAN: 

Go to the control panel. Choose «Change keyboards or other input methods» and «Change keyboards». Under «General» 
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you can remove the languages you do not need.  

 

You can also go to  «Advanced Key settings» and remove the shortcut (Left Alt+Shift) which changes languages in 

Windows..  

 

Define own shortcuts:  

In ELAN you can make your own shortcuts. Choose Edit -> Preferences -> Edit shortcuts. 

Here you can for instance define Ctrl + Enter to split selected segments (used as a shortcut in these guidelines). 

  

 


