
VariaƟon in naƟve speaker transcripƟon 

 

Discourse transcripƟon is oŌen treated as an objecƟve part of the research process, yet it 
requires interpreƟve and analyƟcal decisions by transcribers (Himmelmann 2018: 35). Choices 
such as the level of detail or the inclusion of mulƟmodal features depend heavily on the 
research quesƟon or documentaƟon goal at hand (Du Bois et al. 1992: 4; Edwards 1993: 12). 
Scholars have long called for more methodological reflecƟons (e.g. Ochs 1979; Bucholtz 2000). 

Previous work (e.g. Dobrin 2021; Jung & Himmelmann 2011; Urban 1996) shows that naƟve 
speakers oŌen prioriƟse meaning over form. Rather than transcribing exactly what was said in 
a recording, they may paraphrase, omit code-switching and repeƟƟons, or add content they 
deem relevant. 

This talk focuses on morphosyntacƟc variaƟon in naƟve speaker transcripts. It will present the 
first results from an ongoing project conducƟng transcripƟon experiments. Eight Bachelor 
linguisƟcs students and (near-)naƟve speakers of Catalan transcribed a pear story 
(monologue), which was already segmented into intonaƟon units for beƩer comparability. 
Despite the controlled condiƟons, substanƟal variaƟon emerged, especially in word 
segmentaƟon (e.g. arƟcles): 

(1) 

(a)  veu  la  oportunitat  d'agafar   una  pera 

(b) veu  la  oportunitat  de  gafar   una  pera 

(c) veu  l'oportunitat   d'agafar   una  pera 

(d) veu  l'oportunitat   de  gafar   una  pera 

 see ART-opportunity to-take   a pear   

‘(he) sees the opportunity to take a pear’ 

Similar paƩerns emerge in preliminary German data, suggesƟng that even in WEIRD and LOL 
languages with established wriƟng systems and tradiƟons that may influence transcribers, 
substanƟal morphosyntacƟc variaƟon can be found. The potenƟal influence of this variaƟon 
on subsequent linguisƟc analyses are explored in this talk. 

This contribuƟon thus argues that transcript variaƟon is not just noise in the data but a 
valuable source of metalinguisƟc knowledge of naƟve speakers. It calls for greater 
transparency in transcripƟon pracƟces, including documenƟng transcripƟon processes and 
incorporaƟng detailed accounts of transcripƟon choices into typological research. 
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