Using ASR to put the interactive back into the corpus of Thulung (Kiranti, Eastern Nepal)

In this presentation, we describe a project in which we have developed and used an ASR
model for Thulung, an endangered language of Nepal (Kiranti subgroup, Sino-Tibetan/Trans-
Himalayan, Eastern Nepal), with the goal of balancing out a corpus with a strong
monological orientation.

The existing annotated corpus of Thulung before the start of the project was predominantly
made up of single speaker narratives, collected and analyzed over the course of on- and off
fieldwork on the language over the past 20 years. More specifically, the 9-hour corpus
contained 36 single-speaker narratives and only 4 conversations. The reasons for this
imbalance were a combination of the methodological (difficulties in capturing interactions,
owing to their spontaneity), cultural (speakers would much rather be recorded telling their
traditional stories, and are uncomfortable giving consent to put their conversations into
accessible oral archives), and annotational (e.g. Dingemanse & Liesenfeld 2022; Austin
2021).

An interest in documenting interactives (c.f. Heine 2023) such as interjections (Ameka 1992;
Dingemanse 2024) and ideophones (Lahaussois 2023; Lahaussois 2024) has brought to the
fore the importance of working with a corpus containing considerably more interactive
communicative events. Yet the difficulties in transcribing sufficient such materials have
made us consider the possibilities of using ASR to attempt to push through the transcription
bottleneck (e.g. Seifart et al. 2018). We fine-tuned XLSR-53, a multilingual pre-trained
speech model capable of representing audio recordings in any language as vector
embedding, which we had previously successfully used with related minority low-resource
languages Na and Japhug (Guillaume et al. 2022; Wisniewski, Michaud & Guillaume 2020;
Guillaume, Wisniewski & Michaud 2023). One significant difference was that the materials
in the former case studies were largely monological.

We present here the results of our ongoing project, and specifically, the workflow we have
adopted to use and improve ASR in the field. This has enabled us to begin to rebalance the
corpus—currently consisting of 66 texts of various lengths and type, of which 16,
constituting roughly 3 hours, are conversational. We will present quantitative data for our
post-editing process, according to communicative event type, and describe some of the
difficulties in carrying out this type of work and some promising solutions.
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